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  Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Chapter 1
Prologue

It is said that there are three terrifying places in the world: the God-Slaying Platform in the Divine Realm, the Avici Hell in the Ghost Realm, and the Melting Abyss in the Demon Realm. Since the Fallen God was sealed in the Bottomless Abyss in ancient times, the Bottomless Abyss has been shrouded by a blood moon, transforming into a demonic swamp and forming its realm, known as the Demon Realm.

The blood moon is the only light source in the Demon Realm. The rise of the crimson, bewitching full moon marks the day, while its setting marks the night. The daytime in the Demon Realm feels like being burned alive, while the night is bone-chillingly cold. It’s a dual torment for both flesh and Yuan Spirit. Neither humans nor beast clans can survive in such extreme conditions; only demon clans thrive here. However, the Melting Abyss is a place of terror that even demon clans avoid at all costs.

This is where the Fallen God perished, known as the God-Forsaken Land.

At the center of the Melting Abyss stands a black bronze pillar, ten zhang tall, called the Punishment Pillar. It’s deeply embedded in the blood swamp, said to connect to the burial ground of the Fallen God. The ancient god’s wrath erupts every hour, causing the entire pillar to glow red-hot. Even high-ranking demons would instantly vanish if they touched it. Countless demons, beasts, and humans have been bound here for punishment, but none have survived more than three days.

At this moment, a man is bound here. He has already endured seven days of torture. His arms are spread and tied to the punishment rack, his white undergarments stained dark red, covered in whip marks. The wounds have a purple-blue hue, bursting from the inside out, caused by his Yuan Spirit being lashed by the ancient god’s roars. The young cultivator’s clothes are in tatters, his exposed body covered in horrific wounds. His head hangs low, black hair half-covering his face, revealing only his sharp chin and bloodless thin lips.

Yet even in such a wretched state, it doesn’t diminish the proud bearing of the number one Immortal Cultivator.

“So this is the world-renowned Xie Xuechen…” A coquettish voice suddenly rang out in the thick blood mist, accompanied by clear, pleasant bell chimes, approaching the tortured young man step by step.

Slender, fair fingers gripped the young man’s chin, forcing him to raise his head. In the eerie firelight, the young man’s proud and cold features were revealed. His eyebrows were sharp, his nose high-bridged, and thick long lashes covered his unfocused phoenix eyes. To enhance his pain sensitivity, the Demon Lord had sealed his eyes. Such beautiful eyes, yet they could see nothing.

The young woman tilted her head, observing him for a moment, then suddenly laughed, “You are quite handsome indeed.”

The young woman’s voice was soft and coquettish, making everything she said sound like flirting.

“I heard you’ve been tortured for seven days, yet you still refuse to reveal the heart method of the Jade Palace Divine Technique. Your resolve is quite impressive.” The young woman’s eyes sparkled with undisguised admiration. Her right hand gripped Xie Xuechen’s chin, her warm fingertips caressing the skin on his face. Suddenly, she rose on her tiptoes and kissed his thin lips.

Xie Xuechen’s breath caught, not expecting such a bold move. He instinctively tried to turn his head away, but the young woman held his jaw firmly. With his divine apertures sealed and strength gone, he could only endure the young woman’s somewhat clumsy yet domineering kiss… (censored portion)

The executioner standing nearby was stunned, watching the sensual scene before him with wide eyes and a dry mouth. He lowered his head, blushing, but couldn’t help wanting to look up again. When he finally gathered the courage to raise his head, the young woman had already released her hold on Xie Xuechen.

She chuckled softly, “Your bones may be hard, but your lips are quite soft.”

She smiled at Xie Xuechen, her peach blossom eyes reflecting the dim firelight. Her small face, with its curved eyebrows and eyes, looked indescribably innocent and adorable as if someone else had just molested and humiliated him.

Sighs accompanied by bell chimes faded into the distance.

“Such a handsome man, what a pity it would be if he died…”
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It is said that there are three terrifying places in the world: the God-Slaying Platform in the Divine Realm, the Endless Hell in the Ghost Realm, and the Melting Abyss in the Demon Realm. These three places are feared by gods and dreaded by ghosts, places of extreme punishment where no god or demon has ever survived for more than seven days.

But more terrifying than these three places is a person called Xie Xuechen.

He is merely a mortal, yet he endured seven days of extreme torture in the Melting Abyss and didn’t die.

Not only did he not die, but he also escaped.

No, to be precise, Xie Xuechen didn’t escape. He fought his way out, sword in hand, in a grand and earth-shaking manner!

The blood moon in the Demon Realm seemed to grow even redder. Under the blood moon, the demon city was in chaos. Demons and monsters fled in panic, their faces filled with fear, surging towards the God-Slaying Palace.

However, behind the horde of demons was just a single human sword cultivator, bathed in blood and dressed in tattered clothes. He wielded the Jun Tian Sword, its blade emitting a faint golden sword light. The sword energy formed a rainbow, creating a demon-slaying sword formation that reaped countless demon lives. Any demon touched by the Jun Tian Sword turned into black demonic energy, returning to chaos.

“Demon Lord, save us—”

“Xie Xuechen has gone berserk—”

Countless demons crowded in front of the God-Slaying Palace, wailing loudly. Suddenly, the grand doors opened from within, and a graceful purple figure slowly walked out. She yawned leisurely, squinting her eyes and saying lazily, “The Demon Lord is in seclusion. Aren’t you afraid of death, making such a ruckus?”

The appearance of the young woman instantly silenced the scene, as a different kind of fear swept over them.

She was just a young woman of unparalleled beauty, dressed in a dark purple gossamer robe. Her waist was so slender it could be encircled by one hand, her figure graceful and charming. The long skirt fell to her ankles, and with a gentle breeze, it revealed a pair of snow-white jade feet. Although she wore no silk stockings, her bare feet were untainted by even a speck of dust, as smooth and tender as a child’s. On her exposed ankles was a white bone bell shaped like a flower bud. As she walked, it made clear yet ethereal bell sounds, unconsciously mesmerizing people and making them forget to look at her breathtakingly beautiful face.

It was a rare beauty in the world, like a midnight orchid, pure yet bewitching. Her peach blossom eyes seemed to be filled with laughter at all times, her gaze flowing, intentionally or unintentionally stirring others’ hearts. Just one glance from her could give the illusion of being deeply loved. But if one remembered her title and deeds, those infatuated gazes would instantly turn to fear.

She was Mu Xuanling, the personal disciple of the Great Priest, the Holy Maiden of the Demon Race. She presided over the criminal law of the Demon Realm, and the number of demons she had killed might not be fewer than Xie Xuechen’s!

“Ho-Holy Maiden, Xie Xuechen is coming to kill us!” A demon plucked up the courage to speak.

These words came a bit late, as Xie Xuechen had already reached the gates of the God-Slaying Palace.

The crowded demon army was cut open, leaving a gap. The white-robed sword cultivator wielded the Jun Tian Sword, and wherever he went, all evil retreated, leaving countless dead and wounded. He slightly raised his head, revealing a face as handsome as a god yet as cold as frost and snow.

His body was covered in wounds, his white robe stained with blood, torn open with many injuries. His jade-like chest was crisscrossed with whip marks, where purple-black energy still lingered. Although he was severely injured, he exuded the peak aura of a Fashen cultivator, intimidating the horde of demons into retreating in fear and trembling.

Xie Xuechen raised his sword eyebrows, the vermilion mark between his brows becoming even more striking due to the surging spiritual power. In his clear black and white pupils, the crimson gates of the God-Slaying Palace were reflected, along with the petite purple figure standing before them.

Raising his sword tip to point at the young woman, Xie Xuechen’s cold and hoarse voice slowly asked, “Where is the Demon Lord?”

The young woman gazed at Xie Xuechen, showing no fear on her face. Seeing Xie Xuechen’s question, she smiled charmingly and said, “As expected of Xie Xuechen. Even after being injured by the Demon Lord and the Great Priest, and enduring torture for seven days, you still possess such ability.”

Hearing her voice, Xie Xuechen’s pupils constricted, and his grip on the sword tightened. His gaze lowered, falling on the young woman’s delicate feet, where he saw a bell-shaped flower bud tied to her slender, fair ankle.

“It’s you…” Xie Xuechen’s gaze grew even colder.

The young woman noticed Xie Xuechen’s gaze. She smiled and took a few steps forward, the bell on her ankle making clear, pleasant chimes.

“Oh? Has Sect Leader Xie recognized me?” the young woman said with a smile. “Although I have seen you before, this is your first time seeing me. I am Mu Xuanling, the Holy Maiden of the Demon Race. Please, Sect Leader Xie, I hope we can learn from each other.”

As soon as Mu Xuanling finished speaking, Xie Xuechen’s sword qi swept across. The faint golden sword energy carved out a half-moon shape, slashing directly towards Mu Xuanling’s waist. Mu Xuanling’s expression turned solemn as her hands swiftly formed seals, creating ten layers of barriers in an instant to block the sword qi’s attack. The ten barriers were shattered one by one by the sharp sword qi, but Mu Xuanling’s figure had already transformed into blue smoke, disappearing from her original spot.

A delicate white hand rested on Xie Xuechen’s shoulder from behind, and a soft voice said, “A human is saying: ‘One night as husband and wife, a hundred days of affection.’ I kissed Sect Leader Xie once, so that should count for at least ten or fifteen days of affection. Yet Sect Leader Xie attacks without any consideration for that.”

Before she could finish speaking, Xie Xuechen had already grabbed her hand and thrust his sword backward.

However, he only pierced through an illusion.

Mu Xuanling’s true form floated in mid-air, smiling as she looked down at Xie Xuechen. “Sect Leader Xie, how can you repay kindness with enmity?”

Xie Xuechen paid no attention to her words. His spiritual power surged forth, his cloud-like sleeves billowing. The Jun Tian Sword, sensing its master’s will, trembled and transformed into countless sword images.

This was the sword formation of the world’s number one sword cultivator—Jade Palace Sky Breaking. Both the Demon Lord and the Great Priest had been severely injured under this sword formation.

Mu Xuanling’s expression turned serious as she said in a deep voice, “All of you, stay back!”

The high-ranking demons, who had no intention of helping anyway, were all shocked to their core upon seeing the Jade Palace Sky Breaking formation. Those with weaker cultivation immediately fell to their knees, while those who could escape were considered to have higher cultivation.

Mu Xuanling watched those demons fleeing faster than she could speak and cursed under her breath, “Heartless creatures!”

Mu Xuanling took off the black cloak from her back and tossed it upward. The cloak gradually expanded, covering Mu Xuanling like a sky-obscuring canopy.

The demon artifact—Yan Tian—was rumored to be able to withstand a strike from a Celestial Immortal. It had previously saved the Great Priest’s life during the encirclement of Xie Xuechen, blocking a full-force strike from the Jade Palace Sky Breaking formation.

Now, whether this half-damaged artifact could still block Xie Xuechen’s sword, no one knew.

All the demons watched the battle between god and demon from afar.

Yan Tian blocked the figures of the two combatants. The Jun Tian Sword emitted a dazzling light, like the blazing sun, making the demons unable to look directly at it.

Only the clashing sounds of blades and swords could be heard from within the formation. The merciless battle between the two made witnesses’ hearts race.

“Why haven’t the Demon Lord and the Great Priest come out of seclusion yet?”

“I heard that seven days ago when they encircled Xie Xuechen, they were severely injured and had to seclude themselves for ten days!”

“What about the Three Demon Gods?”

“They’re in the same situation.”

“Xie Xuechen alone could withstand the attacks of the Demon Lord, the Great Priest, and the Three Demon Gods?”

“He’s the Son of Heaven’s Way, the strongest sword cultivator among humans. Even the Melting Abyss couldn’t refine him. Who else could deal with him?”

“Then… isn’t the Holy Maiden in danger?”

As soon as these words were spoken, the Yan Tian barrier was torn apart by countless sword lights. The blood moon’s radiance once again shone down, illuminating countless despairing faces.

The white-robed sword cultivator stood proudly in mid-air like a celestial god, holding the Demon Race’s Holy Maiden captive in his arms.

Mu Xuanling’s hands were twisted behind her back, her meridians sealed, unable to use any demonic techniques. Xie Xuechen controlled Mu Xuanling with one hand, while the other held his sword across her neck, the sharp sword intent on threatening her life.

Xie Xuechen said coldly, “Lead me out of the Demon Realm.”

The Demon Realm had three hundred grand formations at its entrance. Without the guidance of a high-ranking demon who knew the formations, it was impossible to leave.

Mu Xuanling’s small face turned pale as she snorted coldly, “Sect Leader Xie, with your great abilities, why don’t you find your way out yourself!”

In response, the sword edge drew closer to her delicate neck.

A trace of red immediately appeared on her slender, delicate neck.

Mu Xuanling’s body stiffened, and her clear black and white peach blossom eyes welled up with tears. She said, seemingly on the verge of crying, “Sword cultivators indeed have no regard for tender beauty.”

Among the thousands of paths for human cultivation, the path of the sword cultivator is straightforward.

Direct in action, without emotion or desire, one sword breaking through all techniques.

Xie Xuechen tightened his grip on her arm and repeated, “Lead the way.”

Mu Xuanling cast a resentful glance at him and said, “Fine, I’ll lead the way.”

Countless demons could only watch helplessly as Xie Xuechen took Mu Xuanling hostage and left.

In the Demon Realm, the Demon Lord held the highest status, followed by the Great Priest, while the Three Demon Gods and the Holy Maiden were of similar rank. Now, with the senior figures severely injured and the Holy Maiden captured, the Demon Realm was left leaderless, instantly falling into chaos.

“This is terrible, terrible! The Holy Maiden has been captured!”

“The Holy Maiden has been captured… but that might not be such a bad thing.”

“And Xie Xuechen has left too.”

“Does that mean we won’t have to die?”

“Yeah, let’s celebrate quickly!”

“Let’s have a feast tonight, eat a human!”

As is well known, demons are undying, unintelligent dead things born from the Void Sea—

Xie Xuechen held Mu Xuanling captive as they navigated through the countless deadly formations of the Demon Realm, not daring to be careless for a moment. After an unknown amount of time, they finally left the Demon Realm’s formations. What appeared before their eyes was no longer the blood moon, but a bright sun and a patch of blue sky belonging to the human realm.

Xie Xuechen let out a sigh of relief and released his hold on Mu Xuanling. His body, which had been pushing its limits for so long, swayed slightly, and he barely managed to stand steady by leaning on the Jun Tian Sword.

Mu Xuanling couldn’t move, only her eyes rolling around. She called out to Xie Xuechen, “Sect Leader Xie, now that we’ve left the Demon Realm, shouldn’t you release me?”

Xie Xuechen slightly raised his eyelids to look at Mu Xuanling but showed no intention of removing the seal.

“Release you?” He frowned as if hearing a ridiculous and unreasonable request. His gaze suddenly turned several degrees colder. “You are the Holy Maiden of the Demon Race, guilty of numerous evil deeds. How could I release you?”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes widened as she said angrily, “Sect Leader Xie, abandoning me after using me is most ungentlemanly. Not only do we have a fleeting romantic connection, but I also saved your life! Even if you don’t repay a life-saving debt with marriage, there’s no reason to repay kindness with enmity!”

Hearing Mu Xuanling’s words, Xie Xuechen’s face grew even darker instead of showing gratitude. He approached Mu Xuanling with his sword, killing intent surging in his eyes.

He vaguely felt his spiritual power depleting. If he lost consciousness, he might fall into the demon woman’s hands, all his efforts wasted. He had to kill her first…

Mu Xuanling sensed the cold killing intent in Xie Xuechen’s eyes and cried out in panic, “Xie Xuechen, you can’t kill me! I—”

Before Mu Xuanling could finish, Xie Xuechen’s sword had already thrust towards her. The faint golden sword light of the Jun Tian Sword reflected in Mu Xuanling’s pupils. However, just as it was about to pierce her, the golden sword light suddenly disappeared. The intimidating aura around Xie Xuechen also vanished. His tall figure suddenly stiffened as if all strength had been drained from him in an instant. The color drained from his face as excruciating pain surged through him, causing him to let out a muffled groan. No longer able to support his body, the sword slipped from his hand, and he fell forward, collapsing onto Mu Xuanling.

Mu Xuanling, with her meridians sealed, couldn’t move. Xie Xuechen’s fall knocked her down, and they both fell to the ground together. Xie Xuechen’s powerless body pressed against her, his head resting in the crook of her neck, his breath and life force steadily weakening.

Mu Xuanling was startled. Ignoring the pain from being knocked down, she quickly called out, “Hey, hey, Sect Leader Xie, Xie Xuechen, at least release me before you faint! What if bad people come along?”

She had the nerve to call others bad people—Xie Xuechen thought hazily.

He used all his strength but couldn’t open his eyes no matter how hard he tried. He only felt that he was lying on something soft, his entire body in excruciating pain as if being ground by a millstone. A mouthful of fresh blood spilled from the corner of his lips as his thoughts sank into darkness.

In the boundless darkness, Mu Xuanling’s distant calls could be heard: “Xie Xuechen— Xie Xuechen—”
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As Xie Xuechen opened his eyes, he saw Mu Xuanling half-kneeling by his bedside, resting her chin on her hand, smiling at him. “Sect Leader Xie, you called out my name while you were unconscious. It seems you can’t stop thinking about me.”

Xie Xuechen’s body was wracked with pain, leaving him without the strength to resist. His spiritual energy felt completely drained, rendering him weaker than an ordinary mortal, let alone a match for Mu Xuanling.

A strong sense of crisis welled up in Xie Xuechen’s heart as he stared intently into Mu Xuanling’s eyes. In a hoarse voice, he asked, “How did you break the seal?”

When he had sealed her meridians, he had used all his strength. It shouldn’t have been easy to undo unless someone with profound cultivation had assisted. Xie Xuechen was filled with doubt, fearing that the Demon Lord or the Grand Priest might have arrived, and he had fallen into the hands of the demon clan again.

Mu Xuanling smiled, seemingly seeing through his doubts. She reassured him, “The Demon Lord and the Grand Priest are still in seclusion. They haven’t pursued us. Only you and I are here.”

Just as Xie Xuechen was about to breathe a sigh of relief, he heard Mu Xuanling add with a smile, “Even if you shouted until your throat was raw, no one would come.”

Xie Xuechen: “…”

Xie Xuechen’s eyes were as cold as stars as he glared at Mu Xuanling, his gaze inadvertently falling on her lips.

Mu Xuanling was exceptionally beautiful, with small yet full cherry-red lips, as delicate as flower petals, inviting imagination. However, there were now a few teeth marks on those lips, and the culprit was none other than Xie Xuechen himself.

Xie Xuechen immediately recalled the scene that had unfolded in Rongyu.

At that time, his eyes had been sealed, rendering him unable to see, but he had heard the clear sound of bells and smelled the intoxicating fragrance of the girl close to him. Just as he was guessing her identity, he hadn’t expected her to make such a frivolous move, forcefully kissing him and prying open his lips.

Xie Xuechen had cultivated for over twenty years, naturally aloof and rarely showing emotion. Only at that moment was he so shocked that he forgot to resist. It was then that the girl’s soft tongue pushed a pill into his mouth, forcing him to swallow it.

At the time, Xie Xuechen thought it was poison and naturally refused to comply. The bite marks on Mu Xuanling’s lips were left by Xie Xuechen during his resistance.

However, an hour after taking the pill, Xie Xuechen was shocked to find his spiritual power rapidly increasing, returning to its peak. He seized the opportunity to escape from Rongyu.

He had intended to use this chance to storm Zhushen Palace and eliminate the injured Demon Lord and Grand Priest. But in front of Zhushen Palace, he sensed something amiss with his body, his energy rapidly declining. Fearing he couldn’t sustain a battle with the Demon Lord, he decided to capture Mu Xuanling and leave the Demon realm before making further plans.

The reason he didn’t kill her at the time was because he suspected Mu Xuanling had intentionally saved him.

But why would she, the Demon Clan’s Holy Maiden and the Priest’s direct disciple, a half-demon, save him?

Starlight flickered in Xie Xuechen’s phoenix eyes. Mu Xuanling could tell he was suspicious. She rested her chin on her hand and asked with a smile, “Has Sect Leader Xie remembered something?”

Xie Xuechen’s voice was slightly hoarse as he asked, “What did you feed me?”

Mu Xuanling sighed softly, “I thought you were remembering our intimate moment. To save you, I even sacrificed my innocence…”

Hmph, shameless demon girl.

Though Xie Xuechen didn’t speak, his racial prejudice was written all over his face.

“Why must Sect Leader Xie view me as an enemy?” Mu Xuanling sighed. “I thought when you spared my life at Zhushen Palace, taking me hostage to leave the demon realm, it was because we had a connection. It seems I misplaced my deep feelings, wasting a peerless divine pill.”

Mu Xuanling explained gently, “That pill is called ‘Half-Day Fragrance,’ my secret recipe.”

Xie Xuechen frowned, understanding the meaning of “Half-Day.” No wonder his peak state only lasted half a day before reverting.

Mu Xuanling continued, “After taking this pill, one recovers to their prime after an hour, but the effect only lasts half a day. Afterward, you fall into an extremely weak state for seven days. But I thought half a day would be enough for Sect Leader Xie to take a demon hostage, learn about the formations, and escape the demon realm. I didn’t expect Sect Leader Xie to act so boldly, directly attacking Zhushen Palace. At that time, I thought Sect Leader Xie must have fallen for me after our kiss, unable to forget me, wanting to take me along.”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes were filled with affection, her beauty radiant, but Xie Xuechen remained cold and unmoved.

“But I had to be cautious, worried that Sect Leader Xie might be cold-blooded and ungrateful. So before you sealed me, I had already protected my meridians with demon arts. It would only take some time to break the seal myself. I just didn’t expect Sect Leader Xie to be so heartless, actually wanting to kill me.” Mu Xuanling sighed repeatedly.

“Why did you save me? What are your intentions?” Xie Xuechen pressed.

“Naturally, I’m after Sect Leader Xie himself. Though I’m in the demon realm, I’ve admired Sect Leader Xie for a long time, liking you immensely. I’m willing to betray the demon clan for you at all costs.” Mu Xuanling looked at Xie Xuechen with a smile, her gaze burning hot, her words dripping with affection. If it were anyone else, they might have been moved, but Xie Xuechen was no ordinary person. He was like a thousand-year-old block of ice.

Xie Xuechen responded to Mu Xuanling’s affectionate gaze with a cold expression, seemingly scrutinizing the true intentions behind her sweet words.

While talking to Mu Xuanling, he had been constantly trying to access his spirit aperture and mobilize his spiritual power, but his spirit aperture remained silent, without a ripple.

Recalling Mu Xuanling’s words about falling into a seven-day weakness after taking “Half-Day Fragrance,” Xie Xuechen’s heart sank. Escaping from Rongyu

An only to fall into Mu Xuanling’s hands was likely not a good thing. His ordeal was far from over. The only good news was that he had indeed left the demon realm. The demon realm was filled with demonic energy, which was like poison to cultivators, causing great harm. As long as he was in the human realm, he could absorb spiritual energy and slowly recover his cultivation.

“Sect Leader Xie, I’ve already confessed my feelings for you. What do you think of me?” Mu Xuanling cupped her face, a blush rising on her cheeks. “I’ve heard from the Three Demon Gods that women as beautiful as me are extremely rare in the three realms. The Lust Demon Elder wanted to dual cultivate with me, but I prefer immortal gentlemen like Sect Leader Xie. Sect Leader Xie, can I be your Dao companion?”

Xie Xuechen coldly replied, “Our paths differ.”

Humans have the human way, demons have the demon path. Even humans and demons cannot cultivate together, let alone Mu Xuanling, who was a half-demon. Half-demons are the offspring of humans and demons, born with innate cultivation, but lacking both the human spirit aperture and the demon core. Half-demons cannot cultivate and are despised by both humans and demons, holding the lowest status in the three realms. However, hundreds of years ago, a half-demon pioneered a new path, cultivating demon clan techniques, and continuously advanced, with power rivaling human Fashen. He is now the demon clan’s Grand Priest — Sang Qi.

Sang Qi gathered an army of half-demon mages, and with his assistance, the demon clan’s power grew increasingly strong. As Sang Qi’s direct disciple, Mu Xuanling was undoubtedly also a half-demon. Xie Xuechen, having lost all his spiritual power, couldn’t discern Mu Xuanling’s aura, but he had confirmed earlier at Zhushen Palace that Mu Xuanling had demonic energy and used demon arts. Apart from demons, only half-demons could cultivate demon arts.

With such a body that was half-human, half-demon, and half-magic, their races were different, and their cultivation methods opposed each other. How could they possibly dual cultivate?

Mu Xuanling nodded in sudden realization, “I knew Sect Leader Xie rejected me only because our paths differ, not because you don’t like me.”

Xie Xuechen frowned, feeling her words seemed correct, yet somehow off.

“Moreover, we’ve already been intimate. According to human customs, shouldn’t you take responsibility for me?” Seeing Xie Xuechen’s expression turn cold, Mu Xuanling quickly added, “Or I can take responsibility for you.”

Xie Xuechen felt stagnant and oppressed, but with all his spiritual power gone, he couldn’t overpower this demon girl. He could only cover his chest and cough dryly.

After coughing twice, he noticed something unusual — the clothes he was wearing were not his previous attire, but a set of coarse linen garments.

“My injuries…” Xie Xuechen asked hesitantly.

He had been severely injured in Rongyu.

An, his clothes half-destroyed. Now his clothes had been changed, and even his wounds had been treated.

Mu Xuanling rested her chin on her hand, smiling as she said, “Of course, I helped Sect Leader Xie apply medicine and change clothes. Sect Leader Xie is indeed magnificent and exceptionally gifted.”

Xie Xuechen’s breath caught in his throat. In a surge of anger, he instinctively reached out to strike Mu Xuanling. Sword cultivators have unparalleled physical training, and even with his spirit aperture empty and spiritual power exhausted, Xie Xuechen’s hand moved as fast as lightning. Mu Xuanling seemed prepared, and fearing to hurt Xie Xuechen, she didn’t use demon arts. Instead, she countered his moves with bare hands. After more than ten exchanges, the extremely weakened Xie Xuechen was at a disadvantage. Mu Xuanling restrained both his hands, pinning them to his sides.

Mu Xuanling half-knelt beside Xie Xuechen, leaning close. A few strands of her dark hair fell, brushing against Xie Xuechen’s pale cheeks.

Their positions, one above the other, were intimate. As Mu Xuanling drew closer, Xie Xuechen’s heart tightened. He instinctively closed his lips tightly, but the expected forceful kiss didn’t come.

Mu Xuanling looked down at Xie Xuechen, her eyes curved in a smile.

“Sect Leader Xie, knowing you can’t win, yet still attacking. Could it be you’re pretending to resist?”

Xie Xuechen’s eyes were cold as ice, not uttering a word.

Mu Xuanling’s lips curled into a smile as she slowly moved closer to Xie Xuechen’s lips. His breathing became increasingly strained as she approached. With nowhere to retreat or avoid, Xie Xuechen could only watch helplessly as she drew near.

His fists were clenched tight, knuckles white, but he couldn’t break free from Mu Xuanling’s grip.

Just as their noses were about to touch, footsteps sounded outside the door, followed by a gentle knock.

The tense atmosphere was broken by the untimely sound. Mu Xuanling straightened up, releasing her hold on Xie Xuechen. She gave him a light smile before turning away gracefully. Her steps were light and joyful, accompanied by the clear sound of bells. Xie Xuechen’s gaze was involuntarily drawn to Mu Xuanling’s ankles, attracted by the white jade bells.

Those bells were likely demon clan artifacts, their sound capable of bewitching souls, even affecting his spirit.

Xie Xuechen slowly steadied his breathing, following Mu Xuanling’s movement to look outside.

Standing at the door was an elderly woman, hunched over, with a kindly smile on her wrinkled face. She held a tray with two rough pottery bowls of white porridge and some pickled vegetables. “Miss Mu, I heard voices from your room earlier. I thought your husband might have woken up, so I made some porridge for you. It’s just a rural place, we don’t have much to offer you.”

Mu Xuanling took the tray, her voice soft and obedient: “Thank you, Granny. We’re both hungry. My husband has woken up. We’ll leave early tomorrow morning so as not to trouble you further.”

The old woman chuckled, “It’s no trouble. This place is remote, you can recover here without fear of pursuers. I heard from my son that your husband is badly injured. You can stay a few more days until his wounds heal a bit. My son knows some medicine and can help change his dressings.”

Mu Xuanling smiled, “Then we’ll impose on you a bit longer.”

The old woman waved her hand, smiling, “It’s nothing. I’ll go now. If you need anything, just let this old woman know.”

The old woman glanced at Xie Xuechen, thinking this young man was indeed handsome, but too cold, making people afraid to look at him. The young lady was much more likable, obedient, and sweet.

The old woman left, closing the door behind her.

Xie Xuechen glanced at the white porridge, then looked at Mu Xuanling.

Mu Xuanling said, “Alright, I lied earlier. After you fainted, my meridians were sealed again, and I couldn’t move. Luckily, a hunter passed by – the son of this old woman. Their family saved us. I managed to break the seal with great difficulty and told them we were an eloping couple. I said I’m a young lady from a wealthy family, and you’re a down-on-your-luck swordsman. My family disapproves of our marriage and sent people to kill you, so they took us in.” Mu Xuanling admitted her lies without a trace of shame, even winking at Xie Xuechen, smiling, “Darling, do we look like a couple?”

Xie Xuechen ignored her flirtatious look, asking coldly, “The one who treated my wounds was the old woman’s son?”

Having lost all his power, he hadn’t sensed anyone’s presence earlier, realizing he had been fooled again by this demon girl.

“Yes…” Mu Xuanling sighed reluctantly, “I admit I didn’t dress your wounds or see your magnificent body.”

Xie Xuechen sneered, “The demon clan is inherently vicious, and the demon race is best at deception.”

Mu Xuanling said sheepishly, “But one thing I said was true.”

Xie Xuechen asked, “Which one?”

Mu Xuanling’s gaze was intense, “The part about liking you.”

Xie Xuechen: “…”

Don’t get angry, anger breeds demonic thoughts. Don’t get angry, anger breeds demonic thoughts…

Mu Xuanling attentively blew on the porridge to cool it, bringing it to Xie Xuechen’s lips, “Darling, the porridge isn’t hot anymore.”

Xie Xuechen took the bowl and spoon with a wooden expression, saying, “I can use my hands.”

Mu Xuanling looked very disappointed, muttering, “What a pity…”

Xie Xuechen: “…”

Although Xie Xuechen had transcended the need for food, his physical body was now damaged, and his Fashen was impaired, making him no different from an ordinary person. Eating grains would help restore his vitality. After a bowl of hot porridge, he felt some strength return to his body.

Mu Xuanling rested her chin on her hand, watching Xie Xuechen eat with great interest. Even while eating, Xie Xuechen maintained an elegant and composed demeanor.

Seeing Xie Xuechen finish a bowl, Mu Xuanling eagerly took the bowl, asking, “How was it?”

Xie Xuechen nodded politely.

Mu Xuanling smiled charmingly, saying, “I put medicine in the porridge.”

Xie Xuechen suddenly froze, turning to look at Mu Xuanling.

“Don’t look at me so fiercely, it’s just a tonic,” Mu Xuanling blinked innocently, “A good sleep will do your body good.”

Feeling drowsiness overtake him, Xie Xuechen suddenly found it hard to breathe, regretting his carelessness in eating food brought by the demon girl…

When did she add the medicine?

What exactly does she want to do?

Before he could figure it out, he fell into a sweet dream.

Xie Xuechen didn’t know what medicine Mu Xuanling had put in the porridge, but he indeed slept very well. His physical strength and energy had noticeably improved. However, when he woke up, there was something in his arms that shouldn’t have been there — a soft, fragrant body.

In the middle of the night in the mountains, the dew was heavy and frost cold. The icy moonlight filtered through the window lattice, falling on the edge of the bed, faintly outlining a slender, graceful figure. Mu Xuanling, wearing a thin nightgown, lay on her side next to Xie Xuechen. Her hands were wrapped around Xie Xuechen’s arm, her head resting in the crook of his shoulder. Her legs were slightly curled, her right leg lightly draped over him. The thin garment had slipped, revealing a section of her well-proportioned, fair calf. She was in deep sleep, breathing evenly and softly. Her warm breath, accompanied by a strange fragrance, brushed against Xie Xuechen’s neck, like a feather lightly grazing the base of his ear, causing a tingling sensation.

Xie Xuechen woke from his deep sleep, momentarily unable to distinguish if what he saw was real or an illusion. After a moment, as his consciousness cleared, he suddenly jolted, his pupils constricting. He instinctively used all his strength to push Mu Xuanling away.

Caught off guard, Mu Xuanling took Xie Xuechen’s push and rolled off the bed, landing on the floor with a thud, her forehead hitting hard.

“Ouch!” Mu Xuanling cried out in pain, dazedly sitting up from the floor. She raised her hand to cover her bruised forehead, looking up at Xie Xuechen on the bed. Her eyes involuntarily welled up with tears as she complained resentfully, “You hurt me again.”

A vein throbbed at Xie Xuechen’s temple as he clenched his fists, trying hard to calm his agitated mind. He had always maintained a clear and dignified composure, rarely showing excessive emotion in front of others. But whether due to his impaired cultivation, he found himself repeatedly provoked to anger by Mu Xuanling.

Xie Xuechen looked at Mu Xuanling with cold eyes, his voice hoarse as he demanded, “Why are you here?”

Mu Xuanling got up from the floor leisurely, justifying herself, “We’re husband and wife, aren’t we? Shouldn’t married couples sleep in the same bed?”

Xie Xuechen said nothing, only letting out a light breath: “Hm.”

They could be anything to each other, but never husband and wife.

Mu Xuanling climbed onto the bed, ignoring Xie Xuechen’s frost-like expression, and slipped under the covers, leaving only her delicate face visible.

“Sect Leader Xie, let’s sleep,” Mu Xuanling said matter-of-factly.

Xie Xuechen took a deep breath, his voice hoarse, “If you’re here, I’ll go elsewhere.”

He moved to get up.

However, Mu Xuanling grabbed his wrist.

“Sect Leader Xie, be reasonable,” Mu Xuanling yawned, her alluring eyes misty with a mix of sleepiness and amusement. “Can you defeat me now?”

Xie Xuechen’s face stiffened, not answering.

“If I wanted to do something to you, could you stop me?”

Seeing Xie Xuechen speechless, Mu Xuanling smiled slightly, patting the bed, coaxing him indulgently, “Be good, lie down and sleep.”

Xie Xuechen felt his Dao heart wavering.

The way of the sword cultivator is unyielding straightness and unwavering courage. Born extraordinary, he had never been so humiliated. If he complied, his Dao heart would be unstable; if he resisted to the death, he feared losing his chastity.

In the end, he would still be mocked for “pretending to resist”…

Mu Xuanling’s closed eyes opened slightly, seeing the conflict in Xie Xuechen’s eyes in the moonlight. She chuckled softly, moving towards the outer edge of the bed, leaving a large space for Xie Xuechen. She promised solemnly, “I absolutely won’t touch you.”

Xie Xuechen frowned for a moment before slowly lying back down. They shared the same blanket but with half an arm’s length between them.

Mu Xuanling didn’t reach out to touch him again. She slept very sweetly — except for one foot draped over Xie Xuechen’s waist.

Not a single word from a demon girl can be trusted — Xie Xuechen remained sleepless all night.
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Xie Xuechen didn’t know when he had fallen asleep again. When he woke up the next day, it was already noon. Mu Xuanling was talking with the old woman outside the room. Xie Xuechen discreetly circulated his energy to assess his condition.

There was no fluctuation of spiritual power in his divine apertures. He couldn’t even control the Jun Tian Sword. Even when he exerted all his strength to operate the Jade Palace Heart Method, he found it difficult to absorb the spiritual energy of heaven and earth.

He wasn’t sure how Mu Xuanling’s “Half Day of Fragrant Splendor” was refined, but it must have used heavenly treasures involving the power of “cause and effect.” Among the two most powerful forces in the three realms, one was the power of cause and effect, which was extremely domineering and could ignore all laws of strength and weakness. The other, even more powerful, was the “chaos” power originating from primordial times. Chaos could ignore all cause and effect.

Xie Xuechen had exchanged seven days of weakness for half a day at his peak. This kind of causal exchange involved heavenly fate and couldn’t be reversed by human power. This meant that for the next seven days, he would have to submit to Mu Xuanling’s tyranny…

“Husband, you’re awake,” Mu Xuanling said as she pushed open the door. Seeing Xie Xuechen sitting on the bed, she wasn’t surprised. “Are you feeling better today? Can you get up for a meal?”

Although Xie Xuechen’s spiritual power was difficult to recover, the physical recovery ability of a Fashen Venerable was extremely strong. Overnight, his external injuries had healed by thirty to forty percent, and movement was not a problem.

Xie Xuechen avoided Mu Xuanling’s intentional offer of support, got up from the bed, and walked straight out.

Mu Xuanling showed a helpless expression and then followed him with a grin.

The farmhouse was simple. The main hall had weathered walls, and on the wooden table were a few large bowls containing steamed buns and pickled vegetables, along with a chicken stew. This was already considered extremely hospitable treatment.

The owners of the house were an elderly couple. When they saw Xie Xuechen come out, they immediately became somewhat flustered. Unlike Mu Xuanling’s delicate beauty, Xie Xuechen was tall and straight, cold and handsome, naturally carrying the austere aura of a sword cultivator. Moreover, as the leader of the Immortal Alliance for a long time, his every movement exuded a celestial nobility. Even though his spiritual power was almost depleted, he still carried an intimidating presence that ordinary people found hard to bear.

Xie Xuechen cupped his hands towards the elderly couple and said, “Thank you for your kindness in saving me.”

“It’s… it’s nothing, great hero,” the old man said nervously, rubbing his hands and laughing dryly. He pointed at a stool and repeatedly said, “Great hero, please sit… sit…”

Xie Xuechen nodded and sat down on the stool. Mu Xuanling immediately sat down next to him, their arms touching as they sat close together.

Xie Xuechen glanced at her.

Pretending not to notice, Mu Xuanling enthusiastically served him rice, smiling and saying, “Husband, eat more to nourish your body.”

Xie Xuechen resisted the urge to push her away, clenched his fist, then lowered his eyes and silently picked up his bowl to eat.

At this moment, the sound of horse hooves came from outside, followed by a rough voice.

“Father, Mother, I’m back!”

A young man dressed as a hunter walked in. When his gaze fell on Mu Xuanling, his face reddened slightly, and his steps faltered imperceptibly.

“Miss Mu, Master Xie,” the young man nodded to them.

“Brother Hou, you’re back,” Mu Xuanling smiled and asked, “Come and eat.”

Xie Xuechen remembered the conversation he had heard last night and realized that this young man was the one who had helped treat his wounds. He nodded in gratitude.

Hunter Hou seemed somewhat afraid to make eye contact with them. He picked a stool to sit on and said, “Miss Mu, I went to the market today to look. Our area mostly produces small horses with short legs. There was only one steed that can travel a hundred li in a day. I bought it for you. I told the merchant that if there were any more good horses, he should let me know. If you’re not in a hurry, you could stay a few more days and wait.”

Mu Xuanling sighed and said, “We are in quite a hurry. I fear my father might send people to hunt us down. Although there’s only one horse, it’s fine for us to ride together as husband and wife. Brother Hou, thank you for your trouble with this matter.”

“You’re too kind. It was just a small effort,” Hunter Hou said, waving his hands with a red face.

Hearing this, Xie Xuechen understood Mu Xuanling’s plan. She knew he had lost his powers and couldn’t travel, so she asked someone to buy a horse.

Where did she intend to take him as a hostage?

Xie Xuechen frowned in thought.

“Miss Mu, I inquired at the market today and didn’t hear any news of the jianghu people in the vicinity. Our Qingshan Market doesn’t usually have many outsiders. If any jianghu people came, someone would surely know. Miss Mu, your family probably hasn’t found this place yet. You can rest easy and don’t need to rush your journey,” Hunter Hou reassured her.

It wasn’t just because he was attracted to Mu Xuanling’s beauty. Yesterday, when he had treated Xie Xuechen’s wounds, he had been shocked by the severity of the injuries. He couldn’t imagine how a living person could survive such severe wounds. He had thought this Master Xie wouldn’t be able to get out of bed for ten days to half a month but was surprised to see him sitting in the hall eating as if nothing had happened when he entered.

The two of them sitting side by side truly looked like a match made in heaven…

Hunter Hou felt a twinge of heartache.

“Grandmother, we’ll be leaving after we finish our meal,” Mu Xuanling said, performing a seemingly proper bow to the elderly couple. “We’ve troubled you these past two days.”

The elderly couple immediately stood up to return the gesture, repeatedly saying, “No trouble at all, no trouble at all.”

Mu Xuanling smiled slightly. “Thank you, and… I’m sorry…”

Before anyone could understand why Mu Xuanling was apologizing, they saw her raise her fair white hand. It seemed as if a faint bell sound rang in their ears, and the scene before their eyes became distorted and eerie. The three members of the Hou family’s eyes went blank, and they immediately collapsed to the ground.

“You!” Xie Xuechen was shocked and angry, thinking Mu Xuanling was going to kill these ordinary people. Despite his severe injuries and depleted powers, he immediately reached out to stop Mu Xuanling. However, without his spiritual power to protect him, his hand was immediately repelled by Mu Xuanling’s demonic technique, causing a sharp pain in his right arm.

“They’re fine,” Mu Xuanling said.

Xie Xuechen looked at the three people lying on the ground and reached out to check their breathing. Seeing that their lives were not in danger, he let out a sigh of relief. He turned to glare at Mu Xuanling and sternly asked, “What are you doing?”

Mu Xuanling shrugged and said, “Sect Leader Xie must think I’m silencing them by killing them.”

Xie Xuechen indeed thought so at first, but these three people were unharmed.

Mu Xuanling said, “Sect Leader Xie can rest assured. I’ve only erased their memories, not harmed their lives.”

“Why do this?” Xie Xuechen asked coldly.

“It seems Sect Leader Xie doesn’t understand the demon race deeply enough,” Mu Xuanling said calmly as she sat down. “In this world, when people develop thoughts of greed, anger, or delusion, it generates the energy of heart demons. This energy gathers in the Void Sea, and the demon race is formed from the condensed demonic energy in the Void Sea. Therefore, the demon race can evoke and manipulate heart demons.”

Mu Xuanling pointed at Hunter Hou lying on the ground and said, “Didn’t Sect Leader Xie notice? He had already developed greedy thoughts about my beauty. That is a heart demon. After we escaped from the Demon Realm and were transported here, the demon race will soon track us to this place. By communicating with all the heart demons in this area, they will quickly know our whereabouts. What I’m doing is erasing his memory while also eliminating his heart demon. Although there’s a barrier preventing high-ranking demons from entering or leaving, you’ve lost all your powers now. It probably won’t be easy for you to deal with the demon race’s pursuit.”

After hearing Mu Xuanling’s explanation, Xie Xuechen was somewhat relieved.

Thousands of years ago, the immortal cultivators joined forces to establish a barrier at Two Realms Mountain, known as the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation. This formation resembled a celestial net – the stronger the demonic energy, the more restraining the net became. As a result, high-ranking demon gods found it difficult to cross the formation, while weaker demons could slip through the gaps at the cost of injury.

Xie Xuechen escaped from the Demon Realm with Mu Xuanling, an act that would surely be reported immediately. The Demon Lord and the Grand Priest Sang Qi, unable to leave the Demon Realm themselves, would undoubtedly dispatch numerous demon pursuers to search for the pair. Xie Xuechen now found himself caught between a rock and a hard place, unsure whether Mu Xuanling or the demon pursuers posed a greater threat.

After putting the three individuals to bed in their room, Xie Xuechen returned to the hall to find Mu Xuanling removing a golden hairpin from her coiffure. With a casual pinch of her delicate fingers, the exquisitely carved golden hairpin transformed into a small gold ingot.

Puzzled, Xie Xuechen asked, “What are you doing now?”

Mu Xuanling replied, “We’ve received kindness from these people – eaten a chicken and bought a horse. We can’t let them bear the cost.” She glanced at Xie Xuechen with a half-smile, “Sect Leader Xie, do you have anything of value on you?”

Xie Xuechen’s face stiffened.

He had been tortured in the Melting Abyss for seven days, and all his magical items had been confiscated. Fortunately, the Jun Tian Sword, being formed of sword energy, could be hidden within his divine aperture, allowing him to keep it by sheer luck.

Mu Xuanling sighed, “So, I have to pay myself. How could I possibly carry such mundane things as gold and silver? I can only use my hairpin to repay the debt. This pin is too ornate and carries my aura, so I’m concerned the demon pursuers might detect it. I’ve erased the aura and shaped it into a gold ingot.”

As she spoke, Mu Xuanling walked to the side and tossed the gold ingot into the rice container.

Xie Xuechen raised an eyebrow but refrained from asking why.

Mu Xuanling, ever perceptive, explained, “Leaving it on the table would be too obvious. In the rice container, they’ll find it in a few days when they cook, but by then we’ll be long gone, and they won’t associate it with us.”

She then tidied up the bowls, chopsticks, and bedding, erasing all traces of their presence.

Xie Xuechen watched silently, experiencing a strange feeling – as if she were the human living in this mortal world, while he was the outsider.

When Mu Xuanling finished her tasks and approached him, he snapped back to reality.

“Sect Leader Xie, it’s time for us to leave.”

“Us?” Xie Xuechen’s eyebrow twitched as he looked down at the smiling Mu Xuanling. “Where exactly do you intend to take me?”

He had long suspected that Mu Xuanling had gone to great lengths to bring him out of the Demon Realm with some ulterior motive, but this demoness spoke nothing but nonsense, and he dared not trust a word.

“To a safe place, of course.”

For Xie Xuechen, with Mu Xuanling nearby and demon soldiers in pursuit, the only safe place would be the Five Immortal Sects Alliance. But would Mu Xuanling, a half-demon, dare to accompany him there?

Xie Xuechen looked at Mu Xuanling suspiciously, but she suddenly moved closer, almost pressing herself against his chest. Xie Xuechen instinctively took half a step back, only to find himself blocked by the table behind him. Mu Xuanling tilted her head up to look at Xie Xuechen, reached up to remove the white jade hairpin from his crown, and conjured a black wooden hairpin out of thin air, inserting it into his crown.

“This is a magical item I crafted, the Shadow-Concealing Hairpin, made from the ghost shadow wood of the Demon Realm. This hairpin can disguise your appearance. Unless someone has powerful magical abilities, others who see your face will forget it immediately, considering you unremarkable.” Mu Xuanling explained with a smile, “Sect Leader Xie’s celestial appearance is too eye-catching. I can only resort to this strategy to avoid drawing attention.”

As she spoke, Mu Xuanling discreetly pocketed Xie Xuechen’s hairpin.

Xie Xuechen noticed but said nothing. Given their current predicament, when he could barely protect himself, how could he argue with her over a hairpin?

=====

In the Demon Realm, at the God-Slaying Palace.

High-ranking demons gathered, kneeling and trembling, as the black silhouette in the silver mirror was in a state of fury.

The Demon Lord had not yet emerged from seclusion, but no one dared to conceal Xie Xuechen’s abduction of Mu Xuanling, and it was eventually reported.

The Demon Lord’s projection appeared on the magical device, issuing an edict commanding all demon soldiers to pursue Xie Xuechen.

“Your Highness, Xie Xuechen has recovered to his peak strength. Even if we catch up to them, I fear we may be powerless…” a voice from below said hesitantly.

“Not necessarily.” A low, hoarse voice from outside interrupted the meeting in the hall.

The demons were startled and turned to look. They saw a tall figure slowly entering the hall, cloaked in black, the hood half-covering his face, revealing only a gaunt chin, pale complexion, and unusually red thin lips.

“Greetings, Grand Priest!” The demons hurriedly bowed.

Grand Priest Sang Qi ignored the demons and walked directly to the silver mirror, slightly cupping his hands in salute.

“Greetings, Your Highness.”

The Grand Priest held an esteemed position in the Demon Realm, and even to the Demon Lord, he only needed to give a half-bow.

“Sang Qi, you’ve emerged from seclusion early,” the Demon Lord said, clearly surprised.

“Xie Xuechen has abducted the Holy Maiden and escaped. The matter is of great importance, so I had no choice but to end my seclusion prematurely,” Sang Qi said gravely. “It has been a day since Xie Xuechen fled the Demon Realm. If he had truly fully recovered his powers, he would be thousands of miles away by now, in Snow-Embracing City. However, I just contacted our spies in the Immortal Alliance, and the Five Immortal Sects are still unaware of Xie Xuechen’s whereabouts. The sect leaders and elders only know that Xie Xuechen entered the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation seven days ago and hasn’t emerged. They believe he’s trapped in the formation and are preparing to enter and rescue him.”

The Demon Lord hesitated for a moment before asking, “Your meaning is…?”

Demons are formed from demonic energy and have low intelligence. Although higher-ranking demons have higher intelligence, even the Demon Lord finds it difficult to control his nature, often being ruled by desires and emotions, thus losing the ability to think clearly.

It is for this reason that the demon race allied with the half-demons, honoring the half-demon Sang Qi as the Grand Priest, to jointly manage the affairs of the Demon Realm.

Sang Qi patiently explained, “There are two possibilities for why Xie Xuechen, after escaping, didn’t immediately return to Snow-Embracing City. First, he might suspect the loyalty of the Five Immortal Sects, knowing that this ambush at the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation was a betrayal by someone from the Five Sects. Second, he may not have truly recovered his strength and is unable to return to Snow-Embracing City thousands of miles away, or even contact the nearest Immortal Alliance sect in time.”

Upon hearing Sang Qi’s words, the Demon Lord suddenly understood.

“You make a good point. What do you suggest we do?”

“Given Xie Xuechen’s character, if he had truly regained his power, he would return to his sect immediately to root out the traitors, even if he knew there were spies in the Five Immortal Sects. Therefore, the most likely possibility is that he’s severely injured and only temporarily regained his peak strength through some method to escape the Demon Realm. We must seize this opportunity to send troops in pursuit,” Sang Qi said.

“This aligns with my thoughts,” the Demon Lord nodded.

“Xie Xuechen was ambushed, and the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation wasn’t successfully repaired. The gaps have widened again, which presents an excellent opportunity for our demon and monster races to invade the human realm. I have already used the Holy Maiden’s hair to divine her location. She is not in danger at the moment, and I can estimate the range of her whereabouts. If we dispatch demon soldiers and use the Heart Demon Formation to search, we should have results soon.”

“Excellent!” The Demon Lord was delighted upon hearing this and said loudly, “I’ll leave the pursuit to you. Remember, the Holy Maiden must be brought back alive!”

Sang Qi bowed slightly and said, “Sang Qi accepts the command.”
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Xie Xuechen rode swiftly for half a day, finally leaving Qingshan Town behind.

He had expected Mu Xuanling to insist on sharing his horse, but surprisingly, she had no such intention. Instead, she concealed herself in the shadows, following Xie Xuechen covertly. Spirits and half-demons weren’t afraid of the blazing sun, but demons abhorred and feared it, as the scorching rays dispersed demonic energy. Although Mu Xuanling was a half-demon, she practiced demonic cultivation techniques, absorbing demonic energy to cultivate her powers. Thus, she was also affected by sunlight, albeit to a lesser degree than full demons. However, demons had their methods – they could hide within shadows and leap between them, reducing the sun’s impact to some extent.

Xie Xuechen observed this secretly and soon discovered the truth, realizing that high noon was Mu Xuanling’s weakest period. During the journey, he intentionally changed direction, attempting to escape Mu Xuanling’s control, but the horse seemed to be under some demonic spell and refused to obey him.

Perhaps to conceal their tracks, Mu Xuanling didn’t lead Xie Xuechen into the city. Instead, they stopped at a relay station dozens of miles from Xiao City. The station had few rooms, and as luck would have it, only one guest room remained.

The innkeeper’s eyes swept over the pair, failing to see through their disguises. His gaze settled on Mu Xuanling’s elegant attire, and he said with a smile, “We have an empty room behind the station, usually for the staff. It’s simple but clean. If the sir doesn’t mind, the servant could stay there.”

The innkeeper, accustomed to judging people by their appearance, saw Xie Xuechen in his coarse linen clothes and assumed a master-servant relationship.

Xie Xuechen, being indifferent to worldly matters, didn’t realize at first that the innkeeper was referring to him as the “servant.”

Mu Xuanling, however, smiled charmingly and linked her arm with Xie Xuechen’s, saying, “This is my husband.”

Xie Xuechen’s face stiffened, and he tried to break free from Mu Xuanling’s grasp, but to no avail.

The innkeeper was secretly surprised. Seeing the couple – one poor, one rich, one affectionate, one resistant – he quickly understood the situation. His expression remained unchanged as he smoothly said, “My apologies for the presumption. Please don’t take offense. Your room is upstairs, first on the left.”

Mu Xuanling, arm in arm with Xie Xuechen, affectionately ascended the stairs. As they reached the second floor, the door to the right opened, and two men in cultivator robes emerged, coming face to face with Mu Xuanling.

The two cultivators’ gazes swept over Mu Xuanling and Xie Xuechen before they looked away, continuing downstairs as if nothing had happened.

Though the two spoke in hushed tones, both Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling, with their advanced cultivation, heard every word.

“Those two look a bit strange.”

“Indeed, they seem affectionate like a couple, but their attire doesn’t match.”

“The man seems unwilling. Could he be held captive?”

“That man looks thin, but his energy is impressive. Though I sense no spiritual power, he must be a skilled fighter in the mortal world. The woman appears ordinary and shouldn’t have the ability to hold someone captive.”

“I’ve heard there are many demons near Xiao City. Could it be…?”

“Brother, you’re overthinking. Those two have ordinary auras and no trace of demonic energy. I’ve heard that Xiao City has bold customs, with women often forcing men into marriage. That woman comes from a wealthy family, and though the man’s looks are average, his narrow waist and long legs suggest he must have some exceptional qualities…”

“Elder Brother, you truly are experienced…”

The two young cultivators shared a knowing laugh.

Xie Xuechen’s handsome face darkened, a vein throbbing at his temple, but he refrained from reacting.

Mu Xuanling watched Xie Xuechen’s expression with amusement, saying meaningfully, “Sect Leader Xie indeed has exceptional qualities.”

Xie Xuechen glanced at her coldly, not responding, and walked to the table to pour himself a cup of tea.

Mu Xuanling casually drew a sealing charm on the door, blocking all sound and energy from the room, before sitting down next to Xie Xuechen.

“Those two cultivators wore robes embroidered with bauhinia flowers. They must be from Mirror Flower Valley,” Mu Xuanling mused, sipping her cool tea. “Judging by their energy, they’ve just entered the Spirit Refinement realm. Why would they travel thousands of miles to come here?”

Mirror Flower Valley was thousands of miles away. While a Golden Core cultivator could fly there in a day, those at the Spirit Refinement stage could only travel by horse, making it a considerably long journey. Moreover, this area near Two Realms Mountain was often troubled by demons and wasn’t peaceful. Lower-level disciples from sects usually wouldn’t come to this area without the protection of a powerful cultivator.

Just as cultivators enjoyed slaying demons, evil cultivators and demons took pleasure in hunting cultivators. A cultivator’s essence blood was far superior to that of ordinary people, making it a great tonic for demonic beings. Cultivators often carried valuable spiritual pills and magical tools as well.

Mu Xuanling mused, resting her chin on her hand, “Could there be a high-level cultivator from Mirror Flower Valley here?”

Xie Xuechen remained silent, his long lashes hiding his phoenix eyes. Though he wasn’t looking at Mu Xuanling, he could feel her intense gaze upon him.

“Sect Leader Xie, are you thinking of sending a message?” Mu Xuanling asked with a smile.

Xie Xuechen’s eyes flashed coldly. “What are you planning?”

Mu Xuanling laughed, “Is Sect Leader Xie wondering if I’ll silence them?”

Xie Xuechen replied, “Won’t you?”

Mu Xuanling said, “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t.”

Xie Xuechen let out a cold laugh. “Hmph.”

Mu Xuanling continued, “But you’re not wrong to think that way.”

Xie Xuechen frowned slightly as he looked at her.

Mu Xuanling said seriously, “I’m not exactly a good person.”

Xie Xuechen paused, then corrected her, “You’re not a person at all.”

Mu Xuanling indeed wasn’t human. Xie Xuechen wasn’t insulting her, merely stating a fact – she was only half-human.

After a day of observation, Xie Xuechen still couldn’t determine what kind of demon made up Mu Xuanling’s other half. There were two types of half-demons: those born to human mothers and demon fathers, and vice versa. If the mother was human, the half-demon would have a human body but with some characteristics of their demon father’s species, like cat ears or a fox tail. If the mother was a demon, the half-demon would have a demon body with a human soul, able to speak and walk upright.

Given Mu Xuanling’s appearance, her mother must have been human, but Xie Xuechen couldn’t discern what kind of demon her father was. If he hadn’t sensed the faint demonic energy from her earlier, an ordinary person would have been easily fooled.

As they were talking, they suddenly heard a commotion from downstairs. Mu Xuanling perked up her ears, hearing the two cultivators from earlier calling out “Senior Sister.” Her eyebrows twitched as she walked to the window, silently opening a small crack to spy on the activity below.

Two female cultivators had entered the inn’s main hall downstairs. One of them, with a graceful figure and wearing a thin veil, was the leader. The other three bowed slightly to her, addressing her as “Senior Sister.”

“Senior Sister, you’ve finally returned,” one of the male cultivators said eagerly. “My junior brother and I have already searched the east side and found nothing. Did you encounter any situation on your end?”

As the elder martial sister remained silent, the round-faced female cultivator beside her, slightly shorter in stature, spoke up loudly: “Senior Brother Song, my elder martial sister Gao and I were just ambushed by a demon!”

Upon hearing this, the two male cultivators were greatly alarmed and hurriedly asked, “What kind of demon? Were you injured?”

The round-faced female cultivator giggled, “With Elder Martial Sister Gao present, of course, we weren’t hurt. It was just a small, careless demon.”

As she spoke, she untied a brocade pouch embroidered with golden threads from her waist. Mu Xuanling’s sharp eyes recognized the golden thread pattern as a spirit-locking formation, commonly used by cultivators to capture demons. Generally, when demons are trapped inside such pouches, they lose all their spiritual power.

The round-faced female cultivator opened the pouch and gently shook it. A furry ball fell out, regaining its original form as it hit the ground. It was about the size of an adult’s palm, a fluffy bundle with a short tail. Its body was pure white without blemish, but its ears were round and golden, seemingly trembling slightly from fright. As it fell to the ground, the little demon let out a squeak, then frantically scurried about. The cultivators laughed as they blocked its path with their sword sheaths. The little demon would bump into a sheath, and turn around, only to be blocked by another after a few steps. It ran in circles helplessly, its golden ears quivering as it emitted soft, pitiful cries.

The round-faced female cultivator bent down, grabbed its tail, and held it up in the air, swinging it proudly. “Do you know what this is?” she asked smugly.

The two male cultivators furrowed their brows as they examined it, puzzled. “It looks like a mouse, but also like a rabbit.”

The round-faced female cultivator explained, “Elder Martial Sister says it’s one of the Ten Mythical Beasts, the Treasure-Sniffing Mouse. Look at its ears, don’t they resemble copper coins? Its nose tip and ears are golden, and its hearing and sense of smell are unparalleled in the world. They know best where treasures are hidden. My elder martial sister and I followed a compass, searching everywhere, and found a place rich in spiritual energy. We didn’t expect it to be the Treasure-Sniffing Mouse’s treasure trove. Who knows where this little creature found so many treasures, but our trip wasn’t in vain.”

The female cultivator they addressed as Elder Martial Sister Gao took out a small pouch from her sleeve and tossed it on the table. “Inside are some magical tools and treasures suitable for your use. Divide them among yourselves. The rest, I must hand over to the sect.”

Hearing this, the three immediately cheered and said in unison, “Thank you, Elder Martial Sister!”

As the three divided the magical tools from the pouch, Elder Martial Sister Gao took the Treasure-Sniffing Mouse and sat calmly to the side, showing no interest in the division. She deliberately released spiritual pressure from her palm. The Treasure-Sniffing Mouse, known for its timidity, trembled in her hand, not daring to move. It appeared quite docile, but in truth, it was terrified.

The round-faced female cultivator asked, “Elder Martial Sister, you seem quite fond of this Treasure-Sniffing Mouse. Do you intend to refine it into a spirit beast?”

Before Elder Martial Sister Gao could answer, the male cultivator surnamed Song said, “Elder Martial Sister Gao, although the Treasure-Sniffing Mouse is a mythical beast, it appears quite weak and offers no benefit in combat. It might not be suitable as a spirit beast.”

Elder Martial Sister Gao replied calmly, “For combat, my abilities are sufficient. Why would I need assistance from a spirit beast?”

Her tone was calm, but pride was evident.

The others immediately agreed, “Elder Martial Sister’s words are true. Sect Leader Xie also relies solely on himself and his sword, roaming the eight wilderness areas without the aid of spirit beasts.”

“Elder Martial Sister Gao and Sect Leader Xie are both people of exceptional talent, incomparable to us…”

Mu Xuanling’s gaze fixed on Elder Martial Sister Gao. Although her face was veiled, the pair of autumn-like eyes visible were enough to prove she was an undeniable beauty. Her attire differed from the other disciples, not only in its superior quality but also in the intricate spell formations embroidered on the cuffs and collar. Such special treatment indicated her high status within the sect.

A senior sister surnamed Gao from Jinghua Valley, with such an extraordinary status, could only be one person.

Gao Qiumin, the personal disciple of Jinghua Valley’s leader and the young lady of Mingyue Manor.

Among the Five Sects Alliance, there were rumors that Gao Qiumin and Xie Xuechen were betrothed. The other person in those rumors was now sitting in this guest room, seemingly oblivious to everything outside the window.

Mu Xuanling pouted and turned her gaze to the Treasure-Sniffing Mouse in Gao Qiumin’s palm, her brow unconsciously furrowing.

Treasure-sniffing mice were rare, harmless-looking, and cute. Their only ability was to find treasures, and no concealment method could deceive their intuition for valuable objects. Thus, some evil cultivators loved to keep Treasure-Sniffing Mice, using their ability to search for treasures.

Gao Qiumin’s understanding of Treasure-Sniffing Mice was limited. She didn’t know that they were timid and easily frightened, and extreme fright could even cause their gallbladders to rupture, leading to death. Gao Qiumin was using spiritual pressure to intimidate the Treasure-Sniffing Mouse. Its golden round ears trembled violently, growing brighter. Though it looked beautiful, Mu Xuanling knew this was a sign of impending gallbladder rupture.

Mu Xuanling clenched her fist, finally unable to resist. Despite the risk of exposing herself, she dipped her finger in water from the teacup and flicked it. A drop of water shot through the air, hitting Gao Qiumin’s wrist. Gao Qiumin felt her wrist go numb, her spiritual power momentarily disrupted. The Treasure-Sniffing Mouse suddenly felt the spiritual pressure disappear, flicked its tail, and in a flash, slipped away from Gao Qiumin’s palm.

Gao Qiumin was so stunned she failed to stop it. The other three were busy dividing the treasures and didn’t notice until they heard Gao Qiumin shout angrily, “Who’s hiding and attacking me?” Only then did the three turn around in confusion.

The Treasure-Sniffing Mouse had long since vanished. Gao Qiumin, the hand on her sword, her beautiful eyes showing killing intent, vigilantly scanned the surroundings.

The three hurriedly asked, “Elder Martial Sister Gao, what happened?”

Gao Qiumin looked at her wrist, where a tiny red dot marked an acupoint, still faintly aching. The attacker was no ordinary person. She had no idea how long they had been hiding, and she hadn’t sensed them at all.

“Someone just attacked me,” Gao Qiumin said coldly. “Are there others here?”

The male cultivator surnamed Song said, “This inn doesn’t have many rooms. Besides us, there’s only a young couple.”

Gao Qiumin ordered, “Search!”

When Mu Xuanling acted, Xie Xuechen naturally saw it, but he maintained an aloof, indifferent demeanor until Mu Xuanling threw herself into his arms.

“Sect Leader Xie, we’re in big trouble!” she exclaimed.

Xie Xuechen’s temple twitched as he tried to back away.

“The Jinghua Valley cultivators are coming up to cause us trouble!”

Xie Xuechen corrected her, “You mean your trouble.”

“Is this the time to distinguish between you and me?” Mu Xuanling grumbled. Suddenly, she hugged Xie Xuechen’s waist. He felt his body lighten before his back hit the bed.

Before he could ask what Mu Xuanling intended, he saw her draw a symbol in the air towards the door, removing the protective spell. Then she began to open his robe.

Xie Xuechen grabbed her hands and hissed, “What are you doing?”

Mu Xuanling pulled the quilt over them and whispered in his ear, “Just play along.”

At that moment, the double doors were violently pushed open. Four people brandishing swords burst in, immediately encountering this scene.

A man and woman embracing under the covers, the man’s clothes loosened to reveal a firm, fair chest, the woman on top of him. Startled by the intruders, she let out a scream and burrowed into the man’s arms.

“Who are you? Why are you barging in?” The woman under the covers demanded angrily and fearfully.

Xie Xuechen was held tightly by Mu Xuanling, her fragrance enveloping him, making it hard to breathe. He tried to push her away, but she clung even tighter, trembling and whispering in his ear so only he could hear, “If we’re found out, they’re dead.”

Xie Xuechen’s struggle immediately ceased.

Gao Qiumin averted her eyes from the couple on the bed but had already used her compass to probe, confirming they were ordinary people. She apologized and quickly left with the other three.

“Elder Martial Sister, could it be that the Treasure-Sniffing Mouse has other demon companions who came to its aid?” one asked as they left.

“You three search around. We’ll take turns keeping watch tonight. Be careful of demon attacks,” Gao Qiumin instructed.

As the footsteps faded away, Xie Xuechen finally pushed Mu Xuanling off, his handsome face covered in frost.

“Please show some self-respect,” Xie Xuechen said through gritted teeth.

Mu Xuanling’s eyes twinkled mischievously as she whispered, “Sect Leader Xie, I heard you’re betrothed to Gao Qiumin?”

Xie Xuechen didn’t want to respond.

Undeterred, Mu Xuanling grinned wickedly, “Sharing a bed with me in front of your fiancée, how thrilling!”

Xie Xuechen gritted his teeth, “She is not my fiancée!”

Mu Xuanling feigned realization, “Oh, are you explaining this to me because you’re afraid I’ll misunderstand?”

Xie Xuechen took a deep breath, trying to control the anger surging in his chest.

“Sect Leader Xie, you should just dual cultivate with me. I’m prettier than Gao Qiumin and know better how to care for someone.”

Xie Xuechen exhaled slowly, enunciating each word, “I have never met someone as shameless as you.”

Mu Xuanling shook her head, “Sect Leader Xie, you’re half wrong about that.”

Xie Xuechen glared at her coldly.

Mu Xuanling said seriously, “I’m not human, but I am indeed quite shameless.”

Xie Xuechen let out a cold laugh. “Quite?”

Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Chapter 5
Although Mu Xuanling had spent years in the Demon Realm, she was well-versed in the general situation of the Five Immortal Sects Alliance. Initially, the Alliance wasn’t limited to five sects but comprised hundreds of cultivation sects, large and small. Countless cultivators occupied their blessed lands, establishing sects and recruiting disciples. Over thousands of years, smaller sects either died out or were absorbed by larger ones, leaving only five major sects. These were: Snow-Embracing City in the West, Mirror Flower Valley in the South, Azure Sky Palace in the Central Plains, Hanging Heaven Temple in the North, and Spirit Bird Island in the East.

Ten years ago, there were seven sects in the Alliance. However, one sect lost its successors and became a secular sect, while another was tragically annihilated. The sole survivor of the latter was Gao Qiumin, the orphan of Moonlight Manor.

Moonlight Manor once held a transcendent position in the Alliance because it enshrined a primordial treasure – the Chaos Zhenzhu.

Legend had it that at the beginning of ancient times, when heaven and earth were in chaos, Pangu wielded the world-creating axe to shatter the void. The chaos energy split into pure and turbid energies, thus creating the Divine Realm above and the Six Realms below. However, the power of chaos didn’t vanish but evolved into two treasures. One flew to the Divine Realm to govern it, known as the Book of Destiny. The other sank to the earth to be wielded by humans, called the Chaos Zhenzhu. After changing hands several times in the human realm, the Chaos Zhenzhu finally came into the possession of Moonlight Manor. Generation after generation, the manor’s inhabitants became the pearl’s guardians, protected by its power.

It was said that the power of chaos disregarded the laws of strength and weakness, and could even reverse time and causality. But no one had ever used the Chaos Zhenzhu, nor did anyone dare risk stealing it from Moonlight Manor.

However, the demon and monster races did just that.

Seven years ago, the two races joined forces, paying a great price to break through the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation’s barrier. Grand Priest Sang Qi personally led a large army in a night raid on Moonlight Manor. In one night, Moonlight Manor was destroyed, with blood flowing like rivers. The Chaos Zhenzhu disappeared, rumored to have fallen into the Demon Realm. Some whispered secretly that the Chaos Zhenzhu was in Xie Xuechen’s possession.

By an incredible coincidence, on the night Moonlight Manor was annihilated, Xie Xuechen happened to pass by and saved Gao Qiumin, though he was severely injured in the process, nearly losing all his cultivation. But in less than a month, Xie Xuechen not only recovered his cultivation but also comprehended the most extraordinary cultivation method in history from his near-death experience – the Jade Palace Scripture. The lower realms were filled with turbid energy, making cultivation difficult for mortals, but the Jade Palace Divine Skill could reverse yin and yang, turning turbid energy into pure energy, and allowing rapid progress in cultivation. This led to Xie Xuechen becoming the youngest Fashen realm cultivator in human history, his sword light chilling the Nine Provinces.

After Moonlight Manor’s destruction, Gao Qiumin was taken in as a disciple by the leader of Mirror Flower Valley, who taught her everything. The current Valley Master Su Ningzhen and Gao Qiumin’s mother were twin sisters. They shared not only a master-disciple relationship but also a blood connection. Su Ningzhen had once expressed in the Alliance that to repay Sect Leader Xie for saving her life, Gao Qiumin was willing to offer herself in marriage.

Xie Xuechen never responded, and most people assumed he had tacitly agreed.

But Mu Xuanling now realized that Xie Xuechen didn’t even know Gao Qiumin.

Xie Xuechen was a sword cultivator devoted to the way of the sword, with few desires. Apart from swords, rarely did anything catch his eye or touch his heart.

Hah, now Mu Xuanling was one of those rare exceptions.

Xie Xuechen was quite angered. No matter how Mu Xuanling threatened or coaxed, he firmly refused to compromise this time. Mu Xuanling lay on the bed, resting her chin on her hands as she observed Xie Xuechen. He sat cross-legged nearby, fully clothed, eyes closed in meditation, trying to stabilize his dao heart.

Mu Xuanling lazily sprawled, her small feet raised playfully, swinging back and forth, producing a series of crisp bell sounds. She softly hummed a song, its lyrics indistinct but the melody quite lively and cheerful.

“Sect Leader Xie’s heartbeat is a bit erratic,” Mu Xuanling said with a smug smile, her eyes curving. “It’s all because of me.”

Xie Xuechen ignored her, silently reciting the Jade Palace Scripture in his mind.

As the night deepened to the third watch, all was quiet outside. Inside, the lamp oil burned out, and the last flicker of flame wavered twice before reluctantly extinguishing.

At that moment, a very faint sound suddenly arose in the room. In the darkness, a palm-sized spherical shadow flashed by extremely quickly, pouncing towards the person lying on the bed. The seemingly sleeping girl unhurriedly turned over, just happening to envelop that shadow in the crook of her arm.

“Treasure-Sniffing Mouse, you managed to run away, but why have you come back?” Mu Xuanling asked in a lowered voice, grinning.

The Treasure-Sniffing Mouse was a bit foolish, nuzzling its round, short nose against Mu Xuanling, its round, fluffy body trembling like a furball.

“Did you smell a treasure on me?” Mu Xuanling poked its plump, round body with her index finger.

“Sister…” the Treasure-Sniffing Mouse suddenly spoke in human language, with a childish voice that sounded like a five or six-year-old.

Mu Xuanling was startled, leaning in to examine it closely, asking curiously, “You can speak?”

The Treasure-Sniffing Mouse nodded, its black grape-like eyes shining brightly. “A… little…”

Mu Xuanling suddenly realized, “You’re a half-demon? Your father is human?”

The Treasure-Sniffing Mouse nodded again.

“No wonder you didn’t dare speak earlier,” Mu Xuanling sighed, cradling it in her palm. “If they knew you were a half-demon, you’d be in big trouble.”

The timid Treasure-Sniffing Mouse, recalling those four cultivators, couldn’t help but tremble again.

In the current lower realms, humans were strong while demon races were declining. Some demon races, forced by survival, had to submit to humans, either becoming spirit beasts for immortal sects or obtaining a good demon certificate from the Demon Inspection Bureau. This involved having cultivators plant restrictions on them, forbidding them from killing or eating meat for life, or they would explode and die. Some demons, unwilling to submit, chose a different path, wandering in the wilderness and hiding in sparsely populated areas to cultivate in secret. These uncertified demons weren’t necessarily evil, but human cultivators had an unwritten rule: encountering an uncertified demon, regardless of good or evil, killing it was no crime. If not killed, they could be captured, refined, and enslaved as demon servants.

Half-demons, being neither human nor demon, held the lowest status. Born with innate cultivation, they lacked both human-divine apertures and demon cores, unable to advance in cultivation or reproduce. Humans viewed them as a disgrace to their race and an error to be corrected. Half-demons had only one path: to become demon servants.

Since the Treasure-Sniffing Mouse was a half-demon, its mother must have been a shape-shifting rat demon, and its father a human.

The Treasure-Sniffing Mouse had an extremely sensitive intuition. It sensed the aura of treasures from Mu Xuanling, as well as a familiar aura that made it feel close to her.

“Where are your parents?” Mu Xuanling asked softly.

The Treasure-Sniffing Mouse scratched Mu Xuanling’s hand with its little paws, struggling to form sentences: “Father… gone… Mother… at home…”

Mu Xuanling wasn’t sure what “gone” meant, and perhaps the little mouse’s small brain didn’t fully understand either.

“Do you want me to take you home?”

As soon as Mu Xuanling asked, the Treasure-Sniffing Mouse’s round eyes blinked, and immediately large teardrops began falling in strings.

“My, my treasures are all, all gone…”

“Uh…”

Mu Xuanling’s palm became wet as the Treasure-Sniffing Mouse cried miserably, yet still trying to control its sobs, as pitiful as a three-year-old child who had lost their candy.

“You don’t expect me to help you get them back, do you?” Mu Xuanling said, caught between laughter and tears. As she spoke, she felt a shadow fall over her. Xie Xuechen had somehow approached the bed. The Treasure-Sniffing Mouse, frightened, squeaked and darted forward, its two paws clinging to Mu Xuanling’s collar, its ears beginning to glow again.

Although Xie Xuechen had lost his magical powers, his imposing aura remained intimidating. The Treasure-Sniffing Mouse’s innate intuition sensed the sharp aura of a sword cultivator from Xie Xuechen, far surpassing the four cultivators from earlier, naturally terrifying it out of its wits.

Mu Xuanling gently stroked its trembling body, smiling, “Don’t be afraid, he won’t hurt you.”

Xie Xuechen looked down, frowning slightly, “This demon beast lives by thievery. Though it doesn’t kill, it harms many. It should be sent to the Demon Inspection Bureau for investigation.”

Xiu Bao Shu whimpered weakly, “I didn’t steal anything… It was all given to me by Father…”

Mu Xuanling shielded Xiu Bao Shu with one hand while supporting herself on the bed with the other. She looked at Xie Xuechen with a faint smile and said softly, “Sect Leader Xie, don’t scare it. It’s still a child. Such a small Xiu Bao Shu isn’t capable of stealing from others.”

Xiu Bao Shu poked its little head out from Mu Xuanling’s palm, its eyes moist as it said, “Mother said Father is the richest cultivator in the world, and all the treasures in the cave are Father’s.”

Mu Xuanling was slightly taken aback by these words – the richest cultivator in the world?

“What’s your father’s name?” she asked.

Xiu Bao Shu shook its head blankly, saying, “I don’t know. Father is just Father.”

“The words of a beast spirit cannot be fully trusted,” Xie Xuechen said coldly.

The richest sect in the world was Bi Xiao Palace. Xiu Bao Shu’s words implied that its father was the Palace Master of Bi Xiao Palace, which was utterly ridiculous!

Xiu Bao Shu shrank its neck in dismay and said quietly, “I lost Father’s treasures… I don’t dare go home…”

Mu Xuanling stroked Xiu Bao Shu’s soft fur, lowered her eyes, and after a moment of silence, she smiled and said, “Big Sister will help you get them back!”

Xie Xuechen said, “I will stop you.”

Mu Xuanling pouted, “Sect Leader Xie, it was Gao Qiumin who was unreasonable and stole Xiu Bao Shu’s treasures first. It’s only right that I help get them back!”

Xie Xuechen glanced at Xiu Bao Shu and said coldly, “It’s a beast spirit.”

“Does being a beast spirit mean it deserves to be robbed by human cultivators?”

Xie Xuechen frowned slightly and shook his head, “It’s not a good beast spirit. According to the Immortal Alliance rules, not killing it is already showing mercy.”

Mu Xuanling snorted coldly, “Sect Leader Xie, you’re a human cultivator, so naturally, you speak for humans. I’m a beast spirit, so I must stand up for beast spirits! You think you’re right, but how am I wrong?”

Xie Xuechen was a man of few words and couldn’t match Mu Xuanling’s eloquence. He was immediately rendered speechless.

Mu Xuanling, protecting Xiu Bao Shu, moved past Xie Xuechen like a ghost, reaching the door in the blink of an eye.

Xie Xuechen couldn’t stop her in time and could only turn to follow.

Four cultivators from Mirror Flower Valley were taking turns guarding that night, with two male cultivators currently on duty on the roof. Mu Xuanling, having practiced demonic techniques, had numerous mystical skills. She lightly stomped her foot, and the jade-white bell on her ankle emitted an eerie sound, faint yet seemingly full of sorrow.

Xie Xuechen’s spirit trembled slightly, but his cultivation was profound. Even though he couldn’t use his spiritual power at the moment, he wasn’t controlled by the magical artifact. However, the two on the roof were different. Their cultivation was shallow, and their foundation weak. Already drowsy, they were effortlessly entranced by Mu Xuanling. The two stood motionless with blank stares as if they had lost their souls, not even noticing when Mu Xuanling appeared before them.

Following Xiu Bao Shu’s instructions, Mu Xuanling took a magical artifact from each of them and put them into her spatial ring. Just then, the sound of a sharp weapon cutting through the air came. Mu Xuanling reacted swiftly, her supple waist bending backward to dodge the frontal arrow. However, the arrow seemed to have a mind of its own, turning around to pursue Mu Xuanling again.

Mu Xuanling gracefully leaped down from the roof, landing right beside Xie Xuechen. She turned to face the hidden arrow, her hands forming a seal. A dark purple magic array appeared from her palms, seemingly solid. The hidden arrow plunged straight into the array and disappeared.

On the rooftop stood a graceful figure in white, coldly looking down at Mu Xuanling.

“I knew there was something wrong with you two,” Gao Qiumin said coldly. “Demonic techniques – are you a half-beast or a demon? There’s not a trace of beast or demon aura leaking from you. You must have a high-level artifact concealing your aura to evade my detection.”

The round-faced female cultivator beside her woke up the two male cultivators and said smugly, “This demon cultivator is full of tricks, but fortunately, Senior Sister Gao is clever and saw through their oddities at a glance. Hmph, a married couple sharing a room, yet no shoes under the bed – a hasty cover-up.”

Mu Xuanling suddenly realized and said ruefully, “It’s all because of my lack of experience. Next time, I’ll remember to take off my shoes before getting into bed.”

Xie Xuechen: “…”

As the round-faced female cultivator spoke, Gao Qiumin took out a yellow talisman from her sleeve. She chanted an incantation, and the talisman burned without fire, turning into six sparks that flew towards six corners, forming a hexagram array under Mu Xuanling’s feet.

This was Mirror Flower Valley’s unique array – the Six-Petaled Flower Crushing Array. As the array formed, countless pink petals appeared in the air, as if a dream-like rain of flower petals was falling. But Mu Xuanling had no time to appreciate it. The petals in the array were formed from spiritual energy, each as sharp as a blade. When the array caster channeled their spiritual power, the myriad petals would transform into killing weapons, slicing the person in the array into pieces, creating a bloody rain within.

Gao Qiumin stared coldly at Mu Xuanling: “Confess your identity honestly. Who sent you to ambush me, and what’s your purpose?”

Mu Xuanling’s lips curved into a smile, though it didn’t reach her eyes. She fearlessly returned Gao Qiumin’s gaze and slowly said, “Me? I’m just a cultivator who couldn’t stand by and watch injustice, coming to the aid of the righteous. I couldn’t bear to see you four cultivators bullying a little one.”

Xiu Bao Shu curled up on Mu Xuanling’s shoulder and trembled in fear. It covered its head with its two paws, not daring to look up, only its two shimmering golden round ears visible.

Mu Xuanling raised her hand to scratch its head: “You coward, I should have thrown you out earlier.”

Gao Qiumin also noticed the Xiu Bao Shu on Mu Xuanling’s shoulder and sneered, “So you came for the treasure. I had intended to keep this Xiu Bao Shu as a spirit beast, but since it has an owner now, I’ll have to kill you both.”

“If your master were here, I might show her some respect. But you want to kill me?” Mu Xuanling chuckled, her gaze fierce and contemptuous, “Are you worthy?”

Gao Qiumin’s anger instantly flared. She pointed her Autumn Water Sword at the array, and the pink petals floating in the air trembled slightly before bursting with killing intent. They began to rotate at high speed in a vortex, rushing towards Mu Xuanling like a violent storm.

Mu Xuanling was prepared. As soon as Gao Qiumin raised her sword, she bit her fingertip, using blood as an incantation. Her finger quickly drew an array in the air. The array emitted a crimson light, gradually expanding from a palm-sized circle until it enveloped both Mu Xuanling and Xie Xuechen.

The delicate flower petals withered and turned to ash as soon as they touched the blood light, easily defeated before Mu Xuanling’s array.

Gao Qiumin was shocked. The Mirror Flower Valley’s array was extremely lethal and ranked among the world’s top four killing arrays. She had never failed when using this array, but it proved so ineffective against Mu Xuanling.

Mu Xuanling smiled and said, “The strength of the Six-Petaled Flower Crushing Array depends on the spiritual power of the one who sets it up. If Su Ningzhen had set it up, it would indeed rank among the world’s top four killing arrays. But with you, it falls far short.”

Gao Qiumin had been recognized as a prodigy since childhood and was the center of attention in Mirror Flower Valley. No one had ever spoken to her like this, let alone an evil cultivator. Even Xie Xuechen, the top sword cultivator, had been angered by Mu Xuanling to the point of losing his composure, let alone Gao Qiumin. Even through her veil, one could see her extremely unpleasant expression.

The other three cultivators, seeing the situation turn unfavorable, immediately said, “Senior Sister Gao, this demon cultivator is unfathomable. She might be a spy from the Demon Clan. We should quickly notify our sect!”

This was giving Gao Qiumin a way out, intending to escape.

Mu Xuanling sneered and clenched her fist, and the blood light of the demonic array suddenly flared brightly, engulfing the entire Flower Crushing Array. Mu Xuanling’s figure flickered, approaching Gao Qiumin and the others like a ghost.

Gao Qiumin immediately turned and flew down from the roof, fleeing in haste with her three companions.

Mu Xuanling caught up with them in a few breaths, but unexpectedly, Xie Xuechen was no slower than her. A cold, gleaming sword blocked Mu Xuanling’s path – she recognized it as the sword dropped by one of the male cultivators earlier.

Mu Xuanling narrowed her eyes and looked at Xie Xuechen: “You’re stopping me?”

Xie Xuechen said coldly, “I won’t let you kill anyone.”

Mu Xuanling showed a smile devoid of warmth. She lightly stomped her foot, and the bone bell emitted a piercing sound, like the sharp whistle of an arrow cutting through the air. The three cultivators with lower cultivation levels in front immediately cried out in pain, covering their ears and falling to their knees.

Gao Qiumin’s Yuan spirit was also shaken, causing her to stumble. This brief delay allowed Mu Xuanling to catch up.

Mu Xuanling snatched Gao Qiumin’s spatial ring and put it in her bosom, then stared at Gao Qiumin playfully, like a cat toying with a mouse. At this moment, Gao Qiumin had completely lost her arrogance and composure, her eyes revealing fear of death.

Xie Xuechen stood before Gao Qiumin with his sword raised, blocking Mu Xuanling’s hand and reaching towards Gao Qiumin. Although Xie Xuechen couldn’t use his spiritual power, his swordsmanship was still unparalleled in the world. The sword’s energy wove into an impenetrable net. Mu Xuanling was almost cut across the face, but she dodged quickly, only losing a strand of hair.

Mu Xuanling looked at Xie Xuechen in shock and anger: “You’re using blood as a sword!”

At some point, Xie Xuechen had cut his hand. The low-grade magical artifact, having been imbued with the blood of a Fa Xiang cultivator, immediately took on a golden glow, making it difficult for demons and beasts to approach. Even Mu Xuanling had to take three steps back.

However, using blood as a sword added frost to the snow for Xie Xuechen’s already severely injured body. His thin lips, already pale, now looked even more bloodless.

Xie Xuechen looked at her and said calmly, “You use blood to form an array to protect a beast spirit, I use blood as a sword to protect humans. Our paths are different, but we each have those we need to protect.”

“You have no spiritual power. Even if you summon a blood sword, I have a hundred ways to easily defeat you,” Mu Xuanling stared straight at Xie Xuechen, suddenly pouting and feeling extremely upset. She muttered resentfully, “You’re just relying on the fact that I like you and don’t want to hurt you.”

Xie Xuechen was taken aback.

Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Chapter 6
Since they first met, Mu Xuanling had expressed her affection for him no less than a hundred times. But only at this moment did Xie Xuechen suddenly feel a bit shaken.

He had never believed in Mu Xuanling’s seemingly frivolous and casual affection. How could demons and monsters, cunning and lustful as they were, understand true love?

Xie Xuechen, devoted to the way of the sword, was pure-hearted and had few desires. He didn’t know what love was, only feeling that it shouldn’t be like this.

Even with his Yuan Power exhausted, he still fought back, simply because he adhered to his principles, protecting humanity at the cost of his life. He couldn’t stand by and watch human cultivators die miserably at the hands of demons and monsters. If this angered Mu Xuanling and she killed him, he would have no regrets.

However, when he saw the hurt in Mu Xuanling’s eyes, he felt a moment of doubt and confusion, wondering if she might genuinely have some feelings for him.

But he quickly dismissed this absurd notion.

Because Mu Xuanling attacked.

She pulled out a magical long sword from her storage ring. A silver light flashed as the sword’s aura pierced towards Xie Xuechen.

Xie Xuechen, the world’s foremost sword expert, immediately noticed countless flaws in Mu Xuanling’s swordplay. Nevertheless, he focused intently, aware of her unpredictable and bizarre techniques. Mu Xuanling’s aura far surpassed Xie Xuechen’s. If she were to use her true powers, she could defeat him in an instant. But she seemed to have no such intention, striking without technique as if venting her frustrations as she tangled with Xie Xuechen.

Gao Qiumin glanced at Xie Xuechen’s back, recognizing him as a human sword cultivator. She vaguely felt his silhouette looked familiar but couldn’t recall where she had seen it before. His face was truly too ordinary; once he turned away, she had already forgotten what he looked like.

The other three cultivators had recovered by now. Seeing Gao Qiumin in a daze, they urgently grabbed her arm and whispered, “Senior Sister, let’s run!”

“But that person…” Gao Qiumin hesitated. The man had stepped forward to help; how could she abandon him?

That sword cultivator, for some unknown reason, had no spiritual power and was no match for the demon cultivator. From their conversation, it seemed the demon cultivator had feelings for the sword cultivator.

“Senior Sister, we can’t save him even if we stay. Since he dared to confront the demon cultivator, he must have some confidence. We should hurry back to report to our sect!”

Hearing this, Gao Qiumin steeled her heart and didn’t delay any longer. She immediately fled with her three fellow disciples.

Mu Xuanling had no interest in pursuing them. She didn’t care whether those people lived or died. She only felt full of grievance and anger. After venting for a while, she finally came to her senses and withdrew her sword.

Xie Xuechen staggered two steps and half-knelt on the ground, a trace of blood seeping from the corner of his mouth.

Seeing this, Mu Xuanling hurriedly approached, wanting to check on Xie Xuechen’s condition. However, as soon as she took a step, she noticed something was amiss.

Everything before her eyes became hazy as if a thick fog had suddenly descended, making it impossible to see anything.

Mu Xuanling calmed down and cooled off.

“The blood sword was fake; the illusion array was real,” she took a deep breath and chuckled lightly, lowering her long lashes to hide the bitterness in her eyes. “You pretended to engage with me but used your blood as a medium to set up this illusion array. The blood of a Fa Xiang realm cultivator is inherently a pure spiritual object. You must have drawn the blood on stones and thrown them out, gradually forming this array.”

From outside the mist came Xie Xuechen’s somewhat weak yet cold voice: “This array is called the Exquisite Shackles. It doesn’t harm people, only trapping you for twelve hours.”

Xie Xuechen was outside the array and could see the expression on Mu Xuanling’s face. However, she couldn’t see Xie Xuechen, nor could she discern the direction of his voice. Her eyes looked somewhat lost and helpless.

“You could have set up a killing array to end me,” Mu Xuanling said, somewhat dejectedly.

Xie Xuechen answered honestly, “A killing array requires too much Yuan Power. I don’t have enough to sustain it.”

Mu Xuanling laughed sarcastically, “Then I guess I’m lucky.”

Xie Xuechen was silent for a moment, then asked, “Why did you use a sword earlier? Swordplay isn’t your forte. If you had used demonic techniques…”

“Then you would have died,” Mu Xuanling interrupted him, her interest waning. “You were so severely injured and had no Yuan Power to protect yourself. You couldn’t have withstood my demonic techniques.”

Xie Xuechen’s heart trembled slightly. A strange emotion flashed across his clear black and white phoenix eyes, sweeping across the tip of his heart so quickly that he had no time to savor or ponder it.

“Sister, can’t we get out?” The Sniffing Treasure Mouse raised its head, sniffing around with its nose, its round eyes widening in surprise. Its sense of smell and vision was extremely keen, and ordinary magical arrays and restrictions couldn’t block its perception. But now, within the Exquisite Shackles, its five senses seemed dulled, as if submerged in thick water, unable to hear clearly or smell anything.

“It’s useless,” Mu Xuanling shook her head gently. “Magic arrays have four symbolic powers: defense, entrapment, killing, and wonder. The more complete the four symbols in an array, the weaker each symbol becomes. For example, the Six-Pointed Flower-Crushing Array focuses all its power on killing, making it easier to break. But the Exquisite Shackles is the world’s foremost entrapment array because it only has the power to trap enemies, making it even harder to break.”

Mu Xuanling took a deep breath, concentrated her power, and released her demonic energy. It burst out in all directions but disappeared into the white mist as if punching into cotton.

If one doesn’t follow the correct method to break the Exquisite Shackles, one can only be trapped within it for twelve hours.

People only knew that Xie Xuechen’s swordsmanship was unparalleled in the world, thinking he didn’t know how to use arrays. He simply did not need for them. He was proficient in arrays, but when many difficulties in the world could be solved with a single sword strike, why bother with the trouble of setting up an array?

Mu Xuanling had forgotten this, and so fell into his trap.

“Xie Xuechen!” Mu Xuanling called out irritably but received no response.

The Sniffing Treasure Mouse nudged Mu Xuanling with its nose tip and said in a childish voice, “Sister, it seems brother has left.”

“Why did he leave so quickly!” Mu Xuanling stomped her foot in frustration. “I… I still had something very important to tell him…”

She sighed dejectedly, slowly crouched down, hugged her knees, and stared blankly at her toes. The Thousand-Thread Shoes were colorless, shapeless, pure, and odorless, yet could transform into any type of footwear. In the demon realm, she often went barefoot, but in the human world, she transformed them into a pair of small, embroidered shoes.

Gao Qiumin said there were no shoes under the bed. Hmph, her shoes were high-level magical items; they didn’t need to be taken off.

That woman was both stupid and wicked, yet Xie Xuechen still helped her, just because she was human…

Mu Xuanling hugged herself somewhat dejectedly – I want to be human too…

It took Xie Xuechen a long while after leaving to realize one thing.

He owed Mu Xuanling another life debt.

The first time was when she rescued him from the Melting Abyss. The second time was just now when she showed mercy by not killing him.

But she was a half-demon who practiced demonic techniques. Good and evil couldn’t coexist. The only way he could think of to repay her kindness was simply not to kill her.

Xie Xuechen sighed softly, unaware that this was his first sigh in over twenty years.

He had encountered the first problem in his life that couldn’t be solved with a single sword strike.

After galloping in the opposite direction for a long time, the day broke. Xie Xuechen found a relay station, let his mount rest for a while, and then continued on his journey.

People at the relay station said they had seen cultivators from Mirror Flower Valley hurriedly pass by on horseback. Xie Xuechen guessed that those four people were heading straight back to Mirror Flower Valley to report, and probably wouldn’t return within twelve hours. He secretly breathed a sigh of relief.

His goal was to return to Yong Xue City as quickly as possible. If he traveled day and night, he could reach it within four days. With Mu Xuanling’s Ghost Shadow Hairpin, he didn’t need to worry about his trail being exposed.

Thinking of this, Xie Xuechen couldn’t help but feel a bit dazed.

The gentle morning sunlight fell on his face. Xie Xuechen tilted his head slightly upwards, suddenly remembering something.

A half-beast who practiced demonic techniques would feel the pain of being burned alive under the scorching sun…

In the quiet forest, the cool morning light gently fell upon the earth.

In a clearing, there was a bulging black cloth bundle that suddenly trembled slightly.

“A Bao, why has your mother been gone for so long?” Mu Xuanling grumbled.

Two hours ago, an adult Xiu Bao Shu had come to reunite with the young one in her arms. The little Xiu Bao Shu was called A Bao, and the big one was called Xiu Xiu.

A Bao wasn’t very clever, obviously influenced by its mother. Xiu Xiu, who had cultivated for five hundred years and could take human form, was an adorable, almost simple-minded young girl. She anxiously ran back and forth outside the Ling Long Jia, wanting to save her child but at a loss for what to do.

Mu Xuanling looked at her foolish appearance and sighed, “There’s no help for it. The Ling Long Jia is composed of sixty-four hexagrams, with over sixteen million possible paths. Besides the one who set up the formation, probably only a cultivator who is well-versed in the Eight Trigrams and extremely intelligent could find a way to break it.”

Mu Xuanling had only been cultivating for seven years at most and hadn’t yet learned these things that her master considered unimportant.

However, Xiu Xiu’s eyes lit up when she heard this. She said she knew of an extremely intelligent person nearby and would go bring them here. With that, she ran off without looking back.

Mu Xuanling waited for two hours, until daybreak, but Xiu Xiu hadn’t returned with anyone.

The more she thought about it, the more uneasy she felt. Given Xiu Xiu’s lack of intelligence, she probably thought everyone was extremely clever.

She had taken out a black cloak from her spatial ring in advance. Although it couldn’t completely block out the sunlight, it could at least reduce the pain from sun exposure. Fortunately, she was now in the forest, with some tree shade for cover. Otherwise, if she were to be exposed to the sun for an entire day, she might not die, but she’d probably lose half her life.

Ah, Xie Xuechen had such a cruel heart…

Mu Xuanling crouched on the ground, drawing circles dejectedly.

“Young Master Nan, it’s here!”

Xiu Xiu’s voice came through the mist. Mu Xuanling was startled and instinctively raised her head, then remembered she couldn’t see people outside the formation.

She heard a clear and gentle male voice from afar.

“Hmm? The Ling Long Jia?”

The voice was low but not deep, like a clear mountain spring or a gentle spring rain. It had a strange power, seemingly able to soothe all anxiety and unease. Just hearing that voice made one imagine that it must belong to an extremely handsome and refined young man, smiling before speaking, with tender affection in his eyes.

Mu Xuanling was stunned for a moment before she blurted out, “You recognized the Ling Long Jia at a glance?”

Xiu Xiu had brought a formidable person.

Mu Xuanling thought with trepidation—fortunately, her magical artifact was strong enough. Otherwise, if the other party discovered she was a half-beast demon, wouldn’t she be like a fish in a barrel?

The young man said gently, “The world’s number one trapping formation, the Ling Long Jia, traps without harming—it’s a merciful formation.”

Mu Xuanling pouted, thinking to herself, trapping me here to roast like meat, how is that merciful?

The young man seemed to examine the surroundings, then said after a moment, “The formation was set up using blood-stained stones. The blood has a faint golden glow, suggesting the person is a Fa Xiang cultivator. If a Fa Xiang cultivator wanted to kill someone, why use a formation? If they wanted to set up a formation, why use blood? It seems this cultivator’s condition is extremely poor, resorting to such a low-level strategy against an enemy. Xiu Xiu, the young lady you want to save is likely no ordinary person.”

Mu Xuanling’s spine tingled. The other party had discerned the truth in just a few words. Who exactly was this person?

Xiu Xiu said anxiously, “Young Master Nan, please help me. A Bao is also trapped in the formation!”

A Bao chimed in loudly, “Yes, yes, Young Master Nan, please save A Bao!”

The young master chuckled lightly, “Even if the Ling Long Jia isn’t broken, it will dissolve on its own after twelve hours. Why such haste to break the formation? Hmm… Could it be that a demon fears the blazing sun?”

Mu Xuanling’s breath caught, and an overwhelming sense of crisis made her instantly draw out her defensive magical artifact, assuming a defensive posture.

“Young lady, there’s no need to be nervous,” the young master said gently. “I mean you no harm.”

Mu Xuanling naturally didn’t believe him.

“A Bao’s intuition is exceptionally keen. If you were an extremely evil demon tainted with the karma of killing, it wouldn’t approach you willingly,” Young Master Nan continued slowly. “It’s now the third quarter of the Chen hour. You’ve been exposed to the morning light, yet you show no signs of pain. You must not be of the Demon Clan, but rather a half-beast who has cultivated demonic techniques.”

Mu Xuanling had prided herself on her excellent concealment, but she had no secrets before this person. Indeed, as Xiu Xiu had said, he was extremely intelligent…

“Are you willing to help me break the formation?” Mu Xuanling no longer doubted his ability to do so.

“Since you’re A Bao’s friend, I’m naturally willing,” Young Master Nan paused, “If the young lady trusts me.”

Mu Xuanling lowered her eyes, thought for a moment, and said, “I trust you.”

Young Master Nan seemed to laugh softly, then said, “The Ling Long Jia is based on the Eight Trigrams. With each step, a new Eight Trigrams diagram forms under your feet. Only by taking eight correct steps in a row will the formation break. If you make one wrong step, you have to start over.”

“Young lady, first stand up and take a step towards the southeast—that’s your front left.”

Following Young Master Nan’s instructions, Mu Xuanling stepped towards her front left. Immediately, she saw the mist around her surge, and the ground beneath her feet transformed into the Tai Chi Yin-Yang fish.

“Next, take the Qian step.”

Mu Xuanling stepped towards the Qian trigram, and the pattern under her feet changed again. The Qian trigram transformed into the Tai Chi fish, with the new Eight Trigrams appearing around it.

“Was that correct?” Mu Xuanling asked.

Young Master Nan replied, “Whether the step is right or wrong, the formation changes like this. There’s no way to eliminate incorrect paths, which is why this formation is called unsolvable.”

Mu Xuanling took a breath and narrowed her eyes, “You think you can break it?”

“Why not give it a try?” Young Master Nan chuckled, “After all, you’re trapped either way, with nothing else to do.”

Mu Xuanling felt a lump in her throat.

“Walk to the Dui trigram.”

Mu Xuanling stomped heavily on the Dui trigram.

Young Master Nan laughed softly and then said, “Xun trigram.”

Mu Xuanling stopped talking to him and lowered her head, following Young Master Nan’s instructions step by step.

“Last step, Kan trigram.”

Mu Xuanling raised an eyebrow, thinking to herself that he was quite confident to think eight steps would be correct. However, as soon as her foot landed, the mist before her eyes instantly vanished.

Standing in front of her was a gentle, handsome, and refined young man. He opened the folding fan in his hand to shield Mu Xuanling from a bit of sunlight, and said with a smile, “The young lady seems puzzled as to how I could break the formation in one try?”

Mu Xuanling suddenly realized they were standing quite close. She took a step back to distance herself from him, warily examining the man before her.

He looked to be in his early twenties, tall and straight, with quite a handsome appearance. His eyes were bright and clear, containing a warm smile. He stood backlit in the morning light, and even those who despised sunlight couldn’t help but feel a sense of warmth and closeness.

As radiant as the bright moon, as beautiful as the iris and orchid.

Mu Xuanling was momentarily dazed before responding, “Who exactly are you?”

He had not only broken the formation without a single mistake but also seemed very confident as if he were the one who had set it up.

The young man nodded slightly and smiled, “Yun Xiu Mountain Villa, Nan Xuyue.”

After her initial shock, Mu Xuanling suddenly understood.

No wonder… No wonder he was so confident…

This Ling Long Jia was his creation.

The master of Yun Xiu Mountain Villa, Nan Xuyue.

Even in the Demon Realm, she had heard his name.

It was said he was unparalleled in intelligence, second to none in the world.

It was said his medical skills were supreme, earning him the title of Medicine King.

It was said he was handsome and refined, with looks like a deity.

Everyone who mentioned him would praise him endlessly and then sigh.

Because he was born with ten orifices, his talent was so strong it was hard to distinguish from Xie Xuechen’s.

However, now he had become a useless person, a cripple.

Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Chapter 7
The Immortal Alliance originally had seven major sects. Besides the five existing sects, there were also the destroyed Mingyue Manor and Yunxiu Manor.

The previous master of Yunxiu Manor was the renowned War God, Nan Wujiu. Nan Wujiu established his path through killing, and slaying countless demons and monsters throughout his life, earning the respect of all under heaven. However, Yunxiu Manor’s pride wasn’t just War God Nan Wujiu, but also Nan Xuyue, known as the divine child.

Humans are born with seven orifices, cultivate their bodies at three years old, and open the Yin and Yang orifices at seven. The Yang orifice is located at the Baihui acupoint on the top of the head, while the Yin orifice is at the navel. After opening the Yin and Yang orifices, they train their bodies until ten years old, then can participate in the selection of various sects to attempt opening the divine orifice. In the world, those who can open nine orifices are one in a hundred thousand. Those who can open the divine orifice are one in a million. The strongest innate talent in this world is being born with ten orifices, hailed as the reincarnation of a god.

In hundreds of years, only two people have achieved this. One was Xie Xuechen, and the other was Nan Xuyue.

Nan Xuyue was exceptionally intelligent from a young age, with a photographic memory, able to learn anything in just one attempt. At that time, Yunxiu Manor was at the bottom among the seven major sects, but everyone believed that Nan Xuyue was the hope for Yunxiu Manor’s rise.

Unfortunately, when Nan Xuyue was ten years old, Nan Wujiu, having made too many enemies, was revenged upon by demons and monsters who kidnapped Nan Xuyue. The ten-year-old Nan Xuyue endured endless torment before finally being rescued by Nan Wujiu. Sadly, though his life was saved, he became completely crippled. The demons used extremely vicious methods to destroy Nan Xuyue’s Yin and Yang orifices and divine orifice and used demonic chains to bind his right foot, making it impossible for his three orifices to recover, and even his right foot was difficult to regenerate due to the corrosion of demonic energy.

With three orifices destroyed, the once-envied heaven’s chosen one became an object of pity overnight. Nan Wujiu went mad with grief, his hair turning white, but it was all in vain. Years later, Nan Wujiu died of illness, leaving the young and inexperienced Nan Xuyue to support Yunxiu Manor alone. It was said that he remained that incredibly intelligent youth, mastering medicine, arrays, mechanisms, and even business, music, and mathematics. Yunxiu Manor did not decline because of this but instead grew stronger than before. However, a sect led by a master who couldn’t cultivate could not stand within the Immortal Alliance. Therefore, although today’s Yunxiu Manor is quite powerful, it’s only the largest secular sect, not counted among the five sects of the Immortal Alliance.

Mu Xuanling had naturally heard about Nan Wujiu and Nan Xuyue, and Yunxiu Manor wasn’t far from here. However, she never thought that Nan Xuyue, who had been harmed by demons and monsters, would be willing to help them.

“Young Master Nan, I’ve long admired your reputation,” Mu Xuanling stepped back again, pulling her black robe tighter around herself. She didn’t know why she was wary of a mortal. Although Nan Xuyue’s reputation was great, he was ultimately an ordinary person who couldn’t cultivate and couldn’t possibly pose any threat to her.

Nan Xuyue naturally noticed that Mu Xuanling’s caution towards him had only increased. He smiled indifferently and looked at A Bao on Mu Xuanling’s shoulder.

“A Bao, come here.”

He reached out his hand, and A Bao jumped into his palm in a flash. Xiu Xiu hurriedly approached, anxiously asking, “Young Master Nan, is A Bao alright?”

“Just a bit startled,” Nan Xuyue handed A Bao back to Xiu Xiu, then looked at Mu Xuanling, “May I ask how to address the lady?”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes flickered as she said, “My surname is Mu.”

Nan Xuyue asked, “As in ‘clear and bright as water and trees’?”

Mu Xuanling paused before replying, “As in ‘most longing at dawn and dusk’.”

“‘The moon is new at the end of the sky, most longing at dawn and dusk,'” Nan Xuyue’s voice was gentle and slow. This poem, recited by him, was most pleasing to the ear, yet it added a touch of melancholy.

“It’s rare to hear of someone with this surname. I suppose you chose it yourself,” Nan Xuyue said.

She didn’t know her parents; even her name was given by her master. People might not know, but the person before her certainly did, that Xuanling was a type of tree in the demon realm. This tree was entirely black, as hard as iron, yet it would bloom the whitest and most delicate flowers. The Xuanling flower petals were pure white, appearing soft but with the quality of jade, shaped like bells hanging on the branches. When a gentle breeze passed, they would make a clear, crisp ringing sound. The sound of Xuanling had the magical effect of enchanting souls and was often used to forge magical artifacts. The bone bell artifact on Mu Xuanling’s ankle was forged from Xuanling flowers.

“Miss Mu, the sun is getting stronger. Do you need to find a place to hide?” Nan Xuyue asked.

“No need, I must be on my way,” Mu Xuanling shook her head. Wearing the black robe and hiding in the tree’s shade had already eased her burning pain considerably. She looked at A Bao and tossed over the storage ring she had snatched back from Gao Qiumin, which Xiu Xiu caught.

“A Bao, this is your treasure. Sister has to go now.”

A Bao, perched on Xiu Xiu’s shoulder, looked at Mu Xuanling with somewhat reluctant black, round eyes.

“Sister, are you going to find brother?”

Mu Xuanling was silent for a moment, then nodded.

Xiu Xiu clutched the storage ring, suddenly mustering up the courage, and said, “Miss Mu, can A Bao go with you?”

Mu Xuanling looked at Xiu Xiu in surprise, “Go with me? Why?”

Xiu Xiu said, “Do you know that all things in the world have a treasure aura? Ordinary people can only see Yuan Power, but we Sniffing Treasure Mice can see treasure aura. The more powerful the treasure, the stronger the aura it emits. This is why magic arrays can block Yuan Power fluctuations but can’t block our perception of treasure aura.” Xiu Xiu said this, blushing a bit embarrassedly, “I see a very strong treasure aura on Miss Mu… You must have many valuable treasures.”

Mu Xuanling chuckled in surprise.

Xiu Xiu continued, “To improve our cultivation, we can only absorb treasure aura. These treasures I have were left to me by A Bao’s father, but their treasure aura has long been consumed. However, this doesn’t affect you. So… so… I’ll give you all these treasures, can you let A Bao cultivate among your treasures?”

Mu Xuanling finally understood her intention and said with mixed emotions, “It’s possible, but can you bear to be separated from your daughter? Besides, A Bao is a half-demon without a demon core. No matter how much she cultivates, she can’t take human form.”

Xiu Xiu said dejectedly, “I know, but I hope A Bao can learn more skills to protect herself in the future.”

A Bao raised her head, looking at Xiu Xiu in confusion.

“Mother, are you sending me away?”

Xiu Xiu stroked A Bao’s head, saying gently, “A Bao, go with this sister. She seems much more capable than a mother and can help you cultivate. Mother has something to do…”

A Bao suddenly had a moment of clarity and asked, “Is Mother going to find Father?”

Xiu Xiu nodded, saying sadly, “He’s been gone for three years. I don’t know if something happened to him. I need to go find him.”

Hearing this, Mu Xuanling felt a stir in her heart and asked, “What’s A Bao’s father’s name?”

Xiu Xiu said, “His name is Fu Cangli.”

Mu Xuanling remembered that A Bao had previously said her father was the richest cultivator in the world. Currently, the wealthiest in the Immortal Alliance was Bixiao Palace, which owned several ore veins, and the master of Bixiao Palace had the surname Fu.

Mu Xuanling looked at Nan Xuyue. Nan Xuyue seemed to see through her suspicion and smiled, saying, “There’s no disciple by that name in Bixiao Palace now.”

“He might be using an alias. People don’t use their real names when doing bad things,” Mu Xuanling muttered.

Nan Xuyue smiled and looked at Xiu Xiu, saying gently, “Xiu Xiu, you’re a rare and exotic beast. Don’t risk going to Bixiao Palace. I’ll help you inquire about this Fu Cangli. You should wait here. What if he comes back looking for you and can’t find anyone? Wouldn’t that be a missed opportunity?”

Xiu Xiu seemed to trust Nan Xuyue very much. She was already a bit confused, and hearing Nan Xuyue’s gentle persuasion, she immediately nodded repeatedly, fully accepting his words.

“Young Master Nan makes sense. I’ll wait here then. Thank you for helping me inquire about him.”

“It’s no trouble at all,” Nan Xuyue nodded with a smile.

“A-Bao, would you like to go with your sister?” Xiu Xiu asked A-Bao.

A-Bao hesitated for a moment before finally nodding.

She didn’t know why she was so fond of Mu Xuanling. She always felt that Sister Mu had an aura that strongly attracted her, making her reluctant to leave. Although she was also reluctant to part with her mother, she would follow her mother’s wishes to go with her sister.

A-Bao leaped from Xiu Xiu’s arms to Mu Xuanling’s shoulder, allowing Mu Xuanling to gently scratch her soft body.

Mu Xuanling put on her hood and turned to Nan Xuyue with a smile, “Thank you, Young Master Nan, for your help. If there’s a chance in the future, I’ll certainly repay your kindness.”

Nan Xuyue nodded with a smile, “Take care, Miss Mu.”

After bidding farewell, Mu Xuanling seemed eager to disappear into the shadows.

Nan Xuyue stood still for a moment before slowly turning to leave. He walked unhurriedly, making it difficult for anyone to notice he was lame.

The wind from the forest carried his voice, sounding like a sigh as he recited:

“Meeting you for the first time,

Feels like an old friend’s return.

The bright moon anew in distant lands,

Morning and night, I miss you most…”

Mu Xuanling had already placed a mark on Xie Xuechen. After breaking through the Linglong Shackles formation, she immediately sensed Xie Xuechen’s location, which was in the direction of Yongxue City.

Her figure vanished into the shadows, speeding towards Xie Xuechen’s direction.

“Sister, is that brother bad? Are you going to get revenge?” A-Bao in her arms asked.

Mu Xuanling gritted her teeth, “I’ve been too lenient with him before. When I catch up to him, I’ll do this and that to him!”

A-Bao asked in confusion, “What do you mean by ‘this and that’?”

“Little kids shouldn’t ask so many questions,” Mu Xuanling flicked her forehead, making her squeak and shrink back.

After a while, she heard Mu Xuanling say, “Actually, Xie Xuechen isn’t that bad… After all, I’m half-demon, and we’re on opposite sides. I’m always touchy-feely with him, and he’s such a rigid and upright person, so he probably can’t accept it right away.”

A-Bao thought to herself, this feeling was so familiar, just like how mother always complained about father not returning, but then defended him, saying he might have encountered some trouble…

Mu Xuanling wasn’t entirely defending Xie Xuechen. Although she felt wronged, she understood his actions. They were naturally opposing sides, and saving him once couldn’t erase that. Moreover, she had indeed deceived Xie Xuechen about many things.

As Mu Xuanling sensed Xie Xuechen’s location, she suddenly felt something was amiss.

She knew her speed well. If Xie Xuechen was heading towards Yongxue City, it should take another day to catch up with him. However, the distance between them was shortening at an abnormal rate. There was only one possibility: Xie Xuechen was moving in this direction.

But why?

Mu Xuanling’s heart skipped a beat—could it be that Xie Xuechen’s whereabouts had been exposed and he was being pursued?

She didn’t think further and used all her strength to move forward at full speed.

After a few moments, a familiar figure appeared in her line of sight.

Xie Xuechen was galloping on horseback, his cold features showing barely perceptible anxiety. Mu Xuanling’s figure flashed, landing in front of Xie Xuechen.

Xie Xuechen was startled to see Mu Xuanling suddenly appear and reined in his galloping horse. Mu Xuanling looked behind Xie Xuechen but didn’t see the expected pursuers. They both blurted out simultaneously, “Are you alright?”

Mu Xuanling blinked, looking at Xie Xuechen in confusion.

Xie Xuechen frowned slightly, gripping the reins tightly.

Mu Xuanling looked behind Xie Xuechen again, then at his handsome face. The latter’s pale face had a faint blush due to the long ride.

Suddenly, Mu Xuanling’s lips curled into a smile, her peach blossom eyes suddenly brightening like ripples spreading across a lake, illuminating her already unparalleled beautiful face. The purple figure pounced towards Xie Xuechen, using too much force and pushing him off the horse. They both fell to the ground. Mu Xuanling straddled Xie Xuechen, smiling brightly and beautifully, “Xie Xuechen, you came back so quickly. Were you afraid I’d get sunburned?”

Xie Xuechen pulled up her hood that had slipped off her shoulders, covering her head. His cool voice revealed obvious stiffness and embarrassment, “How… did you get out of the Linglong Shackles?”

He didn’t deny it—Mu Xuanling thought gleefully.

She beamed with joy, her face radiant, holding Xie Xuechen’s hand happily, “I knew you couldn’t bear to leave me!”

Xie Xuechen took a deep breath, trying to pull away a few times but couldn’t free his hand from Mu Xuanling’s grip. He sat up from the ground, using his free hand to grab the back of Mu Xuanling’s collar, and pulled her off his chest.

Xie Xuechen sighed inwardly, feeling that Mu Xuanling had become even clingier. Recalling Mu Xuanling’s hurt eyes earlier and seeing her now smiling happily, Xie Xuechen suddenly felt confused, “Why are you so happy?”

Mu Xuanling hugged Xie Xuechen’s arm, looking up at him, “Huh? You came back to save me, of course, I’m happy.”

Xie Xuechen frowned, “I was the one who trapped you.”

“I know,” Mu Xuanling frowned slightly, then smiled again, “I was a bit upset with you, but you came back, didn’t you?”

Xie Xuechen found it hard to describe the unfamiliar emotion in his heart. This action that went against his dao heart made him irritated and uneasy. He was the sect leader of the Immortal Dao, the supreme human, and should have been dedicated to eliminating evil and protecting the Dao. He should have shown no mercy to demons and outsiders. This was the way of his Dao heart and sword heart. However, his once-stable dao heart wavered, and his once-unwavering sword heart hesitated.

Throughout the hurried journey, he found a seemingly reasonable explanation for his actions amidst his chaotic thoughts.

Yes, he came back to save her, which was also in line with the Dao and righteousness. Mu Xuanling had saved him before, earning his gratitude. During their confrontation, she repeatedly showed mercy. If not for that, how could he have easily trapped her with his formation? Although she was half-demon and practiced demonic techniques, she had never tried to kill him, always showing mercy instead. If he were to forget this kindness, wouldn’t he be worse than demons?

Xie Xuechen finally convinced himself, stabilizing his nearly collapsing dao heart.

He lowered his gaze slightly, meeting Mu Xuanling’s bright and joyful eyes. She shook his arm gently and said softly, “I’m very, very easy to please. You just need to be a little bit nicer to me…”

Xie Xuechen’s breath caught.

Unbeknownst to him, a small crack had silently appeared in his dao heart.

There was a saying in the cultivation world: spirits, demons, and women were the most troublesome things in this world.

Now, a person who embodied all these troubles had appeared—Mu Xuanling, half-spirit, demonic body, and a woman.
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Setting up an array of blood and engaging in a fierce battle with Mu Xuanling had worsened Xie Xuechen’s already unhealed severe injuries. Mu Xuanling had also expended considerable energy; Xie Xuechen noticed her face showing a hint of paleness. Even with her full smile, she couldn’t hide her weakness.

The two found an inn to stay at in a nearby town. Taking advantage of the night, Mu Xuanling went out to buy some changes of clothes. This time, she didn’t set up any restrictions to prevent Xie Xuechen from escaping. Xie Xuechen didn’t think about getting away from Mu Xuanling anymore, because she had bluntly told him that she had placed a mark on him, allowing her to sense his direction and distance.

Mu Xuanling found quite a bit of silver money and spirit pills in Gao Qiumin’s storage ring. She bought some fitting clothes for Xie Xuechen and secretly inquired about news from the Immortal Alliance.

As expected, the news of Xie Xuechen’s disappearance had not yet spread.

When Mu Xuanling returned to the inn, Xie Xuechen had just finished his breathing exercises. After taking the spirit pills from Mirror Flower Valley, some color had returned to his face. Mu Xuanling handed him the long robe she had bought and smiled, saying, “Shall I ask the waiter to arrange a bath for Sect Leader Xie?”

Xie Xuechen took the clothes, glanced at her indifferently, and said, “The body of a Fa Xiang is pure and untainted.”

Implying that he didn’t need a bath.

But clothes that were torn still needed to be changed.

Cultivation is wonderful, Mu Xuanling thought. Not only do they not eat grains, they’re untainted by worldly dust, and can even erase love, hate, and all emotions.

Mu Xuanling rested her chin on her hand, watching the slender shadow on the screen. She wavered between looking and not looking for a moment, and by then, he had already changed.

Never mind, it’s not like I haven’t seen it before—Mu Xuanling thought with some regret.

Xie Xuechen walked to the table and sat down, then heard Mu Xuanling say, “Sect Leader Xie, it seems you were heading towards Yongxue City today.”

Xie Xuechen nodded.

Mu Xuanling sighed lightly, “If I were you, I absolutely wouldn’t return to the Immortal Alliance before recovering my Yuan Power.”

“Before I entered the array, I had made arrangements. If I didn’t return within seven days of entering the array, the Five Elders of the Immortal Alliance would enter to investigate and discover traces of my battle with the demon race,” Xie Xuechen said. “I presume that by now, the Immortal Alliance has secretly sent people to search for my whereabouts.”

“Sect Leader Xie, haven’t you ever wondered why the demon race knew exactly which day and time you would enter the array, allowing them to set up a trap in advance?” Mu Xuanling rarely showed such an earnest expression.

Xie Xuechen lowered his eyes, the candlelight casting a faint shadow under them.

“There’s a demon spy within the Immortal Alliance,” his cold voice said slowly.

Thousands of years ago, the human Immortal Alliance had exerted all their efforts to set up the Ten Thousand Immortals Seal at the border between the demon realm and the human world, the Two Realms Mountain, stopping the demon race’s invasion of the human realm. However, this seal was eroded by demonic energy and needed to be repaired every sixty years. Traditionally, the leader of the Immortal Alliance was responsible for protecting the array. Xie Xuechen had succeeded as the leader of the Five Sects of the Immortal Alliance a few years ago, and this year marked the first time he was to repair the array alone. However, he was ambushed by a large demon army.

The Ten Thousand Immortals Array was complex and interlocking. The person repairing it had to be at the array’s eye, summon their Fa Xiang, and use their primordial spirit to communicate with the entire array to know where repairs were needed. Therefore, only one person could repair the array, and it had to be one of the strongest cultivators in the world. During the repair, the repairer was most vulnerable to attacks. But the Ten Thousand Immortals Array was a sacred array formed by human cultivators; demons within it would suffer as if being tortured. So even if the demon race knew this was the year for repairs, they couldn’t determine exactly which day and hour the repairer would enter the array, nor could they set up an accurate ambush.

But this time, the timing of their ambush was just right…

When Xie Xuechen saw the Demon Lord in the array, he understood everything.

“So you understand,” Mu Xuanling breathed a sigh of relief. “Alright, you said it yourself, so it’s not me who’s telling tales.”

Xie Xuechen raised his eyebrows, his clear black and white phoenix eyes focused intently on Mu Xuanling. “So, you deliberately led me away from the path to the Five Sects of the Immortal Alliance. You knew the demon race would send pursuers to intercept halfway.”

Mu Xuanling bit her lip and nodded helplessly.

“My master is the demon race’s Grand Priest Sang Qi. I imagine you know about him. Master excels at divination. As long as he has someone’s item, he can easily calculate their location, with an error of no more than ten miles. Therefore, demon pursuers will soon find Qingshan Town and use it as a starting point to search along the path to the Five Major Sects. Now, with your severe injuries unhealed and your divine orifice sealed, if the demon race discovers you, the consequences would be unthinkable.”

“Avoiding crowds makes it less likely for the demon race to detect us.”

“But even if you return to Yongxue City, you’re not safe!” Mu Xuanling said urgently. “The one who knew about your entry into the array must be someone of high status in the Immortal Alliance. With your Yuan Power depleted you’d have little chance of victory if you encountered that person! They would surely try to kill you!”

“So what?” Xie Xuechen frowned slightly. “Fearing death and standing still is not the way of a sword cultivator.”

Xie Xuechen said seriously, “The way of the sword cultivator is to advance in the face of a thousand armies.”

Mu Xuanling stared at Xie Xuechen, seeing not a trace of fear in his eyes. Those phoenix eyes were like his sword, unstoppable, with a sharp radiance.

Mu Xuanling remembered outside Zhushen Palace when he deployed his Heavenly Fa Xiang. At that moment, he seemed to swallow mountains and rivers, shaking heaven and earth. When the Jun Tian Sword appeared, it outshone the sun and moon.

If his determination and sword heart weren’t like this, how could there be today’s Xie Xuechen, known as the world’s number one?

Mu Xuanling rested her chin on her hand, her lively and intelligent eyes fixed unblinkingly on Xie Xuechen, a smile slowly blooming on her lotus-like face.

Xie Xuechen sensed her sudden change in emotion, those watery eyes frankly and passionately expressing her admiration and love.

“What… what’s wrong?” Xie Xuechen was somewhat confused and uncomfortable.

Mu Xuanling smiled and said, “I think my taste is really good. I didn’t fall for the wrong person.”

This time, Xie Xuechen understood. Mu Xuanling’s condition was acting up again.

She supported her chin with both hands, her eyes curved into crescents as she gazed at Xie Xuechen. “Although I hope you can temporarily avoid danger and protect yourself, hearing you say this makes me feel that this is the real Xie Xuechen.”

“If you’re going to Yongxue City, I’ll go with you!” Mu Xuanling declared firmly.

Xie Xuechen was stunned. He frowned slightly and said, “You’re a half-demon, and you’ve cultivated demonic techniques. Although you have artifacts to conceal your aura, Yongxue City is different from other places. There are many strong cultivators; your disguise might be seen through.”

Mu Xuanling smiled sweetly, “So you do care about me!”

Xie Xuechen was blocked for a moment. He paused, then said with increased emphasis, “Half-demon demonic body, the people of the Immortal Alliance will kill on sight!”

“But you didn’t kill me!” Mu Xuanling still looked carefree.

Xie Xuechen felt somewhat powerless. He rubbed his forehead, took a deep breath, and said, “Why must you be like this?”

“I like it, I’m willing!” Mu Xuanling’s gaze was passionate and determined. “Although I know you’re unwilling, I still have to force you. There’s no help for it, cultivating demonic techniques means following one’s heart’s desires. Just as you must adhere to your principles, I must follow my true feelings.”

Xie Xuechen was stunned by Mu Xuanling’s righteous but twisted logic. For a moment, he couldn’t refute and could only say with a wave of his sleeve, “Absurd, how can you generalize like this?”

Mu Xuanling was already used to his harsh words. Such mild rebukes didn’t bother her at all. She smiled and said, “If I didn’t cultivate demonic techniques, could I stay by your side?”

Xie Xuechen was taken aback.

Mu Xuanling continued, “The demon race cultivating demonic techniques is like your human race cultivating. It’s just that humans absorb spiritual energy from heaven and earth, while the demon race absorbs demonic energy. There’s no demonic energy in the human realm, so demons consume the flesh and blood of living people and devour inner demons to cultivate. That’s why they’re killed by human cultivators.”

Xie Xuechen nodded gravely, agreeing with Mu Xuanling’s words.

“I’m half-spirit, without a spirit core or divine aperture. I can’t absorb spiritual energy, but I can cultivate demonic energy. However, I can also disperse my cultivation,” Mu Xuanling stared intently at Xie Xuechen. “If I disperse my demonic cultivation, I’ll just be an ordinary half-spirit.”

Although she cultivated demonic arts, she was the esteemed Holy Maiden of the demon race. If she were to disperse her demonic cultivation, she would become the lowest and most despised half-spirit in the human realm, and might even face pursuit and assassination by the demon race. Half-spirits faced extreme discrimination in the human world; if they didn’t flee to the wilderness to barely survive, they could only become spirit slaves, never able to change their fate. Moreover, dispersing demonic cultivation was excruciatingly painful, like having one’s flesh torn apart and ants gnawing at one’s heart.

“Why…” Xie Xuechen found it truly difficult to understand Mu Xuanling’s thinking.

“If I were just a half-spirit, without the power to protect myself, would you protect me?” Those eyes blinked, watery and seemingly able to speak, looking pitifully at Xie Xuechen.

If what she said was true, that she had never killed anyone and had saved his life, then he… he should protect her.

This thought flashed quickly through Xie Xuechen’s mind, but he didn’t voice it.

Mu Xuanling didn’t wait for an answer and was about to say something urgently when her face suddenly turned pale, her pupils dilated, and her body slid off the chair. Without time to think, Xie Xuechen was already by her side, catching Mu Xuanling’s falling body.

At that moment, the surroundings suddenly darkened.

Xie Xuechen held Mu Xuanling with one arm, vigilantly surveying the area.

The darkness was as thick as ink, tightly enveloping everything, making it hard to breathe. Even the divine sight of his Dharma body couldn’t penetrate this darkness. Xie Xuechen couldn’t see Mu Xuanling in his arms, but he could feel her faint breath and the beating of her chest.

Xie Xuechen immediately realized this was the work of the demon race, and he had been pulled into another space.

“Sect Leader Xie, my heart hurts so much,” Mu Xuanling’s voice came from his arms, pained and weak.

A soft, cool hand grasped his wrist. “Can you check for me…”

She pulled his hand towards her chest.

Xie Xuechen couldn’t see, but he could feel the smooth touch on his wrist. He allowed the other person to guide his hand, but just as it was about to touch the chest, he changed his palm into a claw, attacking the person’s head!

The person made a surprised sound, and the sensation in his arms suddenly disappeared, leaving nothing behind.

Not far away, an androgynous voice laughed and said, “As expected, I couldn’t fool the Immortal Alliance Sect Leader, the world’s number one sword cultivator.”

Xie Xuechen looked toward the source of the voice, which seemed to come from near and far, left and right.

“Was my imitation of the Holy Maiden not good enough?” The voice changed to Mu Xuanling’s tone, sounding a bit hurt, “Or does Sect Leader Xie simply not like me?”

Xie Xuechen frowned and said, “Demons don’t have hearts, so why did you have a heartbeat?”

In this world, everyone’s heartbeat is different. His hearing was extremely acute, and having spent many days with Mu Xuanling, he was naturally very familiar with her heartbeat. When he caught Mu Xuanling earlier, he could be certain it was still her. The demon must have used some method to switch places with Mu Xuanling, and as soon as he heard the sudden change in the heartbeat, he knew something was amiss.

The demon in the darkness answered in a male voice, “Since Sect Leader Xie asked, I’ll kindly answer you.” Then it changed to a feminine voice, “Of course, I killed someone and cut it out! Hahaha! It’s still warm!”

Xie Xuechen’s eyes turned cold, his sword intent naturally bursting forth.

“Such a terrifying sword intent.” The demon seemed shocked by Xie Xuechen, and after a moment said, “But you can’t use spiritual energy, so no matter how strong you are, you can’t escape my Cage of Desire! Hahaha… Sect Leader Xie, why don’t you experience the ultimate pleasure of the world before you die!”

The demon’s voice gradually faded away, and the thick darkness seemed to be diluted like water, slowly receding, and light gradually began to shine through.

Xie Xuechen focused his gaze on the source of the light and was shocked to find that he was in Yongxue City.

Mu Xuanling closed her eyes for a long time, calming the pain in her chest, before slowly opening them.

Standing before her was a man of extreme beauty. On his left cheek was a tattoo of a gorgeous begonia, his lips thin and red, slightly upturned, his eyes alluring, exuding charm. If one were to say he was a man, he was too coquettish and affectionate; if one were to say he was a woman, his limbs were long and his build tall and strong.

“Desire Demon?” Mu Xuanling looked closely and said, “No, you’re a projection of the Desire Demon.”

In the demon realm, there were three demon gods: the Desire Demon, the War Demon, and the Obsession Demon. The Desire Demon was the embodiment of all worldly desires. Humans had greed for fame, fortune, and lust; as long as there was greed, it would give birth to heart demons. Although the Desire Demon wasn’t as good at fighting as the War Demon, it was extremely troublesome because it never acted directly. It would let its opponents indulge in their desires, their souls falling into the abyss, dying in extreme pleasure.

The hardest thing for humans to overcome was their desires.

The Desire Demon was enchanting and seductive, both male and female, able to transform into any appearance almost indistinguishable from the original. There was only one difference: demons didn’t have flesh-and-blood hearts. So to imitate Mu Xuanling, it had dug out a human heart.

It tossed aside the now-still human heart and sashayed over to Mu Xuanling with malicious intent. “Holy Maiden, I heard your conversation with Xie Xuechen just now.”

Mu Xuanling didn’t even bother to raise her head, just coldly snorted, “So what?”

“Well… if you please me and dual cultivate with me, I won’t report this to the Demon Lord,” the Desire Demon leaned in greedily towards Mu Xuanling. “Otherwise, if the Demon Lord finds out about your betrayal, you’ll end up in the Melting Abyss.”

A sickly sweet scent of cosmetics emanated from the Desire Demon, but even the heavy fragrance couldn’t mask the underlying stench. Mu Xuanling retreated in disgust and said, “Go ahead and tell the Demon Lord. He already knows anyway.”

The Desire Demon was stunned and asked suspiciously, “What do you mean by that?”

Mu Xuanling looked at him with disdain, “This is why you demons have no brains.”

Saying demons had no brains was quite an objective truth, as they were just clusters of demonic energy. So the Desire Demon didn’t get angry; it just doubted Mu Xuanling’s previous statement.

“Tell me quickly, how does the Demon Lord know about your betrayal?”

Mu Xuanling said lazily, “How do you think Xie Xuechen escaped from the Melting Abyss? Of course, someone helped him.”

The Desire Demon’s eyes flickered, “Was it you who helped him?”

“Not completely stupid after all,” Mu Xuanling glanced at him.

The Desire Demon couldn’t help feeling a bit proud, but also confused, “How did you have the ability to break the Demon Lord’s restrictions?”

When the Demon Lord imprisoned Xie Xuechen in the Melting Abyss, he placed eighteen layers of restrictions. Not just Mu Xuanling, even the High Priest couldn’t break them.

“I couldn’t break them. Xie Xuechen broke them himself. I just gave him a pill that could restore his powers,” Mu Xuanling said.

This explanation made sense.

Mu Xuanling continued, “How do you think I could have such a precious pill?”

The Desire Demon hesitantly said, “Did… the Demon Lord give it to you?”

Mu Xuanling nodded.

“It was the Demon Lord who instructed me to let Xie Xuechen go. This way, I would have saved Xie Xuechen’s life, and given their self-proclaimed righteous nature, they wouldn’t kill someone who had saved their life.”

As if—she had almost been killed by Xie Xuechen, Mu Xuanling thought guiltily.

The Desire Demon found Mu Xuanling’s explanation very reasonable and nodded along subconsciously.

“Guess why the Demon Lord wanted me to release him?” Mu Xuanling glanced sideways at the Desire Demon.

The Desire Demon thought this was Mu Xuanling testing his intelligence. After pondering for a moment, it said, “The Demon Lord wants to find out about the Jade Palace Divine Technique, fearing that Xie Xuechen might die in the Melting Abyss?”

Mu Xuanling nodded with a smile, “Not bad. If we can learn the Jade Palace Divine Technique, we demons would be able to absorb spiritual energy and survive in the human realm.”

“But you just said you were willing to disperse your cultivation for him…” the Desire Demon was still somewhat doubtful.

Mu Xuanling sneered, “If I disperse my cultivation and become weak and helpless, wouldn’t that be the perfect excuse for him to teach me the Jade Palace Divine Technique?”

The Desire Demon’s eyes widened, looking at Mu Xuanling with admiration, sighing, “Spirits are indeed cunning…”

So this was the Demon Lord’s plan. As expected of the Demon Lord, much more intelligent than ordinary demons.

The Desire Demon marveled but still had some confusion, asking, “But the Demon Lord ordered us to surround and capture Xie Xuechen.”

“We have to make it convincing, otherwise how could we gain Xie Xuechen’s trust? He’s not a brainless low-level demon,” Mu Xuanling said coldly. “Since you’re here, you might as well trap Xie Xuechen. At the critical moment, I’ll step in to save him. This way, he’ll owe me another life debt.”

The Desire Demon respectfully said, “I’ll follow Your Highness’s arrangements. Your Highness, Xie Xuechen is currently trapped in my Cage of Desire. Would you like to see what Xie Xuechen’s desire is?”

Mu Xuanling’s heart stirred.

Most people’s desires revolved around fame, fortune, beauty, and food. But what would be the desire of the world’s number one sword cultivator?
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Yongxue City, located on the frontier of the Western Continent, stood atop a cluster of mountains in a bitterly cold land. Here, snow fell in all four seasons, and spring never came.

A small figure, about four or five years old, stood beneath a snow-laden pine tree. The child wielded a sword longer than his height, swinging it with great effort. Each stroke unleashed a sharp sword energy, carving countless furrows in the snowy ground before him, exposing the solid earth beneath.

The human body is most fragile. Only by opening the Yin and Yang apertures can one’s physique reach its peak, and only by opening the Divine aperture can one truly embark on the path of cultivation. Among countless mortals who live mundane lives, those who can cultivate are less than one in a million. Yet some are destined to stand at the pinnacle from birth.

After the ten-thousandth stroke of sword energy, the boy lowered his sword, his breath turning to white mist in the cold air. His face was small, with cheeks still chubby with baby fat. Though his features were childish, his phoenix eyes already showed their distinctive shape.

Yongxue City was renowned throughout the world for its swordsmanship. People said that the world’s sword cultivators came from Yongxue, but only the residents of Yongxue City knew that in this desolate and bitter cold place, they had nothing but their swordsmanship.

“You can only tightly grasp the one sword you possess,” Xie Daocheng would say.

Four-year-old Xie Xuechen was intelligent enough. Born with ten apertures, he learned everything easily, often without needing instruction. But for swordsmanship, his father said, one could only comprehend and establish one’s own heart through personal enlightenment.

All sword cultivators gained insight into their Dao heart and sword heart through daily sword practice. The Dao heart was the foundation and purpose of cultivation, while the sword heart was the comprehension of the sword way. Some had a sword way like water, seemingly gentle but with surging undercurrents; others had a sword way like a rainbow, swift as lightning and furious as thunder.

“Xie Xuechen, what is your sword way?”

After swinging his sword ten thousand times each day, the child would stand in the snow, pondering this question. Gazing at the vast snowy mountains and the boundless horizon, the four-year-old contemplated one of the most difficult questions in the world.

“Meow…” A faint cat’s cry came from afar, interrupting the child’s thoughts.

His phoenix eyes blinked, looking towards the direction of the sound.

On a high branch, a snow-white figure moved slightly and let out another soft cry: “Meow…”

“A snow cat?” Xie Xuechen slowly walked to the tree, looking up curiously at the small cat on the treetop.

Snow cats were unique spirit beasts of Yongxue City. They had long, fluffy fur and lived in the icy, snowy environment, using the color of ice and snow to conceal themselves. This snow cat looked very young, with lake-blue eyes timidly looking down. It stretched out its paw, then quickly retracted it.

Xie Xuechen noticed that the ground beneath the tree, originally covered with thick, soft snow, had been cleared by his sword energy, exposing hard rocks with sword marks of varying depths. The snowcat must have playfully jumped onto the tree, and after waking from a nap, found itself too high up with no soft snow below to cushion its fall. It was afraid to jump down for fear of injury.

Xie Xuechen hesitated for a moment, then put down his sword. With a light step, he used his energy to fly up to a branch near the snowcat.

Some snow was shaken off, making a rustling sound.

Startled, the snowcat clung to the thick branch with all four limbs, letting out a fierce but frightened roar towards Xie Xuechen.

“Meow! Meow!”

“I’m here to carry you down,” Xie Xuechen said softly.

Perhaps it was the child’s gentle features, the kind smile in his clear phoenix eyes, or his chubby little hands reaching out, without a trace of the sharpness from his sword practice. The cat hesitated for a moment, then leaped from the branch into his arms.

Xie Xuechen caught the snow cat and flew down from the branch.

He gently stroked the cat’s fluffy, soft fur. The cat lifted its head, tilted it to look at him, meowed a few times, and licked his fingertips with its small tongue.

Xie Xuechen couldn’t help but smile, his clear phoenix eyes sparkling. He pinched the cat’s pink paw pads and asked in his childish voice, “You’re a snowcat, and I’m Xuechen. Do you think we were meant to meet?”

As if agreeing, the cat meowed once.

“Is your home nearby?”

Just as Xie Xuechen finished asking, the snowcat wriggled out of his arms, jumped to the ground, ran a few steps forward, and then turned back to look at him, as if waiting for him to follow.

Xie Xuechen understood the snow cat’s intention and immediately followed.

The cat and the boy ran through the mountains, soon arriving at the entrance of a cave.

The snow cat squeezed into the narrow cave, while Xie Xuechen, unable to enter, waited outside. Moments later, the white figure emerged, carrying a silver fish in its mouth, which it placed in front of Xie Xuechen.

Xie Xuechen was surprised and asked, “Is this for me?”

“Meow…”

All things have spirits, especially spirit beasts.

Xie Xuechen joyfully and solemnly accepted the silverfish. It wasn’t a living creature, but rather a product of concentrated spiritual energy in areas rich with Qi. This item was extremely precious and rare, being the snow cats’ favorite food.

The young snowcat could only express its fondness and gratitude in this simple way, giving its most treasured possession to a friend.

Xie Xuechen thought to himself, that this was the first gift he had ever received in his life!

Although his father had given him sword manuals and precious swords, this silverfish held a different meaning for him. It was a gift from his friend!

Xie Xuechen played with the snowcat for a while, but noticing the sky darkening, he suddenly remembered he had left his sword at Wenxue Cliff and hurried back.

A tall figure stood beneath the tree, holding the sword Xie Xuechen had left behind. Xie Xuechen slowed his steps, walked behind the man, and called out softly, “Father.”

Xie Daocheng turned to look at his most valued youngest son.

Xie Daocheng, the Lord of Yongxue City, had only average talent. He had entered the Fashen realm at the age of two hundred, and Xie Xuechen was the child born to him and his wife after he became a Fashen Lord.

He had over a dozen children in his lifetime, but in his eyes, there was only one. Born with ten apertures, a rarity throughout history, this child was extraordinary from birth, the hope of Yongxue City, and the morning star that would break through the long night of the sword way.

Yet now, he had abandoned his sword here! A sword is a sword cultivator’s life!

Xie Daocheng suppressed the anger in his heart and asked coldly, “Where did you go?”

Xie Xuechen couldn’t lie, even though he knew telling the truth would result in punishment from his father.

“I… I saved a snowcat, and it gave me a silverfish,” he said carefully, taking out the silverfish from his bosom and holding it in his palm.

“You saved a snowcat, but why did you leave Wenxue Cliff to follow it?” Xie Daocheng asked.

Xie Xuechen didn’t know how to answer. He had simply followed when the cat’s blue eyes looked at him.

Seeing Xie Xuechen’s silence, Xie Daocheng didn’t press further, as he had already guessed the answer.

He turned to leave, leaving only one sentence: “A sword cultivator must never, under any circumstances, abandon their sword!”

Xie Xuechen wasn’t punished by his father, which was unexpected, but he didn’t think much of it, only feeling relieved.

The next day, at the same time, he came to the same place to begin his daily sword practice.

The snowcat came again, swaying its fluffy tail and meowing at Xie Xuechen.

“Kitty, I need to practice my sword. I’ll play with you after I finish,” Xie Xuechen said.

The cat was very understanding. It could comprehend human speech and obediently sat nearby, watching Xie Xuechen practice his swordsmanship. Snow began to fall again, and it happily jumped around, pouncing on the dancing snowflakes.

Xie Xuechen noticed that the snow cat’s movements were as swift as lightning, somewhat similar to sword intent. Unconsciously, he began to imitate the cat’s movements as he swung his sword, adding a touch of agility to the fierce sword energy.

“Ten thousand strokes!”

Xie Xuechen let out a long breath, having completed today’s practice. He then ran towards the snowcat with a smile.

“Kitty, I think my sword energy changed a bit today…” He confided in the cat as if talking to a friend.

The snow cat’s ears twitched, appearing to listen intently.

Xie Xuechen thought he could become friends with the snowcat, but in the days that followed, it never came again. He felt disappointed and even went to the snow cat’s cave to call for it, but received no response, not knowing where the cat had gone.

A month later, when he went to Wenxue Cliff to practice as usual, an unexpected incident occurred.

He was attacked by an adult snowcat.

The adult snow cat’s attacks were extremely fierce. It was missing a piece of its left ear, and its eyes blazed with intense hatred. Xie Xuechen struggled to fend off the cat’s relentless attacks. The snowcat surprised that a four-year-old child could possess such swordsmanship, became even more enraged. It spat out its spirit core, risking destruction to attack Xie Xuechen.

At that moment, an incredibly powerful sword strike came out of nowhere, shattering the spirit core and severely wounding the snowcat.

The snowcat coughed up a large mouthful of blood, glaring at the newcomer with resentment. Having lost its spirit core, it could hardly continue fighting and collapsed into a pool of blood, convulsing.

Xie Daocheng didn’t spare a glance at the snowcat. After confirming that Xie Xuechen had only suffered superficial wounds, he nodded slightly and said, “Your swordsmanship has improved, becoming much more agile.”

However, Xie Xuechen was concerned about something else. He looked at the lifeless snowcat, dazed for a moment, before asking in a weak voice, “Father, why… why did it try to kill me?”

Xie Daocheng replied, “Hmm? Probably because I killed its child.”

Xie Xuechen’s pupils constricted, his heart suddenly tightening. He stammered, “Miao Miao…”

“But this mother cat was quick, only injuring one ear. Knowing it couldn’t defeat me, it came to seek revenge on you,” Xie Daocheng said casually.

Suddenly, he noticed Xie Xuechen’s unusual behavior.

The young child’s eyes had reddened, tears welling up but not falling.

“Why… why?” he asked.

Xie Daocheng’s face turned cold, his voice deepening, “What kind of expression is that?”

Startled, Xie Xuechen’s tears rolled down his cheeks. His father’s imposing presence made him tremble, but he suppressed his fear of kneeling and raised his small face to look at Xie Daocheng: “Father, although the snowcat is a spirit beast, it doesn’t harm people. Why… why did you kill it?”

It was his new friend, and his father knew that.

No… it was precisely because he knew…

Xie Xuechen suddenly found it difficult to breathe, as if someone had violently gripped his heart.

“Xuechen, have you forgotten my words?” Xie Daocheng said coldly, “Cultivators cannot have emotions; they must devote themselves to the Dao.”

“No, I don’t understand…” Tears wet his thick eyelashes, blurring his vision. “Mother said cultivators should consider all living beings as their concern and take saving the world as their duty. Why can’t they have emotions?”

Xie Daocheng seemed to suddenly remember that this child was only four years old. No matter how intelligent he was, he had not yet experienced the dangers and hardships of the world.

“Saving the world and considering all living beings, is this your dao heart?” Xie Daocheng sighed imperceptibly. “If so, you must sever all emotions and love. If you have favorites, how can you embrace all beings with great love? If one day you face a choice between your most beloved and all living beings in the world, can you abandon your love to save the world?”

Xie Xuechen’s young face showed confusion and bewilderment; he still didn’t understand.

“Why… can we only choose one?”

Xie Daocheng crouched down to meet his eyes and said solemnly, “Xuechen, you were born extraordinary and will eventually stand at the pinnacle of the human realm, even the Three Realms. On that day, the fate of all living beings will depend on your single thought. Emotions and love will only become your weakness and plunge all living beings into danger. You must remember today’s lesson, remember your father’s words.”

Xie Xuechen nodded, seemingly half-understanding. After a long while, he asked, “What if I were just an ordinary person?”

Because he was extraordinary, he shouldn’t have emotions.

So, could ordinary people have emotions?

Xie Daocheng hadn’t expected him to say this. His eyes suddenly turned to ice.

“Then you should die.”

The four-year-old Xie Xuechen learned from his father what it meant to be without emotion.

He had eighteen children, but also only one child. If he wasn’t Xie Xuechen, he would be nothing.

Xie Xuechen’s dao heart was set on considering all living beings.

So his sword heart was to advance fearlessly, disregarding his own life.

He didn’t favor any single person or thing in the world, including himself.

The Lust Demon muttered in confusion, stroking its chin, “How strange, why is Xie Xuechen’s cage of desires different from others?”

Mu Xuanling looked at the young child in the snow and said slowly, “Because he has long been without desire or greed.”

What greed could a person who doesn’t even care for his own life have?

In swordsmanship, he had already reached the pinnacle. Fame and fortune, he viewed as clouds. Love…

It had been strangled in that snowy field when he was four years old.

“Without desire or greed?” The Lust Demon was stunned, thinking it impossible, but the fact was right before its eyes.

The cage of desires could dig out the strongest desires from the depths of one’s heart. Within the cage, all desires could be fulfilled, making people indulge in it and willingly become prisoners. If there were no desires, this would no longer be a cage, and that person could come and go as they pleased.

The Lust Demon felt things were not going well. Just as it was about to discuss with Mu Xuanling how to deal with Xie Xuechen, it suddenly felt a pain in its body. Purple vines had climbed up its body at some unknown time, tightly binding it, only now suddenly becoming visible.

The Lust Demon recognized this as Mu Xuanling’s Judgment Demon Vine and immediately turned pale.

As the Holy Maiden of the Demon Race, Mu Xuanling was in charge of punishments in the Demon Realm. All demons who violated the laws would be strangled by this vine and turned into demon pills for the demon nobles to consume. The cultivation methods of the Demon Race were based on absorption; they could absorb and refine demon energy, or directly absorb the energy from other demons’ bodies, the latter being even easier and more convenient. The reason why the Demon Race was so afraid of Mu Xuanling was that too many demons had died under the Judgment Demon Vine. This magical weapon, personally refined by the High Priestess, was specifically designed to counter demons. Perhaps only the Demon Lord could escape it.

However, this was the Lust Demon’s domain. It should have had a chance to guard against it, preventing Mu Xuanling from having an opportunity to act.

“Holy Maiden, what are you doing?” the Lust Demon asked in fear.

“This is why demons are said to have no brains,” Mu Xuanling laughed. “Do you need to ask such an obvious question?”

“You want to kill me?” The Lust Demon shook its head in panic. “We could just put on a show for Xie Xuechen, there’s no need to kill me! Besides, if you kill me, my true body will sense it!”

“What does that matter?” Mu Xuanling tightened the demon vine, causing the Lust Demon to scream in agony as waves of black energy poured out from its body. “Anyway, your true body won’t know whether it was me who killed you or Xie Xuechen.”

The Lust Demon suddenly realized it had been tricked! Mu Xuanling had been talking to it for so long just to make it let down its guard!

“You’ve indeed betrayed the Demon Race! All those words you said earlier were lies to deceive me!”

The Lust Demon’s body kept shrinking, soon becoming a black pill.

The pill flew into Mu Xuanling’s hand, and the illusion immediately shattered.

— You’re so stupid, who else would I deceive if not you?

Mu Xuanling pouted.

The room was the same as before, seemingly unchanged, even the candles hadn’t burned down at all.

Xie Xuechen stood quietly nearby, looking at the demon pill in Mu Xuanling’s hand.

“The one who attacked just now was one of the Three Demon Gods, the Lust Demon,” Xie Xuechen stated with certainty.

It was as if he had experienced a lucid dream, numbly going through everything like an observer. It was precisely because of this that he guessed the identity of the attacker.

In the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation, he had encountered the Lust Demon. That creature was too weak and was severely injured by his single sword strike, while the War Demon could withstand several of his sword strikes.

“The Lust Demon was badly injured and is in seclusion. This was just its projection, but it still had one-third of its true body’s strength. Now that I’ve killed it, its true body will be even more severely injured. The Lust Demon can only sense the death of its projection but doesn’t know what happened here,” Mu Xuanling said. She then opened her hand, offering the demon pill to Xie Xuechen. “This is the demon pill formed from the Lust Demon.”

Xie Xuechen looked at Mu Xuanling, his lips moving slightly, seeming a bit hesitant, but he finally spoke: “Consuming the demon pill should alleviate the pain caused by your overflowing demon energy.”

Mu Xuanling blinked her eyes curiously and asked, “Aren’t you angry?”

Xie Xuechen didn’t know if he should be angry. Demons devouring each other seemed cruel and evil to humans, but if she didn’t eat it, she would have to endure the pain of overflowing demon energy.

Xie Xuechen didn’t answer, and Mu Xuanling didn’t press him. She put the demon pill into her spatial ring and smiled, “I won’t eat this. It smells bad and is fishy.”

“With the Lust Demon dead, the Demon Realm will immediately know our whereabouts. We can’t stay here any longer; we’ll have to travel through the night again.”

Mu Xuanling tugged at Xie Xuechen’s sleeve. They jumped out of the window and mounted their horses, leaving in the night.

Mu Xuanling and Xie Xuechen rode on one horse, with her curled up in his embrace, using a hood to cover her head and hide her pale face.

“I’ve thought of a way to get back to Yongxue City as quickly as possible,” Xie Xuechen suddenly said.

“What method? Even I, being so clever, couldn’t think of one,” Mu Xuanling muttered.

Xie Xuechen was often stumped by her words, not knowing how to continue. After a pause, he said, “The Yunxiu Manor has a teleportation formation.”

Mu Xuanling suddenly recalled that handsome and elegant figure and the folding fan he had used to shield her head.

Right, Nan Xuyue was the world’s most skilled formation master. Formations were divided into four types: defensive, trapping, offensive, and special. The teleportation formation belonged to the special category. It was said that because Nan Xuyue couldn’t cultivate, for self-protection and to guard the manor, he had researched many formations. Not just teleportation formations, but also healing formations, artifact refining formations, sound transmission formations…

However, teleportation formations consumed a lot of energy and weren’t easily opened except in special circumstances.

Given Xie Xuechen’s status and position, Nan Xuyue probably wouldn’t refuse.

Thinking of that young master’s gentle smile, Mu Xuanling felt that no matter who made the request, he probably wouldn’t refuse. It was just that few people dared to ask.

As the horse galloped, the night wind whistled past their faces. Xie Xuechen noticed that Mu Xuanling had been silent for a long time and thought she had fallen asleep. Suddenly, he heard her ask, “Xie Xuechen, do you like cats?”

Xie Xuechen immediately understood that she had also seen his experience in the cage of desires.

He didn’t feel embarrassed or ashamed. Just as when he revisited that scene, his emotions remained undisturbed.

Xie Xuechen felt that he no longer liked cats.

But then someone held his hand and softly meowed, “Miao…”

Xie Xuechen’s throat tightened, and he unconsciously gripped the reins tighter.

He seemed to hear the sound of snow falling from tree branches again, gently brushing against his heart.

Then a weak voice came from Mu Xuanling’s embrace.

“I don’t like cats,” the scent-tracking mouse A Bao said glumly.

Xie Xuechen: “…”

Mu Xuanling: Who cares about you?
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The gates of Yunxiu Manor were opened in the middle of the night. Midnight visitors were surely unexpected guests, and the manor’s guards tensely watched the two figures before them. Among these guards were cultivators, but none exceeded the Golden Core stage, so they couldn’t see through the disguises of Mu Xuanling and Xie Xuechen. They only knew that the two before them weren’t cultivators, but they sensed something ominous about the visitors.

“Report to the Master immediately!”

Just as the guard captain finished speaking, a familiar and gentle voice came from not far behind them: “I already know.”

Everyone was startled. The guards, who had formed an iron-barrel formation, turned around in unison, bowing their heads in greeting to the newcomer. Their expressions and movements showed their genuine respect and affection for this Manor Master.

“Greetings, Manor Master!”

The crowd parted, and a young man wearing a plain cloud-patterned robe walked slowly under the moonlight. He didn’t move quickly, and ordinary people might not notice, but to the keen senses of cultivators, it was obvious that he had difficulty walking. Despite this, the young man’s demeanor remained unaffected, still composed and elegant.

“Sleepless tonight, I observed the stars and knew distinguished guests would arrive,” Nan Xuyue nodded to Xie Xuechen, smiling, “It’s been a while.” Then to Mu Xuanling, he said, “We meet again.”

Mu Xuanling was slightly surprised. That he could recognize her was understandable, as in both their meetings, she had worn a magical artifact to conceal her true appearance. But he wasn’t a cultivator, so how could he see through Xie Xuechen’s disguise?

“These two are my friends, you need not be on guard,” Nan Xuyue said to the guards, and the tense atmosphere immediately dissipated. The crowd dispersed orderly, and Nan Xuyue made a welcoming gesture to Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling.

“Brother Xie, please come in for a chat.”

Nan Xuyue addressed Xie Xuechen as “Brother Xie,” suggesting a close relationship between them.

Mu Xuanling pondered this as she followed Nan Xuyue and Xie Xuechen into the manor.

The interior of the manor was elegantly serene. Artificial mountains were scattered about, flowers bloomed in profusion, and the faint sound of flowing water could be heard. Rounding a rockery, they came upon a pond of night-blooming lotuses. This otherworldly paradise quietly soothed the guests’ anxiety and unease, bringing a sense of contentment from the surrounding landscape.

They hardly noticed their host’s slightly slower pace.

Nan Xuyue led the two into a water pavilion by the pond. The pavilion was open on all sides to catch the breeze, with a table in the center. There was a chess set, tea, a zither, and flowers. Though not spacious, it was refined and tranquil.

“There’s a protective formation here. Even if a demon god were to come, they couldn’t eavesdrop,” Nan Xuyue said as he invited the two to sit. He took tea leaves from a wooden box and poured in boiling water. The fragrance of the tea immediately wafted up with the steam, filling the air and refreshing everyone’s spirits.

“Brother Xie, it seems you were badly injured in the Demon Realm,” Nan Xuyue poured tea for both, filling the cups to eight-tenths. His bright eyes looked at Xie Xuechen with a smile. “Was it Miss Mu who saved you?”

Xie Xuechen raised his cup and drank, saying calmly, “You’re incredibly perceptive, naturally understanding everything.”

Mu Xuanling stared at Nan Xuyue with suspicion: “How did you know?”

Nan Xuyue replied, “The bloodstains on the Linglong Shackles.”

Mu Xuanling was still confused: “The bloodstains on the Linglong Shackles indeed show it’s the blood of a Fashen cultivator, but how can you be certain it’s Xie Xuechen?”

Xie Xuechen glanced at Nan Xuyue: “So it was you who removed the Linglong Shackles for her.”

Nan Xuyue smiled, “Though I can’t identify people by their blood, I’m quite confident in recognizing people by their talisman imprints. I’m very familiar with Brother Xie’s handwriting.”

Mu Xuanling looked at Xie Xuechen, who explained, “He taught me the Linglong Shackles.”

Mu Xuanling realized that the relationship between these two was likely more than mere acquaintance. Such a private matter… even her master probably didn’t know…

Nan Xuyue, seemingly noticing Mu Xuanling’s curiosity, patiently explained, “Several years ago, my father unfortunately passed away. Brother Xie came to pay his respects and stayed for half a month. We had many pleasant conversations. Just now, when Brother Xie said I taught him the Linglong Shackles, he was being too modest. Without Brother Xie’s guidance, this formation wouldn’t have taken shape.”

Mu Xuanling doubted the phrase “pleasant conversations.” The taciturn Xie Xuechen probably let Nan Xuyue do most of the talking. However, for someone as cold as Xie Xuechen to sit and discuss matters with Nan Xuyue for half a month showed that Nan Xuyue was not only knowledgeable but also exceptionally good at catering to others’ interests.

“I’ve heard that Yunxiu Manor now belongs to the secular world, not part of the Immortal Alliance, yet your information is extremely accurate. The news of Sect Leader Xie being ambushed by demons is known to very few in the Immortal Alliance. How did Young Master Nan come to know this?” Mu Xuanling probed.

Nan Xuyue seemed unperturbed by Mu Xuanling’s subtle hostility and suspicion. He smiled warmly and said gently, “Although Yunxiu Manor has been removed from the Immortal Alliance, my father had many friends during his lifetime and maintained connections with all five sects of the Alliance. It’s not difficult to ask old friends about matters unrelated to secrets. Yesterday, when I saw Brother Xie’s handwriting on the Linglong Shackles, I had my suspicions. I tried to contact Brother Xie but received no response. After making some inquiries with other sects, I learned that the elders and sect leaders of the five major sects were not in their sects, and Yongxue City was under strict guard. I concluded that something must have happened to Brother Xie, and the person who set up the Linglong Shackles was undoubtedly him.”

“Brother Xie’s sword can break ten thousand spells. Unless necessary, he wouldn’t harm himself. Using Fashen spirit blood to set up a formation likely means he’s severely injured or his Divine aperture is sealed. I observed the stars and Qi, noticing that the demonic energy at Liangjieshi Mountain was much stronger than usual. I suspected Brother Xie’s trouble was related to the Demon Realm, and Miss Mu might have come to pursue him.

Worried that I might have mistakenly released Miss Mu and brought disaster to Brother Xie, I was about to divine Brother Xie’s whereabouts when I calculated that two distinguished guests would arrive tonight.” Nan Xuyue paused here, his gaze moving between Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling. He smiled lightly and continued, “Brother Xie has always hated evil and shown no mercy to demons, yet he’s exceptionally kind to Miss Mu. If not for a life-saving grace, I couldn’t think of any other reason.”

Mu Xuanling hadn’t expected that the blood talisman on the Linglong Shackles could allow Nan Xuyue to deduce everything as if he had witnessed it personally. While impressed, she also felt some wariness.

She used to think she was clever, but that was only in comparison to those foolish demons. In front of truly intelligent people, her wit was insignificant.

But his words were quite pleasing – Xie Xuechen did treat her specially, with exceptional kindness – Mu Xuanling thought sweetly.

Although Xie Xuechen had only known Nan Xuyue for half a month, he had already witnessed this person’s extraordinary nature, so he wasn’t surprised that Nan Xuyue could deduce everything.

Xie Xuechen was a year older than Nan Xuyue, and both were born with ten apertures, naturally inviting comparison from others. However, after the age of ten, three of Nan Xuyue’s apertures were destroyed, leaving Xie Xuechen as the only one of his kind in the world.

Nan Wujiu passed away six years ago when Nan Xuyue was eighteen. Fashen Lords usually lived for a thousand years and had numerous offspring, but Nan Wujiu was fond of battle and not of women. He had very few children, and some died young. In the end, the one who took up the heavy responsibility was Nan Xuyue, who was considered a cripple.

Dressed in mourning white, Nan Xuyue knelt beside the mourning hall. The young man’s thin, handsome face bore the sorrow that follows great grief, his eyes clearer from having been washed by tears. He calmly and thoughtfully arranged Nan Wujiu’s funeral affairs, supporting the operation of Yunxiu Manor on his slender shoulders. Other sect leaders and elders from the Immortal Alliance came to pay their respects, all sighing behind his back that Yunxiu Manor’s decline was now irreversible. The child who once astounded the world, Nan Xuyue, on whom the cultivation world had placed great hopes, was now nothing more than a cripple.

And there stood the nineteen-year-old Xie Xuechen, silent beside him, like a towering snow peak, awe-inspiring, and like a peerless divine weapon, dazzling with its sharpness.

This contrast truly made people pity that young man even more.

Xie Xuechen glanced at Nan Xuyue. He inexplicably sensed that the young man pitied by everyone didn’t feel he needed pity. Though he appeared youthful, he possessed a maturity beyond his years. While he seemed frail, his spiritual strength was extraordinarily powerful.

As a fellow born with ten apertures, he understood the difference between those born with ten and those who opened them later. The world they saw was inherently different from others.

Perhaps out of respect, when Nan Xuyue greeted him, he didn’t keep him at arm’s length. After conversing with Nan Xuyue, he was surprised by his erudition. However, Nan Xuyue just smiled and said, “I’ve merely spent time on frivolous pursuits and odd skills because I can’t cultivate. If Brother Xie set his mind to it, he would surely do better.”

Xie Xuechen said, “Though you can’t cultivate, you can still use spiritual objects to set up formations for self-protection and to harm enemies.”

Because of this comment, the two began to study formations. In half a month, they came up with dozens of new formations.

Nan Xuyue said with some joy, “I’m glad Brother Xie doesn’t pity me.”

Xie Xuechen replied, “Why would you need pity?”

Nan Xuyue smiled, “Someone once said the same thing. I was born with so much, even if I’ve lost some, I still surpass billions in this world. Why should I pity myself, and why should others pity me?”

He didn’t see himself as tragic. Walking slower just meant he could see a bit more of the world’s scenery.

“Nan Xuyue, I need to return to Yongxue City. May I use your teleportation formation?” Xie Xuechen asked directly.

“Of course, but activating the formation takes two hours. You’ve had a long journey, why not rest here for a while?” Nan Xuyue agreed readily, but then added, “Brother Xie, Miss Mu is half-demon. If she goes to Yongxue City, it could be dangerous for her.”

Mu Xuanling grabbed Xie Xuechen’s hand firmly, saying resolutely, “I want to go.”

Xie Xuechen, remembering her words about dispersing her cultivation, understood her determination. He found himself involuntarily considering how to help conceal her.

Nan Xuyue’s gaze fell on their hands, a hint of something unusual flashing in his eyes.

“If Miss Mu is worried about her demonic energy leaking, I have a method,” Nan Xuyue said. “We can inscribe a formation on a personal item to conceal her aura using its power.”

Mu Xuanling said, “I know a bit about formations too.” She didn’t dare claim expertise in front of Nan Xuyue. “We’ve been using this method to avoid detection by demons on our journey.”

Nan Xuyue nodded slightly: “Brother Xie’s hairpin and Miss Mu’s ring are indeed excellent magical tools, but deceiving the senses of a Fashen Lord is no easy task.”

Nan Xuyue’s ability to see through their disguise tools made Mu Xuanling nervous. Though he couldn’t cultivate, his innate ten apertures gave him extraordinary perception, both meticulous and piercing.

“I’ve been researching formations in my spare time recently and made some progress. I have a formation that might be able to deceive even a Fashen Lord’s senses.”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes lit up at this, and she quickly asked, “Really? Can you teach me?”

Such an important formation shouldn’t be taught to demons, as it could allow them to infiltrate the human realm undetected, endangering humanity. But these two, one dared to ask, and the other dared to give. Nan Xuyue smiled and said, “Of course. I have no spiritual power, so you’ll need to inscribe it yourself.”

Whether it was human spiritual power, demonic energy, or beast energy, all could power formations, which was why the half-demon Sang Qi could become a formation master. Mu Xuanling, having been personally taught by Sang Qi, understood formations far better than others. Although Nan Xuyue’s formation was extremely complex, Mu Xuanling’s exceptional intelligence allowed her to memorize it perfectly in one go.

Nan Xuyue sighed, “Miss’s intelligence is admirable. It’s a pity that as a half-demon, your cultivation is difficult. Otherwise, your achievements could rival Brother Xie’s.”

“Young Master Nan flatters me,” Mu Xuanling waved her hand with a smile. “Sect Leader Xie focuses on one path to reach the peak, and his concern for all living beings earns him universal respect. I merely have a bit of cleverness, no grand ambitions. I just want to be with the person I like.”

Mu Xuanling’s gaze shifted to Xie Xuechen.

She had always been like this, passionate and sincere, unafraid of others knowing, only fearing they might not know.

Nan Xuyue saw this clearly but didn’t comment. He smiled and asked, “Miss Mu can choose a personal item to inscribe the formation. If you don’t have a suitable treasure, I have quite a collection.”

“I wouldn’t dare trouble Young Master Nan further,” Mu Xuanling politely declined. “A Bao has many spiritually potent treasures, and I’ve already made my choice.”

Mu Xuanling took out a gold-inlaid jade bracelet from her storage bag. The jade was a deep, lustrous green, but it was broken. Its most precious aspect was that it had been repaired with gold by a Fashen Lord, imbuing this mundane object with spiritual power, its green color brimming with vitality.

Mu Xuanling removed the ring that concealed her aura and appearance. Instantly, demonic and beast energy dispersed. However, Nan Xuyue, being mortal, couldn’t see the energies. What he saw was Mu Xuanling’s true appearance.

The Lust Demon had said it was a beauty rare in all three realms. He had seen the inner demons of countless lustful people but had never found a face so beautiful.

Nan Xuyue was slightly dazed. Mu Xuanling keenly noticed his unusual reaction. If he were simply struck by her beauty, that wouldn’t be unusual. His reaction was strange because the emotion it conveyed was a surprise.

Mu Xuanling’s eyes sparkled with curiosity as she looked at Nan Xuyue: “Young Master Nan, you seem surprised to see me?”

Nan Xuyue didn’t avoid the question. He carefully observed Mu Xuanling for a moment before gently shaking his head: “When I first saw Miss’s true face, you somewhat resembled an old acquaintance of mine.”

“Oh?” Mu Xuanling smiled. “I’m quite curious about who this person is, or if they’re even human.”

Nan Xuyue opened his fan, hiding the intrigued smile on his lips.

“Looking closer, the resemblance isn’t there. I must have been mistaken. Please forgive me, Miss. I’ll go ahead to prepare for the formation. If you two feel tired, you can rest in the side room to the west of the water pavilion.”

With that, Nan Xuyue left.

Mu Xuanling watched Nan Xuyue’s figure disappear around the corner before turning to Xie Xuechen: “He wasn’t telling the truth. Sect Leader Xie, are there humans in your realm as beautiful as me?”

Xie Xuechen kept his gaze straight ahead, taking a sip of tea before replying coolly, “All physical forms are illusory. In a hundred years, all return to bones.”

This was typical of Xie Xuechen.

Mu Xuanling smiled, “I suppose in Sect Leader Xie’s eyes, the only differences between people are good and evil, strong and weak. Do you know what differences I see between people?”

Xie Xuechen turned slightly, his cool phoenix eyes reflecting Mu Xuanling’s suddenly closed face. She leaned in, lowering her voice to whisper in his ear, “Apart from Xie Xuechen, everyone else is just ‘other people.'”

They were so close that her warm, fragrant breath brushed his cheek. A turn of the head would have resulted in a kiss.

But she quickly withdrew a mischievous smile of triumph on her lips, pretending to focus seriously on inscribing the formation on the bracelet.

Xie Xuechen looked away, absently touching the porcelain white teacup, beginning to ponder a matter seriously.

In his twenty-five years of life, few problems had stumped him. The questions he had pondered deeply, seeking answers from every angle, were only three.

The first question was: What is the heart of the Dao?

The second question was: What is the heart of the sword?

The third question was: Why was Mu Xuanling so fixated on him?
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Shortly after dawn, Nan Xu Yue dispatched someone to invite Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling, informing them that the formation had been established. Mu Xuanling had already inscribed the handband and wore it on her wrist. This formation could not conceal her appearance, but it could entirely block demonic and fiendish energies. With the absence of such energies, she seemed to lose a hint of allure but appeared more radiant and lively, dazzlingly beautiful.

“Brother Xie, Miss Mu, the formation is set and can be activated at any time,” Nan Xu Yue smiled and nodded to the two.

“Thank you for your efforts,” Xie Xuechen expressed his gratitude solemnly.

Nan Xu Yue subtly shifted sideways, avoiding Xie Xuechen’s gesture of thanks, and smiled, “I have an additional, albeit somewhat awkward request.”

Mu Xuanling raised an eyebrow and asked, “Do you intend to accompany us to Yong Xue Cheng?”

Nan Xu Yue looked towards Xie Xuechen, “I wonder if Brother Xie would welcome it?”

Xie Xuechen frowned slightly in disagreement, “There may be dangers along the way.”

“Precisely because of that, I am making this request,” Nan Xu Yue responded. “Brother Xie is concerned that there might be spies within the Celestial Alliance, and I wish to lend my strength to help uncover them.”

With Nan Xu Yue’s wisdom, he indeed had the confidence to make such a statement.

“Brother Xie might just be worried that I lack sufficient cultivation to protect myself in times of trouble,” Nan Xu Yue added with a gentle smile, his handsome face showing a trace of confidence. “If unprepared, I would not dare to volunteer. Not to boast, but even if I encounter a respected law practitioner, I can handle the formation adeptly.”

After a brief contemplation, Xie Xuechen nodded in agreement.

“In that case, you will travel with us.”

Nan Xu Yue agreed gladly, “Very well. You may enter the formation first. I will arrange for someone to activate it, and the spiritual energy will surge forth. In about twenty breaths, we will arrive at Yong Xue Cheng.”

Yong Xue Cheng was situated on the bitterly cold western continent, atop a mountain peak. Here, the sky was clear and blue, as if it could be touched. Everywhere one looked, there was pristine white snow, with houses constructed from black rocks, dotted across the snowy landscape like part of a picturesque scroll. The residents of Yong Xue Cheng appeared taller and more robust than people from other places, all clad in warm marten fur coats, exuding a fierce and imposing presence akin to wild beasts.

In such an environment, Mu Xuanling, dressed in thick fur and wearing a hood, did not appear out of place. It also served to shield her from the bright sunlight.

Due to the city’s protective barrier, Nan Xu Yue’s formation could only transport the three to the city gates. As Xie Xuechen and his companions entered the city, the guarding cultivators immediately recognized Xie Xuechen’s identity. Their expressions straightened, filled with admiration and excitement, and they trembled slightly as they loudly greeted, “Greetings, Sect Leader!”

Xie Xuechen being attacked by demons remained a closely guarded secret among only a few. His return had not caused much commotion among the ordinary people. Scanning his surroundings, Xie Xuechen saw that Yong Xue Cheng was orderly, which brought him some relief.

The guards’ loud greetings attracted considerable attention. The townsfolk stood at a distance, either fearful or in awe, saluting Xie Xuechen.

Xie Xuechen was the lord of Yong Xue Cheng and their guardian deity. Even those outside the cultivation world knew how formidable their lord was. Not only did the demons fear him, but even the five factions of the Celestial Alliance submitted to his authority. However, Xie Xuechen rarely appeared in the city, so many only learned of his appearance at this moment. They were initially dazzled by his godlike handsome visage, then intimidated by the imposing and stern aura he emanated, quickly bowing their heads as their minds replayed the image—indeed, their lord was truly formidable.

Xie Xuechen was indifferent to others’ gazes. He allowed Mu Xuanling and Nan Xu Yue to proceed slowly, deciding to return first to the Sect Leader’s residence. News traveled swiftly within the city. Upon reaching the main gate, Xie Xuechen saw the massive stone doors, several zhang wide, slowly open, and a flurry of footsteps surged out.

“Master of the Sect, it is truly you who have returned!”

The first to approach was the Elder from Yong Xue Cheng, followed closely by the leaders and elders of the other four major sects.

Xie Xuechen’s gaze swept over these individuals, clearly noting each person’s expression and the gleam in their eyes.

“Everyone,” Xie Xuechen began slowly, the surrounding clamor abruptly ceasing. “Thank you all for your concern over the past few days. Please, let us discuss the matters at hand inside.”

Among the five factions of the Celestial Alliance, the highest rank was held by the Sect Leader, Xie Xuechen. Below him were the faction heads, who, in reality, often had to devote themselves to managing faction affairs and neglected their cultivation. Consequently, they were not necessarily the strongest within their sects; the most powerful were the elders. Each faction had its council of elders, and only the most formidable elders were recognized and could participate in the Celestial Alliance’s deliberations alongside their faction leader. These five elders were known as the Five Elders of the Celestial Alliance. Before entering the Wandering Immortal Array, Xie Xuechen had entrusted his plans to the Five Elders and the five faction heads. When something went awry within the formation, the Five Elders and the faction heads quickly convened in Yong Xue Cheng to discuss the matter.

“Seven days after the Sect Leader entered the formation, he did not emerge at the appointed time, indicating something was amiss. We immediately entered the formation to investigate and found traces of intense combat at the formation’s core. We suspect it was a trap set by the demons. Thus, for several days, we have dispatched trusted members of each faction to search the vicinity of the Two Realms Mountain’s Wandering Immortal Array and have even sent people to attempt infiltration into the Demon Realm.

However, the Demon Realm’s defenses are extremely stringent, and we have yet to succeed,” explained Fu Yuanting, Master of the Bixiao Palace. Fu Yuanting appeared to be in his early forties, with a refined and handsome demeanor. Though in reality over a hundred years old, his law practitioner status granted him the art of retaining a youthful appearance. Some placed importance on their looks, appearing as youthful as a sixteen-year-old despite being seven or eight centuries old, while others neglected their exterior and maintained an appearance of seventy or eighty years.

For example, the practitioners of Xuantian Temple, known as Pathseekers. These cultivators began their ascetic journey from birth, cultivating both body and mind simultaneously. Their Yuan Power was exceptionally robust and pure. However, they did not possess striking appearances, often clad in gray hemp robes with shaved heads, appearing gaunt and unremarkable.

This time, when Xie Xuechen encountered trouble, both Master Yinian of Xuantian Temple and Master Fajian of the Five Elders hastened to Yong Xue Cheng. Master Fajian, over five centuries old, looked frail but was highly respected within the Celestial Alliance. Like Xie Xuechen, he was deeply devoted to cultivation, having passed down the sect’s leadership to his disciple two centuries ago. While others discussed among themselves, he remained silent, his gaze lowered as if in meditation.

Master Yinian bore a compassionate smile and said, “It is good that Sect Leader Xie has returned safely. We are unaware of what exactly transpired within the Wandering Immortal Array that day.”

All present fixed their gazes on Xie Xuechen.

“Lord of Demons led his subordinates to lay a celestial net within the Wandering Immortal Array. I was grievously injured and captured, enduring punishment in Rongyuan for seven days before barely escaping three days ago,” Xie Xuechen stated calmly, downplaying the extreme dangers he faced.

“Rongyuan!” The attendees reacted with astonishment. “Rongyuan is known as a place of great terror, rumored to be filled with the remains of fallen deities and formidable in malevolence. Even the Demon Lord himself does not linger there long.”

That Xie Xuechen survived seven days of punishment in Rongyuan was more unbelievable than the demons ambushing him within the Wandering Immortal Array.

However, no one doubted Xie Xuechen’s words, perhaps because he had exhibited too many divine signs, making his feats seem plausible to them.

“In addition to the Demon Lord, three demon gods, and the High Priest set the ambush within the Wandering Immortal Array. Currently, they are all severely injured and are retreating to mend their wounds. The Demon Realm appears to be heavily guarded, but in reality, it is internally hollow,” Xie Xuechen continued.

Each of Xie Xuechen’s statements struck like thunderclaps, leaving everyone stunned and somewhat numb.

One person with a single sword could almost obliterate the Demon Realm, yet they emerged unscathed—did the Demon Lord truly intend to ambush Xie Xuechen, or was it merely to help him hone his swordsmanship?

Su Ning Zhen, the valley master of Jinghua Valley, pressed her lips into a slightly harsh, cold smile. “Well done, Sect Leader!”

Everyone could hear the biting resentment in Su Ning Zhen’s words. Su Ning Zhen was delicate and elegant, seeming to be around thirty years old. However, many disciples in the valley harbored great fear of her. She had an extreme personality, being capricious and unpredictable, harboring an unusual hatred for demons, especially half-demons. Her sharp brows and lean cheeks made her seem even more harsh and ruthless, especially as her stern demeanor left little room for a smile.

Su Ning Zhen bowed slightly to Xie Xuechen and saluted, “I have something to report to the Sect Leader. This matter may be related to disturbances in the Demon Realm. Yesterday, I received a transmission from a disciple in the sect, stating that outside Xiao City, they encountered a female demon of high skill and enigmatic cultivation. She must hold a significant position within the demon ranks. Since the Sect Leader has previously ventured into the Demon Realm, have you ever engaged in combat with this person?”

Xie Xuechen immediately realized that what Su Ning Zhen was referring to was Mu Xuanling, and the messenger was naturally Gao Qiumin.

He responded calmly, “I have not.”

A voice burst into loud laughter, turning everyone’s heads toward a disheveled cultivator clad in a tattered green robe, sitting awkwardly on a chair, lazily carrying a wine gourd. “With the mediocre skills of a Jinghua Valley disciple, how can anyone not be powerful? Treating a mere cat as a tiger.”

“How dare you envy me!” Su Ning Zhen erupted in fury, rising swiftly as she waved her duster toward the cultivator. The seemingly delicate silver threads in her hand instantly transformed into sharp and fierce steel needles, attacking He Xianwo’s face with the force of a thunderstorm.

He Xianwo sneered coldly, spitting the fine wine forward. His overwhelming Yuan Power formed an invisible wall, with two streams of spiritual energy colliding in mid-air. The emanating aura blew over tea cups and vases.

“The Great Dao is merciful!” A voice resounded like a mighty bell, suppressing the two clashing streams of spiritual energy.

Su Ning Zhen was startled, withdrawing her attack and nodding toward the speaker, “Master of Law Practice, He Xianwo has insulted my Jinghua Valley, and I had no choice but to act.”

As another law practitioner, Master Fajian possessed a cultivation level several centuries higher than He Xianwo’s. Moreover, He Xianwo was a person of great virtue in the present world, so He Xianwo had to show him some respect. He put down the wine gourd and smiled, “Since Master Fajian has spoken, I shall not say much.”

Su Ning Zhen did not engage further, but the veins bulging on her hand betrayed her anger.

He Xianwo was the Lord of Lingju Island. Lingju Island and Jinghua Valley were originally unrelated sects, as Lingju Island was located far beyond the Eastern Sea. However, unlike other sects, Lingju Island specialized in raising spirit beasts, with humans and demons living in peace on the island. As a result, many humans and demons formed unions and bore half-demons. Su Ning Zhen believed this went against the natural order and the regulations of the Demon Investigation Department. She repeatedly advised the Celestial Alliance, urging Lingju Island to change its customs.

He Xianwo, the Lord of Lingju Island, was an unruly and carefree cultivator. Despite his handsome and charming appearance, he often appeared half-drunk and unrestrained, not fitting the image of a sect leader. Su Ning Zhen despised his way of dealing with people. After several Celestial Alliance discussions, she treated him with cold disdain and hostility. He Xianwo, typically a lazy and even-tempered person, reacted for the first time by getting angry and fighting with Su Ning Zhen. Su Ning Zhen, unable to prevail, retreated to Jinghua Valley, while He Xianwo burned ten acres of medicinal fields in Jinghua Valley. Since then, the two sects harbored a deep-seated enmity, becoming mortal enemies.

Only Xie Xuechen and Master Fajian could keep their tempers in check.

Master Fajian did not look towards the two clashing individuals but instead directed his gaze to Xie Xuechen seated on the raised platform, speaking slowly, “Has the Sect Leader’s Divine Aperture been damaged?”

Everyone was shocked, turning their attention to Xie Xuechen.

Master Fajian continued, “I did not intend to intrude upon the Sect Leader, but earlier I used a loud voice to reprimand the two faction leaders. The spiritual energy surged, naturally activating the divine protection of the Divine Aperture. However, there was no fluctuation of Yuan Power on the Sect Leader’s side.”

Everyone held their breath, watching Xie Xuechen, who sat upright, his face calm and indifferent. A dot of crimson on his brow added a touch of divinity to his handsome visage. His phoenix eyes took in everyone’s expressions and thoughts before he spoke in a steady and unruffled tone, “I used a unique cultivation technique to restore my strength and leave Rongyuan. The cost was that within ten days, my Divine Aperture would be sealed.”

Sacrificing future powers for temporary gains is not uncommon; hence, everyone immediately accepted this explanation, finding it more reasonable.

Indeed, even Xie Xuechen would not be able to leave the Demon Realm unscathed.

“How long until the Sect Leader’s Divine Aperture is restored?” Master Fajian asked.

Xie Xuechen replied, “Seven days. Within these seven days, I request that you all continue staying in Yong Xue Cheng.”

Everyone exchanged puzzled glances. Although Xie Xuechen had temporarily lost his Yuan Power, there was no need for the other four factions to protect him further, or so it seemed.

Seeing the doubts among the crowd, Xie Xuechen calmly said, “Within seven days, I request all of you to uncover the demon spies hidden among your ranks.”

Another thunderclap struck unexpectedly.

Xie Xuechen did not pay heed to how many waves this stone had caused, listening to everyone’s heartbeats without missing any irregularities.

As a law practitioner, he could sense others’ inspections. If he did not speak openly, no one would dare to probe his aura, nor would anyone know that his Divine Aperture was sealed, leading to a loss of magical power. However, when He Xianwo enraged Su Ning Zhen, both clashed and with Master Fajian suppressing them, the spiritual energy spread throughout the hall. At such a moment, Xie Xuechen’s anomaly could be detected by others.

Was it He Xianwo, who intentionally started the conflict, Su Ning Zhen, initiated the attack, or was Master Fajian intimidating the entire assembly?

Mu Xuanling and Nan Xu Yue walked side by side along the main street of Yong Xue Cheng. One was a stunningly beautiful young lady, and the other was a handsome and elegant gentleman. Both stood out distinctly from the rest of Yong Xue Cheng’s people, attracting frequent glances from passersby.

The street’s snow was swept daily, not impeding pedestrian movement. After a few steps, Mu Xuanling turned back to wait for Nan Xu Yue. Nan Xu Yue smiled slightly, moving unhurriedly, exuding an air of leisurely grace.

“Miss Mu need not wait for me. Just follow this road straight to the Sect Leader’s residence,” Nan Xu Yue said.

“I’m not in a hurry. I just wanted to see if you were in a rush,” Mu Xuanling replied with some malice in her eyes.

Nan Xu Yue couldn’t help but chuckle softly, “If Miss Mu is not in a hurry, why am I? Moreover, even if I were in a hurry, I still couldn’t walk faster. I have to rely on your kindness to accommodate me, the lame.”

Seeing Nan Xu Yue remarking thus, Mu Xuanling felt somewhat embarrassed, as if she had wronged him. She laughed, “Although you don’t walk fast, your mind works quicker than others. Why don’t you accommodate those of us less sharp?”

Nan Xu Yue laughed, “It’s unreasonable for Miss Mu to make comforting words so logically arbitrary.”

“I’m not comforting you. As the lord of Yunsui Manor, the most intelligent person in the world—I’m still not qualified to comfort you,” Mu Xuanling teased, “Moreover, you don’t need such cheap consolation and sympathy. They only seek to gain a sense of superiority and their self-righteous kindness from this gesture.”

Nan Xu Yue looked closely at Mu Xuanling, smiling, “Although Miss Mu is a half-demon, your perception is very insightful. I have a presumptuous question to ask you.”

Mu Xuanling replied, “Go ahead, there’s no harm in speaking.”

“What is your true intention for getting close to Brother Xie?” Nan Xu Yue’s bright and wise eyes fixed tightly on Mu Xuanling, not missing any flicker within her gaze.

Mu Xuanling responded without hesitation, “Of course, it’s because I like him.”

“Oh?” Nan Xu Yue replied with significance, “Are you aware that Brother Xie has a verbal betrothal with Gao Qiumin of Jinghua Valley?”

Whether due to her background in Mingyue Manor or Gao Qiumin’s status as the top disciple of Jinghua Valley, Gao Qiumin was highly compatible with Xie Xuechen. Besides, Gao Qiumin had exceptional talent, with natural nine apertures, making him extraordinary. Seven years ago, Xie Xuechen risked his life to save Gao Qiumin, and Gao Qiumin held a deep affection for him ever since. Xie Xuechen was so young yet already a respected law practitioner, with a lifespan of a thousand years. Very few cultivators could live alone through a thousand springs; eventually, he had to seek one or several dao partners.

Mu Xuanling, however, was indifferent, waving her hand and saying, “Xie Xuechen doesn’t even like her.”

Nan Xu Yue smiled, “You’re very confident. Does Brother Xie like you?”

Mu Xuanling thought for a moment, then seriously replied, “If it’s troublesome, he doesn’t have to like me. If he wishes to protect the mortals, I will guard him instead.”

Mu Xuanling’s words caused Nan Xu Yue to momentarily lose focus, as he felt she spoke sincerely.

Unrequited selfless dedication?

A fan concealing the gentleman’s thoughts, no one could guess what he was thinking.

Suddenly, a piercing screech shattered the quiet of the street, and a ray of golden light fell before the Sect Leader’s residence.

Mu Xuanling and Nan Xu Yue looked at the figure in front of the gate. Just by looking at their attire, they knew it was a female cultivator from Jinghua Valley.

“I am Gao Qiumin of Jinghua Valley, here to see my master urgently!” Gao Qiumin’s eager voice echoed.

Mu Xuanling and Nan Xu Yue exchanged a glance, then silently approached.

“The Sect Leader is holding a Celestial Alliance meeting. Unrelated persons are not allowed inside!” The guarding cultivator sternly announced.

Gao Qiumin’s face brightened, “The Sect Leader has returned?”

This time, she had brought three junior disciples to Two Realms Mountain, ostensibly to search for demon beasts. In reality, she was following Master Su Ning Zhen’s orders to locate Xie Xuechen. An encounter with a treasure-sniffing rat was an accident, and later, being attacked by a half-demon sorceress made her suspect a connection to Xie Xuechen’s disappearance. She immediately informed the master via a transmission formation and proceeded ahead on a sword to meet her master in Yong Xue Cheng.

She did not expect Xie Xuechen would return!

“Lord of Yunsui Manor, Nan Xu Yue, requests an audience with Sect Leader Xie,” a warm voice reverberated from behind her, snapping Gao Qiumin back to reality. She turned to see the two people standing behind her—a gentleman with unmatched handsome features, and a stunningly beautiful young lady.

However, Gao Qiumin’s gaze did not linger on the gentleman. She looked straight at Mu Xuanling, her pupils showing shock and astonishment.

Mu Xuanling also stared straight at Gao Qiumin. Today, Gao Qiumin’s face was uncovered, with no veil of thin silk, allowing her to see her complexion.

A face of unparalleled beauty, a rare flower-like beauty in the world, but… she looked a bit too much alike.

Mu Xuanling and Gao Qiumin’s faces bore about fifty percent resemblance.

Mu Xuanling suddenly recalled that Nan Xu Yue had mentioned she resembled an old acquaintance. Could that old acquaintance be Gao Qiumin?
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The mood of Gao Qiumin was extremely complex, not just complex, but also embarrassing. She realized that while she and Mu Xuanling shared about five parts of similarity in appearance, the other five parts of difference were where Mu Xuanling surpassed her. She had always been proud of her beauty, even choosing to wear a thin veil when going out, fearing that her beauty would attract too much attention. However, standing in front of Mu Xuanling, she suddenly felt that her concealment was just a joke as if cherishing a worn-out broom.

The guard cultivator was momentarily dazzled, and after a moment, he came to his senses. He bowed to Xie Xuechen and respectfully said, “South Manor Lord, please wait a moment. We’ll invite you in after the inner barrier is removed. This person is…?”

The guard cultivator glanced at Mu Xuanling.

Mu Xuanling smiled slightly: “I am the South Manor Lord’s cousin, Ling’er.”

Nan Xuyue nodded with a smile, confirming her identity.

This was what they had agreed upon earlier, using Nan Xuyue to cover Mu Xuanling’s identity, separating the relationship between Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling. Otherwise, the mole in the Immortal Alliance would easily guess who the woman by Xie Xuechen’s side was.

As they spoke, the barrier inside the mansion had been removed. The guard cultivator opened the door and welcomed the three in.

Gao Qiumin felt as if she had thorns in her back, involuntarily quickening her pace. Seeing someone walking out from the courtyard, she immediately sped up and ran over. The first person she saw was Su Ningzhen with an angry expression.

“Master!” Gao Qiumin exclaimed as if she had found a pillar of support, the weight in her heart lightening.

Seeing it was Gao Qiumin, the anger on Su Ningzhen’s face faded a bit, and she asked gently, “You weren’t hurt, were you?”

Gao Qiumin shook her head and said, “Fortunately, a man intervened and stopped that demoness. My junior brothers and sisters and I are all fine.” She paused, then couldn’t help but look behind Su Ningzhen, tentatively asking, “Master, I heard that Sect Leader Xie has returned. Is he… is he all right?”

“Mm, he’s fine.”

The sealing of Xie Xuechen’s divine apertures was confidential and absolutely could not be leaked. Even her most beloved disciple, Su Ningzhen couldn’t let her know.

As they spoke, others gradually walked out, but Xie Xuechen was nowhere to be seen. Gao Qiumin couldn’t help feeling a bit disappointed, and Su Ningzhen saw all of this, silently sighing in her heart.

Several sect leaders walked to the courtyard and immediately noticed Nan Xuyue. A few years ago, when Nan Wujiu passed away, they all met Nan Xuyue and left a deep impression. Therefore, they recognized him at a glance. After years of tempering, the young man was like a polished jade, becoming increasingly refined and profound.

If only…

Everyone sighed inwardly while smiling and walking towards Nan Xuyue.

“Palace Master Fu, Valley Master Su, Island Master He, Venerable Fajian, it’s been a long time. I hope you’ve been well?” Nan Xuyue smiled and bowed. In terms of age and seniority, he was the junior and should bow first.

“South Manor Lord, I hope you’ve been well too.” Everyone returned the greeting, and then their gazes fell on the woman behind Nan Xuyue, all slightly startled.

Among them, several had lived for hundreds of years and had seen all kinds of beauties, having grown indifferent to appearances. They weren’t about to be captivated by a woman’s beauty, but they were surprised that the woman behind Nan Xuyue somewhat resembled Su Ningzhen’s disciple, Gao Qiumin. No, it should be said that she was even more stunning than Gao Qiumin. When first seeing Gao Qiumin, they thought her beauty was rare in the world, but when comparing the two, Gao Qiumin’s beauty seemed so thin and pale, far inferior to the other young lady’s lively and vibrant charm. It was as if her mere presence brought life and color to everything around her.

“This is my cousin, Ling’er. Ling’er is very curious about cultivation matters. When she heard I was coming to Snow Embracing City to visit Sect Leader Xie, she begged me to bring her along,” Nan Xuyue explained with a forced smile, sighing, “It was hard for me to refuse.”

Everyone showed knowing smiles.

Only Su Ningzhen and Gao Qiumin couldn’t smile.

“Sect Leader Xie should still be in the Righteous Qi Hall. Since you’re here to reminisce with the Sect Leader, we won’t disturb you,” Fu Yuanting kindly pointed out the way, and the sect leaders returned to their respective residences.

Nan Xuyue led Mu Xuanling into the Righteous Qi Hall, where Xie Xuechen was indeed still present. Nan Xuyue and Mu Xuanling immediately noticed the mess in the hall. Nan Xuyue asked in surprise, “Was there a fight here earlier?”

Xie Xuechen said, “He Xianwo provoked Su Ningzhen, and the two fought. They were suppressed by Venerable Fajian’s Amrita Hope Sound.”

Mu Xuanling was startled and immediately said, “Then they must know about the loss of spiritual power.”

Nan Xuyue frowned slightly: “You suspect one of these three is a spy, deliberately testing if you’re injured.”

“It’s possible, but not necessarily,” Xie Xuechen said. “I told them that the demon realm’s internal defenses are weak now, and my divine apertures will recover in seven days. After recovery, I will attack the demon realm, but before that, we must find the mole.”

Nan Xuyue said, “Then the mole will leak the information and try to take action within seven days, preventing you from starting the war.”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes twinkled, her gaze flowing meaningfully as she smiled: “But Sect Leader Xie can recover in four days.”

Nan Xuyue said, “However, with the four sect leaders and the Five Elders of the Immortal Alliance watching closely, it will be difficult for that person to find an opportunity to act within four days.”

Mu Xuanling said, “After four days, waiting for them will be the invincible Sect Leader Xie.”

Nan Xuyue suddenly sighed: “I used to think Brother Xie was a person who wouldn’t lie.”

Mu Xuanling said, “Because there’s nothing in this world that Xie Xuechen can’t solve with one sword strike. If there is, then two strikes.”

Nan Xuyue suddenly realized: “So the reason I overthink is just because I’m too weak.”

Mu Xuanling also sighed: “Aren’t I the same?”

Xie Xuechen only said two words: “Noisy.”

Xie Xuechen had never deceived anyone, nor had he been deceived. But after being tricked by Mu Xuanling too many times, he suddenly felt that deceiving others wasn’t so bad.

This is probably what they call “close to demons, turning black.”

Sigh…

Snow Embracing City had short days and long nights, which was most comfortable for Mu Xuanling. In the City Lord’s mansion where everyone was at least at the Golden Core stage, Mu Xuanling and Nan Xuyue, who appeared to be the weakest ordinary people, were arranged in the side rooms closest to the Snow Blowing Tower.

Naturally, Mu Xuanling wouldn’t stay obediently in her room. The darker it got, the more excited she became, and she skillfully sneaked off to the Snow Blowing Tower.

The Snow Blowing Tower was Xie Xuechen’s residence. The courtyard was extremely simple and clear, with only a vast open space for sword practice, without even a single flower or plant—just like its owner.

When Mu Xuanling entered the Snow Blowing Tower, Xie Xuechen was practicing his sword. It was a full moon night, and the moon seen from Snow Embracing City seemed much larger than in other places. The cold and bright moonlight scattered on the ground, reflected by the snow, making the whole garden bright. Under the full moon, the immortal’s clothes fluttered, his body like a swimming dragon, sword energy crisscrossing, with the momentum of a long rainbow, making observers unconsciously hold their breath and gaze, their chests surging.

Xie Xuechen’s natal sword was the Juntian Sword. The Juntian Sword had no physical form; it was said to be formed from the energy of the Heaven-Opening Axe. After Xie Xuechen comprehended the Jade Threshold Scripture, the Juntian Sword energy recognized him as its master. The Juntian Sword was unparalleled in its power, but it also had a drawback: it couldn’t be wielded without driving spiritual power. Xie Xuechen could only choose another sword from his collection of treasured weapons.

“This sword is called Spring Birth. The blade is as thin as a piece of ice. When wielding it, it’s like the beginning of spring, the ice sword melting, transforming from a tangible sword to an intangible one.”

The speaker was Nan Xuyue, who was observing the sword practice from a corner. Although he didn’t understand swordsmanship, he knew the divine weapons of the world like the back of his hand.

Seeing Xie Xuechen sheathe his sword, Mu Xuanling came back to her senses and stepped forward, saying, “Although Spring Birth is good, it doesn’t suit you. Spring birth means snow melting; the sword intent has gained some gentleness but lost your original decisive and resolute aura.”

Mu Xuanling’s words hit the nail on the head. Xie Xuechen looked at her with some surprise: “You understand swordsmanship too?”

“I don’t understand swordsmanship,” Mu Xuanling smiled charmingly, “but I understand you.”

A low chuckle came from beside them. Mu Xuanling turned her head to see Nan Xuyue had opened his folding fan again, half-covering his smile.

“In the ice and snow of Snow Embracing City, you still need to fan yourself. Is the wind not strong enough, or is the snow not cold enough?” Mu Xuanling teased.

Nan Xuyue said, “Ling’er doesn’t know, this is my weapon, named ‘Folding Wind’.”

When addressing each other as siblings in public, even in private, Nan Xuyue called her Ling’er.

Although Nan Xuyue couldn’t cultivate, he had learned some martial arts and had forged a magical weapon for himself, engraving magical formations on it. While he couldn’t contend with true powerhouses, if an ordinary Golden Core cultivator faced him unprepared, they would inevitably suffer and might even be defeated by the Folding Wind.

Mu Xuanling said, “As expected of Young Master Nan’s weapon, truly as elegant as its owner.”

Nan Xuyue smiled and said, “Since Ling’er understands Brother Xie so well, why don’t you help him choose a suitable sword?”

Mu Xuanling looked up, her gaze burning as she looked at Xie Xuechen: “May I?”

Xie Xuechen nodded slightly.

Mu Xuanling happily took small steps to the weapon rack to admire Xie Xuechen’s collection. Most of these were swords Xie Xuechen had used as a child. Since he obtained the Juntian Sword, he hadn’t used these weapons again, but he still treasured them on the weapon rack, carefully polishing them when he had free time.

Mu Xuanling’s gaze fell on the short sword on the far left. She had seen that sword before, in Xie Xuechen’s illusion, where the four-year-old him wielded a sword taller than himself, swinging it ten thousand times day after day. Her hand unconsciously caressed the cold blade. The sword’s body was like a mirror, reflecting her slightly dazed face.

“Sect Leader Xie.” A woman’s voice came from behind. Mu Xuanling suddenly came back to her senses and turned to look back.

The woman who had been smiling froze when she saw Mu Xuanling.

Gao Qiumin hadn’t expected Nan Xuyue’s cousin to be here, and to be touching Xie Xuechen’s sword. All sword cultivators regarded their swords as partners and would never allow others to touch them casually. This woman had just met Xie Xuechen, so why was she allowed to touch his sword?

Gao Qiumin suppressed the surprise and doubt in her heart, immediately composing herself. She nodded to Nan Xuyue in greeting: “Greetings, South Manor Lord.” Then she nodded to Mu Xuanling, “Miss Ling is here too.”

A glimmer of interest flashed in Nan Xuyue’s eyes as he politely returned Gao Qiumin’s greeting. Mu Xuanling smiled sweetly and said, “This must be Elder Sister Gao from Mirror Flower Valley. Do you have urgent matters to report to the Sect Leader so late?”

Gao Qiumin coldly thought: You know it’s late too.

“We cultivators, after forming our Golden Core, have bodies different from ordinary people. Day or night makes no difference to us. But Miss Ling, with your mortal body, you should get more rest.”

Gao Qiumin: You mortal, don’t meddle in our cultivation world’s affairs!

Mu Xuanling, with an air of innocence, smiled and said, “Thank you for your concern, Elder Sister Gao. I was so engrossed in discussing swordsmanship with Sect Leader Xie that I forgot about the time.”

“I didn’t realize Miss Ling was also a sword expert.” Gao Qiumin didn’t believe at all that Xie Xuechen would discuss swordsmanship with an ordinary woman. What could she possibly understand?

“How could I dare call myself an expert in front of Sect Leader Xie?” Mu Xuanling said with a smile. “But listening to his guidance has been truly enlightening.”

“As it happens, I came to find Sect Leader Xie with some questions about swordsmanship as well,” Gao Qiumin said, climbing up the ladder. She looked at Xie Xuechen with a shy yet bitter gaze. “I wonder if Sect Leader Xie has time?”

Xie Xuechen said coolly, “Mirror Flower Valley’s techniques are too soft and yielding, not suitable for swordsmanship.”

Gao Qiumin knew this, of course, but she still studied swordsmanship just to have something to talk about with Xie Xuechen, to cater to his interests.

Gao Qiumin said softly, “I know, but I like swordsmanship, and there’s no one in the valley who can teach me. I know you’re the world’s greatest sword cultivator, and it’s rare to have a chance to meet you. If I could receive even a little guidance from you, Qiumin would be incredibly grateful.”

Mu Xuanling said, “It’s getting late. Cousin, let’s go back. We shouldn’t disturb Sect Leader Xie’s rest.”

Nan Xuyue raised an eyebrow in slight surprise, not only because Mu Xuanling had called him “cousin,” but also because just as the two women’s battle was heating up, Mu Xuanling was retreating from the field.

Gao Qiumin was also surprised, but then felt joy in her heart, thinking that Mu Xuanling knew her place and was backing down.

Mu Xuanling sighed softly and said, “I heard Sect Leader Xie had a great battle with the demon race, then rushed back here for days. Even for a Fashen realm expert, he must be exhausted. Today he also convened the Immortal Alliance council, and so many people came to him for decisions on city matters. Sigh… how could they do this, not letting the Sect Leader rest more? Not like me, I only care about the Sect Leader’s well-being.”

Hearing this, Gao Qiumin’s face suddenly twisted slightly, and she cursed inwardly: Bitch!

Nan Xuyue thought: This folding fan is really useful, otherwise I would have burst out laughing.

Xie Xuechen thought: Why does she care about me?

With Mu Xuanling’s words reaching this point, Gao Qiumin could only force a smile and say to Xie Xuechen, “If that’s the case, I wouldn’t dare disturb the Sect Leader’s rest.”

As Mu Xuanling and Nan Xuyue left the Snow Blowing Tower, Gao Qiumin followed close behind. The two women’s gazes met briefly before quickly parting, each coldly going their separate ways.

Nan Xuyue smiled and said, “Your swordsmanship is not bad.”

Mu Xuanling gritted her teeth and said, “Use the right method for the right person.”

Xie Xuechen was polishing his sword when he heard faint footsteps from afar. He didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. He stood the long sword up, and in its reflection, he saw the petite figure standing behind him. She had her head slightly lowered, her bangs hiding her expression. He didn’t know what she was thinking, but her footsteps became heavy and slow, stopping three steps behind him, suddenly motionless.

This wasn’t like her—Xie Xuechen thought.

However, Xie Xuechen, who would think this way, had also become unlike himself.

Xie Xuechen turned around to see Mu Xuanling standing in the snow. The moonlight illuminated her clean, small face, giving it a halo-like glow, pure and flawless. Her usually lively and clever eyes had become silent and deep for some unknown reason.

“What’s wrong?” Xie Xuechen asked.

His voice unconsciously softened a bit, carrying a carefulness he hadn’t noticed.

Mu Xuanling blinked, the mist in her eyes suddenly dispersing as if the sadness from just now had been merely his imagination.

“Just now we were interrupted by some irrelevant people, and I remembered there’s one thing I haven’t done yet,” Mu Xuanling said as she walked towards Xie Xuechen, standing beside him, her gaze turning to the weapon rack. “I just saw a sword.”

Xie Xuechen thought she had seen the sword from the illusion, but Mu Xuanling’s hand reached for another one. That sword looked ancient and heavy, with magical formations engraved on its blade. However, the blade was covered in dense cracks, clearly having been through extremely fierce battles and suffered great damage, to the point where its spiritual energy had dissipated and was difficult to repair.

“This sword is called Ten Thousand Cliffs,” Xie Xuechen said, seeing Mu Xuanling trying to lift the sword but struggling a bit. He stepped forward to help her hold the hilt. “This sword weighs three hundred and sixty catties, forged from celestial meteorite iron over thirty years. It’s a Heaven-grade magical weapon, incredibly powerful.”

Ten Thousand Cliffs was the heavy sword his father had given him when he came of age, and it had once been his most relied-upon friend.

“But it still broke,” Mu Xuanling sighed softly, stroking the cracks on the blade. “You must have been through an extremely brutal battle.”

Xie Xuechen was silent for a moment before slowly saying, “Seven years ago, the Demon-Monster Alliance bloodied Bright Moon Manor. I happened to be passing by.”

“They say you saved Gao Qiumin and even suffered serious injuries because of it,” Mu Xuanling looked up at him.

Xie Xuechen frowned slightly and said, “I don’t remember.”

“Don’t remember?” Mu Xuanling’s eyes flickered.

“Su Ningzhen received Gao Qiumin’s distress call and rushed to Bright Moon Manor. By the time she arrived, I was already unconscious from severe injuries, hanging by a thread, and Ten Thousand Cliffs was completely shattered. She brought me back to Snow Embracing City and left behind a Nine Revolutions Life-Creating Golden Pill, saying it was to repay the life-saving grace towards Gao Qiumin. I took the pill and was in a coma for half a month before waking up. But what happened at Bright Moon Manor, I don’t remember at all. It’s all from what others have said.”

Bright Moon Manor had relatively distant relationships with other sects, only having a deeper connection with Mirror Flower Valley. The first wife of Bright Moon Manor’s lord, Gao Fengxu, was Su Ningxi, the twin sister of the current Valley Master Su Ningzhen. However, Su Ningxi was short-lived, dying due to complications during childbirth. By rights, as a Golden Core cultivator at the time, she shouldn’t have died so easily in childbirth. But rumors say that when Gao Qiumin was born, there were unusual phenomena, with spiritual energy surging, which probably caused Su Ningxi’s core to shatter and her life to end. Su Ningzhen and Su Ningxi were deeply close as sisters. After her sister’s death, she showered Gao Qiumin with love and care. When Gao Qiumin lost her family, she became Su Ningzhen’s disciple. Gao Qiumin had extraordinary talent, born with nine apertures, opening her divine aperture at the age of three. Before she was twenty, she had formed her Golden Core, and reaching the Yuanying Fashen realm was just a matter of time. In the cultivation world, Gao Qiumin’s admirers were countless, even including some Fashen realm experts of lofty status. But everyone knew that in her heart and eyes, there was only Xie Xuechen.

Mu Xuanling felt a bit sour inside. She was still upset about how Xie Xuechen had protected Gao Qiumin in the forest that day. Even knowing that Xie Xuechen had no romantic feelings for Gao Qiumin, for cultivators, dual cultivation didn’t necessarily require emotions. Many cultivators chose partners based solely on cultivation level because children born to two Fashen realm experts would undoubtedly have far stronger innate qualities than ordinary people.

Mu Xuanling was a half-demon, and half-demons couldn’t reproduce. Xie Xuechen, with his ten apertures, had countless female cultivators wanting to have his children…

“Hmph!” Mu Xuanling angrily stomped her foot. “You’re not allowed to have children with anyone else!”

Xie Xuechen: “…”

Where did children come from?

He couldn’t quite follow Mu Xuanling’s train of thought, and even less understood her sudden anger. Didn’t she just say she cared about him?

Indeed, practicing demonic techniques can easily lead to mental instability and mood swings.

“You’ve already saved her, yet she still wants to take advantage of you. It’s simply too much!” Mu Xuanling said indignantly.

Xie Xuechen asked confusedly and hesitantly, “She… who?”

Wasn’t the one plotting and pushing boundaries only the half-demon in front of him?

“Gao Qiumin, of course!” Mu Xuanling made no effort to hide her hostility, completely unconcerned about showing her jealous and domineering side in front of her love interest. “Calling you ‘Sect Leader Xie’ so intimately.”

Xie Xuechen said seriously, “I am the Sect Leader of the Immortal Alliance. Everyone in the world calls me that. Even the Demon Lord would have to address me as Sect Leader Xie to my face.”

He thought that only Mu Xuanling would call him by his full name to his face.

“You’re even speaking up for her!” Mu Xuanling said, both bitter and angry. “Do you think she’s pretty? They all say Gao Qiumin and I look very similar.”

Xie Xuechen frowned in confusion, but quickly said, “Not similar.”

He never looked at people’s appearances but observed their aura, examined their complexion, listened to their heartbeat, and smelled their breath. Outer appearances were easily disguised false facades; only one’s aura, complexion, heartbeat, and breath were truly unique characteristics of each person.

In his eyes, Gao Qiumin and Mu Xuanling were completely different people, with no basis for comparison.

When he first encountered Mu Xuanling, he was wary of her identity, only seeing the demon and magical aura about her. But after a few days, he discovered that her aura was pure and unclouded, the kind of aura only someone with an open and sincere heart would have. He gradually let go of his prejudices towards her, even developing a kind of indulgence he didn’t quite understand himself.

However, Mu Xuanling was indeed, as she said, easy to please. Just the two words “not similar” turned her anger into joy, making her smile.

“Then you can’t mistake me for someone else in the future,” Mu Xuanling said seriously.

The moonlight flowed in her eyes, shining brightly. Both the moonlight and the snow couldn’t compare to even a third of her beauty.

How could he mistake her for someone else?

Xie Xuechen nodded slightly and said, “All right.”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes curved in a smile. Suddenly, she stood on her tiptoes and raised her face to place a kiss on Xie Xuechen’s lips. Her nose caught the scent of snow and pine from his body, crisp and clean, just like him. His seemingly cold exterior hid a heart and lips as soft as his appearance.

Xie Xuechen felt as if his heart had been gently struck. Looking down, he saw a snowflake had somehow landed on her thick eyelashes, quickly melting from the rising heat, turning into tiny droplets of moisture at the corners of her eyes.

Her kiss was like a snowflake brushing against his lips, soft and light, brief and fleeting.

Her peach blossom eyes were filled with laughter, her rouge-colored lips slightly upturned. Mu Xuanling revealed a mischievous smile of accomplishment: “I can’t control my desires. When I want to kiss you, I will.”

Xie Xuechen slightly pressed his lips together, his voice a bit hoarse, and said, “Don’t let it happen again.”

Hearing Xie Xuechen’s words, Mu Xuanling didn’t get angry. Instead, her smile deepened, her eyes twinkling.

“Xie Xuechen…” she said softly, with a smile in her voice, “But just now… you could have easily dodged.”

Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Chapter 13
The city of Yong Xue was immersed in an extremely eerie and oppressive atmosphere due to the suspected presence of a demon spy. Everyone believed that the spy must be among the Five Elders of the Immortal Alliance and the five sect leaders, excluding Xie Xuechen himself, leaving only nine suspects. Each person had their suspicions, but as they were all highly respected figures, no one dared voice their doubts.

After dinner, Fu Yuanting, the Palace Master of Bixiao Palace, and He Xianwo, the Island Master of Lingsi Island, were engaged in casual conversation. Fu Yuanting seemingly offhandedly brought up the confrontation in the Hall of Righteousness: “It seems that the Valley Master of Jinghua Valley made the first move, instigating the dispute. Could it be that she was deliberately probing the Sect Leader’s injuries?”

He Xianwo, holding his ever-present wine gourd, glanced at Fu Yuanting with a half-smile and said, “What makes Palace Master Fu think so? Su Ningzhen’s actions could be attributed to my provocative words. Why don’t you suspect me instead?”

Fu Yuanting laughed awkwardly and said, “Island Master He has always been aloof from worldly affairs, and Lingsi Island is far overseas with little involvement with the demon race. It’s unlikely that you would be the spy.”

“Hahahahaha…” He Xianwo laughed heartily, “Su Ningzhen probably doesn’t see it that way. She thinks Lingsi Island’s association with the monster race makes us the most suspicious. On the contrary, Jinghua Valley harbors a deep hatred for demons and monsters, making it unlikely for them to collude. Therefore, I’m quite surprised that Palace Master Fu would suspect her.”

“It’s said that Island Master He and Valley Master Su are like fire and water, but it seems the rumors are untrue,” a slightly sharp female voice came from outside. Fu Yuanting immediately stood up with a smile and said warmly, “Madam, what brings you here?”

The newcomer was a stunningly beautiful female cultivator in an extravagant long dress, adorned with pearls and precious stones. Her expression was undeniably arrogant, and despite her beauty, she was intimidating to look at directly. Even Fu Yuanting showed her considerable deference.

He Xianwo was well aware of Duan Xiaorong’s domineering reputation, finding her voice grating. While Fu Yuanting feared her, He Xianwo did not. He lazily tilted his head back for a sip of wine, not even bothering to lift his eyelids, and said with a faint smile, “I judge based on actions, not individuals. Given Su Ningzhen’s personality and intelligence, she’s unlikely to collude with the demon race.”

Duan Xiaorong, who particularly disliked He Xianwo’s dismissive attitude, looked down at him with a hint of coldness in her beautiful eyes and said icily, “Island Master He is exceptionally wise. Surely you must have someone in mind.”

He Xianwo replied nonchalantly, “I wouldn’t dare claim to be wise. I’m merely an overseas rogue cultivator who happened to join the Immortal Alliance. My understanding of the Alliance members isn’t as deep as Palace Master Fu’s and Elder Duan’s foresight. Such important matters are best left to you.”

Slightly tipsy, He Xianwo stood up unsteadily, casually cupped his hands towards the two, and staggered out.

Duan Xiaorong glared at He Xianwo’s retreating figure with a gloomy expression. Once He Xianwo’s presence was far gone, she turned to Fu Yuanting and said, “That man is truly detestable.”

In the entire Immortal Alliance, only Xie Xuechen and Venerable Fajian could earn his respect. Everyone else was as insignificant as grass in his eyes.

“I tried to probe him earlier, but I didn’t expect him to trust Su Ningzhen so much,” Fu Yuanting said, somewhat surprised.

“If he had taken the bait and implicated Su Ningzhen, the possibility of him being the spy would have increased,” Duan Xiaorong said. Among everyone, she suspected He Xianwo the most, but she couldn’t directly ask if he was the spy. Instead, she had hoped to test him by suggesting a joint effort to frame someone else, but He Xianwo didn’t take the bait at all.

Did he see through her plan, or was he truly innocent?

Mu Xuanling watched Fu Yuanting and Duan Xiaorong walk by from a distance and turned to Nan Xiyue, saying, “It’s hard to believe that the esteemed Palace Master of Bixiao Palace is so henpecked. I heard he only has one son.”

This was not just rare in the cultivation world; it was practically unheard of. Given the longevity of Fashen realm cultivators, having ten or more children over several hundred years was normal. Xie Xuechen, for instance, was the eighteenth child in his family. Nan Xiyue was also said to have numerous siblings.

Nan Xiyue lightly waved his fan and smiled, “Fu Yuanting only has one son, but Duan Xiaorong has three. Fu Yuanting is Duan Xiaorong’s second Dao partner.”

“Duan Xiaorong is over a hundred years older than Fu Yuanting. She had a Dao partner when she was in the Golden Core realm and bore two children, though their aptitudes were poor. Later, her Dao partner died at the hands of the demon race. After she reached the Fashen realm, she succeeded as the Palace Master of Bixiao Palace. At that time, Fu Yuanting was one of the disciples of Bixiao Palace,” Nan Xiyue explained.

Sang Qi wouldn’t have shared such gossip with Mu Xuanling, who was hearing these details from Nan Xiyue for the first time and listened with great interest.

“Then this Fu Yuanting must address Duan Xiaorong as Master, right?”

Nan Xiyue shook his head and said, “Fu Yuanting has another master, but Duan Xiaorong did indeed guide his cultivation. Fu Yuanting is handsome and talented. With Duan Xiaorong’s help, he advanced to the Fashen realm. A few years later, they became Dao partners, and Duan Xiaorong passed the position of Bixiao Palace Master to him. Although both are in the Fashen realm, Duan Xiaorong’s cultivation is much stronger than Fu Yuanting’s, earning her a place among the Five Elders of the Immortal Alliance.”

Mu Xuanling nodded in understanding, “No wonder Fu Yuanting is so respectful to Duan Xiaorong. I wonder about their son’s aptitude?”

Generally, when both parents are in the Fashen realm, their offspring’s aptitude is at least above average. However, upon hearing Mu Xuanling’s question, Nan Xiyue’s expression became somewhat odd, as if he didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

“Him? Well… it’s hard to say,” Nan Xiyue chuckled and sighed. “Though he does hold a title of ‘number one in the world.'”

Mu Xuanling asked curiously, “Number one in what?”

Before Nan Xiyue could answer, they heard a joyful call from afar: “Nan Xiyue!”

Mu Xuanling looked in the direction of the voice and saw a figure adorned with pearls and precious stones flying towards them. In an instant, the figure arrived before them. Mu Xuanling was slightly dazed, the intense glow of spiritual artifacts making it difficult to see the newcomer’s face. A unique fragrance wafted over.

“Nan Xiyue, I just heard you were in Yong Xue City. Why didn’t you come find me? Were you afraid I’d steal your thunder? This Yong Xue City is dull, with white snow everywhere, the place is poor, and I haven’t seen a single beauty. The most beautiful one is even missing… Oh, who’s this unfamiliar beauty beside you?”

The newcomer rambled on before noticing Mu Xuanling sitting next to Nan Xiyue, his gaze suddenly becoming fixed.

“Lingling, this is the son of the Palace Master of Bixiao Palace, Fu Lansheng,” Nan Xiyue introduced them. “This is my distant cousin, Lingling.”

Mu Xuanling finally got a clear look at Fu Lansheng’s appearance. He looked… nothing like a cultivator. He appeared to be in his early twenties, with a handsome face, red lips, white teeth, and bright, spirited eyes that looked at people with tender affection—the very picture of a romantic young noble. But what truly caught the eye wasn’t his looks, but his attire. From head to toe, he was adorned with Heaven-grade artifacts and rare treasures, their spiritual energy emitting a faint glow that enveloped him. Anyone seeing such a person on the street would likely want to rob him, but would only dare to think about it—someone dressed like this must either be extremely capable themselves or have an extremely powerful backer.

The reason Mu Xuanling felt he didn’t look like a cultivator was that all cultivators typically had an otherworldly air about them, especially someone like Xie Xuechen, who was cold and detached, almost godlike. But this young man was dashing and flamboyant, covered in pearls and precious stones, looking more like a pampered young master who knew nothing of the world’s hardships.

While Mu Xuanling was observing Fu Lansheng, Fu Lansheng was also looking at her. He blurted out, “I thought there was a high-level cultivator here just now.”

With one sentence, he lost Mu Xuanling’s good impression.

“But you’re even more beautiful than a high-level cultivator by seven parts!”

With another sentence, he regained Mu Xuanling’s good impression.

“Is this Young Master Fu also a cultivator?” Mu Xuanling asked with a smile.

Fu Lansheng quickly answered, “Yes, I’m at the Golden Core realm. Miss Lingling, if you ever encounter any trouble, feel free to ask for my help. Nan Xiyue and I are sworn brothers, so his cousin is my cousin too.”

Not content with just words, Fu Lansheng reached into his storage bag and pulled out a handful of items, selecting a few Heaven-grade artifacts and offering them to Mu Xuanling: “Since it’s our first meeting, I didn’t prepare any gifts. These are some artifacts I collected recently, all suitable for women. See if you like any of them.”

Mu Xuanling looked at the dazzling artifacts before her in astonishment, not quite understanding this young Palace Master’s approach. Weren’t Heaven-grade artifacts highly sought after by cultivators? How could he just casually take out a bunch to give away?

Nan Xiyue smiled and said, “Bixiao Palace is the wealthiest in the world, and this Young Master Fu is the richest person in the world. These are nothing to him. Since he wants to give them to you, you might as well accept.”

While Mu Xuanling was still hesitating, her storage bag moved slightly, and a fluffy head peeked out. A small figure darted out and landed in Fu Lansheng’s palm. After sniffing the artifacts, A Bao looked up, its round black eyes blinked twice, filling with tears, and called out to the dumbfounded Fu Lansheng: “Father!”

Mu Xuanling quickly grabbed A Bao and stuffed it into her sleeve, laughing awkwardly, “This is my spirit beast.”

Fu Lansheng looked at Mu Xuanling’s bulging sleeve thoughtfully and asked, “What kind of spirit beast calls out ‘Father’?”

Mu Xuanling hadn’t dared to grip too tightly, fearing she might hurt A Bao, but unexpectedly, A Bao slipped out of her grasp again. It scampered about nimbly and finally perched on Fu Lansheng’s shoulder, looking at him with teary eyes and asking in a childish voice, “Are you my father?”

This time, there was no way to cover it up…

Mu Xuanling laughed sheepishly, “Its father is lost…”

Fu Lansheng and A Bao stared at each other, nose to nose and eye to eye, for a moment before he said, “I think… the fact that I’m human should be quite obvious, right?”

Though he was a flirt, even if he had a child, it should be human.

A Bao said seriously, “My mother said that father is the richest cultivator in the world.”

Mu Xuanling suddenly remembered Nan Xiyue’s unfinished sentence earlier. Fu Lansheng’s “number one in the world” title was truly for being the richest…

Fu Lansheng replied just as seriously, “My money comes from my father and mother. So, the richest cultivator in the world should be my father.”

A Bao nodded in sudden realization, then tilted its head and called out earnestly, “Brother?”

Mu Xuanling, with a darkened face, once again grabbed A Bao and pulled it back.

How embarrassing…

This child has gone mad!

“Hahaha!” Fu Lansheng burst into laughter, thoroughly amused. He bent over, unable to contain his mirth. “Many have called me brother, but yours is the most endearing. Come, let brother give you some welcome gifts!”

As he spoke, he pulled out a few more magical treasures.

Mu Xuanling laughed awkwardly, trying to stuff A Bao back into her storage bag.

“I apologize for amusing the Young Palace Master. My spirit beast is young and doesn’t know any better. Please don’t take offense.”

“No offense taken at all. This little one is truly interesting. What’s its father’s name? I’ll help inquire about him when I return to the palace,” Fu Lansheng said with a smile.

“It’s called A Bao, and I heard its father’s name is Fu Cangli,” Mu Xuanling said.

Fu Lansheng stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Fu Cangli… That name does sound like someone from our Fu family, but it could also be an alias. In any case, I’ll keep an eye out for you.”

Nan Xiyue made an excuse to catch up with Fu Lansheng and led him away. Only then did Mu Xuanling tap her storage bag and scold A Bao, “Don’t run out like that again. There are too many powerful cultivators here. It would be terrible if you were discovered. Moreover, Gao Qiumin who caught you before is also here. If she sees you, my identity will be exposed.”

A Bao hid in the storage bag, listening to the reprimand. It nodded shamefully, clasping its paws to its chest in a penitent gesture. “A Bao knows it was wrong.”

The moment Gao Qiumin saw Mu Xuanling, a strong sense of unease welled up in her heart. But she quickly reassured herself that this was just a mortal. In the eyes of cultivators, mortals lived no more than eighty years, no different from ants. No matter how beautiful she was, her beauty would fade quickly, turning to dust in the blink of an eye. She couldn’t possibly compare to herself.

But she couldn’t comfort herself.

Gao Qiumin coldly watched Mu Xuanling’s figure in the pavilion. Even from several zhang away, she could see the other’s flawless, delicate features. Those peach blossom eyes seemed to contain shattered stars, shimmering with tender affection. Her lips, naturally red and full, were alluring and inviting. Though her appearance was nearly bewitchingly charming, she put on an act of innocence and vulnerability, fooling those men but not her.

Gao Qiumin recalled Mu Xuanling’s sarcastic remarks at Chuixue Tower last night, and her anger began to burn uncontrollably.

Gao Qiumin slowly walked towards the pavilion. Hearing footsteps approaching, Mu Xuanling turned her head and smiled brightly. “Elder Sister Gao, what a coincidence to meet you here.”

Gao Qiumin remained cold as ice, her gaze sweeping the surroundings before finally settling on Mu Xuanling.

“I sensed a flash of demonic aura here earlier, so I came to investigate,” Gao Qiumin stared intently at Mu Xuanling. “You’ve been here the whole time. Did you notice anything unusual?”

Mu Xuanling tilted her head, feigning confusion. “What demonic aura? I can’t sense anything.”

“You’re a mortal, of course, you can’t perceive it,” Gao Qiumin’s eyes flickered with arrogance.

“But the other venerable cultivators didn’t notice anything either. If there was something, wouldn’t they have come to check too?” Mu Xuanling asked, puzzled.

Gao Qiumin hesitated briefly before replying, “That trace of demonic aura was extremely faint and fleeting. The venerable cultivators have other important matters; they likely wouldn’t pay attention to such minute details.”

“It seems Elder Sister Gao is more attentive than the venerable cultivators,” Mu Xuanling said with a half-smile. She glanced lightly at Gao Qiumin before rising from the stone bench. “But with my mortal eyes, I didn’t see anything unusual. Why don’t you come and take a closer look yourself, Elder Sister Gao?”

As Mu Xuanling spoke, she moved to pass by Gao Qiumin. However, Gao Qiumin suddenly reached out and grabbed her arm.

“Wait, you can’t leave,” Gao Qiumin turned her face, scrutinizing Mu Xuanling. “You didn’t see anything unusual, but perhaps the anomaly is on you?”

Mu Xuanling’s brow furrowed slightly, and she said in a weak, aggrieved tone, “Elder Sister Gao, you’re hurting me.”

Gao Qiumin didn’t let go. The more Mu Xuanling acted this way, the more suspicious she became. Now that they were so close, she indeed couldn’t sense any demonic or monstrous aura from her, but she didn’t want to let her off easily.

“Let me check your storage bag,” Gao Qiumin said. “I’m doing this for your good. If there’s a demon hiding from you, it could harm you.”

Mu Xuanling lowered her gaze, remaining silent for a long while before raising her tear-filled eyes, seemingly on the verge of crying. “Elder Sister Gao, I know you dislike me.”

“What?” Gao Qiumin was taken aback.

“I know you like Sect Leader Xie and want to get close to him. Yesterday, I got in your way, and I’m truly sorry,” Mu Xuanling sighed softly.

Gao Qiumin’s face hardened as she said coldly, “What are you trying to say?”

Mu Xuanling said, “You just don’t like me and are looking for an excuse to embarrass me. A young woman’s storage bag contains private items. How can I let just anyone look?”

“What nonsense are you spouting!” Gao Qiumin did indeed have intentions to target Mu Xuanling, but she didn’t expect Mu Xuanling to confront her directly. This made her even more angry and embarrassed. “You’re being so secretive. Is there something you can’t reveal in your storage bag?”

Mu Xuanling said, “There are so many venerable cultivators in Yong Xue City, yet only you claim there’s a demonic aura here. You immediately want to search for me. Isn’t this just you seeking personal revenge?”

Gao Qiumin angrily retorted, “What personal grudge do I have against you?”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes flickered slightly as she said, “You’re jealous that Sect Leader Xie is close to me.”

“You…!”

Mu Xuanling smiled lightly, “But I can’t help it. Sect Leader Xie doesn’t like you. Even if you killed me, you still wouldn’t win his heart.”

Gao Qiumin’s anger surged, and she momentarily lost control, pushing Mu Xuanling away. “You’re talking nonsense!”

Mu Xuanling stumbled back a step from Gao Qiumin’s push, missing her footing on the stairs. She fell out of the pavilion onto the hard ground, letting out a cry of pain.

“Ah!” Mu Xuanling looked up with teary eyes, gazing at Gao Qiumin reproachfully. “Elder Sister Gao, why are you treating me like this?”

“I…” Gao Qiumin’s eyes widened. She hadn’t used much force at all and couldn’t understand how the other had fallen so far.

Suddenly, a tall figure appeared beside Mu Xuanling. His imposing presence carried an intense pressure that instilled fear, making it difficult to look at him directly.

“Sect Leader Xie…” Gao Qiumin murmured, but the newcomer didn’t look at her. His gaze fell on Mu Xuanling as he knelt beside her, gently picking up the hood that had fallen from her shoulders and placing it back to shield her from the scorching midday sun.

Gao Qiumin was shocked, watching the scene before her in disbelief. It felt as if an icy pick had pierced her heart, painful and chilling.

She had always known he was a cold person, but she never imagined he could be so attentive to someone.

Mu Xuanling, with tears in her eyes, looked pitifully fragile. She said in a tearful voice, “Sect Leader Xie, please don’t blame Elder Sister Gao. She didn’t mean it. She just forgot I’m not a cultivator and that my body is delicate, so she used a bit too much force.”

Xie Xuechen lowered his head, examining Mu Xuanling.

He was somewhat puzzled.

Gao Qiumin hurriedly explained, “It’s not like that. I didn’t push her hard!”

Mu Xuanling bit her lower lip, her eyes red-rimmed as she said, “It’s all my fault…”

Xie Xuechen slowly stood up. He couldn’t quite understand what act Mu Xuanling was putting on.

Mu Xuanling grabbed his sleeve, looking at Xie Xuechen’s eyes with a wronged expression. “I’ve twisted my ankle.”

This time, Xie Xuechen understood her meaning. She mouthed silently: Carry me!

Xie Xuechen looked at her quietly for a moment, then bent down again. His left arm slipped under Mu Xuanling’s knees, lifting her in his arms.

Mu Xuanling’s hands clung to Xie Xuechen’s shoulders. She flashed a triumphant smile at Gao Qiumin before burying her face in Xie Xuechen’s chest.

— The sun is quite strong today. My face got a bit burned just now, it hurts a little…

Carrying Mu Xuanling, Xie Xuechen walked through the garden corridors, seemingly oblivious to others, and brought her back to her room. Only then did he set her down.

“What was that about?” Xie Xuechen asked, watching Mu Xuanling who now looked relaxed and was hopping around.

“A Bao ran out earlier and was almost discovered by Gao Qiumin. She insisted on checking my storage bag, so I had no choice but to use this tactic to divert her attention,” Mu Xuanling said with a helpless expression. “I was sacrificing myself to protect A Bao, and well, to protect you too. Think about it, if she had discovered A Bao’s existence, she would quickly connect it to the person you encountered that day. Then she’d remember how you, having lost all your spiritual power, were pinned down on the bed and taken advantage of… Wouldn’t that completely ruin your reputation as the esteemed Sect Leader Xie?”

Fashen realm cultivators have keen senses that can reach up to a hundred zhang, but they can also detect others’ prying within this range. Therefore, there’s an unspoken rule among high-level cultivators in the cultivation world: when multiple Fashen realm cultivators are present, they should mutually block their senses as a gesture of goodwill. If someone were to pry first, it would be considered hostile. Thus, although Yong Xue City was currently filled with Fashen realm cultivators, to avoid misunderstandings, everyone consciously closed off their seven sensory perceptions. If anyone were to pry now, it would greatly increase their suspicion of being a spy.

Gao Qiumin, being merely a Golden Core cultivator, was unaware of this tacit rule among Fashen realm cultivators. Apart from Fu Lansheng who was nearby, only Gao Qiumin, who wasn’t far away, could have sensed A Bao’s demonic aura.

Mu Xuanling hadn’t expected such bad luck, but fortunately, she quickly put A Bao back into her storage bag, blocking its aura. Although Gao Qiumin was suspicious of her, she couldn’t possibly connect it to the scent-tracking mouse.

Xie Xuechen only half-believed Mu Xuanling’s explanation. Protecting the scent-tracking mouse was true, but the act afterward was a bit excessive.

“Gao Qiumin’s cultivation is below yours. You fell from the steps on your own,” Xie Xuechen coldly exposed the truth.

Mu Xuanling said innocently, “My current identity is that of a weak mortal who can’t cultivate. When she pushed me, I couldn’t resist, or I would have been exposed.”

Xie Xuechen asked, “And pretending to twist your ankle, what was the reason for that?”

Mu Xuanling smiled sweetly, “What other reason could there be? I just wanted you to carry me.”

Xie Xuechen: “…”

Strangely enough, he believed this statement.

“And to annoy her a bit,” Mu Xuanling grinned mischievously.

Xie Xuechen said sternly, “Next time…”

Mu Xuanling waved her hand, cutting him off, “No next time, I know, I know!”

Looking at Mu Xuanling’s face, which had paled slightly from the intense sunlight, Xie Xuechen thought to himself, next time, don’t go out in the sun.
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Gao Qiumin returned to her chambers, her face as cold as frost. She fiercely suppressed the burning anger in her chest, knowing that while in Yongxue City, she could not and dared not vent her emotions.

“Qiumin!” A familiar stern call made Gao Qiumin’s body stiffen. She halted her steps and timidly looked towards Su Ningzhen, who was seated nearby.

Having raised Gao Qiumin for many years, Su Ningzhen knew her temperament inside out. She immediately noticed something was amiss with Gao Qiumin. She sternly said, “Hasn’t your master told you that practitioners of the Dao should avoid being impetuous and letting their emotions show?”

Gao Qiumin pressed her lips together and lowered her eyes to conceal her resentment, softly saying, “This disciple knows her mistake.”

Su Ningzhen naturally knew that this admission of fault was insincere. Feeling somewhat exasperated, she furrowed her brow as she scrutinized Gao Qiumin.

“You were born with nine orifices, and although your aptitude may not match Sect Leader Xie’s, it far surpasses that of ordinary people. Why is it that after years of cultivation, you’ve only just broken through to the Golden Core stage? Have you ever reflected on this? You bear the heavy responsibility of reviving the Mingyue Manor. How can you be so complacent and slack in your efforts?”

Gao Qiumin’s face turned pale, not daring to retort.

Seeing cold sweat forming on her forehead, Su Ningzhen realized her words had been too harsh. Looking at Gao Qiumin reminded her of her unfortunate twin sister who had passed away early, and her heart softened. She let out an almost imperceptible sigh, and her tone became gentler as she asked, “You came in just now seething with anger. Did something happen?”

Gao Qiumin hesitated for a moment before answering, “This disciple sensed a fleeting trace of demonic energy in the garden earlier and wanted to investigate. However, I saw the South Manor Lord’s cousin alone in the garden.”

Su Ningzhen’s brows furrowed tightly as the image of that unforgettably beautiful face flashed through her mind.

“This disciple was concerned that a demon might harm her, so I asked her to hand over her storage pouch for inspection. Unexpectedly, she falsely accused me of attacking her in front of Sect Leader Xie!” Gao Qiumin said indignantly.

Su Ningzhen gave Gao Qiumin a faint glance, having no intention of exposing her jealousy.

“You left your chambers after nightfall yesterday. I suppose you went to see Sect Leader Xie.”

Hearing this, Gao Qiumin’s face flushed red. She slowly nodded and said, “This disciple did go, but… South Manor Lord and Miss Ling were also there, so I returned.”

A flicker of doubt crossed Su Ningzhen’s mind—Sect Leader Xie was not one to indulge in beauty, yet he seemed to treat Miss Ling differently.

“Master, it’s not that this disciple harbors jealousy, but… I always feel there’s something strange about that Miss Ling,” Gao Qiumin said hesitantly. “This disciple always feels like… I’ve met her before.”

At first, she thought it was because the other woman resembled herself, which gave her a sense of familiarity. But after repeated consideration, it didn’t seem to be the case.

“Qiumin, she’s just an ordinary mortal woman. You needn’t dwell on her too much,” Su Ningzhen said indifferently. “Unable to cultivate, she’s no more than an ant. Even if she possesses unparalleled beauty, even if Sect Leader Xie has feelings for her, a mortal’s lifespan is merely eighty years, and a beauty’s prime is even shorter. How long can she enjoy her moment of glory? It’s nothing more than a fleeting pleasure. You should focus on your cultivation. Once you reach the Fashen realm, you’ll remain youthful for a thousand years. Moreover, Sect Leader Xie has reached the pinnacle of the Dao at such a young age, looking down upon the six realms. How could he be someone who indulges in love and desire? The Dao companion he needs is a woman of equal realm and mindset.”

With Su Ningzhen’s guidance, much of the resentment in Gao Qiumin’s heart dissipated. That’s right, flowing water does not compete for first place, but for endurance. She and Sect Leader Xie belonged to the same world, while mortals had short lifespans, merely fleeting like an epiphyllum.

Seeing Gao Qiumin’s eyes brighten, Su Ningzhen continued, “However, you must also understand one thing: cultivators cannot be entangled in love, hatred, and emotions. Otherwise, even a Fashen master would die at the hands of demons and monsters.”

Gao Qiumin couldn’t help but mutter, “Master, don’t you also hate demons and monsters to the extreme…”

“That’s because I have an irreconcilable grudge against them!” Su Ningzhen suddenly raised her voice, startling Gao Qiumin. She stared at the bloodshot eyes and throbbing veins on Su Ningzhen’s temples, unconsciously taking a step back in shock and fear.

“Master…”

Su Ningzhen took a deep breath, suppressing her inner demons. After a moment, she said coldly, “Among the demon race, there are three Demon Gods whose strength is on par with Fashen masters. Their methods are insidious and ghostly. They excel at manipulating people’s hearts and stirring up inner demons. If you harbor thoughts of greed, anger, or delusion, you may become their puppet.”

“But Sect Leader Xie alone could severely wound the three Demon Gods and even the Demon Lord,” Gao Qiumin couldn’t help but reveal her admiration.

“That’s because they set an ambush in the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation, which greatly suppresses the demon race. They could only exert less than half of their original power,” Su Ningzhen explained. “However, there’s another very important reason why Sect Leader Xie could overpower the Demon Lord and the three Demon Gods—he has no inner demons, no thoughts of greed, anger, or delusion. Qiumin, this is what you need to cultivate.”

Gao Qiumin respectfully said, “Yes, this disciple understands.”

Su Ningzhen shifted her gaze from Gao Qiumin, privately pondering which of the five major immortal sects had become a traitor. Could it be that someone had succumbed to their inner demons and was being controlled by the demon race?

“Demons are a type of evil being that is extremely difficult to kill,” said an elderly man with white hair and beard but a ruddy complexion. He wore a gray hemp robe, and his smile was benevolent, inspiring a sense of closeness in others. “They are born from the evil thoughts in people’s hearts. When concentrated in one place, they take on physical form. But they have no blood or flesh, no weaknesses. Even if beaten to smoke and scattered, they will eventually return to the Void Sea. It only takes some time for them to reconstitute themselves.”

“Venerable One Thought, from what you’re saying, it seems the demon race cannot be completely eradicated?” Nan Xuyue unconsciously furrowed her brow.

“Cultivators from thousands of years ago felt this way, which is why they set up the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation to seal off the demon realm. The formation specifically counters the demon race—the stronger the demonic energy, the greater the suppression. Therefore, high-ranking demons find it difficult to leave the formation, while some lower-intelligence demon soldiers can escape from it. We wanderers of the Xuantian Temple travel the world, eliminating demons and protecting the Dao. We clean up these demon soldiers. Although the demon race cannot be completely eradicated, after returning to the void, it takes them years or even hundreds of years to reconstitute. This is the peace we have won for the people of the mortal realm. As long as we act, there will be benefits.”

Nan Xuyue rose in respect and bowed to One Thought Venerable. “The Venerable One’s righteousness is admirable.”

One Thought Venerable smiled and returned the gesture. “We do what we can with the strength we have. When the old South Manor Lord was alive, he killed countless demons, benefiting millions. Now, the current South Manor Lord is also managing well, not tarnishing your father’s reputation.”

“I’ve heard that the Immortal Alliance intends to attack the demon realm. If there’s any way Yunxiu Mountain Manor can be of help, please don’t hesitate to tell us. Yunxiu Mountain Manor will not shirk its responsibility,” Nan Xuyue said.

One Thought Venerable replied, “It’s rare and commendable that the South Manor Lord has such intentions. However, attacking the demon realm is no easy task. After passing through the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation, there are still three hundred defensive grand formations set up by the demon realm. They are shaped like silver shuttles, crisscrossing and interconnected, with deadly traps at every step. It’s called the Suoluo Demon Formation and is extremely effective against the human race.”

Nan Xuyue pondered, “The Ten Thousand Immortals Formation specifically counters the demon race, while the Suoluo Demon Formation specifically counters the human race. Doesn’t that mean the beast race can come and go as they please?”

One Thought Venerable nodded, “That’s correct. These two formations have the least effect on the beast race. The beast race can travel between the two realms at a minimal cost. This is why both the human race and the demon race are vying for the support of the beast race. Currently, there are many beast race guest cultivators in the Immortal Alliance, with over ten thousand registered good beasts in the Beast Inspection Department.

For the beast race, the human realm is their preferred place of residence. However, half-demons, cannot absorb spiritual energy to cultivate and can only absorb demonic energy. Therefore, the vast majority of half-demons ultimately choose to enter the demon realm and ally with the Great Priest Sang Qi and the demon race.

The demon race has low intelligence, but with the help of half-demons, they become like tigers with wings added, posing an even greater threat to our human race.” One Thought Venerable sighed as he spoke, “Seven years ago, Mingyue Manor was massacred by Sang Qi leading an army of demons and monsters. Low-level demons are not formidable on their own because they lack intelligence and are easy to deal with, but if they have a mastermind directing them, they become an unpredictable killing force.”

“I’ve heard that Great Priest Sang Qi is a beast of great intelligence, with endless tricks up his sleeve. The ambush in the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation was his doing,” Nan Xuyue asked, “Has the Venerable One ever crossed swords with Sang Qi?”

One Thought Venerable shook his head, “Sang Qi lives in seclusion and commands from behind the scenes. Few people know his true strength. However, Sect Leader Xie recently engaged him in combat within the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation, so he should have some understanding of him.”

Mu Xuanling lazily sprawled on the couch, resting her chin on her hands as she looked towards Xie Xuecen in front of her.

Xie Xuecen had just finished his daily sword cultivation, his breath still even and steady. Although his divine apertures had not yet recovered, his wounds were healing at an extremely fast rate, leaving only faint scars. They would likely be fully healed in a few days. Since returning to Yongxue City, he had not rested for a moment, either in meditation and cultivation or planning the attack on the demon realm. Having just returned to his chambers, he received several urgent messages reporting unusual activities near the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation at Liangjieshi Mountain.

Mu Xuanling’s bright black eyes scanned Xie Xuecen from top to bottom, her burning gaze seeming to see through him inside and out, finally landing on Xie Xuecen’s thin lips.

It was as if she had done nothing, yet as if she had done everything.

“Xie Xuecen, what do you think of my master’s strength?” Mu Xuanling forced herself to shift her attention, not wanting to become a slave to desire.

Xie Xuecen secretly breathed a sigh of relief and said seriously, “That day in the formation, Sang Qi did not exert his full strength.”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes flickered slightly as she pondered, “So he did hold back…”

“So?” Xie Xuecen noticed the unusual tone in her words and asked, “Did you also sense something?”

Mu Xuanling covered her face in distress, frowning as she said, “I have no feelings for the demon race and can betray them without hesitation, but master…”

Xie Xuecen averted his gaze and said, “I understand your difficulty. If you don’t want to speak, I won’t force you.”

After all, Sang Qi was her master, a person with a close relationship. They had a master-disciple bond.

Mu Xuanling didn’t notice the unusual emotion in Xie Xuecen’s tone. She recalled Sang Qi’s cold silver eyes, and a sense of fear swept over her, making her shudder. Even after years of interaction and his careful teachings, Mu Xuanling still understood that between them, there was only the name of master and disciple, without the true feelings.

Xie Xuecen’s lack of emotion was a great love that didn’t favor any individual, while Sang Qi’s lack of emotion was a complete absence of attachment to this world, even harboring hatred.

“I don’t understand master. Apart from teaching me lessons, he never says much to me,” Mu Xuanling’s eyes flickered slightly. “He went into seclusion to recover after returning from the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation, but I sense that his injuries are not severe.”

Xie Xuecen nodded and said, “The formation doesn’t restrain him much. The Demon Lord and the three Demon Gods were giving their all, while he was merely assisting from the sidelines.”

Xie Xuecen had a vague feeling that if Sang Qi had exerted his full power, he might not have survived.

“No one can guess what master is thinking,” Mu Xuanling frowned. “But I always feel that things are not that simple. You still have two days before your power recovers. You must be extra careful during this time.”

“It’s not easy to harm me in Yongxue City,” Xie Xuecen said calmly.

Mu Xuanling said, “That traitor hasn’t made a move yet.”

Xie Xuecen glanced at the sky and said, “Soon.”

What was Sang Qi plotting with such elaborate schemes? Perhaps the truth would be revealed soon.

In the vast Zhushen Palace, the forest-green flames could not illuminate every corner of the empty hall. On the cold and expansive throne sat a tall man draped in a black robe.

“Greetings, Great Priest!” Two Demon Gods placed their hands on their chests and bowed their heads in salute.

Sang Qi’s cold silver eyes swept over the two Demon Gods below, and he said faintly, “Where’s Lust Demon?”

“Lust Demon’s projection was destroyed, and he was badly injured. He’s still in seclusion,” War Demon said. He had a green face with fangs, golden horns, and red eyes, resembling an evil spirit. Standing nine feet tall, he was a terrifying sight.

“Overestimating himself,” Sang Qi closed his eyes briefly. “Xie Xuecen is the human race’s number one sword cultivator. Even if injured, he’s not someone a mere projection can handle. Upon discovering the other party’s whereabouts, he should have reported immediately, not recklessly seeking credit.”

“Lust Demon is the stupidest and weakest, yet he won’t admit it,” Delusion Demon chuckled. Compared to War Demon’s height, Delusion Demon was like a dwarf. He was only the size of a seven or eight-year-old human child, with a round face and features that seemed childlike, yet with wrinkles. He had a tuft of hair tied up on top of his head, looking quite ridiculous.

“Before the Demon Lord emerges from seclusion, you will follow my every command,” Sang Qi said.

War Demon and Delusion Demon bowed their heads in unison and replied, “As you command.”

“The pieces within the Immortal Alliance have already found the passage to activate the Ten Thousand Immortal Array, but this passage will close in ten breaths. Once you leave, whether you succeed or fail, there is no need to return to the Demon Realm,” Sang Qi continued.

The two demons paused, puzzled. “Then where shall we go?” they asked.

Sang Qi smirked, his smile cold and cruel. “Let’s bring some chaos to the human realm. What could be more delightful?”

Understanding dawned on the two demons—they could wreak havoc as they pleased in the human world!

Unlike that fellow, the Lust Demon, they were descending in their true forms. In their true forms, ordinary Law Avatar (Fa Xiang) couldn’t kill them!

“Hahaha!” The War Demon laughed heartily, shaking the entire palace, “I can’t wait!”

“However, before that, you must act according to my instructions,” Sang Qi said, lightly raising his hand. Two communication conch shells flew towards the two demons. “These conchs contain a sound transmission array; I will guide you step by step on what to do.”

The Obsessive Demon asked, “High Priest, won’t you come with us?”

Sang Qi chuckled softly, a strange light flickering in his silver eyes. “I have my plans.”
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As the day of Xie Xuechen’s recovery drew near, Mu Xuanling felt increasingly agitated, sensing a storm brewing on the horizon.

Another urgent report arrived in the morning, stating that an unusual fluctuation of demonic energy had suddenly appeared in the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation, though it quickly vanished. Upon receiving this news, the various sect leaders immediately gathered in the Hall of Righteousness to hold a council.

Mu Xuanling, knowing that Nan Xuyue was renowned for his strategic mind, decided to seek his thoughts on the impending conflict.

“The Ten Thousand Immortals Formation missed its sixty-year cycle for reinforcement. Its power is at its weakest now,” Nan Xuyue explained calmly. “The demon race will undoubtedly seize this opportunity to invade the human realm. If they wait until the human cultivators have fully assembled and Sect Leader Xie has completely recovered his strength, their chances of victory will be extremely slim. Therefore, they are bound to act within the next few days.”

“Given the tight defenses of Yongxue City and the presence of multiple Fashen realm masters, if you were Sang Qi, what strategy would you devise to disrupt the Immortal Alliance’s plans?” Mu Xuanling inquired.

Nan Xuyue chuckled, “That, I cannot guess. After all, the methods of demons and monsters are unpredictable and beyond human comprehension.”

Mu Xuanling nodded in agreement.

“During our investigations these past few days, have you identified any spies?” Mu Xuanling asked further.

“Hmm…” Nan Xuyue shook his fan, smiling, “I haven’t spotted any.”

Mu Xuanling glared at him.

Nan Xuyue smiled and said, “However, I think… there might be more than one spy.”

Mu Xuanling was taken aback.

As Mu Xuanling pondered the implications of Nan Xuyue’s words, her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of hurried footsteps.

“Nan Xuyue, Miss Ling!” Fu Lansheng approached them excitedly. “So this is where you’ve been! I’ve been looking for you everywhere!”

Wherever Fu Lansheng went, the air seemed to be filled with a sweet fragrance. This man, known as the world’s wealthiest, had changed people’s perception of the stench of copper and silver.

“If Young Palace Master Fu is looking for us, it can’t be for anything important,” Nan Xuyue teased.

Fu Lansheng gave him a sideways glance and slouched onto a bench, half his body leaning on Nan Xuyue. “Master Nan, you make it sound like I never have any serious business.”

Nan Xuyue smiled, “Young Palace Master Fu’s serious matters often seem frivolous to others.”

“Alas, the world and I are at odds…” Fu Lansheng shook his head and sighed, then added, “Should I say you understand me, or that you don’t?”

“I’d rather not understand you so well, to keep my mind clean,” Nan Xuyue said earnestly.

Fu Lansheng cupped his hands towards Nan Xuyue, his face full of admiration, “Of all the people who insult me, you do it most eloquently. Teach me your ways of insulting, so next time I argue with my father, he won’t silence me.”

Nan Xuyue heaved a long sigh, “Brother Fu, why must you torment a cripple?”

“I’m not tormenting you, and don’t call me Brother Fu. I prefer people to call me Big Brother.”

“Pfft!” Mu Xuanling couldn’t help but laugh.

Fu Lansheng turned to look at Mu Xuanling, his face full of appreciation, “Miss Ling, your laughter is beautiful. I feel like I can smell the spring of Yongxue City.”

Nan Xuyue tapped Fu Lansheng’s head with his fan, saying, “Curb your habit of flirting everywhere.”

Mu Xuanling couldn’t help but suspect that Fu Lansheng, with his reputation as a playboy and his unrestrained nature, seemed like the type who might have deceived Xiu Xiu…

But Nan Xuyue and Fu Lansheng appeared to be quite familiar. If Fu Lansheng were indeed Fu Cangri, surely he wouldn’t keep it from Xiu Xiu.

“The appreciation of beauty is universal, and I simply don’t hesitate to express it,” Fu Lansheng defended seriously. “Don’t you think Miss Ling is beautiful?”

“Sigh…” Nan Xuyue let out a heavy sigh, “So, Young Palace Master Fu, what ‘serious matter’ brought you searching for us for so long?”

Nan Xuyue emphasized the words “serious matter,” forcing Fu Lansheng to get to the point, otherwise this man could chat all day.

Fu Lansheng slapped his forehead, “Oh right, I almost forgot. It’s all because Miss Ling is too beautiful!”

Mu Xuanling: “…”

Nan Xuyue: “…”

“I’ve compiled a list of all 3,000 inner and outer disciples of Bixiao Palace. After excluding female cultivators and children under ten, there are 2,000 left. This record includes names and ages. There’s no one named Fu Cangri. But A Bao can take it back to check. I don’t know how old his father is or what he looks like. If there’s a portrait, it would be easier to find him.”

As Fu Lansheng spoke, he took out a thick register from his spatial ring, startling both Mu Xuanling and Nan Xuyue.

Mu Xuanling was stunned for a moment before recovering, “This is too much trouble…”

“It’s no trouble,” Fu Lansheng grinned, revealing neat, white teeth. “I just gave an order, others did the work.”

He’s unexpectedly honest…

Mu Xuanling began to understand why Fu Lansheng could charm so many people. With his background, looks, and demeanor, not only would women like him, but even men would find it hard not to consider him a brother.

Take Nan Xuyue, for instance. Getting Nan Xuyue to insult someone was as difficult as getting Xie Xuechen to praise someone. Yet Nan Xuyue would openly mock Fu Lansheng, showing how successful Fu Lansheng was at socializing.

Mu Xuanling put the register into her spatial ring, bowed to Fu Lansheng, and smiled, “On behalf of A Bao, I thank the Young Palace Master.”

“No need for formalities. I’ve said before, Nan Xuyue’s cousin is my cousin,” Fu Lansheng said with a smile. “You still haven’t called me Big Brother.”

This person is so persistent…

Mu Xuanling pretended not to hear and hid behind Nan Xuyue for help.

Nan Xuyue naturally had to step up.

“Brother Fu, it’s almost noon. If there’s nothing else, shall we go to the dining hall?” Nan Xuyue smiled.

“Sure, I heard they hunted a roe deer today. Although Yongxue City is poor, its spiritual energy is abundant, making the meat of beasts here exquisite,” Fu Lansheng chatted enthusiastically along the way, from the delicacies of Yongxue City to the treasures of Lingjuan Island, from the jade of Bixiao Palace to the spiritual herbs of Jinghua Valley. His knowledge was another kind of erudition; he was probably the cultivator who knew best how to enjoy life.

Mu Xuanling asked curiously, “Young Palace Master Fu, you travel the world enjoying all its pleasures, yet your cultivation hasn’t fallen behind at all. It’s truly admirable.”

Fu Lansheng paused, rubbing his nose a bit embarrassedly, “Well, it’s a long story… It’s not that long. Bixiao Palace has a unique cultivation technique called the Autumn Water Technique. When autumn waters arrive, they fill all rivers. The Autumn Water Technique is a method that benefits others at one’s own expense. Those who practice it can hardly form a Golden Core, but they can infuse their spiritual power into another’s spirit apertures, helping them quickly form a Golden Core.”

“How can there be such a strange technique…” Mu Xuanling said diplomatically. This technique wasn’t just strange, it was downright vicious, completely sacrificing oneself for others’ benefit. No normal person would want to practice such an unorthodox technique.

Fu Lansheng said, “You must be thinking, only someone with a broken brain would practice such a self-harming technique.”

Mu Xuanling laughed awkwardly.

“You’re not wrong in thinking that. This technique was created by an evil cultivator. He captured low-level cultivators, forced them to practice this technique, and then forcibly absorbed their spiritual power to enhance his cultivation. Those whose spiritual power was absorbed would have their spirit apertures destroyed. This evil cultivator was later eliminated by Bixiao Palace, and the technique was confiscated. However, an ancestor later improved this technique, allowing practitioners to transfer their cultivation at will. Even if all cultivation is dispersed, the spirit apertures won’t be destroyed, and one can even start cultivating other techniques anew.”

Mu Xuanling listened attentively but still didn’t quite understand. “Although it won’t kill you, there doesn’t seem to be any benefit. Why would anyone practice the Autumn Water Technique?”

Fu Lansheng shrugged, “For money.”

“What?” Mu Xuanling was stunned.

Nan Xuyue smiled and explained, “That’s why I said, ordinary people can hardly understand the thoughts of the world’s wealthiest man. Bixiao Palace has a group of cultivators who practice the Autumn Water Technique. When they achieve proficiency, they transfer their cultivation to the Young Palace Master, in exchange for a fortune that they couldn’t use up in a lifetime.”

Mu Xuanling stared at Nan Xuyue in disbelief, feeling as if he was telling a joke. “Not only do I not understand the thoughts of the world’s wealthiest man, I also don’t understand the thinking of those cultivators.”

Nan Xuyue said, “Here in Yongxue City, everywhere you look you see Fashen realm masters, with Golden Core cultivators being the lowest. Even a cripple like me was once a prodigy with ten spirit apertures. However, among the vast populace, less than one in a million can cultivate. Among cultivators, how many can form a Golden Core in their lifetime? Practicing the Autumn Water Technique merely makes it difficult to form a Golden Core, but in exchange, one can obtain a fortune that ensures three generations of their family will never want food or clothing. For ordinary people, this is enough.”

Mu Xuanling fell silent, pondering for a moment before acknowledging the truth in Nan Xuyue’s words. The aspiration to benefit the world was a lofty ideal reserved for a few powerful individuals. For ordinary people, being able to care for themselves and provide for their families was already satisfying enough.

“How many people need to practice the Autumn Water Technique for this?” Mu Xuanling asked Fu Lansheng.

Fu Lansheng thought for a moment and said, “Probably over a thousand, but only one or two hundred truly excel at it.”

Mu Xuanling fell silent again.

“That must cost a fortune…”

Nan Xuyue chuckled lightly and teased, “Do you know how wealthy Bixiao Palace is?”

For cultivators, poverty was the norm. Because as soon as they had money, they would certainly exchange it for higher-level techniques, rare celestial and earthly treasures, or divine weapons. Cultivators above the Golden Core realm rarely calculated the value of items in terms of money, more often engaging in barter, each taking what they needed.

“If the world’s wealth were a stone, Bixiao Palace would possess eight-tenths of it,” Nan Xuyue sighed. “People say, Bixiao Palace’s wealth is eight-tenths of the world’s.”

This meant that no matter how much he spent, it couldn’t outpace the rate at which he earned money.

Mu Xuanling looked at Fu Lansheng carefully and marveled, “It seems Young Palace Master Fu has become even more handsome.”

Indeed, he was worthy of being someone who could casually gift a pile of Heaven-grade treasures upon first meeting. It was her narrow-mindedness and small-mindedness that had failed to imagine how differently the wealthy cultivated. When he said Yongxue City was poor, he spoke with great confidence…

Fu Lansheng laughed heartily and casually said, “Wealth is the least significant of all my virtues.”

Mu Xuanling: “Everything you say is right!”

Mu Xuanling thought that Fu Lansheng should introduce himself like this: “My surname is Fu, the ‘Fu’ that means ‘wealthiest in the world’.”

As the three were chatting and laughing, Mu Xuanling suddenly sensed an unusual fluctuation of spiritual power. She abruptly stopped, her expression grave as she looked towards the southeast. Fu Lansheng noticed the anomaly almost simultaneously with Mu Xuanling. His smile vanished, and he immediately dashed towards the source of the disturbance, with Mu Xuanling close behind.

The two were evenly matched in true strength and speed, arriving at the source of the spiritual fluctuation almost simultaneously.

“It’s a formation disturbance,” Fu Lansheng furrowed his brow, his usually carefree face showing a rare serious expression. “Who would dare to activate a formation privately within Yongxue City?”

“The residence of the Five Elders of the Immortal Alliance is in that direction,” Mu Xuanling said.

The earlier fluctuation had vanished in an instant, leaving no trace behind.

Suddenly, Mu Xuanling’s eyes lit up. She tapped her spatial ring and released A Bao. The little A Bao immediately leaped onto Mu Xuanling’s shoulder, its round ears perking up.

“A Bao, can you sense the treasure aura that just appeared here?”

A Bao sniffed hard with its nose and focused its black, round eyes, nodding solemnly, “The treasure aura dissipates quickly once it leaves its source, but it went in that direction!”

“Good A Bao!” Mu Xuanling patted its little head, and she and Fu Lansheng rushed off in the direction A Bao had indicated.

The two figures immediately vanished from their spot, flitting between courtyards like swift shadows, quickly catching up to two suspicious figures.

“You two, stop right there!” Fu Lansheng shouted.

The two figures paused but instead of stopping, they ran even faster.

Fu Lansheng casually pulled out a magical artifact and threw it. Mu Xuanling looked closely—it was the golden, shimmering Heaven-grade Binding God Lock. It was said that even Yuan Ying realm cultivators couldn’t break free from it, and it could trap Fashen realm masters for three breaths. Most people would only use it in life-or-death situations, but he tossed it as casually as throwing a stone.

But money truly makes all things possible. As soon as the Binding God Lock was thrown, it immediately caught one of the figures. However, the other was faster and took advantage of their companion’s capture to slip away from view. Mu Xuanling, thinking she had A Bao to track, continued the pursuit, leaving Fu Lansheng to deal with the captured one.

With A Bao’s guidance, Mu Xuanling quickly caught up to the figure ahead. Seeing the distance closing, she wasted no time in unleashing the Judgment Demon Vine. The vine extended to two zhang in length, lunging at the person like a purple snake. The person seemed to be wary of this purple vine, skillfully avoiding its attack, but this allowed Mu Xuanling to close in.

Mu Xuanling’s ten fingers transformed into bone blades, her movements as swift as lightning, her body technique ghostly. The person was entangled by Mu Xuanling, unable to break free for a moment. But Mu Xuanling was also barely holding on. It was high noon, and her hood had fallen off during the chase. Now, grappling with the opponent accelerated the dissipation of her demonic energy. Each wisp of escaping demonic energy felt like a thread violently tearing at her flesh, bones, and meridians, subjecting her to excruciating pain.

Mu Xuanling bit her lip, spitting a mouthful of fresh blood onto the opponent’s face, using her vital essence as a medium to cast a curse. However, the person seemed prepared, dodging most of the blood aimed at their face. They kicked Mu Xuanling in the waist, causing her intense pain. Her vision blacked out momentarily, allowing the person to break free and escape.

Mu Xuanling retracted the purple vine, her face turning pale. She hurriedly put on her hood, looking for a shady spot to avoid the sun, when she encountered another uninvited guest.

“You again!” Gao Qiumin stood coldly behind Mu Xuanling. “So it was indeed demonic energy on you. Who exactly are you?”

While Mu Xuanling was grappling with the mysterious person, A Bao had already hidden itself, so Gao Qiumin hadn’t seen it. She had only traced the familiar demonic energy to this spot, only to find Mu Xuanling, whom she despised the most.

If the first time was a coincidence or a misperception, the second time wasn’t.

Gao Qiumin firmly believed that Mu Xuanling must be hiding some unknown secret. Even if she wasn’t a demon herself, she must be concealing something related to the demon race.

Gao Qiumin brandished her Spring Birth Sword at Mu Xuanling, pointing the tip at her nose. “Hand over your spatial ring and let me search it!”

Mu Xuanling could barely control the backlash of demonic energy. She glared at Gao Qiumin with an unfriendly expression and shouted, “Get lost!”

Her hand trembled slightly as she gripped her cloak tightly. Though the sunlight was warm, it felt like torture to her, as if she were being roasted over a fire.

Seeing Mu Xuanling’s pale face and the blood at the corner of her mouth, Gao Qiumin sneered, “Sect Leader Xie isn’t here. Who are you putting on this act for?”

Mu Xuanling’s ears were filled with a buzzing sound, making it hard to hear what Gao Qiumin was saying. The violent energy in her chest was almost uncontrollable. She took a deep breath, pushed aside Gao Qiumin’s Spring Birth Sword with one hand, and walked straight ahead.

Gao Qiumin was stunned for a moment, then grew furious. She reached out to grab Mu Xuanling’s shoulder, but Mu Xuanling sank her shoulder to dodge. However, Gao Qiumin persisted, pressing forward step by step. Mu Xuanling gathered demonic energy in her palm and struck towards Gao Qiumin’s face, but stopped abruptly upon seeing her face.

Gao Qiumin, however, didn’t stop. Taking advantage of Mu Xuanling’s momentary distraction, she struck Mu Xuanling’s chest with her palm, sending her flying to the ground, her hood falling off in the process.

Gao Qiumin was somewhat surprised by Mu Xuanling’s impressive skills but didn’t sense any spiritual energy fluctuations from her. She assumed Mu Xuanling was just a mortal with some martial arts training. Dealing with mortals, she disdained using spiritual energy. Seeing Mu Xuanling fall and not get up after being struck, she sneered, “I didn’t use much force in that palm strike. Why are you putting on such an act?”

Mu Xuanling felt dizzy and could no longer hear Gao Qiumin. She vaguely saw a tall figure appear before her, bringing a hint of coolness. She hazily looked up but couldn’t make out the person’s features.

“Sect Leader Xie.” Gao Qiumin looked nervously at the suddenly appeared Xie Xuechen, hurriedly explaining, “I didn’t hit her hard just now. She fell on her own.”

Xie Xuechen said calmly, “I understand.”

Gao Qiumin was slightly taken aback—he understood?

Su Ningzhen suddenly appeared in front of Gao Qiumin and said, “Qiumin wouldn’t attack without reason. She said she sensed demonic energy from this young lady. Sect Leader Xie, what do you say?”

Xie Xuechen said, “You are both guests in Yongxue City, as is Ling’er. I won’t embarrass one person based on another’s words. If she says there isn’t any, then there isn’t.”

Su Ningzhen’s face turned cold, and she laughed coldly, “Fine. Since Sect Leader Xie says so, we have nothing more to say. Qiumin, let’s go.”

Su Ningzhen left angrily with Gao Qiumin.

“Xie… Xuechen…”

A weak voice came from behind. Xie Xuechen stood with his hands behind his back, resisting the urge to turn and look at her. The same prank, once or twice was enough, but a third time… Why did she have to hurt herself to fool others?

He had said before, that there shouldn’t be a next time, but she still hadn’t listened.

Xie Xuechen frowned slightly, ultimately leaving without looking back.

Mu Xuanling lay prone on the snow, her pupils gradually dilating. Through her blurry vision, she saw Xie Xuechen’s retreating figure. Her mind was in agony, making it difficult to think—why did he leave? Why didn’t he look at her? Why didn’t he embrace her?

An intense feeling of grievance welled up in her heart, almost overshadowing the piercing pain in her chest.

She weakly opened her mouth.

—Xie Xuechen, I’m in pain…
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Xie Xuechen walked back in a daze, his mind filled with Mu Xuanling’s face. He encountered Fu Lansheng and Nan Xuyue on the way. Fu Lansheng’s spirit-binding chains were restraining an unconscious person, and the two were discussing something with serious expressions. Seeing Xie Xuechen approach, they immediately went to meet him.

“Sect Leader Xie, there may be unusual activity in Yongxue City,” Fu Lansheng said solemnly. “We just detected fluctuations in the formation outside the residence of the Five Elders of the Immortal Alliance. Someone has entered.”

Xie Xuechen came to his senses and said, “Yongxue City has barrier protection. A one-way formation cannot enter. It must be activated from inside the city first to open a two-way formation before people outside can come in. Did you see who activated the formation?”

Fu Lansheng shook his head and said, “When we arrived, there was no one here.”

Nan Xuyue said, “Not all formations need to be activated immediately. As long as the materials required for the formation are prepared, it can also be activated with a delay.”

Nan Xuyue implied that anyone not present at the scene could be suspected, including the Five Elders and the sect leaders who were in the Righteous Hall for the Immortal Alliance assembly.

Fu Lansheng continued, “At that time, Miss Lingr and I were the first to arrive. She has a treasure-sniffing rat that can sense treasure aura fluctuations. We followed the rat’s guidance and found the suspect.” Fu Lansheng pointed at the person on the ground with his toe. “I restrained this person with the spirit-binding chains, but he seems to know nothing. It doesn’t look like he’s pretending, but if we caught the wrong person, why did he run?”

Fu Lansheng was a bit frustrated. Then he remembered something and teasingly smiled at Nan Xuyue, “Nan Xuyue, your cousin is quite hidden. She managed to keep up with my speed.”

Nan Xuyue smiled faintly.

Fu Lansheng said, “Well, everyone has secrets. I’m sure she can’t fool a clever person like you.”

Nan Xuyue said, “I wonder if Lingr has caught up with the other mysterious person.”

Xie Xuechen felt something was off when he heard this: “Another one?”

Fu Lansheng said, “Yes, this person had an accomplice who escaped. He was even faster than this one. Miss Lingr has her treasure-sniffing rat, so she went after him.”

Xie Xuechen’s expression changed. Before the other two could understand what had happened, Xie Xuechen had already vanished.

Mu Xuanling had fallen into unconsciousness, surrounded by impenetrable darkness, thick enough to suffocate. At first, she was a little scared, but then she felt relieved—great, unconscious means no more pain. But soon, she became confused—why was she in pain?

Her consciousness began to scatter, not knowing when or where she was, or who she was.

“Xuanling, come here.”

In the darkness, she heard a voice that made her tremble.

“Master!” Mu Xuanling shuddered, instinctively standing up.

“It’s time to practice,” Sang Qi’s voice was cold and emotionless. Hearing his voice was like having icicles pierce Mu Xuanling’s marrow, the bone-chilling cold and pain making her limbs numb and stiff.

She feared approaching him but feared even more the punishment for failing to escape.

She didn’t know which way to go, groping forward in the darkness. She vaguely saw her master’s silhouette, hidden under a black robe, with a few strands of silver hair faintly visible, emitting a ghostly silver light.

He reached out a hand towards Mu Xuanling, a hand cast in silver metal, engraved with bizarre runes, possessing the power to bewilder one’s mind.

“Master.” Mu Xuanling trembled as she knelt.

That hand pressed on top of her head, and in the next moment, surging demonic energy poured into her body, raging through her meridians and flesh, invading every inch of her body like countless tiny venomous insects gnawing at her.

She shook violently in pain, cold sweat pouring like rain.

“It hurts…”

Sang Qi’s voice came from above her head: “Do you want power? Do you want revenge?”

Mu Xuanling bit her lip until it bled, not answering, but she remained kneeling. Her silence was her answer.

“Feel the demonic energy, take it into your body.”

“Don’t reject it, demonic energy is the source of your power.”

“People will betray you, emotions will betray you. The only thing you can rely on is power.”

Mu Xuanling followed her master’s teachings. She tried to absorb the overflowing demonic energy into her body but felt it was infinitely more difficult than before. Whether absorbing or dispersing demonic energy, for a half-demon, it was torture worse than death.

—Master, why is the cultivation of half-demons so painful?

—Because we are born sinful.

“Miss Mu accelerated the dispersal of demonic energy during battle and then suffered several external blows. Although not severe, they left her powerless to control her mind and contain the demonic energy,” Nan Xuyue said, looking at Mu Xuanling lying on the bed, her face as white as paper. “Although I’m skilled in medicine, I’m helpless against demonic cultivation techniques.”

Xie Xuechen’s face was cold as he said, “I understand. You may leave. I’ll think of a way.”

Mu Xuanling was a half-demon with a demonic body. This fact couldn’t be known by others. Nan Xuyue could be trusted, but even Fu Lansheng had to be kept in the dark. Nan Xuyue understood Xie Xuechen’s concerns and nodded gravely before quietly leaving the room.

When Xie Xuechen returned to the snowy ground, she had already completely lost consciousness. She feared sunlight the most, and at that moment, she curled up as if trying to bury herself in the snow, too weak to pull up her fallen hood. Xie Xuechen hurriedly took her in his arms, using his own body to shield her from the light, and returned to the room at the fastest speed. Mu Xuanling’s breathing was alternately slow and rapid, her body shaking slightly, seemingly enduring great pain.

Xie Xuechen couldn’t help but think wildly—she had called his name at that time…

If only he had turned back then.

If only he hadn’t left.

Even if she had deceived him again, and played another prank, it wouldn’t have been a big deal.

Such thoughts swirled in his mind. His state of mind had always been clear and pure, just like his straightforward sword technique. It had never been this chaotic and complex, filled with hesitation, regret, confusion, doubt…

What if she died from her severe injuries?

You didn’t kill her, she’s just a half-demon witch.

She…

“It hurts…” A faint, indistinct moan escaped from Mu Xuanling’s lips.

Xie Xuechen quickly bent down to check on her.

Mu Xuanling’s eyes opened slightly, her thick curled eyelashes wet with tears. Her pupils were unfocused, not see the person in front of her, still unconscious.

“Ling…” Xie Xuechen called softly.

She probably didn’t hear him. Her eyes closed again, her breathing becoming even weaker.

Xie Xuechen’s throat tightened. He found a black demon pill in Mu Xuanling’s spatial pouch. It contained one-third of the demonic energy of a Lust Demon. If she took this pill, she would be spared from this torture.

But…

This went against his principles.

Xie Xuechen held the demon pill, placing it on Mu Xuanling’s lips, but hesitated. Mu Xuanling’s usually lush and full lips were now devoid of color, her lower lip bearing teeth marks, like withered flower petals.

Either violate his principles or watch her die.

Xie Xuechen closed his eyes briefly, sighing inwardly, and gently pushed the demon pill between her soft lips.

The demon pill instantly turned into a vast amount of demonic energy, surging into Mu Xuanling’s body. It was as if there was a whirlpool inside her, frantically absorbing the demonic energy—an instinct honed over years of cultivation, and the desire of a dying person to survive. Before Xie Xuechen could react, his fingertip was bitten by Mu Xuanling. Her unconscious sucking couldn’t harm his Dharma body, only giving him a strange tingling sensation, from his fingertip to his heart.

Xie Xuechen suppressed the inexplicable palpitations in his heart and quickly turned to set up a barrier. He was worried that the unusual demonic energy movement here would alarm others.

“Huff…” A hot breath blew on the back of his ear, and a pair of slender, pale arms wrapped around his shoulders from behind, tightly embracing him.

Xie Xuechen froze.

Mu Xuanling’s body was burning hot. The Lust Demon’s energy was running wild inside her, seemingly trying to find an outlet. She felt both comfortable and uncomfortable, letting out stifled moans.

“Xie Xuechen…” She hugged him tightly, rubbing her head on his shoulder, and said in a thick nasal voice, “I hurt…”

Her head hurt, her chest hurt, her limbs hurt—everything hurt.

Xie Xuechen let out a long sigh, pulled down Mu Xuanling’s hands, and faced her. Seeing that the paleness had left her face, replaced by an unnatural flush, her eyes misty with tears, exuding charm, he guessed it was due to the Lust Demon’s energy.

“Where are you uncomfortable?” Xie Xuechen pressed her back onto the bed.

Mu Xuanling raised her misty eyes and said with a sob, “My body hurts.”

As she spoke, she raised her hand to tear at her clothes, as if even the clothes touching her skin felt like being cut by knives.

Xie Xuechen firmly grasped her hands, pinning them to her sides, and said in a deep voice, “If you circulate your energy to absorb the demonic energy, you won’t hurt anymore.”

But Mu Xuanling couldn’t hear what he was saying at this moment. She only knew that she was in pain, hot, numb, and itchy as if she had been poisoned. Yes, poisoned, she needed an antidote. Where was the antidote?

As Mu Xuanling raised her eyes, she saw her antidote – the person she had been longing for all these years! The surging demonic energy in her body gave her strength while eroding her will. Her peach blossom eyes swirled with desire, deep and mesmerizing. She suddenly broke free from Xie Xuechen’s restraint and, catching him off guard, climbed onto his shoulders, pulling him towards herself.

She bit Xie Xuechen’s lips, greedily drinking in his breath.

It tasted like the antidote.

Cool and soft, like snowflakes melting in her mouth, sweet.

She wanted more of the antidote, her eyes reddening with desire. Using both hands, she tore open the intricate white robes, feeling the warm, smooth skin beneath. There was a cool air that could extinguish the fire in her heart. Panting and sobbing, she called out the name in her heart: “Xie Xuechen, Xie Xuechen, Xie Xuechen…”

Xie Xuechen supported himself with his hands, the delicate body beneath him burning hot enough to melt the thousand-year-old snow of Yongxue City. Her lips moved aimlessly over his lips and face, leaving small kisses, wanting to be closer to him, inseparable.

Xie Xuechen’s hands grasped her rounded shoulders, his movements gentle. Those hands, undefeated in wielding swords, showed hesitation for the first time, trembling slightly. The skin under his palms was smooth and delicate, shivering lightly at his touch.

Xie Xuechen suddenly remembered her gleeful words – “You could have dodged…”

In her daze, Mu Xuanling heard a sigh, followed by a numbing sensation on the back of her neck, causing her to fall unconscious again.

Xie Xuechen looked at the sleeping Mu Xuanling with a complex expression. Her face was flushed, her lips swollen, her chest heaving violently, clothes in disarray. He was probably in an even worse state, his clothes torn to shreds.

He could have dodged, but dodging was not the way of a sword cultivator.

Xie Xuechen carefully placed Mu Xuanling back on the bed and took out a Liuli Mingxin Pill from his spatial pouch. This precious pill was used by cultivators to save themselves when facing demonic deviation, able to control inner demons and restore clarity.

Xie Xuechen fed the pill to Mu Xuanling. Soon, her breathing became steady, and her aura gradually stabilized.

Practicing demonic techniques was not the right path for a half-demon. She had endured too much.

Xie Xuechen tidied Mu Xuanling’s disheveled clothes, and covered her with a blanket, and only after her breathing was completely stable did he change into a new set of clothes and walk out of the room.

Nan Xuyue was just entering from the outer room. Seeing Xie Xuechen come out, he quickened his pace and said, “Brother Xie, I think I might have a way to alleviate her pain.”

Xie Xuechen said, “She’s better now.”

Nan Xuyue was slightly taken aback.

“Watch over her. I’m going out for a while.”

Nan Xuyue watched Xie Xuechen’s departing figure with some confusion.

– How did he cure her?

– Why did he suddenly change clothes?

At Wenxue Cliff, the snow had just stopped, and the sky was clearing.

However, with a sword dance, the wind and snow rose again.

A solitary figure stood silently in the wind and snow, a long sword thrust obliquely into the rock.

Xie Xuechen closed his eyes, feeling the fine snow falling on his face, unable to extinguish the warmth in his heart.

Twenty-one years ago, on Wenxue Cliff, he questioned the Dao, the sword, questioned his heart.

To establish destiny for all living beings, to serve the supreme, and to forget emotions.

For what did his sword ring?

For what did his heart move?

Closing his eyes, only one voice remained in his mind.

Someone was calling his name earnestly, with a thousand turns and a hundred twists, tender affection around their finger.

Whether she was human, demon, or devil no longer mattered.

He shouldn’t have fallen so easily, but he couldn’t help himself. He even thought that it wasn’t her intentional seduction that made him fall deeper step by step, but that he liked such a vibrant life. She was different from him, able to express her likes passionately and sincerely, with only one person in her eyes and heart. If that person wasn’t him, perhaps he would have felt envious…

And when he saw her in danger, he lost his way.

Ling…

Xie Xuechen opened his eyes slightly, looking towards the continuous, majestic snow-capped mountains in the distance.

He suddenly understood the meaning of his father’s words from twenty-one years ago.

Between all living beings and her, he could only choose one.

He could only give his life to one of them.

Mu Xuanling’s consciousness kept floating in a black sea. In her haze, she felt she had grabbed a hand, holding onto it tightly like a lifesaving buoy, unwilling to let go. After an unknown amount of time, she finally had the strength to open her eyelids. Her thick eyelashes fluttered lightly, and the scene before her eyes went from blurry to clear.

It was already dark, but no candles were lit in the room. The doors and windows were closed, but moonlight still seeped through the cracks in the window lattice, faintly outlining the contours of the room.

Mu Xuanling felt that she was holding onto a hand, cool and slender to the touch. Because of the long grip, her palm was even slightly damp with sweat. The person sat by the bed, their vague outline traced by the moonlight. Mu Xuanling called out in a hoarse voice, “Xie Xuechen…”

The person moved slightly, turning to look at her.

“Miss Mu, you’re awake.”

Mu Xuanling was startled, and her hand unconsciously loosened.

“Young Master Nan.”

In the darkness, Nan Xuyue let out a low chuckle, seemingly a bit helpless, but also relieved.

“It’s me. I came to check on you. You seemed to be having a nightmare and held onto my hand tightly. I had no choice but to sit down and keep you company. I meant no offense,” Nan Xuyue explained gently.

“No, I’m the one who offended…” Mu Xuanling said hoarsely.

Nan Xuyue moved, leaving the bedside. He slowly walked to the table, lit an oil lamp with a fire stick, and the light slowly spread throughout the room. He then took a kettle from the table, lit a small stove nearby, and placed it on the stove to heat. Mu Xuanling had no strength in her body and could only lie there, watching his slender and tall figure doing these trivial things at the table.

“The water was cold. I thought it would be better to heat it before drinking,” Nan Xuyue’s gentle voice came from over there.

Mu Xuanling was a bit dazed and only responded after a moment, “Okay.”

It took her a while to remember what had happened, to recall falling in the snow, the dispersing demonic energy, the unbearable pain, Xie Xuechen…

The image of his departing figure floated in her mind again.

Nan Xuyue returned to the bedside with a warm cup of tea and softly asked, “Do you have the strength to sit up?”

Mu Xuanling smiled weakly, “I can manage.”

She supported herself to sit up, her back propped up by several pillows and took the cup from Nan Xuyue’s hand. The cup had a warmth similar to human body temperature, just right. The hand that passed it over was fair and slender but with red marks like fingerprints that seemed out of place. Mu Xuanling knew at a glance that these were marks left by her tight grip, and she felt both guilty and embarrassed.

She lowered her head sheepishly, sipping the water in small gulps. The water in Yongxue City had a unique sweetness not found elsewhere, gradually moistening her lips and throat, though there was still an indescribable sourness in her heart.

Nan Xuyue seemed to see through her thoughts and suddenly said, “It was Brother Xie who carried you back.”

Mu Xuanling was startled and raised her eyes to look at him.

The candlelight illuminated Nan Xuyue’s handsome and elegant face. He seemed to be smiling, though half his face was in light and half in shadow.

“I don’t know what method he used to resolve your pain from the dispersing demonic energy, but from the looks of it now, you should be fine. Brother Xie had other urgent matters to attend to, so he asked me to stay and look after you.”

Knowing that Xie Xuechen hadn’t truly abandoned her, Mu Xuanling felt her heart warm up again. She lowered her head, the corners of her lips unconsciously curling into a slight smile. “I see,” she said softly.

Nan Xuyue quietly observed the slight upturn of her lips and the light rekindled in her eyes, his gaze distant and profound.

“Miss Mu, you like Brother Xie very much.” His tone was very certain.

Mu Xuanling didn’t deny it. She nodded.

“Why?” He seemed somewhat puzzled and also doubtful. “I did indeed suspect that you had other motives for approaching him but breathing and heartbeats can’t lie. I think… that’s why Brother Xie believes in you too.”

Those born with ten orifices indeed had supernatural perceptive abilities. He could tell whose heart her heartbeat quickened for, who it raced for.

Mu Xuanling pressed her lips together, unable to answer Nan Xuyue’s question.

Nan Xuyue gazed at her exquisitely beautiful face as if seeing another person through it.

“Perhaps, you knew him much earlier.”

Mu Xuanling’s breath caught.

“Your breathing tells me the answer.” Nan Xuyue chuckled softly, “I was wondering why your gaze toward him held nostalgia and sadness, not just fondness and admiration. Your eyes hide many stories. Those involved are often blind to it, but bystanders see clearly.”

“Young Master Nan, you’re too clever,” Mu Xuanling closed her eyes and sighed lightly. “I have nowhere to hide.”

“He doesn’t remember. Why don’t you tell him?” Nan Xuyue asked.

“He doesn’t need to remember,” Mu Xuanling’s eyes held a gentle and lingering smile. “I owe him. It’s enough that I remember.”

“Is that so…” Nan Xuyue’s voice was as light as a sigh. “Then what about me? Do you remember me too?”

The smile froze in Mu Xuanling’s eyes. She struggled to raise her head and look at Nan Xuyue.

Nan Xuyue’s eyes held a faint smile, but like a black whirlpool, slowly drawing her in.

“Your heartbeat tells me the answer too,” Nan Xuyue chuckled softly. “When we first met, it felt like an old friend returning. A heart like the bright moon at the end of the sky, thinking of each other from dawn to dusk.”

“Though your appearance has changed, I still sense a familiar aura from you.” He suddenly reached out to ruffle her hair, his long fingers running through her soft, smooth black hair, tracing her slightly sweaty temples, finally resting on her cheek. “Only, at that time, I didn’t know your name, but I still remember, you had a bell anklet on your foot, and on your face, there was a mark of the demon clan.”

Nan Xuyue drew closer, a faint scent of agarwood emanating from him, enveloping Mu Xuanling.

The cup had fallen from her hand at some point, water soaking the bedding. Mu Xuanling’s hands tightly gripped the bed sheets beneath her, her eyes flashing with panic and confusion, her heartbeat suddenly becoming erratic.

He… he recognized her!
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Sensing Mu Xuanling’s nervousness, Nan Xuyue smiled and withdrew his hand. “If you don’t want me to tell anyone, I’ll keep your secret,” Nan Xuyue said gently.

Mu Xuanling looked at him in surprise and softly said, “Thank you…”

“No need to thank me,” Nan Xuyue lowered his eyes, his voice tinged with sadness and regret. “You helped me before, but when you needed me most, I wasn’t by your side.”

When he met her, it was during the darkest days of his life. He thought he had lost everything, but a little girl was leaning on his wheelchair, covered in wounds, yet still looking at him with bright eyes and a cheerful voice, saying, “Young Master Nan, you were born with everything. Now you’ve just lost a little bit, but you’re still better off than many others. Don’t be sad.”

He said, “My legs are broken. I can never walk like a normal person again.”

She pulled up her patched trousers, revealing thin ankles with tight, dark red bell anklets that seemed to be stained with blood, the iron rings almost cutting into the bone.

She said, “Young Master Nan, we’re the same. Walking hurts me a lot too, but I guess I’ve gotten used to it over time.”

He said he had lost all love.

She pouted and said, “Nobody loves me either, but I don’t like them anyway. I want to keep all my affection for myself. Hmm… how about I share some with you? I can like you a little, but would you dislike me for being a half-demon?”

She happily exclaimed, “Young Master Nan, you smiled! You look so handsome when you smile!”

Nan Xuyue thought that there was still someone in this world who could give him a little affection. Even just a little felt precious to him.

He said to his father, “Father… can we take that demon slave with us?”

Nan Wujiu impatiently shook off his hand, his brow furrowed with irritation. “Don’t waste my time with nonsense.”

In the end, Nan Xuyue couldn’t take her away. Many years later, when he finally had the power to do so, she was already gone.

Nan Xuyue looked at Mu Xuanling before him, with a different face but the same eyes, and sighed, “I’m already happy that you remember me.”

It’s just that the little girl who once said she would keep all her affection for herself had given her love and her life to someone else. Sitting on the edge of the bed, holding her hand for these few hours, he had been thinking for a long time. He thought that Xie Xuezhen must have done something he couldn’t do.

And he, he hadn’t done anything at all. He had only received her salvation when he was at his most painful, so what right did he have to ask for more from her?

So when he saw Mu Xuanling’s lost and bitter expression, he told her the truth – it was Xie Xuezhen who had carried her back from the snow.

Sure enough, she cheered up. What a simple girl.

“Young Master Nan, you’re so kind,” Mu Xuanling said gratefully.

Nan Xuyue smiled, “So you only have a little bit of affection for me, right?”

She laughed awkwardly. “But Young Master Nan, you now have the affection of many people.”

But I only want yours.

Nan Xuyue didn’t say it. He was considerate and wouldn’t put people in difficult positions, especially not someone he cared about.

So he said, “Yes, thank you for those words you once said to me.”

Xie Xuezhen, whether he was avoiding himself or Mu Xuanling, didn’t go back to see her. He stayed up all night and only learned from Nan Xuyue the next day that Mu Xuanling had woken up, but was still weak and needed some time to recover.

“That’s good,” Xie Xuezhen nodded slightly, then said, “I’ve summoned the members of the Immortal Alliance to the Hall of Righteousness for a council. You should come too.”

Nan Xuyue was slightly taken aback and said, “But I’m not a member of the Immortal Alliance.”

“Your insight into formations far surpasses others,” Xie Xuezhen said decisively. “Let’s go.”

Seeing that he had already turned to leave, Nan Xuyue followed.

Before reaching the Hall of Righteousness, they could already hear arguments from afar.

“Island Master He spends his days consorting with demons, perhaps he has forgotten his identity,” Su Ningzhen said coldly. “Among us, you’re the most likely to be in league with the demon clan.”

“Sect Leader Su, you’re attacking the person, not the issue. I don’t need to reason with you,” He Xianwo sneered. “If you can defeat me, let’s fight outside Yongxue City. If you can’t, see how many in this hall stand with you?”

Su Ningzhen said, “Do you all agree with what I’ve said?”

Fu Yuanting smiled wryly, “Without evidence, we shouldn’t fight among ourselves and hurt our unity.”

Su Ningzhen said, “Better to kill by mistake than to let a traitor go. He Xianwo’s desire to defect is too strong. In the war against the demon clan, he’s more harmful than helpful.”

He Xianwo: “Heh.”

Xie Xuezhen walked into the hall just as a great battle was about to erupt. A chill entered from outside, freezing the air.

Everyone bowed and said, “Sect Leader Xie.”

Xie Xuezhen walked past everyone without a glance, went to the main seat, and turned to face the various sect leaders and elders.

“What the demon clan hopes to see most is cultivators harboring ill thoughts, breeding demons in their hearts,” Xie Xuezhen coldly swept his gaze over those who had been arguing earlier. “Everyone here has practiced cultivation longer than I have. Surely there’s no need to explain this principle.”

Su Ningzhen frowned slightly and bowed, “Thank you for your guidance, Sect Leader.”

Xie Xuezhen didn’t look at her again and said seriously, “The person Fu Lansheng captured yesterday, I believe everyone has thoroughly investigated. He’s just an ordinary cultivator who has completely lost his memory. He doesn’t know why he came to Yongxue City. From various signs, he should have been possessed by a heart demon.”

Fu Yuanting said, “I heard from my son that he had an accomplice who escaped at the time, so at least two demons have infiltrated Yongxue City.”

Demons have no physical form but can possess others. However, they also have limitations. When possessing someone, they’re affected by yang energy and their demonic energy dissipates. Moreover, they can’t possess the same person for more than twelve hours, or that person will die from demonic energy attacking their heart. When Fu Lansheng bound that person with the spirit-binding lock, the heart demon possessing him had already slipped away, leaving behind only an unknowing shell.

“Have you examined the scene? Did you find anything suspicious?” Xie Xuezhen asked.

Everyone shook their heads.

Xie Xuezhen looked at Nan Xuyue again: “The reason I invited Manor Lord Nan today is because he’s most proficient in formations. Manor Lord Nan, can you see any clues from the formation?”

Nan Xuyue hesitated for a moment, then said cautiously, “Setting up a formation requires objects rich in spiritual energy. Formation symbols are written with cinnabar and placed in specific positions. Once the conditions are met, the formation naturally takes shape. A two-way transmission formation requires an enormous amount of spiritual power, but this person used seemingly ordinary spirit stones for the formation, and the cinnabar used for the symbols is common. However…”

“Please speak freely,” Xie Xuezhen gestured for him to continue.

“The formation symbols written on the spirit stones with cinnabar all have a similar slant angle. If I’m not mistaken, that person must have deliberately used their left hand to write, fearing their handwriting would be recognized,” Nan Xuyue explained slowly.

Xie Xuezhen’s eyes flashed: “This suggests that the person’s normal handwriting is familiar to us.”

The people in the Hall of Righteousness looked at each other, suspicion growing between them.

Nan Xuyue took out a yellow talisman from his sleeve, with a formation symbol drawn in cinnabar, and said, “I trouble everyone to write down this formation symbol with both their left and right hands.”

For cultivators, writing talismans isn’t difficult, and their divine bodies are far from ordinary. Even those who have never used their left hand can easily do things with it. The strength and dexterity of both hands are not far apart, but handwriting, formed over years and years, will inevitably show a great difference between the left and right hands.

The people in the hall quickly wrote down the formation symbols. After comparing the right-hand writing, none matched. But when comparing the left-hand writing, Nan Xuyue paused.

“This handwriting is identical to that on the formation,” Nan Xuyue raised the yellow paper in his hand.

Everyone’s expressions changed: “Whose is it?”

Nan Xuyue’s gaze turned to Venerable Fajian.

“Venerable Fajian, do you have any explanation?”

No matter who it was, people wouldn’t be so surprised, because Venerable Fajian was the oldest and most respected among them all. But Su Ningzhen quickly remembered something and exclaimed, “That day, it was Venerable Fajian who used the Enlightening Voice to detect that something was wrong with Sect Leader’s spirit aperture!”

Venerable Yinian looked at his most respected elder with disbelief, his hands clasped together but slightly trembling: “Uncle Master, why…”

Venerable Fajian’s withered face showed no extra expression, his eyes as calm as an ancient well. He clasped his hands and said slowly, “I did not set up the formation.”

He Xianwo frowned slightly: “Could there be some misunderstanding here?”

Su Ningzhen had always been at odds with He Xianwo, and now that the evidence pointed to Venerable Fajian, while she already suspected He Xianwo, seeing him speak up made her even more certain that these two were in cahoots. Su Ningzhen sneered, “Two demons were let in by the traitor, and they might be possessing someone among us right now. Otherwise, why would Island Master He speak up for the suspect?”

He Xianwo’s face immediately darkened, as the looks from others towards him also carried some suspicion.

“Sect Leader Su makes accusations without any evidence. Could it be that you’re guilty yourself and trying to divert attention?” He Xianwo gripped his wine flask tightly, his whitened knuckles revealing his inner anger.

Su Ningzhen said, “Yesterday, when the formation appeared, one of my disciples sensed a flash of demonic aura there. How could there be a demonic aura in Yongxue City? Apart from Island Master He, who’s inseparable from demons, who else could it be?”

This wasn’t the first time Gao Qiumin had mentioned demonic aura, and now with this corroboration, it seemed to further confirm He Xianwo’s suspicion.

He Xianwo stared coldly at Su Ningzhen, suddenly bursting into laughter, though his laugh was as sharp as a blade, full of killing intent and edge. “Hahaha… Sect Leader Su, you’re as slanderous as ever, unable to distinguish right from wrong. If the Immortal Alliance is full of such ignorant villains, then please excuse me from participating!”

With that, He Xianwo slapped the table and used the force to fly outward. Seeing this, Su Ningzhen immediately threw out her World-Cleansing Dust, blocking He Xianwo’s path.

“Showing your true colors now, trying to escape?” Su Ningzhen fully unleashed her divine form’s energy, and the World-Cleansing Dust transformed into steel needles flying towards He Xianwo.

Xie Xuezhen frowned as he watched the two start fighting. These two had long-standing grudges due to the death of disciples, and had never been on good terms, but never before had they lost control like today, unleashing their divine form’s energy and attacking each other without restraint.

Fu Yuanting and Duan Xiaorong exchanged a glance, their expressions serious. Venerable Fajian’s identity was in question today, so it wasn’t appropriate for him to step in and mediate. Even Venerable Yinian, who was also a leader of the Xuantian Temple, could only stand aside silently. The Sect Leader hadn’t yet recovered his spiritual power, so the only one who could stop the two from fighting fiercely was Bijiao Palace.

Duan Xiaorong’s figure flashed, blocking the way between the two. She didn’t dare to be careless and used her divine form’s power to protect herself, taking a blow from each of them. She said in a deep voice, “Fellow Daoists, with a great enemy before us, please consider the bigger picture and don’t fight among ourselves.”

Su Ningzhen said coldly, “It’s precisely because of the great enemy before us that we must first secure our internal affairs before dealing with external threats!”

Duan Xiaorong was older and more skilled in cultivation than both of them and ordinarily, they would show her some respect. But today, having completely fallen out, it seemed they were in a fight to the death.

Fu Yuanting’s inner anxiety grew stronger. He glanced at Venerable Fajian, who had his eyes closed and remained silent, then at Venerable Yinian, who looked worried. He had no choice but to turn to Xie Xuezhen for guidance.

“Sect Leader Xie, please take control of the situation.”

Xie Xuezhen had been coldly observing from the beginning. He stood with his hands behind his back, his bright and sharp phoenix eyes seemingly observing and contemplating something. Only now did he speak: “Heart Demon Formation.”

Fu Yuanting was stunned: “What?”

Xie Xuezhen said, “The two demon cultivators who infiltrated Yongxue City have already set up a Heart Demon Formation without anyone noticing. Everyone in the Hall of Righteousness is now within this formation.”

Su Ningzhen and He Xianwo, both amid their fury, were suddenly taken aback, their killing intent diminishing slightly.

As cultivators who had slain countless demons, they were well aware of the Heart Demon Formation. Legend had it that all demons had the power to communicate with others’ heart demons. The more distracting thoughts and evil intentions in one’s heart, the stronger the heart demon would be, and the easier it would be for demon cultivators to invade, possess, and ultimately turn one into a puppet or cause death. The more powerful the demon cultivator, the more heart demons they could communicate with, thus forming a Heart Demon Formation. Although they couldn’t possess everyone simultaneously, they could jump and transform between different people’s heart demons. Each heart demon under their control would become their stepping stone, allowing them to access these people’s perceptions, while those being controlled remained unaware.

“We are Divine Form Venerables. How could demon cultivators possibly control us with a Heart Demon Formation?” Su Ningzhen questioned doubtfully.

“Because these are no ordinary demon cultivators,” Xie Xuezhen said coldly. “I fear it’s the physical form of one of the Three Demon Gods, the Demon of Obsession, who has personally arrived.”

The Hall of Righteousness fell silent.

A strange, cackling laughter echoed from somewhere, seeming both near and far.

“Sect Leader Xie, you understand me so well. I’m truly honored!”

Duan Xiaorong felt that the voice seemed to come from nearby on her left. Her mind shook, and she swung her sword to her left, aiming for Su Ningzhen’s chest. Su Ningzhen reacted extremely quickly, her World-Cleansing Dust swirling to block Duan Xiaorong’s sword.

“Elder Duan, what is the meaning of this!” Su Ningzhen questioned harshly.

“The voice came from you,” Duan Xiaorong looked at Su Ningzhen warily.

Xie Xuezhen said, “The Demon of Obsession can freely change positions among the heart demons he controls, but it’s not so easy to possess a Divine Form body. His goal is to disrupt our judgment.”

He Xianwo had gradually calmed down and said, “The so-called obsession refers to being unable to let go, clinging to something tenaciously. If there are emotions in one’s heart that cannot be released – fear, worry, regret, doubt – as long as one can’t let go, it can become an obsession. As long as there’s one obsessive thought, it can be captured by the Demon of Obsession, continuously growing and causing one to lose their mind, becoming manipulated.”

Fu Yuanting immediately understood the Demon of Obsession’s motive. “He had already set up the formation waiting for us to fall into his trap. Sect Leader Su’s suspicion towards Island Master He, and Island Master He’s hatred towards Sect Leader Su, are both obsessive thoughts, so they are the most deeply controlled by the Demon of Obsession.”

He Xianwo continued, “Elder Duan now has fear in her heart.”

Everyone began to examine themselves, wondering if they had any obsessive thoughts.

Xie Xuezhen’s cold voice attracted everyone’s attention: “From that formation talisman onwards, he had already planted doubt in all our hearts.”

Xie Xuezhen looked at Nan Xuyue: “Am I right?”

Nan Xuyue quietly looked at Xie Xuezhen, his handsome and gentle face wearing a friendly smile, but those clear and profound eyes grew increasingly dark and deep, making it difficult to look at them for long.

“Sect Leader Xie has good eyes. When did you start to notice?” Nan Xuyue asked, “Did I do something wrong?”

Xie Xuezhen frowned almost imperceptibly and said, “Do I need to tell you?”

Nan Xuyue: “…”

He Xianwo laughed out loud: “Hahaha, demons do have problems with their brains. Oh no, I’m wrong, demons’ problem is that they don’t have brains. Sect Leader Xie would explain to us in detail to help us understand our situation and how to deal with it. Explain to you? Heh, should we tell you how to improve next time?”

The Demon of Obsession was also frustrated. He felt he had hidden so well but was still discovered. Xie Xuezhen should have boasted a bit more, but saying nothing at all did seem more like Xie Xuezhen’s personality.

“Nan Xuyue” took two steps back and sneered, “So what if you’ve discovered it? You’ve still fallen into my demon formation.”

Xie Xuezhen’s brow furrowed with gravity. The Demon of Obsession’s methods were insidious and very troublesome, but the one who came with him might be even harder to deal with. The Demon of Desire had been injured by Mu Xuanling before, so the Demon of Obsession’s companion was most likely the Demon of War.

The Demon of War’s power was second only to the Demon Lord, and as for that mysterious Grand Priest Sang Qi, Xie Xuezhen didn’t even know his true strength. With the wisdom of the Demons of Obsession and War, they certainly couldn’t have come up with the method of using formation talismans to plant doubt, sow obsessive thoughts in everyone’s hearts, and form a Heart Demon Formation. Sang Qi must have been behind this.

Xie Xuezhen cautiously drew his sword. “Nan Xuyue” glanced at it and smiled, “Unable to summon Juntian, your spirit aperture is indeed damaged.”

“You’re stalling for time,” Xie Xuezhen saw through the Demon of Obsession’s calculations, seeing the latter’s expression change slightly.

As time passed, doubts grew uncontrollably in everyone’s hearts. The heavier their obsessive thoughts became, the stronger the Demon of Obsession’s power would grow. The members of the Immortal Alliance would become suspicious of each other, unable to cooperate effectively, like scattered sand. This was exactly the Demon of Obsession’s goal.

“So what,” the Demon of Obsession’s smile faded as he said coldly, “I’m now possessing Nan Xuyue’s body. You can’t touch me.”

Xie Xuezhen said, “Xuantian Temple’s Heart Sutra can dispel heart demons, yet you’re so confident we can’t do anything to you. It seems your companion is indeed within Xuantian Temple.”

Hearing this, the Demon of Obsession’s face darkened further. The Immortal Alliance members simultaneously turned their gaze towards Venerable Fajian, suddenly realizing that Venerable Fajian’s eyes had turned crimson at some point. His grey hemp robe moved without wind, his sleeves billowing, as a terrifying aura surged out like a mountain flood. The surrounding tables and chairs were instantly shattered.

The people around had already moved away, except for Venerable Yinian, who didn’t retreat a step. He was struck in the chest by the spiritual power, coughing up blood, but continued to chant. A faint golden light emanated from his palm, like the rising sun, growing increasingly intense and shooting toward Venerable Fajian.

Venerable Fajian’s crimson eyes were struck by the golden light, immediately shedding tears of blood. He let out a fierce shout, and surging spiritual power once again attacked Venerable Yinian, interrupting his chant. Venerable Yinian spat blood and flew backward, crashing heavily to the ground.

Venerable Fajian opened his eyes, still streaming with blood tears, his aura climbing steadily, like a demon god descending to the world, making people tremble with fear. As a Divine Form cultivator with five hundred years of cultivation, Venerable Fajian’s strength far surpassed everyone present. Even Xie Xuezhen wasn’t confident he could defeat him. Now, Venerable Fajian’s strength seemed even greater than before, and Xie Xuezhen’s heart sank.

“It’s the Demon of War,” Duan Xiaorong’s face paled as she retreated to Fu Yuanting’s side. “The Demon of War’s battle prowess already surpasses Divine Form. Has he now possessed Venerable Fajian’s body?”

Fu Yuanting secretly clenched his fists, suppressing the fear in his heart. Since entering the Divine Form realm, he hadn’t truly fought in a long time. But looking at Venerable Fajian’s imposing aura before him, he knew he had no chance of victory. However, once fear entered his heart, it would be captured by the Demon of Obsession, and that thread of fear would grow stronger. The more afraid he became, the more he would shrink from battle and weaken.

Venerable Fajian tore off the string of beads around his neck. Eighty-one black beads floated in the air, then began to spin rapidly, colliding with each other and creating fine sparks. Everyone could only see blurred shadows, barely able to track the beads’ movements. The next moment, countless beads shot out in all directions.

Everyone used their spiritual power to create protective shields in front of them, but the power contained in those beads was so terrifying that it shattered the barriers in just a moment, striking several people in the abdomen before returning to Venerable Fajian’s side.

Xie Xuezhen saw a bead flying towards him, but in an instant, a hand grabbed his wrist, and a golden light enveloped him. The next moment, the scene before his eyes had changed.

Xie Xuezhen turned his head to look at Venerable Yinian, who was holding onto him.

“Sect Leader Xie, my Uncle Master has fallen to demonic cultivation. I have no power to stop him, and with your spirit aperture not yet recovered, I fear you’re no match for him. I could only take you away from the Hall of Righteousness first,” Venerable Yinian said, coughing up a trace of blood, his face filled with sorrow and anguish. “I never imagined Xuantian Temple would face such a calamity. How could Uncle Master be so foolish!”

“So Venerable Yinian is also skilled in transmission formations,” Xie Xuezhen’s voice was as calm and cool as ever as if nothing could surprise or frighten him.

Venerable Yinian wiped the blood from the corner of his mouth and said, “By engraving the formation on a magical tool and activating it with spiritual power, it can be triggered. But because this is only a simple transmission formation, it can’t take people very far.”

“We’re still in Yongxue City,” Xie Xuezhen sensed the familiar temperature and the scent carried by the wind. “You’ve gone to such lengths to bring me here, surely there must be something you want me to see.”

Venerable Yinian’s gaze gradually grew cold: “Sect Leader Xie doesn’t seem surprised.”

“There were two people from the Xuantian Temple present. I had no reason to suspect only Venerable Fajian and not be suspicious of you at all,” Xie Xuezhen said calmly.

Venerable Yinian smiled, then suddenly struck out with his palm towards Xie Xuezhen’s chest. Xie Xuezhen raised his sword to block, but couldn’t withstand Venerable Yinian’s full-force attack. His body was forced back several yards, his expression changing slightly as a trace of blood seeped from the corner of his mouth.

Venerable Yinian clasped his hands together, his face seemingly kind and benevolent, and said slowly, “Your spirit aperture indeed hasn’t recovered. Since you’ve guessed it, it doesn’t matter anymore.”
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Snow fell urgently, thick clouds and blizzard obscuring the light. The valley was shrouded in an eerie, gloomy atmosphere.

A tall figure emerged from the snowstorm, each step causing the earth to shake and mountains to tremble.

“So, as I said, you’re being too cautious,” the voice was hoarse yet resounding, penetrating through the blizzard’s barrier. “It’s just a weakened Xie Xuechen.”

One-Thought Venerable replied, “After all, he is Sect Leader Xie. I must show him sufficient respect.”

Xie Xuechen stood gripping his sword, his tall figure amidst the snowstorm like an unsheathed blade.

“It was you who set up the teleportation array, bringing Infatuation Demon and Battle Demon into Snow-Embracing City,” Xie Xuechen coldly gazed at One-Thought Venerable. “Someone thoughtful enough to use left-handed writing to disguise their true handwriting would anticipate its discovery. So, the person whose left-handed writing matches the array symbols is not the true array setter. However, someone who has lived closely with him for a hundred years could easily mimic his left-handed writing.”

One-Thought Venerable nodded slightly, “I see. Sect Leader Xie has suspected me for a while.”

“The real Nan Xuyue wouldn’t have missed this point either,” Xie Xuechen continued, “But he didn’t mention it.”

One-Thought Venerable suddenly realized, “So he exposed himself as well.”

“Since Battle Demon is here, the one possessing Venerable Fajian must be Infatuation Demon,” Xie Xuechen looked at the towering giant who had walked to One-Thought Venerable’s side. “The real Battle Demon’s abilities are pure and powerful, solely focused on killing.”

Battle Demon grinned at Xie Xuechen, revealing sharp fangs. His deep voice slowly said, “Only those incapable of killing an enemy in one strike would resort to such convoluted tricks. Sect Leader Xie understands this best.”

Xie Xuechen said, “Given Venerable Fajian’s cultivation level, it would have taken Infatuation Demon more than a brief moment to successfully possess him. So, One-Thought Venerable must have made his move on Venerable Fajian last night.”

One-Thought Venerable didn’t deny it. He nodded with a slight smile, “Last night while discussing the Dao with my senior uncle, our paths diverged. He wanted to extinguish my Dao and harbored thoughts of killing and regret. But I was prepared. I restrained him with an array, allowing Infatuation Demon to ambush him, gradually controlling his inner demons until successfully possessing him this morning.”

“Controlling Nan Xuyue wasn’t part of your plan. He’s just an ordinary person,” Xie Xuechen said.

“Indeed, but the moment he stepped into the Hall of Righteousness, the Inner Demon Array was triggered,” One-Thought Venerable sighed slightly. “Master Nan may seem open and aboveboard, but who knew his thoughts were so heavy? His obsession was so intense that Infatuation Demon instinctively shifted targets and controlled Master Nan instead.”

Xie Xuechen was puzzled about what Nan Xuyue’s obsession could be, but now wasn’t the time to delve into it. He quickly dismissed the thought.

“You stirred up doubts among the Immortal Alliance members, turning them into scattered sand. You possessed Venerable Fajian to incite internal strife within the Alliance. Then you lured me away from the center of the vortex, having Battle Demon assist you in killing me,” Xie Xuechen laid out Sang Qi’s strategy piece by piece. “Sang Qi wants to eliminate the entire Immortal Alliance in one fell swoop.”

One-Thought Venerable said, “Senior Uncle is the strongest cultivator in the Immortal Alliance after Sect Leader Xie. Without uniting, the others stand no chance against him.”

Xie Xuechen said, “Infatuation Demon merely wants the Immortal Alliance to destroy itself. Whether Venerable Fajian wins or loses, lives or dies is irrelevant.”

“Sect Leader Xie is indeed perceptive,” One-Thought Venerable smiled slightly. “But weren’t you above explaining things to your enemies? Why tell me all this?”

Xie Xuechen slowly released the sword in his hand, embedding it into the rock, unmovable.

“Naturally, it’s because I too needed to buy time,” Xie Xuechen said.

One-Thought Venerable and Battle Demon were both startled. They saw that three zhang away, where Xie Xuechen stood amidst the blizzard, the snowfall suddenly froze in mid-air as if time had instantly stopped. Through the thick snow, they saw a handsome, cold face with bright, sharp phoenix eyes. The red light in his brow suddenly brightened. In the next moment, the snow around him surged outward in a vortex. The powerful spiritual energy fluctuation caused heaven and earth to change color. A dazzling light, rivaling the Golden Crow, pierced through the snow’s shroud. Sharp sword energy shot straight into the sky, unstoppable!

“Jun Tian!” One-Thought Venerable’s face changed drastically, taking half a step back.

“His divine aperture has recovered?” Battle Demon recalled Xie Xuechen wielding Jun Tian in the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation, with his world-destroying sword intent. For a moment, his heart faltered, but soon it ignited an even greater battle spirit within him.

Battle Demon knew no fear; he only knew killing and fighting. The strength made his demonic energy boil, and encountering strength made him even stronger!

Battle Demon grinned widely, pulling out two battle axes from his back, his eyes glowing with bloodthirst.

“As expected of the First Sword Cultivator’s spiritual power. This kind of killing is truly exhilarating!”

One-Thought Venerable realized he had been tricked. His usually kind face was now shadowed. “Sect Leader Xie isn’t so easily dealt with.”

“Back then, I was suppressed by the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation, that’s why I lost to him. Now I’m stronger than I was in the Formation, while he…” Battle Demon narrowed his eyes, “It seems he hasn’t fully recovered yet.”

From within the snowstorm came Xie Xuechen’s cold voice: “But it’s more than enough to kill you.”

Before his words faded, Jun Tian was already before their eyes.

The intense spiritual energy fluctuation in the Hall of Righteousness shook the entire city. Countless cultivators rushed over, witnessing the spectacular, colorful spiritual energy clashing in mid-air. They knew it was a battle between Fashen, far beyond their ability to intervene, and could only stay as far away as possible.

When Mu Xuanling arrived at the Hall of Righteousness, it was already in ruins. She found the unconscious Nan Xuyue among the debris and quickly revived him.

Nan Xuyue hadn’t suffered any external injuries. After Infatuation Demon possessed Venerable Fajian, it had relinquished control over him. Being possessed by a demon god, even for a brief moment, was extremely damaging to an ordinary person’s body. Nan Xuyue’s face was pale, his limbs felt as heavy as lead, and his body was ice-cold. He only remembered following Xie Xuechen into the Hall of Righteousness; everything after that was a blank.

“Master Nan, it’s too dangerous here. Let me take you away first.”

Seeing his condition, Mu Xuanling immediately recognized the symptoms of demonic possession. She supported Nan Xuyue with her shoulder, helping him away from the battle’s epicenter. Nan Xuyue leaned half his body on Mu Xuanling, slowly regaining some strength.

Fu Lansheng, who had rushed over upon hearing the news, saw Mu Xuanling supporting the ashen-faced Nan Xuyue and was startled. He hurried over to help.

“What happened?” Fu Lansheng took over supporting Nan Xuyue, holding his arm. “My father and the others are besieging Venerable Fajian, while Sect Leader Xie and One-Thought Venerable are nowhere to be seen.”

Nan Xuyue thought for a moment and said, “I was possessed by a demon earlier and lost all memory of what happened. But from the current situation, it seems highly likely that One-Thought Venerable is a demonic spy who has taken Sect Leader Xie away.”

“Then he’s lost,” Mu Xuanling smiled faintly. “At this moment, Xie Xuechen is the invincible Sect Leader Xie.”

She had administered the medicine herself and knew exactly when its effects would wear off. Xie Xuechen knew this too, which is why he allowed One-Thought Venerable to take him away, to see what other traps the enemy had prepared.

Fu Lansheng anxiously watched the fierce battle in the sky, where his parents were among the combatants. But a battle at that level was beyond the intervention of a small Golden Core cultivator like him, even with countless magical artifacts at his disposal. He couldn’t influence the outcome of this battle.

Mu Xuanling, who was very familiar with the Three Demon Gods, quickly assessed the situation in the sky and said, “Venerable Fajian has been possessed by Infatuation Demon, and the others have fallen into Infatuation Demon’s Inner Demon Array.”

Fu Lansheng, knowing nothing about Infatuation Demon, looked at Mu Xuanling in confusion.

“Infatuation Demon’s method is to find the obsession in people’s hearts, plant a seed, and let it grow over time. The stronger the obsession, the faster it blooms. Infatuation Demon can draw power from others’ obsessions, and once the obsession in someone’s heart matures, they can be possessed by Infatuation Demon at any time,” Mu Xuanling’s expression was grave. “So even if we defeat the possessed Venerable Fajian, Infatuation Demon can still possess someone else.”

Fu Lansheng urgently asked, “Then is there any way to defeat the Infatuation Demon?”

Under the group assault, Venerable Fajian was already heavily injured. His defeat was only a matter of time, but the others had also paid a considerable price, all visibly wounded and their auras significantly weakened. Mu Xuanling furrowed her brow, contemplating countermeasures.

“Only the Prajna Sutra from Xuantian Temple has exorcism techniques. The Prajna Sutra can illuminate the mind and reveal one’s true nature, restoring the self and dispelling the influence of inner demons, leaving the Infatuation Demon nowhere to hide. But now Venerable Fajian is under control, and One-Thought Venerable is a traitor…” Mu Xuanling said helplessly, “We can only try to capture Infatuation Demon in the fleeting moment it leaves Venerable Fajian’s body upon his defeat. But that window of opportunity is extremely brief and hard to seize.”

There was another method – her Judgment Vine. This divine artifact, created by Sang Qi, was the nemesis of demonic beings. Once bound by the vine, even the Three Demon Gods would find it extremely difficult to escape, at least for a short while. But in the face of powerful enemies, exposing even a moment’s weakness could be fatal.

However, Mu Xuanling couldn’t act. If she did, her identity would be exposed.

The battle between the Fashen was nearing its end. The Dust of the World enveloped Venerable Fajian’s body, and a golden light pierced through his chest. But this alone wasn’t enough to kill a Fashen. Venerable Fajian revealed an eerie smile and a golden pearl appeared before him, spinning and emitting a dazzling golden light.

Everyone’s expressions changed. Someone shouted, “Not good, he’s going to self-destruct his Golden Core!”

If a Fashen’s Golden Core self-destructed, half of Snow-Embracing City would be obliterated!

One-Thought Venerable watched the scene before him, his face ashen.

He hadn’t expected Battle Demon’s defeat to come so swiftly. Jun Tian’s sword transformed into thousands, and with one move of Jade Palace Sky Breaking, it dispersed the gloomy haze covering the sky, forcefully tearing a huge gap in the thick cloud layer. Thousands of small golden swords floated with a golden light, their momentum like a rainbow, grinding Battle Demon into countless specks of dust.

Xie Xuechen extended his hand, and the fine golden light surged towards his palm, reforming into a golden long sword.

No wonder he could secure the position of Sect Leader of the Immortal Alliance at the age of twenty-five — One-Thought Venerable thought dazedly.

A few years ago, when the Immortal Alliance changed leadership, Venerable Fajian had been the most popular candidate. His virtue was respected, and his cultivation was unfathomable. However, on the day of the election, he voluntarily withdrew. He said that in terms of firmness of Dao’s heart, he was no match for Xie Xuechen, and in terms of cultivation strength, he was even less of a match.

One-Thought Venerable wasn’t convinced in his heart. How could his senior uncle admit defeat without even fighting? Xie Xuechen was only twenty-five years old and had ascended to FaShen Shust a few years ago. Even if he was born with ten apertures, how could he compare to a five-hundred-year-old Fashen?

— Sect Leader Xie’s Dao heart is unblemished, and his sword heart is pure, while I already have mixed thoughts. I’m not worthy of the position.

Venerable Fajian had closed his wise eyes.

But One-Thought Venerable couldn’t resign himself to it.

Xie Xuechen came before him, his phoenix eyes clear and sharp, as if seeing through One-Thought Venerable’s thoughts.

One-Thought Venerable let out a long sigh, giving up resistance: “Sect Leader Xie doesn’t kill me because you want me to exorcise Infatuation Demon from my senior uncle, right?”

“This is your last chance,” Xie Xuechen said.

Xie Xuechen grabbed One-Thought Venerable’s arm, and their figures suddenly disappeared from the spot, flying towards Snow-Embracing City.

The spiritual energy fluctuations from the Fashen battle could be sensed from a hundred li away. Xie Xuechen’s gaze sharpened, his speed increasing again. Several figures appeared in his line of sight, confronting each other in mid-air. Suddenly, a massive and terrifying aura rose, as if brewing an earth-shattering event.

Xie Xuechen released One-Thought Venerable, his right hand forming a sword seal. Jun Tian rose, transforming into a rain of swords that flew down like a torrent, forging an airtight cage that tightly bound that dark golden, terrifying aura.

Simultaneously, a purple whip shadow, swift as lightning, entwined around the gray figure in mid-air.

A thunderous boom was heard in the sky, and everyone within a hundred li simultaneously blacked out and fell to the ground. Even those with cultivation couldn’t help but fall to their knees, their chests violently pounding, expressions of shock beyond words.

— This was the power of a Fashen’s self-destruction!

But this wasn’t the full power of a Fashen’s self-destruction. The true self-destruction was contained by the golden cage Xie Xuechen had forged with all his spiritual power. Jun Tian’s sword had blocked seventy percent of this strike’s power, while Xie Xuechen had taken on almost all of it himself.

He tightly clenched his trembling fist, swallowing the sweet taste in his throat.

The various sect leaders besieging Venerable Fajian were well-prepared and weren’t much affected. Duan Xiaorong, seeing Xie Xuechen’s return, let out a sigh of relief and immediately turned to find her son. Seeing that he had used a top-grade protective magical artifact to create a barrier, likely unaffected by the self-destruction force, she finally relaxed.

Xie Xuechen’s figure flashed, darting to Venerable Fajian’s side and bringing him down to the ground. He was tightly bound by a purple demonic vine, his eyes revealing terror.

One-Thought Venerable came to their side, and the others also gathered around.

Fu Yuanting spoke first: “Welcome back, Sect Leader!”

If Venerable Fajian’s self-destruction had succeeded earlier, these people would have hardly survived. Xie Xuechen had single-handedly blocked everything, saving half the city’s population and their lives. Everyone felt grateful.

Even Su Ningzhen’s face showed some genuine respect and fear. This was the first time she had seen Xie Xuechen display his full power. She suddenly understood how monstrous a genius born with ten apertures was. At just twenty-five, he had such awe-inspiring cultivation. In another hundred years, what would he become? Was there a realm beyond Fashen?

Xie Xuechen nodded slightly to everyone, then turned to look at Venerable Fajian possessed by Infatuation Demon, his phoenix eyes filled with cold killing intent: “You dared to detonate Venerable Fajian’s Golden Core.”

He had used his fastest speed, yet was still a step too late.

Infatuation Demon struggled fiercely, his heart filled with fear and confusion. Why was he bound by the Judgment Vine? Why did the Holy Maiden help the human cultivators?

Everyone also saw the strange demonic vine on him, wriggling as if alive. The vine had both demonic and monstrous energy, but no one thought it was a demon or monster that had stopped Infatuation Demon. They assumed it was Xie Xuechen’s or One-Thought Venerable’s technique.

Xie Xuechen said to One-Thought Venerable: “Use the Prajna Sutra to exorcise the Infatuation Demon.”

One-Thought Venerable nodded, putting his palms together and chanting. A golden light gradually rose from his palms, enveloping Venerable Fajian. Where the golden light touched, faint black smoke rose. Infatuation Demon let out painful cries, a black shadow appearing, trying to leave Venerable Fajian’s body but bound by the purple vine, screaming continuously. At this moment, the purple vine gently trembled, releasing its restraint and disappearing.

A ball of golden light transformed into chains, pulling Infatuation Demon out of Venerable Fajian’s body and firmly locking him.

Venerable Fajian’s eyes regained clarity, but his aura was extremely weak. His Golden Core had exploded, and now he was barely clinging to life, like a candle flame about to go out.

One-Thought Venerable knelt before Venerable Fajian, kowtowed, and gently supported him.

“Senior Uncle.” Seeing Venerable Fajian’s dying state, One-Thought Venerable couldn’t help but show remorse and pain.

Venerable Fajian struggled to raise his withered hand, placing it on One-Thought Venerable’s shoulder. His old, hoarse voice slowly said, “One-Thought… I never doubted you because your aura was clean. This shows that you have no guilt about your actions; you were following your Dao’s heart.”

“It’s just that… your path was wrong…” Venerable Fajian sighed weakly. “Fortunately, with Sect Leader Xie here, you haven’t committed… an irredeemable mistake…”

He Xianwo coldly looked at One-Thought Venerable and said, “Xuantian Temple has always helped those in need and been respected. I don’t know why One-Thought Venerable turned to evil.”

One-Thought Venerable said dejectedly, “Because I discovered that evil can never be completely eradicated.”

Su Ningzhen snorted, “Everyone knows that.”

One-Thought Venerable said, “Evil is born from human hearts. Trying to eliminate evil will instead give birth to the demon of killing, leading to more and more killing.”

Su Ningzhen mocked, “So because you can’t kill them all, you joined the demon race?”

One-Thought Venerable ignored He Xianwo’s sarcasm and shook his head, “I believe that to truly expel the demon race, one must cultivate meditation. Of all the methods in the world, only the Prajna Sutra has the effect of exorcising demons. This shows that Heaven has bestowed a great task upon our Xuantian Temple.”

He Xianwo said, “So you colluded with the demon race, thinking that by eliminating Sect Leader Xie, you could become the sect leader yourself, expand Xuantian Temple’s influence, and make everyone in the world join Xuantian Temple?”

One-Thought Venerable said, “No, I wanted my senior uncle to become the sect leader.”

He Xianwo said, “When he refused, you let Infatuation Demon possess him?”

Fu Yuanting frowned and said, “This is absurd. I’m afraid the first person controlled by Infatuation Demon was you.”

One-Thought Venerable trembled at these words, his eyes becoming unfocused: “Was I… the first to be corrupted?”

He believed he wasn’t wrong. If everyone in the world practiced meditation and goodness and learned the Prajna Sutra, then naturally there would be no more demons. It’s just that to achieve his Dao, some sacrifices were always necessary. If Senior Uncle Fajian was unwilling to take on the responsibility of saving the world, then he had to shoulder it alone.

Xie Xuechen observed the changes in One-Thought Venerable’s eyes, knowing he was deeply corrupted.

“Some of what One-Thought Venerable says is correct,” Xie Xuechen said.

Everyone looked at him in surprise.

Xie Xuechen slowly said, “Demons are born from the heart; they are the shadows of humans. However, shadows exist because we stand in the sunlight. When the Golden Crow rises in the east and sets in the west, shadows are long; when the sun is directly overhead, shadows are short. The true method of eliminating demons is not to kill them or practice meditation, but to create a glorious era. When the seas are calm and rivers clear, when everyone lives in peace, inner demons will have no place to take root.”

After hearing Xie Xuechen’s words, everyone fell into deep thought.

Venerable Fajian looked at Xie Xuechen with a smile, his voice trembling: “Sect Leader Xie’s Dao is the righteous path that I sought for five hundred years.”

He Xianwo sighed, “But how difficult it is.”

“The righteous path has always been rough and muddy; those who walk it must do so alone,” Venerable Fajian let out a long sigh, his eyes gradually becoming cloudy. “With Sect Leader Xie in this world, I can depart in peace. Xuantian Temple has committed a great mistake, and we submit to the Immortal Alliance’s judgment. Our temple is willing to hand over the Prajna Sutra technique; whether one joins the temple or not, it can be practiced free of charge.”

“Senior Uncle…” One-Thought Venerable wept silently, “This disciple knows his mistake.”

However, Venerable Fajian could no longer respond.

All cultivators bowed in silent mourning, bidding farewell to a great sage of the generation.

“Heh heh heh heh…” The bound Infatuation Demon let out an unpleasant laugh. Su Ningzhen, quick-tempered, lashed out with her Dust of the World at his face.

Infatuation Demon’s head was knocked to one side, then slowly turned back.

“What are you laughing at?” Su Ningzhen said coldly.

Infatuation Demon laughed, “I’m laughing at you righteous cultivators, with your false emotions. On the surface, you’re open and aboveboard, but underneath, you’re full of filth.”

“What nonsense are you spouting!” Su Ningzhen raised her Dust of the World to strike again but was stopped by He Xianwo.

“That’s right, don’t hit me. Hitting me makes you look guilty,” Infatuation Demon cackled. “Others will say you’re trying to silence me.”

Su Ningzhen angrily withdrew her dust whip: “This demon is best at manipulating people’s hearts. What’s there to listen to?”

An excited smile appeared on Infatuation Demon’s strange face: “Anyway, falling into your hands, I didn’t expect to leave alive. But I still have one thing to say: among you, there’s still another person secretly communicating with the demon race.”

Everyone’s expressions tensed as they demanded sternly: “Who is it!”
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Chimou’s gaze swept across the faces before him, finally landing on Xie Xuechen.

“It’s your respected Sect Leader, Xie,” Chimou said.

“Nonsense,” Fu Yuanting frowned. “You’re trying to sow discord within the Immortal Alliance.”

Xie Xuechen stared coldly at Chimou. Under that piercing phoenix gaze, Chimou felt a chill run through him and turned away, unable to meet Xie Xuechen’s eyes directly.

“I’m not lying,” Chimou said. “What bound me earlier was a magical tool of our demon race called the Judgment Vine. It’s a unique artifact crafted by our Great Priest for the Holy Maiden’s use, specifically designed to subdue demons.”

He Xianwo chuckled, “How amusing. Why would your Great Priest create a tool specifically meant to subdue demons?”

Chimou had never considered this question before. He hesitated, stumbling over his words, “It’s… it’s used to punish disobedient demons…”

Those disobedient demons had all been refined into demon pills by the Judgment Vine.

“Earlier, when Sect Leader Xie escaped from the demon realm, he took the Holy Maiden hostage,” Chimou added. “If you don’t believe me, you can ask Sect Leader Xie yourself.”

All eyes turned to Xie Xuechen.

Standing among the crowd, Xie Xuechen cut a proud yet solitary figure in his white robes.

“It’s true,” he nodded slightly.

The crowd was shocked. Chimou laughed triumphantly, “See? I didn’t lie. Your Sect Leader has been in secret communication with our demon race’s Holy Maiden. Hahaha!”

Xie Xuechen slowly moved forward, step by step, until he stood before Chimou. Chimou’s laughter seemed to be choked off by an invisible hand, stopping abruptly. The smile on his face hadn’t yet faded when it transformed into fear, making him look both strange and comical.

“Sangqi taught you to say these things, didn’t he?” Xie Xuechen’s icy voice said. “The demon race isn’t clever enough to come up with this on their own.”

Chimou’s pupils constricted, his body freezing up.

Indeed, those words had been taught to him by Sangqi through a sound-transmitting conch.

However, one person had an even stronger reaction – Su Ningzhen. Her hand gripping the Worldly Dust Whisk began to tremble uncontrollably, veins bulging on the back of her hand as her breathing quickened. She gritted her teeth and said, “Sangqi…”

Xie Xuechen glanced at her. Su Ningzhen stepped closer, demanding of Chimou, “Where is Sangqi?!”

Chimou replied, “The Great Priest naturally commands from the rear. He wouldn’t come here himself.”

Su Ningzhen laughed coldly, “That coward! Who is this Holy Maiden you speak of?”

“The Holy Maiden is the Great Priest’s disciple,” Chimou said. “Like the Great Priest, she’s half-demon. Hehe, our Holy Maiden is unparalleled in beauty. I suppose even Sect Leader Xie couldn’t resist her charms.”

Su Ningzhen suddenly recalled a person – that mortal woman who resembled Gao Qiuyun somewhat, but whose beauty could be described as nation-toppling. No wonder Gao Qiuyun had mentioned sensing a demonic aura from her several times. That woman was indeed peculiar! But what Su Ningzhen hadn’t anticipated was that this person’s identity was Sangqi’s disciple!

Su Ningzhen abruptly opened her six senses and seven apertures, sensing Mu Xuanling’s location. In the next moment, her figure vanished from its original spot, flying towards Mu Xuanling. Su Ningzhen suddenly appeared before Mu Xuanling. When Mu Xuanling had used the Judgment Vine earlier, she had already prepared herself mentally for being discovered. She quickly retreated, avoiding Su Ningzhen’s first strike. Su Ningzhen immediately lashed out with the Worldly Dust Whisk, attacking Mu Xuanling’s face, but her attack was blocked by a sword, forcefully deflected.

Su Ningzhen’s eyes were bloodshot, her hatred evident. She looked at Xie Xuechen who had stepped in front of Mu Xuanling, and said through gritted teeth, “So Sect Leader Xie is indeed protecting that demon woman.”

Xie Xuechen had blocked Su Ningzhen’s path with his Juntiansword.

“She just saved you all by binding Chimou with the purple vine,” Xie Xuechen said coldly. “If not for that, Chimou would have already possessed one of you.”

Su Ningzhen was very wary of Xie Xuechen. She was now deeply aware of the gap between them, but she still couldn’t easily let Sangqi’s disciple go.

“Half-demons are cunning, and demons are cruel. Who knows what their true intentions are? This apparent rescue could be a ruse hiding ulterior motives!” Su Ningzhen said angrily. “Sect Leader Xie, as the leader of the Immortal Alliance, how can you be so easily deceived by demons and monsters?!”

The onlookers who had rushed over frowned secretly upon hearing Su Ningzhen speak so disrespectfully to Xie Xuechen.

Gao Qiuyun had also arrived after hearing the news. She heard Su Ningzhen’s words and saw Mu Xuanling hiding behind Xie Xuechen.

“Master, she is a demon…” Gao Qiuyun said resentfully. “I didn’t wrongly accuse her!”

Mu Xuanling coldly surveyed her surroundings. She somewhat regretted intervening earlier – whether these people lived or died was none of her concern. She had only acted to prevent these weaklings from causing trouble for Xie Xuechen.

Mu Xuanling removed the jade bracelet artifact from her wrist, giving up on concealing her aura. Immediately, the qi of a half-demon and the aura of the demon race were exposed to everyone present.

“What Chimou said is true…” Fu Yuanting’s eyes flickered as he began to calculate inwardly how to speak and act in a way that would most benefit the Bixiao Palace.

He Xianwo was merely surprised. He didn’t discriminate against half-demons, and although the young woman before them had the aura of demons and monsters, it wasn’t turbid. She probably wasn’t a vicious and cruel demon.

The most intense reaction came from the Mirror Flower Valley.

Su Ningzhen’s attitude was resolute: “Sect Leader Xie, this half-demon is Sangqi’s disciple. She must be killed without mercy!”

Xie Xuechen said, “She saved my life.”

Su Ningzhen retorted, “Her kindness is false. She has ulterior motives for approaching you. We absolutely cannot trust her!”

Xie Xuechen said, “She has never killed anyone.”

Gao Qiuyun shook her head and shouted, “No, she wanted to kill me!” She recognized the figure before her and gnashed her teeth, “Master, the demon woman who tried to kill me in Xiao City was her. At that time…”

Gao Qiuyun’s words trailed off abruptly.

At that time, a man with a sword had stopped this demon woman. That man had no spiritual power, so he shouldn’t have been able to stop her.

That figure slowly overlapped with the person standing before her now, completely matching.

Gao Qiuyun’s face gradually paled as many images flashed through her mind.

— Sect Leader Xie truly cares for this demon woman.

— She shouldn’t have run away at that time.

Su Ningzhen had no interest in Gao Qiuyun’s thoughts at the moment. She only needed to know one thing: Mu Xuanling had killing intent. A half-demon sorceress who would kill must die! Moreover, she was Sangqi’s disciple.

Su Ningzhen said, “Sect Leader Xie, the Immortal Alliance is not yours alone. If you insist on your way, I’ll have no choice but to request a council to decide this demon woman’s fate!”

Fu Yuanting quickly stepped in to mediate, smiling as he said, “It’s just a demon woman. Why is Valley Master Su so angry?”

Su Ningzhen glared at him coldly: “Half-demons are evil. Elder Fajian was schemed against by the demon race and died, his body not yet cold. And here you are speaking for the demon race’s Holy Maiden. Shouldn’t her life be taken in exchange for Elder Fajian’s?”

Duan Xiaorong, seeing her husband being pushed around by Su Ningzhen, immediately stood up to defend him: “Valley Master Su, that’s not how we should look at it. Elder Fajian’s death has another culprit; not just anyone’s life can compensate for it. Sect Leader Xie also has a point. If this demon woman saved the Sect Leader’s life, we can’t simply put her to death. Besides, the urgent matter at hand is dealing with Elder Yinian and Chimou.”

By now, Su Ningzhen had somewhat calmed the rage in her chest. After regaining her composure, she withdrew her whisk and said coldly, “Fine, but this demon woman can’t be let off easily. Her powers should be sealed, and she should be imprisoned in the dungeons.”

Mu Xuanling looked towards Xie Xuechen’s back. After a moment, Xie Xuechen nodded slightly.

Back in his room, the moment Xie Xuechen closed the door, he could no longer suppress the injuries boiling in his chest. A mouthful of hot blood spurted out, staining half the door panel red.

He leaned against the door, half-kneeling on the ground, his face whiter than snow.

Elder Fajian was considered the foremost in Dharma manifestation, with incredibly deep cultivation. The power of his self-destruction was not something that could be easily blocked. Xie Xuechen had resisted with the power of his primordial spirit, and the Juntian sword had shared half the force. If not for this, he would have perished on the spot.

Blocking Su Ningzhen’s strike earlier had been the last of his strength. If Su Ningzhen had persisted and attacked again, he might not have been able to stop her. He could only temporarily inconvenience Mu Xuanling.

Xie Xuechen struggled back to his bed, circulating the Jade Threshold Scripture to regulate his qi.

— The righteous path has always been muddy and arduous; those who walk it must do so alone.

He had long known his path and had long prepared to walk it alone.

Xie Xuechen closed his eyes, let out a long breath, and silently made a decision.

A decision that might change the Three Realms.

It was well known that Su Ningzhen despised demons and monsters, but this was the first time Gao Qiuyun had seen her so enraged, nearly unable to contain her spiritual power. Gao Qiuyun even suspected that Chimou might still be influencing her mind.

“Master, are you alright?” Gao Qiuyun asked carefully.

But Su Ningzhen seemed not to have heard her words. She was immersed in her own emotions, the whites of her eyes tinged red, her hand gripping the Worldly Dust Whisk trembling slightly.

“Kill her… No, we can’t kill her easily. We must make Sangqi pay the price.”

Gao Qiuyun heard Su Ningzhen mention Sangqi’s name. She knew Sangqi was half-demon, the Great Priest of the demon race. This half-demon was mysterious and powerful, the true leader of the demon race. Since becoming Su Ningzhen’s disciple, she has deeply felt Su Ningzhen’s hatred for half-demons.

No, it should be said that it was hatred for Sangqi. Any mention of Sangqi, even the slightest word, would provoke an extreme reaction from her. Let alone Sangqi’s disciple standing right before her.

Gao Qiuyun despised and even feared Mu Xuanling’s existence, but she couldn’t match the level of hatred her master harbored. Why did Master hate Sangqi so much?

“Master?” Gao Qiuyun called out softly, stepping forward to support Su Ningzhen’s arm. “You’re badly injured. You should return to bed and meditate to recover.”

Su Ningzhen finally came to her senses and turned to look at Gao Qiuyun.

“Qiuyun, tell me again in detail about your encounter with that demon woman. Don’t omit anything!” Su Ningzhen said sternly.

Gao Qiuyun was somewhat afraid of Su Ningzhen’s current state. She swallowed hard, trying to control the tremor in her voice as she slowly recounted, “That day, I was following secret orders to search near Xiao City when I accidentally obtained a treasure-sniffing rat. But I was ambushed and injured, letting the rat escape. My junior brothers, sisters, and I saw a couple in a guest room at the inn. I suspected they were in disguise, but not knowing their background, I didn’t expose them on the spot. Instead, I secretly set up a Six-Petaled Flower-Crushing Formation.”

Su Ningzhen nodded slightly upon hearing this: “You were cautious enough.”

Gao Qiuyun continued, “At midnight, that demon woman indeed revealed her true form. She was trapped by my Six-Petaled Flower-Crushing Formation, but unexpectedly, her strength was too great. She broke the formation with one move and tried to kill us. Fortunately, the man traveling with her stepped in to stop her.”

“What was that man’s strength?” Su Ningzhen asked, puzzled. “Was he human, demon, or monster?”

Gao Qiuyun hesitated for a moment before answering honestly, “He was human, but he had no spiritual power.”

“An ordinary person without spiritual power couldn’t possibly stop a demon woman.” Su Ningzhen had barely finished speaking when she realized the truth, her face suddenly darkening. “It was Sect Leader Xie. His divine aperture was sealed before, and he had lost all his powers.”

Gao Qiuyun lowered her head in silence. So Sect Leader Xie’s divine aperture had been sealed before, but this was a secret of the Immortal Alliance, and her master had never told her. If she had known this earlier, she would have guessed Mu Xuanling’s identity sooner.

“Even with his powers lost, Sect Leader Xie couldn’t have been a match for the demon woman, unless she held back,” Su Ningzhen furrowed her brow.

“Master, they traveled to Yongxue City together,” Gao Qiuyun recalled encountering Nan Xuyue and Mu Xuanling at the gate that day. “Master Nan also knew about it. He was also covering up for that demon woman’s identity.”

“So this is the life-saving grace Sect Leader Xie spoke of.” Su Ningzhen laughed coldly. “I understand now.”

Gao Qiuyun looked at Su Ningzhen in confusion: “What do you understand, Master?”

Su Ningzhen’s face bore a mocking expression: “Half-demons are best at bewitching people’s hearts. Sangqi wants this demon woman to get close to Sect Leader Xie, using this to disrupt his cultivation.”

Gao Qiumin, however, felt there was a flaw in this reasoning: “But Sect Leader Xie was already in the hands of the demon race, trapped in the Melting Abyss. Why would he need to go to such lengths?”

“What do you know!” Su Ningzhen interrupted her. “Sang Qi is a crafty and vicious man who delights in toying with people’s hearts.” Su Ningzhen gritted her teeth, and in her agitation, she slammed her palm on the table, shattering it and startling Gao Qiumin into taking half a step back.

“Master…”

“He is the mortal enemy of our Mirror Flower Valley, a feud that cannot be settled under the same sky! I will not let him go, nor will I spare that demoness!”

Gao Qiumin stared at Su Ningzhen in shock, an almost absurd guess flashing through her mind, which she then blurted out: “Master, did Sang Qi… deceive you?”

“Nonsense!” Su Ningzhen angrily rebuked, “How could a lowly half-demon be worthy of touching someone from Mirror Flower Valley?”

“But you…” Your hatred is too intense.

Su Ningzhen said through gritted teeth: “You must hate him, you must! It was he who massacred Bright Moon Manor, and he who killed your mother!”

Gao Qiumin recalled that blood-soaked night when the vast manor turned into a sea of flames. Everywhere was filled with the howls of demons and the wails of the dying. She was carried on someone’s back, fleeing the manor, with demons in hot pursuit. A white-clad youth descended from the sky like a divine being, vanquishing evil with a single sword strike.

Of course, she hated Sang Qi, but that person was too mysterious and powerful to be a target of revenge she could presume to take on now.

Moreover…

Gao Qiumin was somewhat confused. Hadn’t her mother died in childbirth?

Mu Xuanling, Yi Nian Zunzhe, and Chi Mo were imprisoned in three separate cells. The dungeon of Embracing Snow City was deep within the mountain, never seeing daylight. The four walls were hard and inscribed with layer upon layer of magical runes, making it difficult even for demons to escape.

The stone room was simple and crude, with nothing but a pile of straw that could be called a bed. Torches hung on the corridor walls outside, their light only illuminating a corner of the cell. Mu Xuanling sat hugging her knees, her whole body shrouded in shadow.

After yesterday’s demonic energy dispersion and invasion, her body was very weak, merely putting up a strong front. Now her head began to throb dully again, preventing her from thinking clearly about ways to escape.

A rustling sound came from the corridor, the noise of shoe soles scraping against the ground. Mu Xuanling lifted her heavy eyelids slightly to see an elongated shadow cast on the ground outside the cell.

Soon, the owner of that shadow stood outside the cell.

It was Gao Qiumin.

Gao Qiumin opened her palm, using spiritual power to unlock the magical array, and walked into the cell.

Mu Xuanling closed her eyes again, slightly furrowing her brow as she endured the throbbing pain in her temples.

Gao Qiumin thought this was Mu Xuanling deliberately ignoring her, and anger surged in her heart. She sneered, “You’ve framed me time and again. Did you ever think you’d become a prisoner one day?”

Mu Xuanling didn’t want to bother with her. She sat leaning against the wall with her knees drawn up, appearing somewhat lazily comfortable to others, seemingly unconcerned about her situation.

She didn’t care. She had spent seven years in the demon realm without seeing daylight, and even before those seven years, she had suffered all kinds of hardships. This environment was quite good for her.

“I hear your name is Mu Xuanling,” Gao Qiumin stepped closer, looking down at Mu Xuanling. “You’re the personal disciple of the Demon Grand Priest Sang Qi. You must know him very well.”

Hearing Sang Qi’s name, Mu Xuanling’s eyebrows twitched slightly. She looked up at Gao Qiumin with some surprise and said slowly, “I just remembered, it was he who led the army to destroy Bright Moon Manor.”

Gao Qiumin’s breathing quickened: “Were you there too?”

Mu Xuanling tilted her head, thought for a moment, and revealed an ambiguous smile: “I was.”

Gao Qiumin drew her Spring Birth Sword, its cold, sharp tip pointing directly at Mu Xuanling: “Then I have even more reason not to let you go!”

“You weren’t planning to let me go anyway,” Mu Xuanling was completely unfazed by the threat before her. “But you’d better understand one thing: even if I’m to die, it won’t be at your hands.”

Gao Qiumin’s hand trembled slightly with anger: “Master was right, half-demons are all lowly creatures!”

“Heh.” Mu Xuanling lazily rolled her eyes. “Isn’t that how you human cultivators have always seen us? For the young lady to lower herself to visit this lowly creature, surely it’s not just to insult me a few times.”

Gao Qiumin bit her lip, her chest heaving violently as if still hesitating whether to speak.

Mu Xuanling hadn’t wanted to bother with her, but seeing her like this, she became a bit curious.

“I ask you…” Gao Qiumin said in a trembling voice, “How did Sang Qi harm my mother?”

“What?” Mu Xuanling frowned. “Didn’t your mother die in childbirth? What could that have to do with Sang Qi?”

Gao Qiumin knew this too. When she had asked Su Ningzhen about it, Su Ningzhen’s face had suddenly changed, and she had driven Gao Qiumin out of the room, refusing to say another word. Gao Qiumin was full of doubts, and the more she thought about it, the more afraid she became. Finally, she decided to ask Mu Xuanling. She thought that since Mu Xuanling was Sang Qi’s disciple, she might know about what happened back then. But from Mu Xuanling’s answer, it seemed she wasn’t clear about the circumstances either.

Since childhood, Gao Qiumin had heard people say that when she was born, there were strange phenomena. The room was filled with a dazzling light that no one could open their eyes to, and her mother’s body couldn’t withstand this auspicious sign, resulting in her death. Could it be that it wasn’t an auspicious sign at all, but some trick Sang Qi had played to kill her mother? Why would he want to kill her mother?

Gao Qiumin’s eyes betrayed her shock and fear, which Mu Xuanling saw clearly. She said, “Although I don’t know what Su Ningzhen told you, as far as I know, the year you were born, Sang Qi was in seclusion. It’s unlikely he could have gone out to kill your mother.”

“Why should I believe you?” Gao Qiumin glared at her.

Mu Xuanling snorted, “If you don’t believe me, there was no need to come ask me in the first place. Twenty years ago, although I hadn’t been adopted by Sang Qi yet, I heard from other demons that Sang Qi had been seriously injured, losing an arm. He was in seclusion for three years, rebuilding his body, so he definitely couldn’t have gone to the human realm.”

Sang Qi had once lost an arm.

This information wasn’t known to many. Gao Qiumin’s eyes flickered, seeming to believe Mu Xuanling’s words a bit more.

Mu Xuanling raised her hand to press her throbbing forehead and sighed, “Cultivator Gao, have you finished your questions? Please don’t disturb my rest anymore.”

Gao Qiumin was seething with hatred for Mu Xuanling. The people of the Immortal Alliance had all been hurt by Sang Qi’s schemes, yet here she was, looking comfortable and resting when she was one of the main culprits.

“Don’t be so smug. Do you think Sect Leader Xie can protect you?” Gao Qiumin’s tone was grim. “Sang Qi used two great demon gods to severely wound the Immortal Alliance. Yi Nian Zunzhe has already revealed all of the demon race’s plans. Soon, the Immortal Alliance will launch an attack on Two Realms Mountain to eliminate the demon race and half-demons. You’re Sang Qi’s disciple; using you as a sacrifice would be most fitting.”

“Whether he can protect me or not, you’d have to ask Sect Leader Xie,” Mu Xuanling smiled slightly. “I’ve already entrusted my life to him.”

Mu Xuanling’s smile stung Gao Qiumin’s eyes and made her heartache. Seven years ago, when Xie Xuezhen risked his life to save her, she had set her heart on him. He was of celestial bearing, unparalleled in the world. In Gao Qiumin’s eyes, only Xie Xuezhen was worthy of her attention, and only she was worthy of Xie Xuezhen. How could a lowly half-demon like Mu Xuanling be close to him, let alone catch his eye?

Was it because her face somewhat resembled her own?

Gao Qiumin gripped her sword tightly, her eyes blazing: “I may not be able to kill you, but what if I were to carve a few lines on your face? Who would say anything about a half-demon being disfigured?”

Mu Xuanling looked at Gao Qiumin with calm eyes, watching as she raised the Spring Birth Sword, its blade emitting a faint green light from spiritual power.

“I was once ugly and unsightly too,” Mu Xuanling’s calm eyes reflected the green light. “But he never despised me.”

Gao Qiumin hated her impassive, aloof manner. A lowly half-demon like her should be a demon slave, at others’ beck and call, begging for mercy! If she were to beg for forgiveness, perhaps Gao Qiumin’s hand would be lighter!

A vindictive look flashed in Gao Qiumin’s eyes as she brought the Spring Birth Sword down towards Mu Xuanling’s face. Mu Xuanling’s hands and feet were bound by shackles inscribed with magical arrays, preventing her from using spiritual power and making it difficult to dodge. She raised her arm to block the Spring Birth Sword. The blade struck the shackles, producing a ringing sound. The sword’s energy shattered Mu Xuanling’s sleeve, leaving a two-inch-long wound on her fair arm, from which blood immediately gushed out.

Mu Xuanling’s entire arm went numb from the impact. Having practiced demonic arts for many years, she didn’t find this pain particularly troublesome and merely furrowed her brow slightly. However, Gao Qiumin’s second strike immediately changed direction. Mu Xuanling dropped to the ground, barely avoiding a slash to her face, but the sword’s edge grazed her neck, leaving a bloody mark. If it had been three feet deeper, it would have been life-threatening.

By now, Gao Qiumin was seeing red, forgetting that she couldn’t endanger Mu Xuanling’s life. Her next strike aimed directly at Mu Xuanling’s heart. Mu Xuanling coldly watched the Spring Birth Sword coming at her chest, but at that moment, a folding fan flew out, deflecting the Spring Birth Sword. The sword tip plunged into the stone floor.

“Gao Qiumin!”

The fan spun once and flew back to its owner’s hand. A figure appeared outside the cell – it was Nan Xuyue.

Nan Xuyue’s face usually bore a smile as gentle as the spring breeze, but now it showed a rare, solemn coldness as he called out Gao Qiumin’s name directly.

Gao Qiumin’s sword-wielding hand tingled slightly. Only now did she come to her senses. She turned to look at Nan Xuyue, a mocking smile appearing on her face: “Hmm? Another man bewitched by the demoness?”

Nan Xuyue’s gaze swept over Mu Xuanling’s profusely bleeding arm and neck, his eyes darkening three degrees. He limped over to her side on his not-so-agile lame foot and crouched down, reaching out to press a few acupoints to stop the bleeding, appearing completely oblivious to others’ presence.

Gao Qiumin watched Nan Xuyue warily. She hadn’t expected that a cripple who couldn’t cultivate would have the power to make her retreat. That fan named “Fold Wind” was indeed not to be underestimated.

No, it was Nan Xuyue himself who shouldn’t be underestimated.
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As the bleeding from Mu Xuanling’s wounds gradually stopped, Nan Xuyue finally let out a slight sigh of relief before turning to face Gao Qiumin.

“Cultivator Gao, Sect Master Xie has ordered that Miss Mu be temporarily detained. Before the council reaches a decision, no one is allowed to carry out arbitrary punishment,” Nan Xuyue said coldly. “You’ve defied the Sect Master’s orders. Does Jinghua Valley intend to rebel against the Immortal Alliance?”

Gao Qiumin let out a cold snort. “Manor Lord Nan, Yunxiu Manor has already been expelled from the Immortal Alliance. You have no authority to give orders here.”

“I’ve long heard that Cultivator Gao looks down on everyone, but your Mingyue Manor was also expelled from the Immortal Alliance and no longer exists. What gives you the right to act so pompously before me?” Nan Xuyue smiled faintly, though the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Though Yunxiu Manor is no longer part of the Immortal Alliance, it’s not a target for a mere Golden Core cultivator to act recklessly against.”

Gao Qiumin’s face paled slightly. She knew Xie Xuezhen was speaking the truth. Although Yunxiu Manor’s lord couldn’t cultivate, Nan Xuyue had extensive connections and was skilled in formations and medicine. Many in the cultivation world owed him favors and even the five sect leaders had to show him respect. She regretted her impulsive disrespect towards Nan Xuyue but was unwilling to show weakness in front of Mu Xuanling.

Gritting her teeth, Gao Qiumin said, “I’ll overlook this demon girl for Yunxiu Manor’s sake. But Manor Lord Nan, don’t forget your position, consorting with demons and monsters!” With that, she turned and quickly left.

Listening to her footsteps, Mu Xuanling knew Gao Qiumin was flustered and weak. She couldn’t help but quip, “Vicious yet cowardly.”

Nan Xuyue turned his head to look at her pale face and sighed, “Better to be vicious to others than to oneself.”

As he spoke, he took out several medicine bottles and white gauze from his storage bag. “You must have said something provocative. She already hated you, and being unable to tolerate it, she lashed out and injured you. Fortunately, neither of your wounds is life-threatening. I’ll apply some medicine, and in a few days, there won’t even be a scar. It will be painful, though.”

“It can’t be more painful than demonic energy entering the body or overflowing, right?” Mu Xuanling joked. Nan Xuyue gently poured white powder onto the wound on her arm. Her expression instantly changed, and she bit her lip to keep from crying out.

Nan Xuyue held her arm with one hand, seemingly gentle but firmly keeping her from moving. With his other hand, he slowly applied the medicine while calmly explaining, “This is flesh-regenerating powder. It speeds up wound healing but causes pain and itching like insects biting.”

Mu Xuanling’s brows furrowed tightly as she weakly said, “Maybe we shouldn’t treat it… Scars are medals for half-demons…”

Nan Xuyue chuckled, “Oh? Would you like to try flesh-corroding powder instead? It would make your medal even more impressive.”

Mu Xuanling grimaced, “How can such a noble and pure person like you, Young Master Nan, have such evil poisons?”

Nan Xuyue lowered his head, looking at the slowly healing wound on Mu Xuanling’s arm, and said softly, “That’s because I’m not as pure and noble as you think.”

Mu Xuanling didn’t take Nan Xuyue’s words seriously. Her attention was fully on her wound. The pain wasn’t unbearable, but the itching was, reaching deep into her bones. She couldn’t help but want to scratch, but Nan Xuyue quickly caught her wrist.

“Just twenty more breaths, and it’ll be done,” Nan Xuyue said gently.

Mu Xuanling whimpered, her breathing rapid and irregular. She heard Nan Xuyue’s soft voice near her ear, “Twenty, nineteen, eighteen…”

His voice seemed to have a magical quality, calming her heart slightly. She barely endured until the last count, and suddenly, the numbness and itching in her wound completely dissipated. Her tense nerves relaxed. Nan Xuyue then took a small amount of light green ointment from a tiny medicine jar, warming it with his fingertips before applying it. A refreshing medicinal fragrance spread, and he gently applied the ointment to the wound. Waves of coolness soothed the burning pain, causing her to let out a long sigh of relief.

Finally, Nan Xuyue carefully bandaged the wound before looking up at the relieved Mu Xuanling, saying in a gentle tone, “Now for the wound on your neck.”

Mu Xuanling: “…”

Nan Xuyue grabbed Mu Xuanling’s shoulders, smiling helplessly, “Where do you think you can escape to?”

Mu Xuanling looked on the verge of tears, “Surely you have a drug that can make people unconscious and unaware?”

The flesh-regenerating powder was absolute torture. The pain was tolerable, but the itching was unbearable!

Nan Xuyue laughed, “The wound on your neck isn’t deep. We don’t need to use the flesh-regenerating powder.”

Mu Xuanling finally relaxed, smiling, “You should have said so earlier.”

Mu Xuanling sat on the straw pile, brushing her long hair to one side, revealing her long, slender neck like that of a swan. On the left side was a sword wound about an inch long. It had bled quite a bit earlier, staining the collar area bright red.

Nan Xuyue frowned slightly, carefully wiping away the blood around the wound. Mu Xuanling gazed at the dim firelight outside the cell, lost in thought, her eyes gradually filling with tenderness.

She often got injured, but always licked her wounds, like those small beasts living alone in the wilderness. But one day, she met a young man in white robes who carefully cleaned her wounds and gently applied medicine, just like this.

At that time, she had an absurd thought—if she got injured every day, he would tend to her wounds every day.

When he heard this, he smiled and ruffled her hair, saying, “Every day I’m by your side, I won’t let you get hurt.”

Nan Xuyue’s fingertips lightly pressed on her neck where her pulse was beating, delicate and beautiful, fragile yet alluring.

“You’re thinking of him again,” Nan Xuyue said softly.

“Once again, my heartbeat has betrayed me,” Mu Xuanling curved her brows and eyes, not denying it.

Nan Xuyue’s deep gaze fell on her neck, his breath faintly brushing past her ear. The shell of her ear unconsciously turned a light pink, and the tip of her ear twitched involuntarily, like a sensitive little beast.

They say beasts are the most loyal to their masters, while human hearts are fickle.

The tickling sensation near her ear made Mu Xuanling want to scratch, but Nan Xuyue stopped her again, pressing her wrist to her side.

“I just bandaged it. Don’t scratch for the next couple of days,” Nan Xuyue instructed.

Mu Xuanling sheepishly lowered her hand, saying, “I understand.”

“Next time, endure the immediate loss. Otherwise, you’ll only hurt yourself. What if Gao Qiumin had accidentally killed you?” Nan Xuyue frowned as he admonished her.

Mu Xuanling smiled mischievously, “But you were there, weren’t you?”

Nan Xuyue shook his head with a wry smile, “What if I couldn’t stop her?”

“Then we’d both die under her sword,” Mu Xuanling blurted out.

Nan Xuyue was slightly taken aback but said, “Alright.”

“No, no, that’s not good,” Mu Xuanling hurriedly waved her hands, “I shouldn’t drag you down with me.”

“I don’t mind,” Nan Xuyue said seriously.

“I don’t want to burden you,” Mu Xuanling sighed, resting her chin on her hand, and said wistfully, “I also don’t want to bow my head and submit to Gao Qiumin.”

“I understand,” Nan Xuyue’s hand slightly raised, as if wanting to stroke her hair, but he lowered it again, “You’ve suffered a lot at her hands, haven’t you?”

Her long lashes fluttered, and Mu Xuanling smiled faintly, unwilling to recall unhappy memories.

“Young Master Nan, have you seen Xie Xuezhen?” Mu Xuanling asked.

Nan Xuyue replied, “He’s secluded himself, likely resting and recuperating. I didn’t want to disturb him.”

“He used his primordial spirit to withstand the force of a Fashen’s self-destruction. His injuries must be severe,” Mu Xuanling frowned, recalling how Xie Xuezhen had blocked Su Ningzhen’s sword, “The Juntian Sword was almost shattered by the Brushing World Dust. He was at his limit then, just barely hanging on. If Su Ningzhen had been determined to kill me, he… wouldn’t have been able to stop her.”

Nan Xuyue’s eyes flickered, “So, you don’t blame him for locking you up here.”

“He’s just trying to buy time to protect me,” Mu Xuanling’s eyes held a faint smile, but also contained sadness, “Young Master Nan, I don’t understand human love. You’re the wisest person in the world. Can I ask you a question?”

Nan Xuyue said, “I don’t dare claim such a title, but if you ask, I’ll do my best to answer.”

“If you love someone very, very much, what should you do?” Mu Xuanling’s face was full of confusion, “I originally wanted to stay by his side, but I found that he doesn’t need my company. I wanted to protect him with my life, but now… he doesn’t need my protection, let alone my life. I once hoped he would think of me a little, like me a little, but now I’m hesitant… I don’t want to see him troubled because he likes me.”

Nan Xuyue asked, “Why do you think this way?”

Mu Xuanling rested her head lightly against the stone wall, her gaze distant, remembering the night when snowflakes were falling, and she stood on tiptoe to kiss his lips. She thought he would dodge, but he didn’t. Although he was always cold as ice and rarely spoke, she knew his heart was the softest and warmest. He… liked her a little bit. That was once her greatest desire, but now she hesitated to accept it.

“I’m afraid of him being indifferent to me, abandoning me, but I’m also afraid that if he protects me, he’ll be at odds with the world,” Mu Xuanling’s beautiful eyes clouded over, “Young Master Nan, if you were me, what would you do?”

Nan Xuyue quietly looked at her delicate and beautiful face, which even in the dim light had a lustrous glow that one couldn’t take their eyes off.

“I could take you away. Would you be willing?” Nan Xuyue asked.

Her thick lashes covered her eyes.

Nan Xuyue smiled faintly, “You can’t bear to leave him.”

“Love in this world is something you can’t pick up, can’t put down, can’t forget, and can’t let go. It’s ‘though there be ten thousand, I will go forth.’ It’s knowing something can’t be done but doing it anyway. The strong become weak because of it, and the wise become foolish,” Nan Xuyue’s voice echoed in the dim light, falling heavily on Mu Xuanling’s heart like a deep sigh, “If you stay, you might die. Even if he’s the Sect Master of the Immortal Alliance, he can’t protect you against the will of the world.”

Mu Xuanling was silent for a long time before saying, “Young Master Nan, for me, living doesn’t mean much anyway. Before, I lived only to avenge him. Later, when I knew he wasn’t dead, I wanted to be with him. If there’s no way to have both, I don’t mind dying. If so, I hope he doesn’t like me at all, so he won’t be sad if I die.”

A helpless, bitter chuckle came from Nan Xuyue beside her. His warm palm fell on her head, gently stroking it, “Ling’er.”

It was the first time Mu Xuanling had heard him call her name like this when they were alone. She raised her head slightly in surprise to look at him.

In Nan Xuyue’s deep, dark eyes, there was a flickering light. His handsome, elegant face bore a sad smile.

“I won’t make the same mistake twice.”

He left her with this puzzling sentence, dragging his slow but determined steps away.

As Nan Xuyue’s figure passed by the cell of the Infatuated Demon, this demonic creature was bound by countless formations, unable to move except for its mouth.

“Manor Lord Nan, hehehehehe…” the Infatuated Demon let out a strange laugh, “I’ve seen your heart demon.”

Nan Xuyue’s footsteps paused, and he turned his head to look at the demon in the darkness.

“Your heart is so bitter, why can you still smile?” the Infatuated Demon said, “Humans are truly hypocritical creatures.”

“You’ve seen so many human hearts, yet you’ve learned nothing,” Nan Xuyue said coldly, “Is it because demons are stupid, or because human hearts are too complex?”

“If you weren’t a mortal, I’d like to possess your body and experience what it’s like to have a brain,” the Infatuated Demon sighed, “But your obsession is so strong, for a moment I even felt like you were possessing me.”

Nan Xuyue had a dream. Memories long blurred suddenly became clear, and he could recall every detail of the intricate demonic markings on the little girl’s face.

Nan Xuyue remembered the first time he met Mu Xuanling was when he was eleven years old. It was the darkest moment of his life; he thought he had lost everything. After Nan Wujiu tried every method and still couldn’t restore his spirit apertures, he turned his attention to the Chaos Zhenzhu. Legend had it that the power of chaos could defy causality and reverse fate. So, he brought Nan Xuyue to Mingyue Manor to borrow the Chaos Zhenzhu.

Nan Xuyue held no expectations. He sat quietly in his wheelchair, enduring the gazes of unfamiliar faces. Those looks of pity, sympathy, or schadenfreude could no longer stir his heart, but he still disliked being surrounded by people. So he went off alone to a secluded spot.

It was the season of falling petals, with a hint of coolness in the wind. He sat alone under a tree, letting flowers fall on his shoulders and knees. A thin figure dropped from the treetop, letting out a cry of pain that disturbed his thoughts. He slowly turned his head and saw a child in tattered clothes and an iron mask fall to one side.

The child looked about six or seven years old, with messy hair, wearing ill-fitting rags that exposed thin wrists and pale skin marked with old and new scars. She frowned as she looked up, noticing someone nearby. Hurriedly, she picked up the iron mask and covered her face, revealing a pair of bright, beautiful black eyes.

“Who-who are you?” She moved quickly, hiding behind the tree trunk, only peeking out her little head.

Nan Xuyue immediately recognized her identity. Her face bore pale golden demonic markings, and her feet were bound with spirit-locking rings – the mark of a demon slave. Almost all sects had demon slaves, usually evil demons who had committed crimes or abandoned half-demons. Born with stronger bones than ordinary people, they were most suitable for hard labor. But fearing they might use their demonic powers for evil, their masters would put spirit-locking rings on them. If they tried to use demonic power, the rings would tighten, sending spiritual thorns into their bone marrow, causing unbearable pain. This little demon slave might have been unruly or unable to control her demonic power well. Her spirit-locking ring was tightly bound around her ankle, leaving it a bloody mess.

Seeing Nan Xuyue not answer, the little demon slave looked closely, blinked, and suddenly realized, “I heard that the master of Yunxiu Manor brought Young Master Nan here. You must be Young Master Nan.”

Nan Xuyue ignored her, turning his head to look at the lake’s surface rippling slightly.

Footsteps approached from afar. The little demon slave hurriedly hid, whispering, “Young Master Nan, please don’t say you saw me!”

The newcomers were servants from Mingyue Manor. They bowed to Nan Xuyue and asked if he had seen a little demon slave. Nan Xuyue shook his head, and they hurried away.

Seeing them leave, the little demon slave sighed in relief and crawled out of the bushes, a fallen leaf still stuck in her hair.

“Thank you, Young Master Nan,” the little demon slave grinned at him, revealing teeth like shattered jade. “If they had caught me, I would have been punished again.”

It was clear she had been punished often. Her clothes were found who knows where – the top was too short, exposing thin wrists, while the pants were too long, easy to trip over. The little demon slave seemed quite lively. Though Nan Xuyue didn’t respond, she wasn’t embarrassed and continued talking to herself.

“I was caught and brought here half a year ago,” the little demon slave sat down on a rock by the lake, sighing. “They said I hurt someone, that I’m an evil demon. But I didn’t mean to, I just wanted to play with them. I couldn’t control my strength well, and when that boy said I was ugly and tried to push me, I just blocked him, and he flew away on his own.”

The little demon slave uncomfortably adjusted her iron mask as she spoke. “Just now I fell asleep in the tree and accidentally fell, dropping my mask. I didn’t mean to scare you. I haven’t slept for two days; they gave me too much work, and I just couldn’t finish it all.”

Nan Xuyue had excellent eyesight. With just a glance, he remembered the pattern on her face – pale golden demonic markings that shimmered faintly, like a living spiritual snake coiled into a flower shape, covering half her face.

“The steward makes me wear this mask, so I don’t scare people,” the little demon slave’s voice was muffled, sounding unhappy. “They say my father might have been a snake demon, or maybe a vine demon. I don’t know what I am; I was abandoned as a baby.”

Many humanoid half-demons shared similar fates. Born to human mothers, they were fearfully abandoned by their clans due to their demonic features, ultimately becoming demon slaves for various families, enduring a lifetime of servitude.

The little demon slave rested her chin on her hands, pouting, “I heard people in the manor say that mothers are the greatest, that they would never dislike their children no matter how ugly – unless they’re half-demons. My mother must have been scared by my face too, that’s why she threw me away. If I were as handsome as Young Master Nan, maybe my mother would have kept me.”

“How am I any different from you?” Nan Xuyue’s voice was young yet tinged with a hint of world-weariness.

The little demon slave was surprised that Nan Xuyue would speak to her. She turned her head to look at him, both happy and nervous. She carefully moved a bit closer and said softly, “But you’re Young Master Nan. How could you be the same as me?”

Even she knew that the Young Master of Yunxiu Manor was born with ten spirit apertures, extraordinary and exceptional.

“Three of my apertures are destroyed. I’m no better than a useless person now,” Nan Xuyue said.

“It’s just that you can’t cultivate, what’s the big deal?” The little demon slave didn’t understand.

Nan Xuyue found it difficult and didn’t want to explain to her that without the ability to cultivate, life had no meaning.

The little demon slave couldn’t understand Nan Xuyue’s thoughts, but she saw his unhappiness. She didn’t know how to comfort this gentle and handsome brother. Among all the people she had met, only this brother was willing to talk to her so calmly, so she hoped he wouldn’t be so sad.

She awkwardly began to speak, “Young Master Nan, you were born with everything. Now you’ve just lost a little bit, but you’re still better off than many, many people. Don’t be sad. Look at me, I have nothing, but I’m still living happily.”

Nan Xuyue spoke softly, “It’s precisely because you were born with nothing that you don’t know what it means to lose. While I once…” He closed his eyes and curled his lips in self-mockery, “Only now do I understand that I never truly possessed anything. What I thought was family affection was just a hypocritical facade.”

The little demon slave stared at him blankly and asked softly, “Your parents don’t like you anymore?”

“I can’t cultivate, and my legs are broken,” Nan Xuyue lowered his head to look at his knees. His long robe covered his imperfections, but he knew the defects were always there.

“I thought my feet were about to break too,” the little demon slave pulled up her oversized pants, revealing her bloody ankles. “Because I often can’t control my demonic power well, the spirit-locking rings are very tight. It hurts so much when I walk. Other half-demons say you get used to it eventually. Our half-demon bones don’t break easily, so we just need to walk a bit slower.”

Nan Xuyue’s gaze moved from her severely injured ankle to her face, seeing a pair of clear, black eyes.

“Just walk a bit slower?” he repeated her words softly.

“Mm-hmm.” She leaned gently against his wheelchair, the distance between them unknowingly closing. “Now I walk slowly, and I’ve found the scenery around me is very beautiful. It’s just that I often can’t finish the tasks the steward assigns in time, so I get beaten.”

“Don’t you feel sad?” He was a bit curious. This little demon slave was covered in wounds, yet still had clean, bright eyes.

“Of course, I feel sad… but I’m used to being beaten and going hungry. I used to be naive and always wanted to play with them. Now I know that I’m a half-demon, and humans won’t like half-demons.” The little demon slave lowered her thick eyelashes, hiding her disappointment and sadness. A moment later, she looked up, her black eyes showing stubbornness and determination. She pouted and said, “If they don’t like me, so be it. I don’t like them either. I’ll keep all my liking for myself. Um… or maybe I’ll share some with you. I can like you a little, but will you dislike me for being a half-demon?”

Her voice gradually weakened, and she looked at the young master before her somewhat nervously. He was beautiful and noble, while she was ugly and lowly, a despised demon slave. Who would care about a demon slave’s affection?

Nan Xuyue slightly lowered his head, gazing at her. His dark eyes seemed to have a glimmer of light. He chuckled softly, perhaps mocking her presumptuousness. Suddenly, he reached out to her, plucking the dry leaf stuck in her hair.

“Ah.” The little demon slave let out a soft cry, blushing with embarrassment. “Th-thank you.”

Nan Xuyue didn’t answer. He held the half-withered leaf between two fingers, examining it thoughtfully.

The little demon slave looked at the leaf, then raised her head to look at Nan Xuyue’s delicate and beautiful profile.

“Young Master Nan, even if you can’t cultivate, you can still do many things,” the little demon slave said seriously. “Even if no one likes you, you shouldn’t dislike yourself.”

Nan Xuyue suddenly turned to look at her: “What’s your name?”

The little demon slave was stunned and said, “I don’t have a name. There’s only a number on my spirit-locking ring, it’s zero-zero. The previous demon slave who wore this ring died.”

“Will you come with me?” Nan Xuyue asked.

The little demon slave blinked, asking somewhat incredulously, “To be a demon slave at Yunxiu Manor?”

Nan Xuyue smiled gently, “You don’t have to be a demon slave.”

She didn’t understand what else she could be if not a demon slave, but she thought following this gentle young master would be better than staying at Mingyue Manor. So she nodded vigorously, her eyes bright.

Nan Xuyue always remembered that smile, which suddenly brightened that desolate season and tore a patch of clarity in the gloom that had shrouded his heart for so long.

He asked his father hopefully if he could take that demon slave away.

If Nan Wujiu had borrowed the Chaos Zhenzhu at that time, if he was still the extraordinary Nan Xuyue born with ten spirit apertures, perhaps the answer would have been different.

But at that time, his father brusquely refused, saying a useless person who was nothing had no right to speak.

Nan Xuyue lowered his head dejectedly. He dared not look back, afraid to see those bright eyes full of hope gradually lose their light. He always remembered her words, that even if he was useless, he could still accomplish many things. There was only one thing he wanted to do, but it was already too late.

Mingyue Manor turned to ruins, and he could never find that little demon slave again. In his heart, there was always a faint regret and remorse.

When did this hint of remorse grow silently, becoming a towering tree that blocked out the sky?

Nan Xuyue’s eyes slowly opened, black eyes staring into the black night. He woke from one nightmare only to fall into another nightmarish reality.

He thought he had regained what was lost, but it turned out he had only lost it again.
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After the battle of Dharma Bodies, although Xie Xuezhen had managed to stop Fa Jian Zunzhe’s self-destruction, Embracing Snow City still suffered considerable damage. It took the Immortal Alliance members three days to recover from their injuries. On the fourth day, they convened a general assembly to decide on the fate of Chi Mo, Yi Nian Zunzhe, and Mu Xuanling.

There was no disagreement about Chi Mo’s treatment. After discovering that no valuable information could be extracted, everyone unanimously agreed that Chi Mo should be permanently imprisoned in Embracing Snow City. Even if they were to obliterate it, its demonic energy would return to the Void Sea and reconstitute into another demon god after a hundred years.

As for Yi Nian Zunzhe, news came during the assembly that he had taken his own life in his cell, leaving behind a golden core imbued with his lifelong cultivation. A Dharma Body’s golden core was an extremely powerful weapon, and he used this method to express his apology and remorse.

Thus, the focus of the debate centered solely on Mu Xuanling’s fate.

When Fu Lansheng arrived outside the Hall of Righteous Qi, he saw Nan Xuyue standing quietly under a snow cedar. Nan Xuyue’s tall figure appeared somewhat thin, his features refined yet with a hint of loneliness. His clear, bright eyes gazed absently into the distance, his thoughts drifting to unknown places, unaware of the accumulated snow falling from the treetops onto his shoulders.

Fu Lansheng sighed inwardly and stepped forward to brush the snow off Nan Xuyue’s shoulders, bringing him back to his senses.

“Nan Xuyue, are you worried about Miss Ling?” Fu Lansheng’s feelings were complex. “I had noticed something unusual about her identity earlier, but I never imagined she was the Holy Maiden of the demon race, Sang Qi’s disciple. Did you… did you know before?”

Fu Lansheng didn’t know if Nan Xuyue had also been deceived or if he had intentionally concealed it for her.

Nan Xuyue smiled faintly and said, “Of course I knew.”

“Then why did you…?” Fu Lansheng frowned slightly.

“I trust her.” Nan Xuyue’s simple three words silenced Fu Lansheng’s many questions.

Fu Lansheng suddenly found himself at a loss for words.

Nan Xuyue took out a mustard seed bag from his sleeve and handed it to Fu Lansheng, saying, “This is what Ling’er asked me to pass on to you.”

“What is this?” Fu Lansheng had just asked when he saw a small opening appear in the mustard seed bag, from which a round head with two half-moon golden ears emerged. He exclaimed in surprise, “A Bao?”

A Bao crawled out of the mustard seed bag onto Fu Lansheng’s palm, its large black eyes brimming with tears, whimpering, “Brother, will Sister be alright?”

Nan Xuyue explained from the side, “When Ling’er was captured that day, she secretly threw the mustard seed bag to me. When I visited her in the dungeon, she asked me to entrust A Bao to you, so that you could take it to find your father at Bixiao Palace someday.”

Fu Lansheng’s expression became somewhat strange: “Why didn’t she ask you for help?”

Nan Xuyue glanced at him and said, “She probably trusts you.”

Hearing this, Fu Lansheng felt that Mu Xuanling had quite a good eye for people.

Mu Xuanling thought that Fu Lansheng possessed many treasures, which would benefit A Bao’s cultivation. Moreover, the whereabouts of Fu Cangli were most likely to be found at Bixiao Palace, so asking Fu Lansheng for help was the most appropriate choice. Naturally, Fu Lansheng’s character was also trustworthy, after all, he was someone Nan Xuyue approved of.

Fu Lansheng gently pinched A Bao’s ear tip and said, “Your sister might be in trouble this time.” Seeing Nan Xuyue look at him, Fu Lansheng sighed and continued, “A couple of days ago, I saw Su Ningzhen visiting my parents about Mu Xuanling’s fate. I don’t know what they discussed, but Su Ningzhen left looking satisfied, so she probably got my parents’ promise to deal with Mu Xuanling together.”

Nan Xuyue frowned, showing concern. Now, only four families remained in the Immortal Alliance who could vote. Mirror Flower Valley and Bixiao Palace had allied, and Spirit Owl Island was more likely to remain neutral. This meant Xie Xuezhen would have to face the pressure from others alone.

At that moment, a barrier was set up around the Hall of Righteous Qi, and no one knew what was happening inside. However, this assembly lasted nearly two hours before ending, indicating that the process was not amicable.

Nan Xuyue had been standing outside the door for two hours. When the doors of the Hall of Righteous Qi opened, he moved his feet and only then realized how sore they were.

Although Su Ningzhen’s face showed a hint of dissatisfaction, her emotions were very stable, suggesting that while the result might not have been exactly what she demanded, it wasn’t far off.

Gao Qiumin ran towards Su Ningzhen, anxiously inquiring about Mu Xuanling’s fate.

Su Ningzhen said, “The Sect Leader has ordered to dispel the demoness’s demonic arts and imprison her in Embracing Snow City for three hundred years.”

Nan Xuyue’s heart sank, and he turned his gaze towards Xie Xuezhen. Xie Xuezhen’s eyes were as cold as snow, and he gave a slight nod.

Nan Xuyue had witnessed the pain of demonic energy dispersion, and forcibly dispersing one’s cultivation was a hundred times more painful. It was like having one’s bones sawed through with a blunt knife, being skinned alive while conscious, and having ten thousand arrows pierce one’s heart.

And for a half-demon, imprisonment for three hundred years meant imprisonment until death.

Su Ningzhen said with dissatisfaction, “Actually, given her status as the Holy Maiden of the demon race, executing her at the forefront of our troops would best boost the morale of the human race.”

He Xianwo frowned and said, “How would such an act be any different from the demon race?”

He Xianwo also felt that practicing demonic arts couldn’t be condoned, but killing someone in front of troops was inhumane. Moreover, Mu Xuanling had done Sect Leader Xie a favor; emotionally and rationally, they couldn’t act so cruelly. The two were about to argue again in the Hall of Righteous Qi, but Xie Xuezhen only released his pressure, calming them both down.

Xie Xuezhen finally agreed to dispel her cultivation but refused to execute Mu Xuanling, changing it to imprisonment for three hundred years. Only then did Mirror Flower Valley and Bixiao Palace reluctantly nod in agreement.

“Sect Leader Xie, since the order has been given, why don’t we carry out the sentence today?” Su Ningzhen looked at the sky; it was a fine day with the sun high and the snow having stopped.

Nan Xuyue stepped forward and said in a deep voice, “Sect Leader Xie, her injuries haven’t healed yet…”

Xie Xuezhen clenched his fist and said calmly, “Bring her here.”

When Mu Xuanling walked out of the dungeon, the dazzling sunlight made her eyes water. She lowered her head, and tears rolled down her delicate chin, falling into the gauze around her neck.

Mu Xuanling kept her eyes closed as the guards pulled her shackles, escorting her from the dungeon to the Hall of Righteous Qi. She counted with her eyes closed: a total of one thousand three hundred steps, each step excruciatingly painful. The scorching sun above felt like hot oil pouring over her head. She dug her nails into her palms, enduring the burning and pain, her knuckles turning white while blood seeped from her palms.

Mu Xuanling could feel many eyes on her – suspicious, venomous, worried, pained…

Suddenly, someone forcefully pressed down on her shoulder, making her kneel involuntarily.

She kept her head down, and a snow-white hem appeared in her vision. A familiar cool aura enveloped her.

“The Holy Maiden of the demon race, Mu Xuanling, has practiced demonic arts and brought calamity to the human world. After deliberation by the Immortal Alliance, it has been decided to dispel Mu Xuanling’s demonic arts and imprison her in Embracing Snow City for three hundred years.”

She heard Xie Xuezhen’s voice from above, his calm and cold tone tinged with barely perceptible hoarseness.

She raised her face, opening her eyes slightly, but Xie Xuezhen’s face appeared blurry.

Su Ningzhen’s sharp question came from the side: “Demoness, do you have anything to say?”

Mu Xuanling frowned slightly, her pale lips parting.

“Yes.”

Everyone held their breath, looking at her.

Mu Xuanling tried hard to see Xie Xuezhen’s face clearly, but the midday sun made her eyes red and sore.

“Xie Xuezhen…” she asked softly, “Have your wounds healed?”

Xie Xuechen’s fists were clenched so tightly beneath his wide sleeves that his knuckles turned white. He suppressed his trembling voice and said, “It’s already fine.”

Mu Xuanling smiled faintly, “Then I can rest assured.”

The crowd was surprised by her question, exchanging bewildered glances. What should have been a cruel and cold execution scene inexplicably held a trace of tender affection. Su Ningzhen and Gao Qiumin watched the scene before them with grim expressions.

Xie Xuechen suddenly knelt, bringing himself to eye level with Mu Xuanling.

“Ling’er, I’ll personally dispel your cultivation for you,” Xie Xuechen said. “It might be very painful.”

Mu Xuanling finally saw his handsome face. In those deep phoenix eyes, she saw the reflection of her haggard self. Looking at him, she laughed softly, “I’m not afraid of pain.”

Xie Xuechen’s cool fingertips touched her cheek but he cruelly withdrew them. He stood up from the ground, stepped back three paces, and opened his right hand’s five fingers. An unusual spiritual power fluctuation spread from his palm as if a storm was gathering there. The surrounding heavenly and earthly spiritual power surged towards his palm. His snow-white sleeves fluttered and billowed as snow and wind suddenly arose. Those with lower cultivation involuntarily retreated several steps to avoid its sharp edge, only Nan Xuyue remained unmoved, staring intently at Mu Xuanling kneeling on the ground.

Xie Xuechen’s right hand seemed to weigh a thousand pounds as he slowly raised his arm. The vast spiritual power was drawn along with it. When his palm faced Mu Xuanling, the spiritual power carrying fine snow immediately enveloped her tightly. Her thin, petite body was lifted by the wind and snow, her light purple dress billowing wildly in the gale, like a purple butterfly drifting in a storm.

Mu Xuanling’s face suddenly turned deathly pale, and beads of cold sweat trickled down her temples. Xie Xuechen’s spiritual power was like countless blunt knives cutting into her body, and the fine snow felt like salt being sprinkled on her wounds. Invisible threads of spiritual power entered her flesh and bones through her pores, removing the demonic energy she had absorbed over the years one by one.

“Aah—”

Mu Xuanling bit through her lip, finally unable to hold back her heart-wrenching cries of pain. A mouthful of hot blood sprayed out, staining the snow beneath her red. Under the scorching sun, visible threads of demonic energy seeped out of her body. She was battered by the storm-like powerful spiritual power throughout her body, feeling as if she was being dismembered by a thousand cuts. The pain made her convulse involuntarily. Cold sweat soaked through her heavy clothes. She tilted back her slender neck, and the white gauze on her neck flew off in the wind, causing the wound to burst open. Fine threads of blood flowed down her neck. She looked like a fragile and beautiful crane with a broken neck, too pitiful to look at, yet impossible to turn away from.

Xie Xuechen’s sword-wielding hand, always steady and decisive, now trembled slightly.

Just a little more…

Through his spiritual power, he sensed the fluctuations of demonic energy in her body. Those invisible threads of spiritual power were extensions of his senses. It was as if he could see every inch of her skin, touch every bone beneath. Only when all the black demonic energy had been extracted from her body did he tremblingly withdraw the power from his palm?

The purple figure fell gently from the air, landing in an embrace that carried the crisp fragrance of snow.

Mu Xuanling had already lost consciousness. Her face was devoid of color, her breathing so faint it was barely noticeable. Only when holding her could one feel her weak heartbeat.

“Sect Leader Xie,” Su Ningzhen suddenly stepped forward and said coldly, “Now that her demonic cultivation has been dispersed, it’s when the demon girl’s mind is at its weakest. I think we should question her heart!”

Heart questioning was a human interrogation technique. When the criminal was unclear and weak-willed, they would invade their mind for questioning. The subject would inevitably tell the truth, but this method was extremely vicious and could cause irreversible mental damage to the tortured, resulting in lifelong coma in severe cases or reducing them to an idiot in milder ones.

Xie Xuechen cast a cold glance at Su Ningzhen.

“Valley Master Su, Mu Xuanling has dispersed her cultivation and is imprisoned. She is now just an ordinary half-demon, no longer the Demon Realm’s Holy Maiden. There’s no need for her to undergo your heart questioning.”

The chilling murderous intent emanating from Xie Xuechen made Su Ningzhen’s back go cold. She stubbornly persisted, “She must know many of Sang Qi’s secrets. It would greatly help us win this war!”

Before Su Ningzhen finished speaking, a golden light sword suddenly appeared before her eyes, its sharp point fully extended, aimed right between her brows.

It was Jun Tian!

Su Ningzhen looked at the Jun Tian sword before her in disbelief. The dignified leader of the Immortal Alliance was threatening her with a sword for the sake of a half-demon girl!

Xie Xuechen held Mu Xuanling tightly, his phoenix eyes sweeping across everyone present. His tall, elegant figure gradually retreated.

“From today onwards, Mu Xuanling is a person of Yong Xue City.”

As the white-robed figure disappeared, the pressure suddenly lifted, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief. But their expressions quickly became solemn again.

Su Ningzhen violently swung her Fu Shi Zhi Chen, breaking a stone pillar in half with a thunderous crash.

“So this is Sect Leader Xie’s intention,” Su Ningzhen said, her face ashen. “Claiming imprisonment, but protection. Heh… Can a prisoner of Yong Xue City be considered a person of Yong Xue City?”

If Fu Yuanting had any doubts before, he now understood everything clearly. Xie Xuechen would never allow anyone to kill Mu Xuanling, whether out of genuine feelings or a sense of duty. Although he didn’t know what grievances Su Ningzhen had with Sang Qi, it was clear that Su Ningzhen harbored a hatred towards Mu Xuanling that could only be satisfied by death. With Mu Xuanling’s cultivation dispersed, she had no way to defend herself against Su Ningzhen. Xie Xuechen could only protect her in this manner.

“Who would have thought, Sect Leader Xie is also a man with a heart,” Fu Lansheng sighed softly. Suddenly noticing a space beside him, he turned to see only Nan Xuyue’s lonely and thin figure slowly disappearing into the wind and snow.

Xie Xuechen gently laid Mu Xuanling on the bed. She was already drenched in cold sweat, with strands of hair clinging to her pale cheeks, her breathing barely audible. Xie Xuechen sat on the edge of the bed, his right palm resting on Mu Xuanling’s lower abdomen, slowly channeling a warm stream of spiritual power into her meridians.

Originally, she had cultivated demonic techniques, and the demonic energy would have repelled his spiritual power. But now that her demonic cultivation was gone, his spiritual power could enter her body to nourish her damaged meridians.

However, the dispersion of cultivation had caused too much damage to her body. He could only carefully divide his spiritual power into thousands of threads, silently repairing her injuries. This was no easy task for anyone, requiring one to split their consciousness into myriad parts to capture the changes of each thread. After half an hour, Xie Xuechen felt his spiritual power encountering resistance and had to temporarily withdraw it.

Mu Xuanling’s face remained pale, though her heartbeat seemed slightly stronger. Her breathing was still weak, and she hadn’t completely passed the danger zone.

Seeing her soaked through, Xie Xuechen used a cleansing spell to remove the sweat and blood from her body. His gaze fell on the wound on her neck.

There was also a sword wound on her arm where her clothes were torn, but it seemed to have been treated with spiritual medicine. It had healed and scabbed over, leaving only a faint pink scar. The wound on her neck wasn’t deep originally, but without the application of flesh-regenerating powder, it had burst open today.

Xie Xuechen lifted her long hair from her neck and took out a jar of ointment, carefully applying it to the wound. The skin beneath his fingertips was pale and delicate, making the wound appear even more ghastly and terrifying.

He knew who had wounded her, and who had bandaged her. In her heart… was there not a shred of resentment?

Xie Xuechen’s gaze fell on her sleeping face.

“You didn’t have to follow me into the city,” Xie Xuechen said unconsciously. “That day, you didn’t have to deal with Chi Mo either.”

He naturally understood why Mu Xuanling did what she did. Born with ten orifices, she heard and saw more than ordinary people. So he gradually understood that behind her seemingly playful confessions, all were true feelings.

Yet he still didn’t understand where these true feelings originated from.

His cool fingertips gently traced her delicate brows and eyes. Xie Xuechen lowered his gaze and said softly, “Forgive me for being unable to respond to your sincere heart.”

He had long decided to live alone. Even a slight stirring of his heart towards her would be nipped in the bud.

“But… I will protect you to the best of my ability.” This was an oath sworn by a Fa Xiang Venerable to his dao heart.
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No one knew how dangerous it was for a half-demon to disperse their powers, because no half-demon would willingly do so. When captured by cultivators, half-demons were usually killed outright, as it wasn’t worth the effort to carefully disperse their powers without causing death – a task that required great precision.

After dispersing her powers, Mu Xuanling fell into a high fever. Her body alternated between feeling like ice and fire, her heartbeat fluctuated erratically, and she even began vomiting blood. Despite Xie Xuechen’s utmost efforts in dispersing her powers, he couldn’t control the physical deterioration that followed. All he could do was stay by her bedside, continuously transferring spiritual energy to her and searching for that rampaging qi within her body. That qi was incredibly domineering, unlike anything Xie Xuechen had encountered before. It seemed like demonic energy, yet far stronger than usual. However, when it encountered Xie Xuechen’s spiritual energy, it became surprisingly docile, softly following his guidance to return to its proper place in her meridians.

Xie Xuechen focused all his attention on controlling his spiritual energy, only resting briefly when completely exhausted. Yet Mu Xuanling’s condition remained unstable, forcing him to stay alert and continue caring for her. Mu Xuanling remained unconscious, eventually stabilizing somewhat but then beginning to mumble in her delirium. Her lips moved slightly, producing intermittent, indistinct syllables that even Xie Xuechen’s keen hearing couldn’t decipher. Worried she might be trying to express discomfort, he leaned close to her lips to listen, only to hear her murmuring what sounded like “Brother…”

Did she have a brother?

Xie Xuechen was puzzled, but before he could think it through, he saw Mu Xuanling’s eyes open slightly, unfocused.

“Lingling?” Xie Xuechen called out.

Mu Xuanling, either seeing him or some illusion, parted her sickly red lips and softly called out, “Big brother, hug me…”

Xie Xuechen was stunned.

Mu Xuanling’s slender, soft arms had already encircled his neck, her hands resting weakly on his shoulders. He couldn’t bring himself to push her away, especially when she trembled and said, “I’m cold.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Xie Xuechen embraced her. His hand, separated only by thin cloth, rested on her back as he channeled spiritual energy into her acupoints, circulating it throughout her body. Mu Xuanling nestled obediently in his arms, her head resting in the crook of his neck, her gentle breath brushing against his Adam’s apple as she unconsciously murmured, “Big brother, don’t go…”

Xie Xuechen wondered who she was mistaking him for.

She always called him Xie Xuechen, never “big brother.” This “big brother” she spoke of… could it be someone who resembled him?

Perhaps her feelings for him were meant for that “big brother.”

Xie Xuechen forced himself to ignore the slight unease in his heart and focused on channeling his spiritual energy.

In Mu Xuanling’s short twenty years in this life, she had few happy days. Counting carefully, there was only one truly joyful day. Yet the happiness of that single day was enough to sustain her through seven years of darkness and unbearable pain in the demon realm.

In her darkest moments, she would replay that day over and over, savoring it like a plum kept in her mouth for seven years, desperately trying to extract a hint of sweetness.

Her first taste of sweetness came when her big brother bought her a candied haw stick.

When she was very young, she saw other children eating them, looking so happy. Watching from afar, she only knew that the fruit inside was called hawthorn. She searched the mountains until she finally found a hawthorn tree, excitedly plucking a fruit and putting it in her mouth, only to spit it out with a grimace.

It was sour and astringent, not good at all.

Hearing this, her big brother couldn’t help but smile, though there seemed to be a hint of sadness in his expression. He bought all the candied haw sticks, watching her devour them as he patted her back, saying—

“Lingling, slow down.”

“How do you know my name is Zero-zero?” She raised her ankle with the spirit-locking ring, which had long since grown into her flesh, but the number “00” was still visible.

Big brother crouched down in front of her, lifting her pant leg to reveal her thin calf and the crisscrossing new and old injuries on it. She tried to withdraw her foot in embarrassment, afraid he would see the ugly scars, but he gently held her barefoot in his palm.

He took out a medicine jar from his storage bag and carefully applied the ointment to her wounds. The medicine was very valuable, as her pain immediately subsided and the wounds began to visibly heal as soon as it was applied.

“Big brother, this medicine is too precious. Don’t use it on me. My wounds will heal in a few days anyway, and even if they heal now, I’ll just get hurt again in a few days,” she said softly, biting her lip.

Big brother kept his head lowered, and though she couldn’t see his expression, she somehow felt that he was hurting her.

It was a strange feeling—to think that someone would care about her pain.

If she got hurt every day, would someone care about her every day?

Big brother gently ruffled her hair, saying softly, “Lingling, as long as I’m by your side, I won’t let you get hurt.”

She pretended to be annoyed to hide her blushing cheeks: “You messed up my hair!”

Though it had never been neat to begin with. She was clumsy and often had to do a lot of hard work, so her hair was always simply tied into two messy buns.

Big brother undid her messy buns and gently combed through her unruly long hair with a brush.

“I’ll comb your hair for you. Sit still,” he said, standing behind her.

She sat obediently, the sour-sweet candied haw in her mouth, feeling happier than she had ever been since birth.

She smelled a fragrance coming from behind her, clean and elegant, reminding her of snow in the twelfth lunar month and plum blossoms in the snow.

“Big brother, what’s your name?” she asked curiously.

The person behind her suddenly paused but didn’t answer for a long time.

Her heart slowly sank, and suddenly the candied haw didn’t taste sweet anymore, just sour and astringent—he didn’t want to tell her his name, was he afraid she would cling to him?

She didn’t want to leave Mingyue Manor that much. She was a half-demon; she would be a demon slave anywhere she went. She remembered many years ago, a handsome and gentle young master said he would take her away. She had felt a glimmer of hope then, but in the end, he didn’t keep his promise. She wasn’t that disappointed though, because it was a perfectly normal thing. She was just a demon slave, after all. Who would truly care about her? The fact that he had listened to her talk kindly was already rare enough.

She lowered her head listlessly, the sourness on her tongue spreading to her heart.

Suddenly, a pair of arms embraced her from behind. His head rested against her thin, weak back, his voice seeming to transmit through her bones and flesh, resonating dully in her chest.

“Lingling, you must take care of yourself.”

Mu Xuanling struggled to open her eyes. She smelled the scent that made her feel nostalgic and safe, burying herself deeper into that embrace.

A warm energy circulated through her body, gently enveloping her, soothing away the pain and heat.

“Big brother, you must take care of yourself too…”

Everyone knew that after Xie Xuechen carried Mu Xuanling into the room, he didn’t leave for three days and nights. Some people were already quietly speculating: would Yongxue City have a new mistress of half-demon blood?

For the dignified Immortal Alliance Leader to be so infatuated with a half-demon would be utterly disgraceful if word got out.

Even the unconventional He Xianwo would feel that the Immortal Alliance Leader’s entanglement with the former Demon Realm Holy Maiden would damage the morale of the Immortal Alliance.

Xie Xuechen, although he hadn’t left his room, received all the news from outside. An important message came from Liangjieshi Mountain—the demon race suddenly recalled all half-demons and demon soldiers, closing all portals. It was unknown what had happened in the demon realm.

Xie Xuechen walked out of his room and reconvened the council in the Hall of Righteousness.

“The defeat of Chi Mo and Zhan Mo has greatly weakened the demon realm. This should be the reason for their withdrawal,” Fu Yuanting analyzed. “With Sang Qi’s plan failing and their ranks in disarray, now is the perfect time for us to launch an attack.”

Su Ningzhen agreed with Fu Yuanting’s words and immediately said, “I request the Sect Leader to order an immediate attack on Liangjieshi Mountain.”

He Xianwo was more cautious: “Sang Qi’s grand display seems designed to attract attention. I fear there might be a trap inside.”

“It’s merely a show of force,” Su Ningzhen scoffed. “If Lingji Island is afraid, then let our Jinghua Valley lead the charge.”

He Xianwo didn’t bother arguing with her and coldly averted his gaze.

Xie Xuechen was also very wary of Sang Qi, always feeling that Sang Qi had other plans. The ambush at the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation that day also seemed to have questionable intentions. But he didn’t know much about Sang Qi, who always seemed to be shrouded in a black robe, making it impossible to discern truth from falsehood, mysterious and unfathomable.

“There are already thousands of cultivators waiting at Liangjieshi Mountain. It would be unwise to attack rashly,” Xie Xuechen looked at He Xianwo. “I’ll trouble Lingji Island’s demon soldiers to go and investigate.”

The demon soldiers included many insect beasts, which could both avoid enemy detection and infiltrate enemy ranks. They were most suitable for gathering intelligence and spying on the enemy.

He Xianwo saw that Xie Xuechen wasn’t acting impulsively and nodded in approval, respectfully accepting the order.

Su Ningzhen frowned slightly but didn’t say anything more.

“There are no major issues in Yongxue City now. The various sect leaders can return to their sects to handle affairs, and the Five Elders should proceed to Liangjieshi Mountain to await orders,” Xie Xuechen commanded.

Su Ningzhen asked, “When does the Sect Leader plan to depart?”

Xie Xuechen replied, “We’ll make an attack plan after Island Master He reports back on the enemy situation in the demon realm.”

Xie Xuechen had used his spiritual power to maintain Mu Xuanling’s life force for three days and three nights, almost without sleep or rest. Others saw him as if nothing was wrong, but he knew he was at his limit, his mind even becoming fuzzy.

He needed to rest and meditate, but still worried about Mu Xuanling’s condition. After leaving the Hall of Righteousness, he still walked towards Mu Xuanling’s residence.

However, before he entered the courtyard, he heard Mu Xuanling’s voice. Through the sparse snow pines, he saw two figures standing in the garden.

“It’s been seven years since I’ve basked in the sun like this. It’s so warm, not uncomfortable at all,” Mu Xuanling’s voice was very weak, but there was a hint of joy.

The man standing beside her wore a green robe, as verdant as a pine, tall and straight. He gently draped a white fur coat over her shoulders, his long, slender fingers deftly tying the two silk ribbons as he said softly, “You’ve just woken up and your body is still very weak. You should rest a bit more.”

“Master Nan, I heard earlier that you’re returning to Yunxiu Mountain Manor,” Mu Xuanling looked up at him.

The handsome young man nodded slightly and smiled, “Would you like to come with me?”

“The Immortal Alliance won’t let me leave. They want to imprison me here for three hundred years,” Mu Xuanling said.

“As long as you’re willing, I have a way,” Nan Xuyue’s voice was gentle yet firm, making one instinctively trust him. “Ling’er, back then I couldn’t take you away. Have you ever resented me?”

Mu Xuanling shook her head gently: “You spoke to me so kindly back then, I was already grateful. I’m just a half-demon, wherever I go I’m just a demon slave. What difference does it make?”

Nan Xuyue’s deep eyes couldn’t conceal his sadness. He suddenly reached out and embraced her. Mu Xuanling fell into the gentle yet firm embrace without warning. When she realized and tried to break free, she had no strength left.

“It’s different,” Nan Xuyue’s actions were restrained yet determined, afraid to use too much force for fear of hurting her, yet unwilling to let go for fear she might escape. “At Yunxiu Mountain Manor, you won’t be a demon slave. You can be the mistress of Yunxiu Mountain Manor.”

Mu Xuanling’s struggle suddenly stiffened. She doubted if she had heard correctly.

What did Nan Xuyue mean by that?

She had never thought Nan Xuyue would have any special feelings for her. Although he was always gentle and kind to her, he was like that with others too. He could rush a hundred miles at night at Xiu Xiu’s request to save someone, and he could set up formations for Xie Xuechen regardless of the cost. He was just a humble gentleman who made people feel like they were bathed in spring breeze. Therefore, in Mu Xuanling’s view, his meticulous care was just politeness towards a friend.

“I don’t understand…” She pressed her hands against his chest, her eyes showing confusion and bewilderment.

“I don’t need you to answer me now. When you’re feeling better, I’ll come see you again,” Nan Xuyue gently stroked her soft, long hair and released his arms that were holding her.

“Brother Xie, you saw everything just now.” Nan Xuyue walked out of the courtyard and saw Xie Xuechen not far away.

Mu Xuanling had lost her demonic powers and her keen perception, but he had long sensed Xie Xuechen’s approach.

Xie Xuechen looked at Nan Xuyue almost scrutinizingly. The latter’s handsome face bore the same warm smile as always, like a gentle spring breeze and warm sun, but his jet-black eyes showed no trace of a smile.

“You and her were already acquainted,” Xie Xuechen said.

Nan Xuyue didn’t conceal it, because this was what he wanted to tell Xie Xuechen: “Yes, I met her more than ten years ago, but later lost contact. I didn’t know she had been taken as a disciple by Sang Qi.”

Xie Xuechen remembered that Nan Xuyue had visited Mu Xuanling in the dungeon before, carefully bandaging her wounds, and the “big brother” Mu Xuanling called out in her dreams…

Could the person she called in her dream be Nan Xuyue?

Nan Xuyue slowly walked in front of Xie Xuechen and smiled, “Brother Xie, you care for the world and have cut off emotions and love. In your heart, her importance is negligible. When her demonic energy dispersed and she fell into the snow, you left without looking back because you felt that as a demon, her nature was evil and you didn’t trust her. When she betrayed the demon race and exposed her identity, yet was ordered by the Immortal Alliance to disperse her powers, you put righteousness first and didn’t protect her. You only wanted to keep her alive, but she’s imprisoned in Yongxue City for three hundred years. Even if she’s alive, what difference is there from being dead?”

Nan Xuyue had always been gentle and polite. Xie Xuechen had never seen him lose composure like this and speak such sharp words. Each word struck at the heart, hitting the mark.

But was Mu Xuanling just negligible to him, Xie Xuechen?

He knew clearly in his heart that she already meant much more to him than he had imagined.

But Xie Xuechen didn’t correct Nan Xuyue’s words, because he knew that no matter how much he valued Mu Xuanling, his final decision was still to remove her from his heart.

“You are the Sect Leader of the Immortal Alliance, a respected figure of the law, with a lifespan of thousands of years. I am just an ordinary mortal, with at most a hundred years,” Nan Xuyue said. “I will use the rest of my life to protect her.”

“And you can’t do that.”

In Shenshen Palace.

Sang Qi sat on the Demon Lord’s throne, his slightly closed eyes suddenly trembled, the silver-gray pupils flashing with a strange light, revealing a look of joy.

“Hmm… it succeeded…”

Desire Demon knelt respectfully below, smiling and asking, “Great Priest, is there good news?”

Sang Qi’s smile was cold and cruel, like a wolf that had caught its prey but was in no hurry to eat it, instead toying with it slowly, deriving pleasure and satisfaction from the torture.

“It’s time to bring back the Holy Maiden,” Sang Qi said.

Desire Demon was stunned and cautiously asked, “But didn’t Infatuation Demon say that the Holy Maiden betrayed the demon race and joined the human race? Infatuation Demon also said that the Holy Maiden had my demonic energy, and that projection of mine was probably refined into a demon pill and eaten by her.”

“So what?” Sang Qi waved his hand dismissively, “She was just confused for a moment. I am her master, she will eventually return.”

“The Great Priest is magnanimous,” Desire Demon flattered hypocritically.

Desire Demon had heard that War Demon was obliterated by Xie Xuechen and Infatuation Demon was imprisoned for life. He couldn’t help but feel fortunate that he had been seriously injured earlier and couldn’t join the battle. He had thought the Great Priest would be furious at the setback of his plan, but the Great Priest remained calm and composed as if everything was under control. Desire Demon knew he was too stupid to guess the Great Priest’s thoughts, but he understood one thing: they, these demon gods, were just pawns of the Great Priest. Losing two of them was inconsequential to him.

New demon soldiers were born in the Void Sea every day. With War Demon’s fall, there was an even more condensed cluster of demonic energy in the Void Sea. In a hundred or eighty years, or even less time, a new War Demon would be born.

This was the immortality of the demon race.
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After the council meeting concluded, the members of the Immortal Alliance dispersed to their respective destinations. Xie Xuechen moved back to Chui Xue Tower, alternating between recuperating and handling matters related to Yong Xue City’s reconstruction and battle reports from Liang Jie Mountain.

The sun set early in Yong Xue City. When Xie Xuechen looked up from his documents, he realized the light had already turned golden. Familiar yet unfamiliar footsteps crunched through the snow on the bluestone path, approaching Chui Xue Tower.

Familiar, because he immediately recognized who was coming.

Unfamiliar, because her steps were much weaker than before, indicating she was still recovering from severe injuries.

Before Xie Xuechen could decide how to face her, that delicate figure had already arrived at the door, their eyes meeting.

Mu Xuanling’s complexion was much paler and more haggard than before, her cheeks noticeably thinner, making her peach blossom eyes appear even brighter. The evening light cast a faint golden edge on her soft features, igniting a small spark in the depths of her dark eyes as she looked at him with a hint of hope and joy.

“Xie Xuechen,” Mu Xuanling called out softly, the flame in her eyes dancing with happiness. She lightly stepped over the threshold and ran towards him.

Xie Xuechen had just stood up when she threw herself into his arms. She was still the same as before, fond of pouncing on him. He slightly opened his arms to catch her, embracing a bundle of sweet softness.

“I was worried you wouldn’t be here,” Mu Xuanling said with a smile, showing no trace of resentment or grudge for him dispersing her cultivation.

Xie Xuechen looked down at her and asked in a cool voice, “You were looking for me?”

“I haven’t seen you since I woke up. I heard you were busy, so I didn’t come to disturb you. But I heard that today is your birthday,” Mu Xuanling blinked. Seeing Xie Xuechen’s indifferent expression, she smiled and asked, “Did you forget?”

Xie Xuechen replied, “It’s not an important matter.”

“It’s very important to me,” Mu Xuanling held his hand and said seriously. “I don’t even know when my birthday is. Having a birthday to celebrate is an extremely important thing.”

Xie Xuechen remembered that she was an abandoned half-demon. Many half-demons didn’t know their birthdays or even how old they were. Some half-demons would choose a day they liked as their birthday. What was unimportant to him was something she desperately wanted but couldn’t have.

“When I was little, I saw other human children celebrating their birthdays. Their families would cook them a bowl of longevity noodles and boil two eggs, one chicken egg and one duck egg,” Mu Xuanling’s face showed longing. At the time, she had hidden far away to watch secretly, but could still clearly smell the enticing aroma of the food.

Xie Xuechen said, “I’ve abstained from grains for many years. Those longevity noodles you mentioned, I haven’t eaten them in a long time.”

Previously, when his divine apertures were sealed, he could only eat grains. Now that his body had recovered, he only needed to practice breathing exercises to replenish what his body needed. Ordinary grains were of no benefit to him now.

Mu Xuanling looked a bit wistful: “I haven’t eaten them in a long time either…”

Or rather, she had only eaten them once, seven years ago.

Xie Xuechen had a thought and asked, “Do you want to eat some?”

Mu Xuanling nodded instinctively. The next moment, she felt Xie Xuechen’s arms encircle her shoulders. Her body suddenly felt light as they soared into the air, rising ten thousand feet high.

It was bitterly cold at such a height. The piercing wind stung her delicate cheeks, forcing her to cling tightly to Xie Xuechen’s slim waist and bury her face in his chest. Xie Xuechen looked down, knowing that with her demonic cultivation dispersed, she had no power to resist the harsh northern winds. He raised one hand to open a barrier, blocking the fierce winds outside.

Suddenly, everything around them became quiet.

Mu Xuanling cautiously raised her head from Xie Xuechen’s embrace and immediately saw the newly risen full moon, slowly ascending above the vast sea of clouds and snowy mountain peaks, its clear light spreading over the world below.

“It’s so beautiful…” Mu Xuanling sighed.

Those in the Golden Core realm could fly on swords, but those in the Fa Xiang realm could ride the wind without any aid. Thus, Mu Xuanling was now suspended in mid-air, her slight weight supported entirely by Xie Xuechen’s right arm. She had never viewed the world from such a height before. At first, she was a bit scared, but the strong arm around her waist made her feel safe. She quickly forgot her fear and immersed herself in the beautiful scenery of mountains and rivers before her.

“Xie Xuechen, the world is so vast, and people are so small,” Mu Xuanling suddenly felt emotional as she looked at the myriad lights below.

Indeed, the world is so vast, and people are so small…

Her casual words struck a chord in his heart. He lowered his head slightly and saw her face, three times more pure than the moonlight. He wanted to imprint her in his heart, yet also wanted to forcefully erase her.

After riding the wind for a while, they descended into an uninhabited place. But after walking a few steps, they came upon a bustling street. Lanterns were just being lit, and the flow of people was like a weave of fabric. Shops lined both sides of the street, and there were even street vendors performing, filled with the atmosphere of mortal life.

Mu Xuanling’s attention was drawn to a young performer on the roadside. A strong, burly man was performing fire-breathing with a torch, while beside him, a thin man with his eyes covered was throwing knives at a circular target with a person tied to it. Each knife barely missed the vital points, eliciting gasps of fear from the onlookers.

Mu Xuanling saw through the trick at a glance and muttered, “He’s cheating. I can do this too.”

Fortunately, her voice was low and didn’t attract attention, or she would have ruined their performance.

Xie Xuechen put his arm around her shoulders, holding her close, and said in a deep voice, “There are many people here. Don’t wander off.”

This was the most prosperous area of Yong Xue City. On this full moon night, it was market day, and people of all ages had come out to join the festivities. Xie Xuechen’s distinguished appearance and imposing aura quickly attracted the attention of passersby. Someone first called out “City Lord,” and soon everyone was shouting “City Lord” and “Sect Leader.” Xie Xuechen nodded to the crowd and somewhat embarrassedly pulled Mu Xuanling away from the enthusiastic citizens.

The two hid in a deserted alley, with Mu Xuanling leaning against Xie Xuechen’s chest, laughing softly.

“I forgot to conceal my appearance,” Xie Xuechen said awkwardly, raising his hand to lightly brush over both their faces. A subtle ripple of spiritual power spread across their faces. Those with profound cultivation might see through this spiritual veil disguise, but ordinary citizens wouldn’t notice anything unusual.

Xie Xuechen held Mu Xuanling’s wrist and led her back to the street. This time, no one recognized their identities. Even if some people felt that this white-robed swordsman had an extraordinary aura and looked back several times, it was hard to spot anything amiss.

Xie Xuechen led Mu Xuanling to a small noodle shop by the bridge. The shop wasn’t large, with only four tables, all full at the moment. Xie Xuechen ordered two bowls of noodles, each with two eggs added, and they waited a while before finding a place to sit.

“Is there something special about this noodle shop?” Mu Xuanling asked, resting her chin on her hand.

“The owner used to be a cultivator but was later severely injured by demons, losing all his cultivation. So he opened this noodle shop to make a living,” Xie Xuechen explained. “His seven apertures are still much better than ordinary people, so his culinary skills are quite good.”

As Mu Xuanling listened to Xie Xuechen’s explanation, her gaze had already drifted to the noodle shop owner. What surprised her wasn’t the owner’s background, but the woman standing beside him. Both her hands were severed, and she was using her bare wrists to help carry bowls, yet she was quite dexterous.

Seeing Mu Xuanling’s surprised look, Xie Xuechen lowered his voice and said, “She’s a half-demon fox. She was born with fox paws for hands.”

Mu Xuanling suddenly understood: “She cut off her own hands to be with him, afraid of people’s hateful gazes.”

Xie Xuechen answered her with silence.

Mu Xuanling lowered her head, picking up the steaming noodles and putting them in her mouth. The steam rose and blurred her vision.

“This is the only noodle shop I know,” Xie Xuechen said after tasting a bite. He didn’t know if it suited Mu Xuanling’s taste. For him, food no longer had much meaning. “That half-demon used to be a demon slave in Yong Xue City.”

Mu Xuanling vaguely understood something, yet also felt like she understood nothing.

She kept her head down and said in a muffled voice, “It tastes quite good.”

She knew that some half-demons tried hard to be human. They would cut off their demon features, some their tails, some their ears, some their hands. But no matter what they did, it was still hard to conceal their demon aura. She didn’t sense any demon aura from that fox woman, so she guessed she must be wearing a magical item to conceal her aura.

Xie Xuechen only ate a few bites before putting down his chopsticks. He silently watched Mu Xuanling finish a whole bowl of noodles, his thoughts unknown to anyone.

Seeing Mu Xuanling put down her chopsticks, Xie Xuechen was about to call the owner to pay when he suddenly remembered something. His raised hand froze in mid-air.

Mu Xuanling looked at his hand, then at his slightly furrowed brow, and couldn’t help but laugh. Even the gloom in her heart was largely dispelled.

“Sect Leader Xie, did you forget to bring money again?” Mu Xuanling teased in a low voice.

The owner, seeing the raised hand, had already come over to calculate the bill.

“Esteemed guests, that will be eight copper coins in total.”

Mu Xuanling giggled, pulling out a hairpin and saying to the owner, “I’m sorry, we left in a hurry and forgot to bring money. Would this hairpin be enough to cover the noodles?”

The owner exclaimed in surprise, “This hairpin is far too valuable. It’s enough to buy this whole noodle shop with plenty to spare. It’s just two bowls of noodles, not worth much. If you two enjoyed the meal, just come back another time.”

Mu Xuanling smiled and said, “Then let’s leave this hairpin here as a deposit. I’ll come back another day to redeem it. How could we let our Brother Xie eat without paying?”

Xie Xuechen’s expression changed slightly as he gazed at Mu Xuanling. She remained oblivious, smiling as she put down the hairpin and pulled Xie Xuechen away.

“Hahaha…” Mu Xuanling laughed, “Xie Xuechen, it’s your birthday today, so let this meal be my treat.”

Xie Xuechen looked at her and said softly, “I should be the one treating you.”

“Then let’s say it’s my birthday today. I’m treating you. Is that alright?” Her eyes sparkled, shining brightly, impossible to look away from. “I don’t know which day I was born anyway, so let’s make it the same day as yours, okay?”

Xie Xuechen’s Adam’s apple bobbed slightly, unsure of the source of the ache spreading in his heart. He said hoarsely, “Alright.”

She turned away with a smile, her skirt swirling, brushing against Xie Xuechen’s clothes as she hummed a tuneless melody.

Xie Xuechen slowly followed, watching her slender, frail figure from behind.

“I suddenly remembered there’s one thing I haven’t done yet,” Mu Xuanling abruptly stopped and turned to look at Xie Xuechen. “I’ve never drunk alcohol before. Have you?”

Xie Xuechen shook his head.

“When I was little, I heard that drinking alcohol makes you happy, so many people love to drink. I’ve always been curious. Later, when I met Big Brother, I wanted him to let me try, but he said I was too young,” Mu Xuanling’s eyes showed a hint of nostalgia. “After I went to the Demon Realm, I had even fewer chances. Xie Xuechen…” She looked up at him hopefully. “Do you have any alcohol?”

Xie Xuechen shouldn’t have agreed to her unreasonable request. Her serious injuries hadn’t fully healed, and drinking wasn’t suitable for her. But the expectation in her eyes made it hard for him to refuse.

Yongxue City naturally had countless fine wines. Even though he never drank, he could use his sense of smell to find the best wine from the cellar.

“Take me to Wenxue Cliff,” she said impulsively. “I saw it in the illusion. That’s where you practice your swordsmanship, right?”

So Xie Xuechen carried her to Wenxue Cliff.

A full moon hung in the clear night sky. There were no clouds, and the stars were sparse. The sky looked as if it had been carefully wiped clean with snow, pristine and vast.

Mu Xuanling hugged the wine jar, staring intently at the snow pine at the edge of Wenxue Cliff. It looked even more robust than in the illusion. Of course, twenty-one years had passed. But she knew that beneath the soft snow lay countless ravines, deep and shallow. She could faintly see a small Xie Xuechen, wielding a sword heavier and longer than himself, practicing day after day, questioning his heart. His swordsmanship became more profound, but his eyes grew colder.

When Mu Xuanling was in the Demon Realm, she often heard the demons around her mention Xie Xuechen’s name. They said he was a prodigy, cold as ice. She never imagined that Xie Xuechen of Yongxue City would be the same gentle, protective immortal brother from years ago. They had identical appearances but completely different temperaments.

She even began to doubt if she had ever really met such a person, or if she had just dreamed it up during her painful times, mistaking the dream for reality.

The amber-colored liquor swirled gently in the white porcelain bowl, its rich aroma wafting up. Mu Xuanling held the bowl with both hands, tentatively taking a small sip. She felt a hint of spiciness and sweetness and furrowed her brow.

“It doesn’t seem to taste good,” Mu Xuanling mumbled.

Xie Xuechen gently swirled his bowl. Another full moon reflected in it, along with a pair of cold phoenix eyes. With his cultivation level, no alcohol in this world could intoxicate him. If he couldn’t get drunk, what was the point of drinking?

The only meaning, perhaps, was to drink together with the person beside him.

His pale thin lips parted slightly as the crisp, fragrant liquid moistened them. Xie Xuechen frowned slightly, savoring the taste in his mouth—it truly wasn’t particularly good.

But Mu Xuanling wasn’t ready to give up. She took small sips of the wine, frowning with each one. “Maybe you need to drink more to taste the flavor…” she muttered.

Xie Xuechen turned his head to look at her. Her slightly upturned lips were like flower petals moistened by dew, their color and texture extremely tempting. It reminded him of the taste he had experienced earlier, and his gaze darkened.

She quickly finished half a bowl of wine and her fair face flushed red. But her eyes grew brighter as if they had absorbed the moonlight, shimmering with a radiant glow.

“I think I’m starting to taste it,” Mu Xuanling licked her lips, squinting her eyes and reaching out to Xie Xuechen. “Pour me some more.”

Xie Xuechen held down the wine jar, his voice low and husky: “No more drinking.”

Mu Xuanling tried to grab it, but how could she be faster than the Sword Immortal? With a movement too quick to see, the wine jar disappeared into his spatial ring. Mu Xuanling grasped at empty air, then turned her gaze to the half bowl of wine still in Xie Xuechen’s hand, her eyes gleaming.

Xie Xuechen held her back with one hand while raising the bowl to his lips with the other. He tilted his head back and drained it in one gulp. His Adam’s apple bobbed, and a trickle of amber liquid escaped the corner of his mouth, tracing a path down his beautifully defined jaw and long neck before disappearing into his collar.

Mu Xuanling stared blankly, unconsciously swallowing. She had an urge to lunge forward and drink it up.

Xie Xuechen lowered the bowl and saw her dazed expression. Thinking she was craving the last drops in the cup, he couldn’t help but smile wryly. However, being a cold-natured person, even his smile was so faint it was barely discernible. The wine had hit him quickly, and a wave of heat surged up from his throat, making his voice even huskier: “Ling’er, sit properly.”

Mu Xuanling felt a tingling sensation in her heart. Somewhat reluctantly, she put down her bowl and sat down next to Xie Xuechen.

Xie Xuechen felt the warmth and weight pressing against his left arm. He stiffened slightly but didn’t push her away.

“Ah…” Mu Xuanling rested her head on Xie Xuechen’s arm and sighed softly, a sigh full of complex emotions. “Xie Xuechen, you’ve been too kind to me today.”

Xie Xuechen lowered his head slightly, seeing her long, thick eyelashes. He thought hazily, is this what she considers kindness? Just taking her for a bowl of noodles and half a bowl of wine, and she’s content?

She hadn’t lied to him; she truly was easy to please. A little bit of warmth, and she could be coaxed and tricked into selling herself.

Yet the ways he had hurt her, she didn’t seem to take to heart at all.

Thinking of this, Xie Xuechen felt a lump in his throat, making it difficult to speak.

“Does it still hurt?” he asked softly.

“I don’t have much strength, but it doesn’t hurt much anymore,” Mu Xuanling idly played with his sleeve, gazing lazily at the bright moon above. “You’re being so nice to me, is it because you feel guilty?”

Mu Xuanling waited for a while, but Xie Xuechen didn’t answer. She continued talking to herself: “You don’t need to be like this. I’ve said before, as long as I can stay by your side, I don’t mind losing my powers. Being imprisoned for 300 years isn’t a punishment for me; it’s just changing locations to be a demon slave. I can control my demonic power well now, so the spirit-binding ring doesn’t hurt me anymore.” As she spoke, she stretched out her foot, revealing the magical device on her ankle—the ankle ring that would emit a soul-stirring chime when spiritual power was activated.

“I used to have a spirit-binding ring too. The wound it left was too deep, leaving a scar from spiritual power that wouldn’t go away. Sang Qi made this magical device for me to cover that scar.” She lightly kicked her foot, and the ankle ring fell off, revealing a circle of dark brown scar tissue on her slender, pale ankle. It looked horrifying, and one could imagine how much pain she must have endured.

“Can you give me a prettier spirit-binding ring?” Mu Xuanling looked up at Xie Xuechen, her bright eyes sparkling with hope and joy. “I’ll be very good.”

Xie Xuechen suddenly leaned down and embraced her.

Mu Xuanling was stunned for a moment before reaching out to return his embrace. She rested her head on his chest, saying happily yet proudly: “You’re not drunk, and I didn’t force you. You hugged me on your own, you know.”

Xie Xuechen’s body trembled almost imperceptibly as if a sword was sawing back and forth at the tip of his heart, forcing him to give up what he cherished most.

“Ling’er…” His voice seemed to be suppressing something, sounding low and hoarse, “You don’t have to be a slave.”

“Hm?” Mu Xuanling nestled in his arms, her voice muffled, “Then… are you going to lock me up? Like Chi Mo?”

“You can go to Yunxiu Mountain Villa. Nan Xuyue will protect you,” Xie Xuechen said.

Mu Xuanling was dazed for a long time before she understood Xie Xuechen’s words. She placed her hands on his chest, pushing away from his embrace, and looked up at him in confusion: “What do you mean?”

Xie Xuechen said, “If you become the mistress of Yunxiu Mountain Villa, the Immortal Alliance won’t trouble you.”

Mu Xuanling stared silently into his eyes for a long time. Eventually, her eyes reddened slightly. She gave a small laugh, but her voice couldn’t hide a trace of choking up: “So, this meal, this bowl of wine, was your farewell to me.”

She withdrew her hands and hugged herself, turning her head to look at the desolate, endless snow-covered mountains, no longer looking at Xie Xuechen.

“I’ve thought about it for a long time,” her voice held a hint of weariness, and she curled her lips in a smile devoid of joy. “You showed me that fox spirit to let me know that a half-demon and a human together won’t end well, right?”

“I’ve known it all along. I don’t care if I lose both hands or dispel all my demonic arts. I’m still alive, aren’t I?”

“But I also know that I’ve been too selfish, only thinking about how much I like you and want to be with you, without considering whether you’re willing.”

“I felt it, you know. You did like me a little bit. At least, when I kissed you, you didn’t push me away. Just now, you even hugged me on your initiative.”

“Xie Xuechen, I’m very, very easy to please. Just a tiny bit of your liking is enough for me. I’d be very happy with just that.”

“But for you, that tiny bit of liking isn’t enough, is it? Not enough for you to decide to keep me by your side, even if just as a small demon slave.”

“Ah…”

Mu Xuanling let out a long sigh. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears, but she stubbornly refused to let them fall. She reached out and picked up the ankle ring, carefully putting it back on.

“Xie Xuechen, you should just lock me up. After all, the Immortal Alliance sentenced me to 300 years of imprisonment. If I go to Yunxiu Mountain Villa, it will be troublesome for you, and for Nan Xuyue too.” Mu Xuanling laughed self-mockingly. “You don’t need to feel guilty towards me, because all along, I’ve been the one indebted to you. You don’t owe me anything.”

Mu Xuanling struggled to her feet from the snow. She was a bit unsteady and stumbled a couple of times, but Xie Xuechen held her up.

Mu Xuanling gently pushed him away.

“There’s one more thing I’ve never told you. Maybe it’s because I’ve just realized it,” Mu Xuanling smiled at him. “I think I might have mistaken you for someone else. Although you look very much like him, you’re not him.”

“Sect Leader Xie, I’m sorry for causing you trouble.”

She walked away alone, softly humming a tuneless melody, without looking back at him once.
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Xie Xuechen thought that Mu Xuanling might have truly mistaken him for someone else. He didn’t know who Mu Xuanling had taken him for, perhaps the “big brother” she mentioned, but Xie Xuechen knew he wasn’t that person.

If Mu Xuanling could suddenly realize this and let go of her attachment to him, it might be a good thing for both of them.

But thinking of this possibility, he didn’t feel relieved or like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders.

Instead, there was an inexplicable irritation and ache.

After returning, Mu Xuanling went straight to the dungeon, closed the cell door, and lay down on the hay pile. She stared at the stone wall with open eyes, the scene from seven years ago constantly floating before her. Who was that person who looked so similar to Xie Xuechen?

Besides Xie Xuechen, who else could it be?

If it was him back then, he wouldn’t have pushed her away, right? He risked his life to save her, how could he bear to reject her?

Mu Xuanling hugged herself tightly, feeling wronged, and closed her eyes dejectedly. Let it be this way then, staying here for a lifetime was fine too. After all, there was no one left in this world who loved her deeply.

Mu Xuanling fell into a drowsy sleep. Having lost all her powers, she didn’t hear the faint footsteps behind her.

A figure covered her small, curled-up body. Warm fingertips wiped away the tears on her eyelashes. A barely audible sigh was suppressed in the throat as the person helped cover her with a blanket, finally waking her.

Mu Xuanling rubbed her eyes and recognized the person sitting beside her.

“Master Nan?” she called out in a hoarse voice.

Nan Xuyue’s fingertips still held the dampness from her eyelashes. He gently rubbed his fingertips and said softly, “Is this your choice? To stay here and be a prisoner?”

Mu Xuanling lowered her head guiltily: “You don’t need to make such a big sacrifice to save me.”

“This isn’t a sacrifice,” Nan Xuyue said seriously. “It’s what I desire most.”

“Master Nan…”

“You can call me Nan Xuyue, or just call me by my name,” Nan Xuyue interrupted her.

Mu Xuanling fluttered her eyelashes and sighed, “Nan Xuyue, I don’t understand why you want to do this.”

That day when he embraced her in the garden and said those words, she tossed and turned, thinking hard, but still couldn’t understand why. In her mind, Nan Xuyue was an extremely gentle and kind young master from a noble family. For the sake of saving someone, he was willing to sacrifice his reputation, which was understandable. But she felt it wasn’t necessary, and she didn’t want to implicate him.

Nan Xuyue smiled bitterly, “If you understand your feelings for Xie Xuechen, then you should understand that I feel the same way about you.”

“That’s what I don’t understand,” Mu Xuanling frowned. “I’ve never given you anything, nor have I been particularly good to you.”

In her heart, from beginning to end, there was only one person. Others were just others.

She couldn’t bear to say such cruel words to Nan Xuyue, but her heartbeat was so resolute that Nan Xuyue found it jarring, yet clear.

“You just don’t realize it yourself,” Nan Xuyue’s eyes were clouded with gloom, making Mu Xuanling lose focus.

“Ling’er, when I first met you, it was the darkest moment of my life. It was you who helped me walk out of that gloom, creating the Nan Xuyue of today.”

Mu Xuanling looked at Nan Xuyue’s serious expression, but she couldn’t even remember what she had said back then. She only remembered that Nan Xuyue was very sad at the time, and she seemed to have said some words to comfort him.

“I’ll tell you a secret. Do you want to hear it?” Nan Xuyue asked softly.

Mu Xuanling hesitated for a moment, then nodded: “Alright, I’ll keep it secret.”

Nan Xuyue said, “Actually, the destruction of my spirit aperture wasn’t done by the demon race.”

Mu Xuanling’s pupils contracted, her heart suddenly jolted, and then she heard Nan Xuyue calmly continue: “It was my mother, Madam Xue, who colluded with evil cultivators, pretending to be demons, and kidnapped me.”

“Madam Xue is my nominal mother. My father, Nan Wujiu, had five wives, and Madam Xue was the one with the highest cultivation among them. Before I was born, her son Nan Xingye was my father’s most outstanding son. He formed his Golden Core at fifteen and had the potential to reach the Fashen realm.”

Mu Xuanling could almost guess the later plot, and sure enough, what Nan Xuyue said was exactly the kind of thing commonly seen in the mundane world.

“Nan Xingye is my elder brother. He should have inherited Yunxiu Mountain Manor, but after I was born, my father gave all his love and care to me. Everyone knew that Yunxiu Mountain Manor would eventually be mine,” Nan Xuyue suddenly let out a low laugh. “I had long sensed Madam Xue’s hatred towards me, but she should have known the price of harming me. I thought she would have some scruples.”

Mu Xuanling asked, “Did you discover her collusion with evil cultivators?”

Nan Xuyue nodded: “She thought by having people disguise as enemies, she could deceive everyone, but I still found evidence and told my father everything. The one who colluded with evil cultivators was her, but the mastermind behind it was Nan Xingye.”

“Then… did your father handle it impartially?” Mu Xuanling asked softly.

“Handle it impartially?” Nan Xuyue repeated these words quietly, slightly furrowing his brow. “Ling’er, do you know what justice is?”

Mu Xuanling thought for a moment and said, “Good is rewarded and evil is punished. That’s justice, right?”

Nan Xuyue smiled slightly and patted her head: “You think the same as I did when I was ten.”

Mu Xuanling was a bit dazed, with a bad feeling in her heart.

The scene became clear again in Nan Xuyue’s mind. He vaguely heard Madam Xue’s cries and Nan Xingye begging for mercy. His enraged father raised his iron palm high, spiritual power gathering in his palm, ready to strike them both dead.

Madam Xue hugged Nan Wujiu’s legs, crying and trying to stop him.

“She said, ‘Are you going to destroy a Golden Core cultivator for the sake of a useless child?'” Nan Xuyue softly repeated Madam Xue’s hysterical cry. At that time, he didn’t understand the weight of those words.

Now, Mu Xuanling didn’t understand either. Her beautiful eyes seemed to be covered by a layer of mist.

“Ling’er, it was then that I understood, my father’s justice was power,” Nan Xuyue’s smile was somewhat sorrowful. “The injuries I suffered, everything I lost, because they were already lost, weren’t worth mentioning. My elder brother had already formed his Golden Core and had the potential to reach the Fashen realm. With me crippled, he was the hope of Yunxiu Mountain Manor. My father wouldn’t destroy the hope of Yunxiu Mountain Manor for the sake of a useless person.”

Mu Xuanling’s heart turned ice-cold, as if she were in the midst of a snowy wilderness, her limbs seemingly frozen and unable to move.

Nan Xuyue was still smiling, but there wasn’t a trace of joy in that smile.

“I once thought I had everything, but it turned out to be an illusion. When I lost my power, I lost my family along with it,” Nan Xuyue’s cool fingertips brushed Mu Xuanling’s hair at her temples. He said sadly, “That year, when I went to Mingyue Mountain Manor to borrow the Chaos Zhenzhu, I met you. It was you who told me, that if no one likes you, then keep all the liking for yourself. Even if I became useless, I could still do things that many people in the world couldn’t do. You didn’t know that your casual words became the hope for my rebirth. I wanted to take you away, but at that time I was just a useless person. When I made that request, all I got was my father’s impatience and disgust.”

“I thought that one day when I became the master of Yunxiu Mountain Manor, I could rightfully ask for you. But before I could take the position of manor master, news came that Mingyue Mountain Manor had been brutally destroyed and reduced to ruins. I went to see, that some half-demons were dead, burned to ashes, and some were taken away by Sang Qi and became his demon soldiers. I didn’t know if you were dead or alive, had no way to inquire, and could only bury the regret forever in my heart.”

“But now, I can protect you, yet you’re unwilling,” Nan Xuyue sighed with a bitter smile. “Ling’er, I was the one who met you first.”

In the depths of confusion, Mu Xuanling’s mind was in turmoil, unable to process Nan Xuyue’s words. Her heart was filled with both pity and anger for Nan Xuyue’s plight, as well as a deep sense of helplessness at his melancholy. What’s past is past, and her heart was now occupied by another, whether that person was Xie Xuechen or not. To her, Nan Xuyue was nothing more than a friend.

New moons rise at the edge of the sky, yet dawn and dusk bring the deepest longing. It seemed everyone had their thoughts, despite being so close yet so far away.

Mu Xuanling didn’t know how to respond to Nan Xuyue’s tenderness. Suddenly, she understood Xie Xuechen’s predicament; this must be the same feeling of difficulty and guilt he experienced when facing her.

Just as Mu Xuanling was about to speak, she felt a violent tremor shake the dungeon, causing the flames to flicker wildly.

“What’s happening?” Mu Xuanling steadied herself against the stone wall, feeling the mountain tremble beneath her palm.

Could it be an earthquake? But Yong Xue City had a protective barrier; how could such a strong earthquake occur?

Nan Xuyue grabbed Mu Xuanling’s wrist urgently. “Let’s get out of here first!”

Instinctively, Mu Xuanling allowed herself to be pulled by Nan Xuyue as they ran out of the cell. The mountain’s tremors induced dizziness, making the corridor before them seem to come alive, twisting everything around them.

A familiar aura cascaded down from above, enveloping everything. Mu Xuanling felt as if she’d been plunged into an icy cave, her limbs instantly freezing.

“It’s him…” She slowed her pace, her eyes unfocused as she muttered, “Why is he here?”

Nan Xuyue also sensed that intimidating aura—dark and immense, heavily pressing down on their hearts, involuntarily plunging them into fear. Seeing Mu Xuanling’s pale face, he suddenly understood what she was afraid of.

“This power, is it Sang Qi?” Nan Xuyue could hardly believe it. The power was too vast. Sang Qi was only a half-demon, known for his viciousness, cunning, and mystery. Almost no one had seen him take action personally, and half-demons had limited cultivation potential. How could he possess such tremendous power?

Mu Xuanling had been by Sang Qi’s side for seven years but had never witnessed him in action. This power far exceeded her imagination.

Why would Sang Qi come to Yong Xue City? What did he want to do?

Could it be that he came for her?

In the dead of night, Yong Xue City was enveloped in silence. An invisible hemispherical barrier covered the city, blocking the invasion of evil enemies. Sang Qi’s power and aura were so strong that as soon as he approached, it triggered the defensive mountain barrier. The barrier emitted a golden-white light, resisting the dark aura from the demon realm.

Sang Qi levitated, controlling the wind, wearing a dark cloak. His magical power erupted, his silver hair floating wildly without wind. His right hand, extending from the cloak, displayed a metallic silver color with densely packed, strange runes engraved upon it. At this moment, those runes seemed to come alive, moving on his arm before transforming into a thin, black spirit snake that flew out. Amidst the surging demonic energy, the black spirit snake rapidly expanded, soon growing to several hundred feet long, resembling an ink-colored flood dragon. It let out a long roar, causing the ground to shake and the mountains to tremble. The ink dragon’s eyes flashed with fierce red light as it lunged toward Yong Xue City’s barrier. The golden light barrier instantly dimmed, and the entire mountain shook with it.

The flood dragon let out a painful roar, its anger fueling its power to new heights. It reared its thick neck and, with a shake of its head, rammed into the barrier with even greater force. At that moment, an incredibly sharp sword energy appeared out of nowhere, slicing towards the center of its eyes. The flood dragon couldn’t dodge in time and was struck in the brow by the sword’s energy. A cloud of black smoke rose as it writhed and howled in pain in mid-air.

The golden light returned to its master’s hand. A sword cultivator in white robes raised his cold phoenix eyes to look at the enemy hundreds of feet away.

“Sect Leader Xie, long time no see,” Sang Qi’s cold, hoarse voice carried from afar. Though not loud, it seemed to resound right next to their ears, like a gentle whisper, yet containing malice and killing intent.

Xie Xuechen stood proudly, his wide sleeves billowing, the cinnabar mark on his brow faintly glowing, looking like a divine being as he faced off against the dark-robed priest from a distance.

“In the Battle of Ten Thousand Immortals, the power you revealed was not even a fraction of what you show now,” Xie Xuechen coldly looked at Sang Qi. “What brings the Great Priest here?”

Sang Qi curled his thin, crimson lips into a smile and said, “Naturally, I’ve come to retrieve my beloved disciple.”

“I’m afraid I can’t let you have your way,” Xie Xuechen held his sword across his chest. Jun Tian Sword emitted a dazzling light, illuminating the surroundings and keeping the demonic energy at bay.

“There’s no need for Sect Leader Xie to be so hostile. I bear no ill will towards you,” Sang Qi said slowly. “Didn’t little Ling tell you that I instructed her to save you from the Molten Abyss?”

Xie Xuechen’s heart shook, but he quickly composed himself, refusing to listen to Sang Qi’s deceptive words.

Sang Qi chuckled softly, “You don’t believe me, do you? That Half-Day Fragrance pill little Ling used, I taught her how to refine it. There’s only one in the world.”

In response to Sang Qi, Jun Tian Sword unleashed a heaven-shattering strike.

That sword strike was like the rising sun, outshining stars, and moon, making the demonic flood dragon tremble violently.

Sang Qi could barely withstand this strike. His dark robe developed a small tear, and blood seeped from the corner of his mouth. His face showed a grave expression.

Xie Xuechen’s determination was stronger than he had imagined. He had told the truth, but if Xie Xuechen didn’t believe him, there was nothing he could do.

He knew that Xie Xuechen had suffered severe injuries a few days ago, and his spiritual power had been depleting daily, not yet having recovered to his peak state. However, he had witnessed Xie Xuechen’s swordsmanship in the Battle of Ten Thousand Immortals—relentless, leaving no room for error, unleashing power far beyond human limits.

Sang Qi had only come to retrieve a disciple; he had no intention of engaging in a death battle with Xie Xuechen.

A strange color flashed in his silver eyes as Sang Qi extended his other hand—his left hand. It was a long and delicate hand, more beautiful than a woman’s, yet more powerful. He spread his five fingers, the ivory-colored fingertips slowly turning crimson. A drop of dark red blood emerged from his fingertips, suspended in the air. His five fingers drew a mysterious sigil in the void, and the dark red blood twisted and flowed into the sigil, floating in the air like a red thread, emitting a faint red glow.

Blood color rose in his silver eyes as Sang Qi slowly raised his hand. The red net suddenly began to spin frantically, growing larger and larger. In an instant, the palm-sized sigil covered the sky, plunging Yong Xue City into darkness.

Xie Xuechen immediately felt the spiritual energy around him rapidly diminishing, replaced by frantically growing demonic energy. It was as if this place was no longer the human realm, but the demon realm.

This was the ghostly technique of the half-demon priest, combining arrays with demonic energy to create myriad changes—one of the most powerful arrays, the Heaven and Earth Stealing Array.

This array could only be maintained for a quarter of an hour. During this time, within the area covered by the array, spiritual energy would not be generated, and demonic energy would spread wildly. Xie Xuechen’s power was greatly reduced, while the flood dragon’s power increased by more than twofold. The flood dragon frantically absorbed the demonic energy, quickly healing the sword wound on its brow. Two horns grew on its forehead, and its body grew larger, becoming more solid and ferocious. With a fierce light in its eyes, it roared and flew towards Xie Xuechen.

Jun Tian Sword multiplied from one to ten thousand, weaving a giant net of sword light to block the flood dragon’s path. The flood dragon struggled fiercely within the sword net, biting through it and continuing to fly towards Xie Xuechen. It rammed towards him, but only hit an afterimage. The real Xie Xuechen had somehow appeared on its back, Jun Tian Sword in hand, stabbing downwards through its body. However, this strike met no resistance, and Xie Xuechen immediately realized it was a trap. But the flood dragon had already turned its head, spewing a jet of black demonic energy towards him.

Xie Xuechen avoided most of the demonic energy but was still grazed by a bit, leaving a black-purple mark on his chest.

This flood dragon could shift between solid and ethereal at will. When it struck, it became solid; when attacked, it became ethereal.

It was nearly impossible for the flood dragon to defeat Xie Xuechen, but it was also not a matter Xie Xuechen could resolve with a single sword strike.

Xie Xuechen’s gaze shifted to Sang Qi, suddenly realizing something was amiss. He sent a sword energy strike towards Sang Qi, who neither dodged nor avoided, allowing the sword energy to pass through his chest and abdomen.

Xie Xuechen’s eyes darkened—it was a demonic energy illusion.

Sang Qi had merely used the flood dragon to delay him; his real target was Mu Xuanling. This was both a hidden plot and an open one. Even if he saw through Sang Qi’s scheme, he couldn’t ignore this flood dragon and allow it to endanger the citizens of Yong Xue City.

Nan Xuyue and Mu Xuanling emerged from the dungeon, immediately spotting the flood dragon in the distant sky, along with that dazzling sword light.

“Sang Qi’s demonic flood dragon.” Mu Xuanling’s breath caught, and her heart suddenly wracked with pain, as if all strength had been drained from her body. She collapsed weakly to the ground.

Nan Xuyue hurriedly supported her, asking with concern, “What’s wrong?”

Mu Xuanling’s face was pale, unable to speak.

Nan Xuyue glanced at Xie Xuechen battling the flood dragon, then suddenly bent down and lifted Mu Xuanling onto his back.

“Nan…” Mu Xuanling’s breathing was rapid and chaotic, unable to call out Nan Xuyue’s full name. She lay powerlessly on Nan Xuyue’s somewhat thin back, feeling the warmth and determination emanating from his body.

“There’s a teleportation array in my room. I’ll take you there first,” Nan Xuyue said.

He had an old injury on his foot, with half of his leg beneath his long robe being a prosthetic. Usually, he walked slowly, making it difficult for others to notice his disability. But now, with Mu Xuanling on his back and walking urgently, she could feel the hardships he had endured.

Mu Xuanling’s heart ached with each breath, and beyond the pain, there was an indescribable sadness.

You don’t have to be so kind to me…

Each of these thousand-plus steps seemed to tread on her heart.

However, before they could reach the teleportation array, a tall figure blocked their path.

The dark-robed priest stood smiling under a nearby plum blossom tree, plucking a flower with a smile as if attending a long-awaited rendezvous. He lowered his head to gently smell the plum blossom, yet crushed the petals with his fingertips. His slightly upturned silver eyes glanced sideways at the two who had stopped in their tracks, his thin lips curling into a faint smile.

“Little Ling, it’s time to go home.”

Nan Xuyue slowly lowered Mu Xuanling and opened his magical artifact, Zhe Feng.

“I’ll hold him off. You go to the array,” Nan Xuyue said.

Sang Qi smiled contemptuously, “Manor Lord Nan, I’m afraid you’re not capable of stopping me.”

Even Yong Xue City’s barrier couldn’t stop him. He simply didn’t want to confront Xie Xuechen directly, so he used the flood dragon as a diversion. Losing a bit of his heart’s blood was inconsequential.

Mu Xuanling’s breath trembled as she weakly said, “Master, please don’t hurt him.”

Sang Qi smiled, “Alright, come here obediently.”

Mu Xuanling struggled to lift her foot, but Nan Xuyue gripped her wrist tightly. His gaze was solemn, his knuckles white as he held Zhe Feng, yet without a trace of trembling. He resolutely raised the magical artifact, and the folding fan swiftly opened.

Sang Qi only saw that one side of the fan depicted a bamboo forest, the craftsmanship lifelike, with faint sounds of rustling leaves seemingly coming from within. Suddenly, the bamboo leaves on the fan truly began to move, transforming into countless green blades whirling toward Sang Qi.

Sang Qi raised an eyebrow in slight surprise, casually waving his hand to turn the bamboo leaves into gray ash.

“How presumptuous,” Sang Qi snorted lightly, but immediately furrowed his brow.

For the two people before him had vanished.

Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Chapter 25
On the other side of the folding fan lay an entire realm of mountains and rivers.

Mu Xuanling never imagined that within Nan Xuyue’s fans existed another world. As Sang Qi waved his sleeve, Nan Xuyue brought her into this fan realm.

Here, peace reigned. Birds sang amidst fragrant flowers, and streams gurgled gently, reminiscent of a utopian paradise.

Nan Xuyue, slightly out of breath, explained, “This is a small pocket dimension created by a Fashen-rank ancestor of the Yunxiu Manor. I’ve connected its entrance to the fan’s surface using an array. While we can temporarily evade Sang Qi here, it’s not a permanent solution. I’m unsure of the depths of his power. If he possesses Fashen strength, he could tear open a spatial rift and enter.”

Mu Xuanling’s face turned ashen. “He’s more terrifying than I imagined. All these years, he’s been concealing his true strength.”

“He deliberately lured away Xie Xuechen, so he likely doesn’t have the power to face him head-on,” Nan Xuyue said gravely, lowering his head in thought. “We only need to hold out for a short while. Once Xie Xuechen kills that demon Jiao, Sang Qi will have to retreat.”

“That demon Jiao is no ordinary beast,” Mu Xuanling’s face showed concern. “It was originally a Jiao King, defeated by Sang Qi, who then extracted its tendons and bound its soul, refining it into a magical tool. It exists in both physical and ethereal states, making it extremely difficult to deal with. Xie Xuechen’s Primordial Spirit absorbed the force of a Fashen’s self-destruction just days ago. His power hasn’t even recovered to seventy percent. I fear he might be injured again, allowing Sang Qi to strike.”

Nan Xuyue stared at her blankly, then suddenly laughed.

Mu Xuanling looked up in surprise. “What are you laughing at?”

Nan Xuyue sighed helplessly. “Even at this moment, you’re still worrying about him.”

Mu Xuanling’s eyelashes trembled as she lowered her gaze, unable to respond.

Nan Xuyue let out a soft sigh and gently asked, “You suddenly turned pale earlier. Was it the pain in your chest?”

Mu Xuanling nodded. “I don’t know why, but it suddenly started aching.”

She had experienced chest pains before, attributing it to the dispersal of demonic energy. But now, even after dispersing her demonic cultivation, the pain not only persisted but intensified.

“I’m only worried that this might be related to Sang Qi,” Nan Xuyue said, taking her wrist to carefully examine her pulse, but unable to discern anything definitive.

Sang Qi’s methods were difficult to fathom. Nan Xuyue’s mastery of arrays was unparalleled among humans, but Sang Qi’s manipulation of demonic energy was beyond mortal comprehension, a realm Nan Xuyue, as a mortal, could never hope to touch.

“Nan Xuyue,” Mu Xuanling took a deep breath, looking earnestly into his eyes. “If he comes after us again, don’t worry about me. If he captures me, it won’t be to kill me. I’ll be fine.”

“Don’t be foolish,” Nan Xuyue sighed. “You’ve dispersed your demonic cultivation, barely clinging to life. If he takes you back to the demon realm, even if you don’t die, your life would be worse than death.”

“I’m used to it. That’s my destiny, and it shouldn’t involve you. I shouldn’t be burdening you,” Mu Xuanling smiled faintly. “These few days since leaving the demon realm have been like a beautiful dream. Now that I’m awake, it’s time to return to reality.”

Nan Xuyue wanted to say something, but Mu Xuanling interrupted him.

“I understand your intentions, but I can’t accept them,” Mu Xuanling said, seeing the sadness in Nan Xuyue’s eyes and fighting back her guilt and heartache. “You’re a cherished friend, and I don’t want you to get hurt because of me.”

“Friend…” Nan Xuyue’s clear, deep eyes swirled with suppressed emotion. “I see.”

“You emerged from the darkness because of yourself, not because of my careless words,” Mu Xuanling sighed softly, unconsciously softening her tone as she couldn’t bear to see Nan Xuyue hurt. “I’m not worthy of such affection from you.”

Nan Xuyue suddenly let out a low chuckle. Mu Xuanling looked at his handsome profile in surprise, only to see a bitter smile tugging at the corner of his lips.

“Lingr,” Nan Xuyue suddenly changed the subject, “I seem to have left some words unfinished back in the dungeon.” Mu Xuanling furrowed her brow in confusion.

Nan Xuyue tilted his head slightly, his eyes as deep and dark as a starless night.

“You mentioned then that your father had spared the main culprit who harmed you,” Mu Xuanling said softly.

Nan Xuyue smiled. “Not entirely. At least, Madam Xue died.”

“Ah!” Mu Xuanling exclaimed. “Was she killed by your father?”

“She took the blame for Nan Xingye, shouldering all the crimes. She took her own life in front of me,” Nan Xuyue explained.

Nan Xuyue could never forget Madam Xue’s eyes as she died. She was smiling, satisfied that her son would gain everything, while she merely lost her life. To her, it was worth it.

“I was angry at first, because of my father’s unfairness and favoritism. But at that moment, I was suddenly left with only envy,” Nan Xuyue said with a faint smile. “Someone loved him so much that they would gladly die for him.”

“And in this lifetime, I will never encounter such a person.”

It was only later that Nan Xuyue understood that the regret of this loss had become his heart demon.

Seeing Mu Xuanling’s ardent and sincere love for Xie Xuechen, and her selfless devotion, he finally understood what he had missed.

He found himself both pitiful and laughable. Did he fall for Lingr as a person, or did he fall for her deep, unwavering love for another?

Even the wisest in this world cannot unravel the mysteries of love. He could only follow his heart, tightly grasping her hand at this moment.

Suddenly, this pocket dimension began to shake violently. Nan Xuyue shielded Mu Xuanling behind him and said in a deep voice, “He’s here.”

A black rift tore open in the sky, and a pale hand reached out from it. Demonic energy surged, and the space around them trembled, on the verge of collapse.

Nan Xuyue’s expression grew grave. He knew he couldn’t sustain this space any longer, yet only half an hour had passed.

The rift in the sky suddenly expanded rapidly. Nan Xuyue tightened his grip on Mu Xuanling’s hand. Abruptly, the entire space shattered like broken porcelain. Mu Xuanling felt her body lighten as she and Nan Xuyue fell to the ground.

They were still in the same place, but Sang Qi now held a crumpled fan in his hand.

“For a mortal, you did quite well,” Sang Qi didn’t hesitate to praise. “So, I think I’ll kill you now.”

Mu Xuanling’s pupils constricted. She saw Sang Qi’s fingertip twitch, and her body reacted before her mind could, pushing Nan Xuyue away and shielding him. A black palm struck Mu Xuanling’s back. Even though Sang Qi had dissipated most of the demonic energy at the last moment, Mu Xuanling was still sent flying, coughing up a mouthful of blood.

“How foolish,” Sang Qi frowned, disappearing from his spot and reappearing beside Mu Xuanling, scooping up her severely injured form into his arms.

Mu Xuanling was in excruciating pain, unable to resist, but still clung to a shred of consciousness. Her weak voice came out in fragments, “Sang Qi… if you kill him… I’ll… take my own life.”

“Heh,” Sang Qi sneered, “You’d go this far for someone you don’t even like? Is your life really that cheap? Or perhaps, you truly don’t want to live anymore?”

Her long lashes fluttered weakly, but she didn’t answer Sang Qi’s questions.

A sharp sword intent shot towards Sang Qi’s face. His expression turned solemn as he vanished from the spot.

Xie Xuechen, half-covered in blood, appeared before Sang Qi. The sword energy from Jun Tian Sword remained as fierce as ever.

To have defeated the demon Jiao in just half an hour—Sang Qi was inwardly shocked.

“It seems Sect Leader Xie has paid quite a price,” Sang Qi observed the blood on Xie Xuechen’s body thoughtfully. “Hmm, to rush here and stop me?”

Xie Xuechen didn’t waste words with him. Jun Tian Sword rose again, moving at an incredible speed that produced a sharp whistling sound. Sang Qi’s silver eyes narrowed as he formed a shield of demonic energy in front of him, his form flickering as he reappeared ten zhang away.

Xie Xuechen pursued relentlessly, droplets of fresh blood falling from his feet into the snow, resembling red plum blossoms.

“Sect Leader Xie, you’re at the end of your strength now. If we truly fight, you may not be my match,” Sang Qi’s voice carried from afar. “Is it worth engaging in a life-and-death battle with me for Mu Xuanling?”

Xie Xuechen pressed his lips together in silence.

That demon Jiao, empowered by the array, had been incredibly difficult to deal with, existing in both physical and ethereal states. Xie Xuechen, worried about Mu Xuanling’s safety, wanted to end the battle quickly. There was only one way: to exert all his strength and encompass the entire demon Jiao within his attack range.

If he couldn’t find a solid target, he’d treat everything as solid and strike.

Pushing the Jade Heavenly Gate Breaking Array to its limit, he entered the array himself, risking mutual destruction to slay the demon Jiao with his sword. He then immediately rushed into the city to find Mu Xuanling.

But he was still a step too late, allowing Sang Qi to abduct Mu Xuanling.

“Sect Leader Xie,” Sang Qi’s voice was full of malice, “Let me tell you something. Little Lingr approached you under my orders, aiming to obtain the Jade Heavenly Scripture. She never truly liked you.”

Xie Xuechen’s sword pierced through the void, striking space, but a trace of blood seeped from the sword tip.

Sang Qi’s form became visible, his face pale, silver eyes flashing with an odd light. “You don’t believe what I said?”

Not only did he not believe it, but he had also used the opportunity to locate Sang Qi’s position.

Xie Xuechen’s raven-blue hair danced with the surging spiritual energy, the golden light of his long sword reflected in his phoenix eyes, emitting a formidable radiance.

At that moment, a circular portal opened in the void, revealing a faint crimson moon. Sang Qi sighed in relief, stepped back, and his form flashed into the portal. Xie Xuechen pursued like lightning, willing to enter the demon realm despite his grave injuries. However, a black shadow suddenly appeared, blocking the portal.

The shadow transformed into a humanoid figure, neither male nor female – it was the Desire Demon.

Xie Xuechen was delayed for a breath and completely lost track of Sang Qi.

The Desire Demon faced the murderous Xie Xuechen with a mix of fear and desire, its entire demonic form trembling. It lusted after Xie Xuechen’s beauty, especially the sword god bathed in blood, which held a uniquely tragic and heroic flavor. It swallowed hard, unable to control its fear of power.

The one who should be experiencing shock, worry, and fear should be the Infatuation Demon. As the Desire Demon, it should only indulge in pleasure, not fear.

The Desire Demon transformed into Mu Xuanling’s appearance and said with a forced smile, “Sect Leader Xie…”

Before it could finish, it was turned into a puff of black smoke by Jun Tian Sword’s energy.

Xie Xuechen coldly gazed at where the portal had disappeared. The last of his strength suddenly dissipated, and he swayed, falling from mid-air. Jun Tian Sword transformed into a small golden boat, carrying him down onto the snow.

The snow beneath him slowly turned red, and a white jade hairpin fell from his bosom.

He had redeemed the hairpin from the noodle shop. The cool jade had been warmed by his palm. He wanted to return it to her, yet selfishly wished to keep it.

Let Lingr stay in Yongxue City…

This thought echoed in his mind repeatedly.

But he still couldn’t keep her.

When facing the demon Jiao, he knew his choice. Between Lingr and Yongxue City, he ultimately chose the latter.

Mu Xuanling awoke to excruciating pain. Her back felt as if it were on fire, the pain spreading to her heart and lungs, causing her to cough lightly.

“You’re awake,” Sang Qi’s voice came closer, his black robe appearing in her vision.

“If I hadn’t withdrawn my power, you might have died,” Sang Qi sneered. “What’s this? Don’t you like Xie Xuechen? Or have you changed your heart and fallen for that cripple?”

Mu Xuanling pressed her lips together, refusing to speak.

She was lying in Sang Qi’s pill refining room, surrounded by various pills and magical tools. This was the most familiar place to her for the past seven years. Here, Sang Qi had taught her much but also caused her unbearable pain. Each time the demonic energy cleansed her body, it was like torture.

Sang Qi crouched down in front of her, gripping her thin chin and forcing her to look up. His silver eyes gleamed with malicious amusement. “Looks like you’ve suffered quite a bit. You practiced demonic cultivation for seven hard years, only to have it dispersed by Xie Xuechen. Yet you seem quite pleased about it.”

Mu Xuanling lowered her eyes, unwilling to speak to him.

“The child has grown up and become more rebellious. Won’t even listen to her master anymore,” Sang Qi increased the pressure of his grip, leaving red marks on Mu Xuanling’s pale cheeks. She frowned slightly.

“When I gave you Half-Day Splendor, didn’t I tell you to get close to Xie Xuechen, make him like you, but not to fall for him yourself?” Sang Qi sneered. “Seeing your defiant expression, you seem quite dissatisfied with me. Little Lingr, no matter what, I was the one who rescued you from Mingyue Manor and taught you skills. You called me master for seven years. Now that you’ve found someone you like, you don’t recognize your master anymore?”

Mu Xuanling clenched her teeth, enduring the pain in silence.

“Now you won’t even speak a word to your master,” Sang Qi clicked his tongue, shaking his head as he released his hold on her. “I know you hate me in your heart. All these years, the thought that kept you alive, the strength that helped you endure the pain of demonic energy cleansing, was revenge.” Sang Qi curved his lips into a smile. “You’ve always wanted to kill me.”

Mu Xuanling was startled, her pupils contracting as she stiffly looked at Sang Qi.

He knows?

Sang Qi laughed. He slowly straightened up, his slender hand resting on Mu Xuanling’s head. Looking down at her with a smile, he said, “How could I not know? Do you think among so many half-demons, I took you as my disciple solely because of your good aptitude?”

“Why…” Mu Xuanling asked hoarsely.

“Because when you were unconscious, I searched your soul,” Sang Qi smiled cruelly. He had seen the most important moments of her life in her consciousness. “I know there’s someone you hold dear in your heart, someone who died to save you. I even know that person is Xie Xuechen, but it seems you don’t know that.”

“You knew…” Mu Xuanling’s entire body trembled violently, tears streaming from her eyes. She glared at Sang Qi with hatred. “So you knew everything all along, but why?”

“You mean why I hid it from you?” Sang Qi smiled. “That’s a rather foolish question. Think about it, why would I tell you?”

Sang Qi’s face was full of interest, a smile playing on his lips. “All these years, you’ve been diligently practicing, wanting to kill me to avenge Xie Xuechen. And, I just love seeing you try so hard. Hatred is a powerful energy. The stronger the hatred in your heart, the stronger the power you can unleash.”

Mu Xuanling couldn’t understand Sang Qi’s thoughts. His mind was too deep, his malice too strong. He wasn’t human at all, and his actions couldn’t be fathomed by human reasoning.

“Why did you give me Half-Day Splendor and let me save Xie Xuechen?” Mu Xuanling asked.

“I told you, it was to let you get close to him and trick him into revealing the Jade Heavenly Scripture,” Sang Qi shook his head helplessly. “When I tell the truth, no one ever believes me.”

Sang Qi continued slowly: “If we could have extracted the Jade Heavenly Scripture from him at Rongyan that day, Xie Xuechen’s death wouldn’t have mattered. But since we couldn’t, I had to resort to this plan. I thought, given your past connection and the fact that you saved his life, those self-proclaimed righteous cultivators wouldn’t kill someone who saved them. As long as you stayed by his side, there should be ample opportunity to get the Jade Heavenly Scripture.”

“I didn’t want the Jade Heavenly Scripture. I just wanted to stay by his side,” Mu Xuanling said coldly, enduring the pain in her chest. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

Sang Qi suddenly burst into laughter. Mu Xuanling stared at him in bewilderment as he covered his forehead, seemingly having heard some hilarious joke. He laughed uncontrollably for a while before lowering his hand, revealing slightly reddened eyes, and looked at Mu Xuanling with an odd expression.

He approached her step by step, cornering her. His pale, delicate hand covered her brow, and the slightly cold temperature of his body made her shiver.

“Don’t you understand?” Sang Qi sighed softly. “He dispersed your demonic cultivation but passed on the Jade Heavenly Technique to you. Lingr, he treats you exceptionally well.”

As soon as Sang Qi finished speaking, a strange spiritual energy rippled from Mu Xuanling’s brow, like a drop of water falling into a lake, creating ripple after ripple.

Her body underwent a mysterious change. Before her eyes, a new and unfamiliar space seemed to unfold, filled with drifting clouds and mist, vast and desolate. Pure spiritual energy permeated everything. With a mere thought, the spiritual energy spread throughout her body. She felt as if she were immersed in warm springs, her body once again filled with power.

This power… it’s Xie Xuechen’s…

“So this is the secret of the Jade Heavenly Scripture,” Sang Qi’s silver eyes blazed with a terrifying light. He trembled slightly with excitement. “I knew it. Seven years ago, when he destroyed his divine aperture, how could his cultivation not decrease but instead increase? So the Jade Heavenly Scripture can rebuild the divine aperture!”

Mu Xuanling stared at the ecstatic Sang Qi in shock. Her eyes widened, and it took her a long time to understand what Xie Xuechen had done.

Allowing a half-demon to possess a divine aperture was a decision that could change the balance of the Three Realms. Half-demons are born with innate cultivation, but because they lack a divine aperture and demon core, they are destined to be unable to advance further in cultivation. Sang Qi had found an alternative path through demonic cultivation, but it wasn’t the right way.

Mu Xuanling’s hands, clutching her clothes, began to tremble. Hot tears rolled down her face.

So his affection wasn’t just a little…

He dispersed her demonic cultivation because he wanted to spare her the pain of demonic energy cleansing, and so she wouldn’t have to fear the scorching sun, allowing her to enjoy the warmth of the human world.

He passed on the Jade Heavenly Scripture to her so she could practice the Dao, not for immortality, but so she could live well…

But he didn’t say, and she didn’t know.

His gentleness is known to no one.
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Mu Xuanling’s trembling hand touched the warm spot on her brow. “I… I didn’t sense its presence before.”

Sang Qi slowly composed himself and said with a smile, “When the Immortal Alliance’s Law Bodies gathered in Yongxue City, he probably concealed the existence of your Spirit Aperture, fearing others might detect it. He might have fooled others, but not me.”

“How did you know?” This was also what puzzled Mu Xuanling.

“Do you often feel a tightness in your chest?” Sang Qi got the expression he wanted from Mu Xuanling’s face and smiled, “Because I planted a spell on your heart. It has a beautiful name, called ‘Lingxi’.”

“Hearts connected, thoughts transmitted.” Sang Qi recited slowly, “Therefore, no matter where you are, I can sense your location. I’m also aware of any changes in your body. I knew more clearly than you when your cultivation was dispersed and your Spirit Aperture was opened. Lingbei, since I knew early on that your heart belonged to Xie Xuechen, how could I not leave myself a backup plan?”

“So you manipulated people’s hearts and set up so many traps, all for the Jade Threshold Scripture,” Mu Xuanling coughed lightly and said with a bitter smile, “Now you’ve brought me back for the same purpose.”

“I have to do this,” Sang Qi sighed, “Although practicing demonic arts enhances my power, it still can’t change the fate of a half-demon. My lifespan is nearing its end, but by opening the Spirit Aperture, I can continue cultivating, break through the thousand-year lifespan, or even longer.”

“What’s the point of living that long…” Mu Xuanling couldn’t understand Sang Qi’s greed for longevity.

“Because I still have very important things to accomplish.” A fierce look flashed in Sang Qi’s eyes. He looked down at Mu Xuanling, pretending to stroke her hair affectionately, “With Lingxi, I can comprehend the Jade Threshold Scripture through you, though you’ll inevitably suffer a bit. Lingbei, you’re still my disciple after all. Even if you hate me, I won’t harm you.”

Mu Xuanling let out a cold laugh.

Sang Qi extended his left hand, holding a black porcelain bottle in his palm. With a flick of his eyes, the bottle’s lid fell off.

Mu Xuanling stared warily at the bottle and asked hoarsely, “What is this?”

“This is a medicine to make you forget pain,” Sang Qi smiled slightly and said gently, “It’s a secret drug from Xuantian Temple, called Wuxin. When Xuantian Temple’s practitioners ascend to become Law Bodies, they must abandon all worldly emotions and affections, sever family ties, and give up small love to achieve boundless great love. After drinking this medicine, they still remember worldly matters and people around them, but when recalling everything, there’s no longer any love or hate, no ripples in their hearts. This drug is extremely rare, with few left in the world. I obtained a bottle twenty years ago and refined this potion anew. Unlike ordinary Wuxin, by adding just one drop of blood to it, you’ll only forget your emotions and love for the owner of that blood drop.”

“All your love stems from Xie Xuechen, and your hatred for your master also arises from him. Once you forget your love for him, naturally, you won’t hate me either. With no more grudges between us as master and disciple, I can feel at ease sparing your life.”

Mu Xuanling watched in shock and trembling as Sang Qi approached, shaking her head, “No, I won’t drink it…”

“I’m doing this for your good,” Sang Qi consoled softly, “Lingbei, having feelings for humans is harmful and without benefit. Human hearts are most fickle; today’s sweet words can turn into tomorrow’s cold shoulder. Your master can’t bear to see you hurt.”

Cornered, Mu Xuanling covered her mouth tightly with both hands, hot tears rolling down and wetting the back of her hands.

“After drinking this, you’ll have no more worldly love for Xie Xuechen. You’ll only know that you approached him on your master’s orders to deceive him for the Jade Threshold Scripture,” Sang Qi’s silver eyes held a cold and cruel smile, “He’ll also understand that he’s been deceived. If this creates inner demons in him, that would be for the best.”

Mu Xuanling, tears streaming down her face, looked at Sang Qi with pleading eyes.

“Lingbei, you’re too weak,” Sang Qi’s gaze slowly turned cruel. An invisible force pried open Mu Xuanling’s hands, firmly fixing them to her sides. Sang Qi gripped Mu Xuanling’s jaw, forcing her mouth open.

The blood-red liquid seemed to come alive, crawling out of the black porcelain bottle’s mouth, hovering in the air, and slowly flowing toward Mu Xuanling’s mouth.

She whimpered and struggled fiercely, but was firmly suppressed by Sang Qi. Tears gushed out as she helplessly felt the cold liquid slide down her throat and into her stomach.

It was icy cold, that bone-chilling coldness slowly spreading from her abdomen, almost freezing her solid.

Sang Qi released his hold on her. Mu Xuanling, shaking all over, lay on the ground, retching, futilely trying to vomit out the poison.

“It’s useless. Once it enters your mouth, there’s no turning back,” Sang Qi chuckled.

Mu Xuanling covered her mouth, sobbing, seeming to laugh and cry, as if mad. She slowly raised her head, her eyes red-rimmed, feeling that thread of coldness pass over her heart.

“Sang Qi, have you ever loved someone?” she asked hoarsely.

Sang Qi’s smile gradually faded.

“Did she hurt you… Twenty years ago, you lost an arm, was it because of someone?”

“Shut up!” Sang Qi coldly interrupted her, his body emanating a terrifying aura.

Mu Xuanling laughed, yet tears spilled from her eyes: “But Sang Qi, you’ve been deceived, you’ve been hurt, yet you still don’t want to drink Wuxin. Why?”

“You don’t want to forget that bit of warmth she gave you, even if it might have been fake.”

Mu Xuanling said, “I don’t want to either!”

The bone-chilling cold froze her entire body. She closed her eyes and fell unconscious with tears.

Every little moment of their first encounter, she had replayed countless times over these seven years. Each day, she missed him more than the last. She had even thought about ending it all, dying and disappearing, to follow him. But half-demons have no souls after death. In the vast netherworld, where would she go to find him?

The belief in avenging him and the longing for him sustained her through seven years of living in hell in the demon realm until they reunited.

He had forgotten her, but that was okay. Just seeing him alive made her happy.

In her blurry consciousness, Xie Xuechen’s face vaguely appeared.

— Demons are inherently vicious, and beast-folk are the best at deception.

— But there’s one true thing.

— Which one?

— The part about liking you.

Xie Xuechen…

I didn’t lie to you…

Heart-wrenching pain spread, memories so vivid yet stripped of all color, layer by layer frozen over. In her memories, he was no longer special. When she thought of him again, there would be no joy or pain.

— Then what meaning is there in my life…

She was born without meaning.

From her earliest memories, she was a beast wandering on the fringes of human society. She moved nimbly, with strong limbs, keen hearing, and sharp eyesight. From a very young age, she could easily hunt for food to fill her stomach. She secretly took discarded clothes from nearby villages to cover herself, learned to use fire to cook food like humans, and even learned to speak. She liked to hide and watch them live. Humans were much smarter than the animals in the wilderness. She heard that the teachers in schools were the smartest, so every morning, she would hide in a tree outside the school, basking in the warm sun, eavesdropping on the teacher’s lessons. After school, she would watch with great interest as the human children played.

She wanted to play with them too. They looked so happy.

One day, she carefully washed her face and hands, and tidied up her patched clothes, wanting to play with the children. She thought she was a human child too, but her appearance startled the others. They pointed at her face, saying she must be too ugly, that’s why her parents abandoned her. She touched her face a bit sadly; there were golden patterns on it, and that’s what made her different from others. A tall, strong boy came over to push her away. She was a bit sad and just gently pushed his hand away, but somehow he flew out. The other children were all frightened. They screamed, attracting adults. A middle-aged man carrying a sword tied her up fiercely, saying she was a half-demon, evil and harmful, injuring people, and that he would send her to Mingyue Manor.

From then on, she became a demon slave at Mingyue Manor. The spirit-binding ring on her foot was numbered zero-zero. She had no name, so zero-zero became her name.

It was said that the previous zero-zero was also a half-demon, who died at sixty. Half-demons’ bodies were stronger than ordinary people, often living two to three hundred years. But after becoming demon slaves, affected by the spirit-binding rings and endless labor, they often died before reaching a hundred.

Most of the demon slaves around her had numb faces. They seemed to have lost consciousness, unwilling to say an extra word, just mechanically following the steward’s orders to reduce beatings and earn an extra mouthful of food.

She was young then, maybe five or six, maybe seven or eight, still longing for a free life in the wilderness. She sneaked away a few times, but because of the spirit-binding ring’s restriction, if she left Mingyue Manor for more than thirty miles, the ring would produce spirit thorns, piercing her shinbone, making her bleed profusely and faint from pain.

She was caught and brought back, assigned by the steward to do dirty and heavy work, carrying loads several times her weight, each step leaving a bloody footprint.

“Half-demons are strong, most suitable as demon slaves,” the steward chatted while wielding his whip. “It’s thanks to our Mingyue Manor watching over them. Otherwise, with these half-demons wandering outside, who knows how many people would be harmed.”

She pouted, thinking, I never harmed anyone.

At most, I just took some discarded clothes they didn’t want.

The steward said half-demons with human bodies but beast forms were unsightly, so some half-demons had their beast ears cut off and tails chopped off. Those with their beast ears cut off became deaf, and those without tails couldn’t walk steadily. Once, when she was ordered to feed horses, the young miss saw her face. The young miss was startled and disgustedly whipped her face, telling her to get lost. The steward apologized with a smile, beat her, and ordered her to wear an iron mask, not to scare people. If he saw the mask fall off, he would weld it to her face.

She was terrified and never dared to take off the mask in front of people again.

She slowly learned to control her demonic power, preventing the spirit-binding ring from piercing into her bones. Her right foot had been in pain for so long that it seemed to have become numb. As the years passed, she gradually got used to that kind of life.

She thought she would probably be like the previous zero-zero, living in a daze at Mingyue Manor for decades, no longer wanting to say a word, and finally dying silently.

Six years later, she met someone.

She met him amid wind and snow. He asked if she was cold.

For the first time in over a decade, she heard such a question.

She said, “I’m a half-demon. Half-demons don’t get cold.”

He took off his fur coat and draped it over her, wrapping her frozen red hands in his warm palms. He didn’t say anything, his deep eyes filled with heaviness she couldn’t understand.

The stinging and tingling as she warmed up made her realize that half-demons do get cold. It’s just that no one had ever cared, no one had ever been concerned.

He gently took off her mask, not minding her ugly appearance. His calloused fingertips tenderly caressed the demon markings on her face, smiling and saying, “Beautiful.”

She immediately blushed.

He heard her stomach growling with hunger. She lowered her head in embarrassment, but he hugged her and rose on his sword, letting her nestle in his arms to avoid the frost and snow. He took her to a nearby town, rented an entire restaurant for her, and let her have the most satisfying meal of her life.

Biting her chopsticks, she ventured to test him, “I’ve heard that wine is a human delicacy…”

He shook his head gently, his youthful voice carrying a hint of attractive huskiness as he firmly rejected her unreasonable request: “You’re still young, you can’t drink.”

“Alright.” She nodded obediently, her eyes rolling as she asked nervously, “Why are you so kind to me? Do you… want me to do something for you?”

His beautiful phoenix eyes shimmered with a soft, warm light as he said gently, “I just want you to be happy.”

She frowned suspiciously, her heart skipping a beat: “Could it be… are you my long-lost father?”

The young man was stunned, then lightly flicked her forehead, saying with a mix of amusement and exasperation, “Is that what you hope for?”

She lowered her head with some disappointment: “If so, it would be quite nice.”

“Why?”

“Then you’d take me away, wouldn’t you?” A hint of longing flashed in her eyes. “You abandoned me for so many years, you should make it up to me… right?”

“Heh…” The young man chuckled softly, his long lashes hiding the complex emotions in his eyes. “So how do you want me to make it up to you?”

“I want to wear pretty clothes, eat delicious food, live in a big house, and sleep for two hours every day!” She spoke with a dreamy look, expressing her fantasies of a good life.

“Alright, I’ll take you.” He fondly ruffled her hair. “Now that you’ve eaten your fill, shall I take you to buy clothes?”

“Yes, Father!” she called sweetly.

The young man shook his head with a laugh, took her hand, and said seriously, “Don’t call me Father.”

“You won’t tell me your name,” she grumbled discontentedly. “Then what should I call you…”

“Anything but that is fine.”

“Then… can I call you Big Brother?”

“…Alright.”

That was the happiest day of her life. He smiled and indulged her whims, fulfilling many of her reasonable and unreasonable requests. Such a cold and handsome person, yet his palm was so warm. He held her hand the entire time without letting go. He clumsily but patiently helped her tie up her soft, long hair and tenderly treated her old and new wounds. He wanted to use his mighty sword to break the spirit-binding ring, but it only made her tremble in pain.

“The spirit-binding ring is not easily destroyed by ordinary external force…” He frowned. “Unless there’s the power of a Law Body, but I’m only at the Yuan Ying stage.”

“Forget it, don’t force it,” she said, her little face pale, her right foot trembling slightly. “I’ve gotten used to it after so many years anyway.”

His eyes darkened as he said, “I’ll go to Mingyue Manor and have them release you.”

“Big Brother, who are you exactly? Will they listen to you?” she asked curiously.

She remembered many years ago, Young Master Nan from Yunxiu Manor had said the same thing, but in the end, he didn’t take her away either.

“Big Brother, it’s alright, don’t force it,” she comforted him, covering the back of his hand. “Although it was only one day, I’ve been very happy.”

Although she was a bit worried that she had run away for a day and hadn’t completed the tasks assigned by the steward, and would be punished tomorrow, having such a full day of happiness was enough for her to cherish for a lifetime.

She was still a bit disappointed that Big Brother wasn’t her long-lost father.

“Lingbei, I will take you away,” the young man said, gently stroking her hair. “In the future… you must live well.”

“I’ve always been fine,” she said with a grin.

“Silly girl,” he said, looking at the scars on the back of her hand with some sadness.

He took her back to Mingyue Manor and told her to hide while he went to see the manor lord. She obediently hid, but the steward still found her by following the direction of the spirit-binding ring. He scolded her for being lazy and stealing the young miss’s clothes and dragged her to see the young miss.

The young miss glanced at her, turned away in disgust, and said, “These aren’t my clothes. I don’t know where she stole them from. Give her fifty lashes and lock her up. There are many guests at the manor these days, don’t let people see and laugh at us.”

The steward bowed and agreed, then had people take her away for punishment.

To avoid disturbing the guests, her mouth was gagged, and she was pressed down in a side courtyard to receive fifty lashes, her body seeping with countless bloody marks.

As darkness fell, she thought hazily, had Big Brother left?

Suddenly, flames erupted everywhere, along with terrifying roars and shouts. She struggled to raise her eyes to look outside, but everything went black as someone picked her up and threw her into a room.

An old voice said, “This demon slave is about the same size as the young miss. Put the young miss’s clothes on her, I’ll take her to lead away the pursuers.”

“She has a demonic aura,” said the steward.

“I can conceal the demonic aura.”

In her hazy consciousness, she recognized it as the voice of the Elder.

She was hurriedly dressed in the young miss’s elaborate clothes, hoisted onto someone’s shoulder, and felt the wind and frost hitting her face as the Elder carried her away from Mingyue Manor.

At that time, she didn’t know what had happened. She opened her eyes slightly and saw a large dark shadow chasing after them. The Elder fought while retreating. Her body was in severe pain, and she soon fainted.

When she regained consciousness, she was in a pool of blood.

Someone was holding her tightly in their arms. She smelled the fragrance of ice, snow, and plum blossoms. Warm droplets fell on her forehead. She hazily looked up and saw Big Brother’s handsome but pale face.

“Big Brother…” she called out hoarsely.

Around them was a sea of corpses and blood. He held her thin body tightly, his breathing becoming heavier and weaker. Hearing her call, he lowered his head and gave her a gentle smile.

“Lingbei, don’t be afraid.”

They were surrounded by demon and fiend soldiers. The Elder was already dead, and Big Brother was covered in wounds.

“I’m not the Young Miss Gao, you’ve got the wrong person!” she cried out to the demons and fiends.

But those bloodthirsty demons and friends paid no attention to her words.

“Kill that sword cultivator, he’s almost done for!” The leader of the demons opened his mouth, revealing sharp fangs.

The young man took a deep breath, suddenly raised one hand, and gently pressed it against the back of her head, holding her to his chest. He said softly, “Lingbei, don’t look.”

Her vision went dark, and she could only hear the powerful beating in his chest and a muffled groan caught in his throat.

A thunderous explosion erupted behind her, and she heard countless demons and fiends screaming. It was as if the sun had descended beside them in that instant.

The beating in his chest suddenly slowed, his breathing became heavier, and he weakly lowered the arm that was holding her. She could finally raise her head to look at him.

Wanren was shattered on the ground. There wasn’t a hint of color on his face, but his eyes held a sad smile.

“Lingbei, run quickly…” Hot blood seeped from the corner of his lips as he struggled to speak. “Sang Qi will be here soon…”

“Big Brother…” She trembled as she tried to wipe away the blood from the corner of his mouth, but more blood kept flowing. She was terrified, more afraid than she had ever been as if the most important thing in her life was being slowly taken away.

“Big Brother, what’s wrong? Are you in pain?” Tears fell drop by drop as she sobbed, caressing his face, wanting to give him her warmth, just as he had once given to her.

“Lingbei, be good, run quickly.” He wanted to push her away but had no strength left. “I’ll be fine, the Immortal Alliance people will be here soon, go!”

He used almost all his strength to shout at her, but she didn’t leave. She knelt beside him, holding him helplessly.

“Big Brother, let’s go together. You promised to take me with you!” She couldn’t help but cry out, almost shouting at him, “You can’t lie to me! I don’t want to be alone!”

“Lingbei…” His lips parted slightly, weakly calling out her name. “You must live well…”

“I’m not well, I’m not well at all!” she cried. “I’m just a demon slave. Besides you, no one cares about me, no one loves me. You said you’d take me away, and I believed you! Just now when they beat me, I wasn’t sad at all. I thought Big Brother would take me away soon, and I could be with you every day from now on. Just thinking about it made me happy.”

“Big Brother, wherever you go, I’ll go with you…”

To the ends of the earth, to the netherworld, I’ll go with you…

She was very strong and carried him on her back. Her tears flowed so heavily she couldn’t see the road ahead clearly. Warm blood trickled down her neck, but the body on her back grew colder and colder, as cold as snow. She bit her lip hard to keep from crying out, but she couldn’t stop her whole body from shaking.

“Big Brother… don’t go…” She trembled as she called out to him, but there was no response.

Her strength was exhausted, and she stumbled and fell in the snow. The young man’s cold body fell beside her. She hurriedly crawled over, hugging him tightly, her tears soaking his chest.

“Big Brother, wake up…” She touched his face and lay on his chest, but couldn’t hear even the faintest heartbeat.

His fingers were stiff and cold, no longer able to gently hold her hand.

She knelt beside him, dazed. The wind and snow were fierce and urgent as if holding a grand funeral for someone.

Her heart suddenly convulsed, and a sweet, bloody taste rose in her throat, falling onto his chest. She reached out, wanting to wipe away the bloodstains on his chest, afraid of soiling his body, but the blood gradually seeped in and couldn’t be wiped away.

The heavy snow covered his eyebrows, eyes, and body layer by layer as if trying to take him away from her.

“Ah—”

She clutched his hand tightly and let out a painful wail. Excruciating pain exploded in her heart. She felt something being pulled out of her body. Her vision blurred, and all she could see was a vast whiteness and specks of plum red.

It seemed that more demons and fiends were coming…

She staggered to her feet—she couldn’t let them find Big Brother’s body, or they would desecrate it.

He was as pure as ice and snow, as proud as a plum blossom. She couldn’t let him be insulted again.

She ran through the snow in a daze, trying to lead those people away.

Her Big Brother remained forever in that snowy field.

She didn’t know how long it had been when she opened her eyes again and saw a crimson moon.

“We half-demons are abandoned at birth, with no birthdays, no names,” Sang Qi’s voice came from above as Mu Xuanling raised her head to see the tall black-robed priest.

“I was abandoned under the Fusang tree at a crossroads, so I named myself Sang Qi,” Sang Qi said calmly, looking at the black demon tree at the edge of the Void Sea. “You are the dusk bellflower of the demon hour, so I’ll call you Mu Xuanling.”

“You’ve been alone and suffering since childhood, enduring torment at Mingyue Manor. Today I take you as my disciple. Remember, your enemies are those cruel human cultivators. They hurt you, they abused you. One day, you will step on their heads and be called king!”

Mu Xuanling heard her childish voice say, “Not all human cultivators are like that…”

The image of a young man in white flashed through her mind.

“So what?” Sang Qi sneered. “It’s time to let them experience our pain.”

Those cherished memories in her heart played out one by one like a kaleidoscope, finally becoming pale and no longer stirring any ripples in her heart.
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The news of Sang Qi’s night raid on Yong Xue City, rescuing Mu Xuanling and severely injuring Xie Xuechen, spread throughout the Immortal Alliance overnight, shocking the world.

When people went to Yong Xue City to inquire, they only received news that Xie Xuechen had escaped. The Immortal Alliance members knew that since Xie Xuechen’s capture at the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation and his seven-day torture in the Melting Abyss, his divine apertures had just recovered. Then he had intercepted the self-destructing Fa Jian, suffering consecutive heavy blows without a chance to catch his breath. Now, encountering Sang Qi’s night raid was likely adding frost to the snow.

That night, many people had witnessed Xie Xuechen fiercely battling a demonic Jiao, killing it while bathed in blood. Later, he pursued Sang Qi, exhausting himself and nearly losing his life. Su Ningzhen initially wanted to rebuke Xie Xuechen for not killing Mu Xuanling and leaving future trouble. Still, seeing the grave expressions of others without any hint of blame, and considering Xie Xuechen’s substantial sacrifices, she found herself isolated and could only angrily suppress her thoughts.

Xie Xuechen left word that he would be in seclusion for a month, with Fu Yuanting temporarily managing the Immortal Alliance affairs. No one objected, but the plans to attack the Demon Realm had to be put on hold for now.

Unable to resist A Bao’s pleading, Fu Lansheng went to Fu Yuanting to inquire about Sang Qi’s night raid.

Fu Yuanting sat in a grand chair, leisurely sipping thousand-gold spirit tea, seemingly unconcerned about the Immortal Alliance affairs.

“That night caused quite a stir,” Fu Yuanting patiently explained to his son. “Sang Qi sent a demonic Jiao with strength comparable to a Fashen to attack Yong Xue City’s barrier, luring Xie Xuechen away. He then used a secret technique to infiltrate Yong Xue City and rescue the Demon Realm’s Holy Maiden.”

Fu Yuanting continued, “I heard the Southern Manor Lord was also present, but by the time we arrived at Yong Xue City, he had already returned to Yun Xiu Mountain Manor. How could a mere mortal with some minor cleverness compare to a half-demon like Sang Qi with his heaven-defying methods? The fact that he escaped death shows he does have some capability.”

Fu Lansheng was relieved to hear that Nan Xuyue was safe, being his good friend. However, he had come on A Bao’s behalf to inquire about Mu Xuanling’s condition.

“Father, why would the half-demon priest risk so much to rescue the Demon Realm’s Holy Maiden when her demonic cultivation had been dispersed?” Fu Lansheng hesitated. “With two supremely powerful cultivators facing off, wouldn’t she be in great danger caught between them? Did Sect Leader Xie say whether she’s alive or dead?”

Fu Yuanting frowned, giving Fu Lansheng a disapproving look. “Why are you concerned about this? Don’t tell me you’ve also taken a fancy to that demon woman?”

Fu Lansheng immediately denied it, “How could that be possible? She’s Nan Xuyue’s love interest. How could I have improper thoughts about my friend’s beloved?”

Fu Yuanting didn’t seem reassured by this response. His eyes flickered as he coldly said, “You should focus more on your cultivation. Although your aptitude may not match Sect Leader Xie’s innate ten apertures, with diligent practice, you could still hope to achieve Fashen before you’re a hundred years old. You were playful as a child, and your mother indulged you. Although the Autumn Water Technique has quick results, it has made you neglect to cultivate your mind. You must understand that how far a cultivator can go depends most importantly on the firmness of their Dao’s heart.”

Fu Lansheng had never been interested in cultivation. He was a romantic who indulged in pleasure, living by the philosophy of seizing the day. He couldn’t stand the tedium of cultivation and was looking for a way to slip away as his father began to lecture.

Just then, Duan Xiaorong entered. Her eyebrows and eyes were gorgeous and dignified, with an imposing aura. Only towards her son Fu Lansheng did she show excessive love and indulgence. Hearing Fu Yuanting scolding their son from afar, she entered with a stern face.

“Lansheng is my son. How could you understand his aptitude and Dao’s heart better than I do?” Duan Xiaorong frowned at Fu Yuanting before turning to Fu Lansheng with a gentle voice, “Lansheng, the Immortal Alliance has been busy these days, and I’ve neglected your cultivation. Have you encountered any difficulties?”

Fu Lansheng, well aware of who held the reins in the family, immediately poured his mother a cup of tea with a docile smile on his handsome face. “No difficulties,” he replied.

Of course, there were no difficulties when there was no cultivation.

Duan Xiaorong was pleased with her son’s attentiveness and accepted the tea with satisfaction.

She had two children before, but they were born early when she hadn’t yet reached Fashen, and her former husband’s aptitude was poor. Consequently, those two children had ordinary aptitudes. Although they opened their divine apertures, they never progressed further and died early. After experiencing the pain of losing two children, Duan Xiaorong no longer chose her Dao partner hastily. She waited until she had cultivated Fashen and found a suitable Fashen Dao partner before giving birth to Fu Lansheng.

Indeed, Fu Lansheng’s aptitude was excellent, and she doted on this son immensely, unwilling to let him endure too much cultivation hardship. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have come up with the money-burning Autumn Water Technique for cultivation. Fu Yuanting didn’t approve of this, but Duan Xiaorong was adamant. Although Fu Yuanting was nominally the Lord of Bixiao Palace, Duan Xiaorong was the one who truly called the shots. After all, in the world of cultivation, strength reigns supreme.

“You’ve always been a smart and sensible child, so I don’t worry too much about you,” Duan Xiaorong looked at Fu Lansheng lovingly and continued, “You’ll achieve Fashen sooner or later. There’s no need to rush. Being too eager might make you lose your ordinary heart. I see your current mindset as perfectly content, which is just right.”

Fu Yuanting silently drank his tea, unwilling to argue with his Dao partner.

“However, there is one thing I must caution you about,” Duan Xiaorong said solemnly. “The war between the immortal and demon realms is imminent. During this time, you should stay in Bixiao Palace and not go into battle to avoid danger.”

Fu Lansheng frowned and asked, “With war about to break out, how can I, as the Young Palace Lord, shrink from battle out of fear?”

“You’re only at the Golden Core stage now. It’s not your turn to rush to the front and play the hero,” Duan Xiaorong said earnestly. “Before ascending to Fashen, you must cherish your life above all else. Preserving your life is the way to longevity. Your battlefield will be a hundred years from now. You must understand that your goal is to become the future Sect Leader of the Immortal Alliance.”

Fu Lansheng’s heart trembled, somewhat in disbelief. He had always been unrestrained and carefree, following his heart’s desires. He had no desire for power and even less craving for authority. He never knew his mother had such high hopes for him.

“Sect Leader Xie has heavenly talent, and his sword skills are unmatched in a thousand years. He’s only twenty-five now and will likely hold the position of Sect Leader for at least several hundred years. Moreover, he will only grow stronger,” Fu Lansheng said helplessly. “Mother, you’re overestimating me.”

“Heh,” Duan Xiaorong held her teacup, her lips curling into a meaningful smile. “Fashen has a lifespan of a thousand years, but how many live that long? Look at Venerable Fa Jian, and then at Venerable Yi Nian. Those who truly die of old age are few and far between.”

“What do you mean, Mother?” Fu Lansheng had an inkling but didn’t voice it.

Duan Xiaorong said, “No matter how strong Sect Leader Xie is, he’s still just a person. And as long as he’s human, he can be killed. Have you seen his sword technique? His sword intent of ‘the world in white, I alone do not exist’ is a sword energy that burns everything, leaving no way out. Although it’s unstoppable, it’s too rigid and easily broken. It’s not a long-term strategy.”

Fu Yuanting nodded slightly, agreeing with Duan Xiaorong. Within the Immortal Alliance, Bixiao Palace held the most neutral stance. The strength of Bixiao Palace lies in its foundation. They were most like businessmen in the mortal world, conducting amicable trades. They could curry favor with Su Ningzhen to exchange benefits while not offending Xie Xuechen, truly adept at maneuvering and pleasing all sides. To them, the state of the Immortal Alliance or the world didn’t matter; what mattered was self-preservation.

Fu Lansheng, having lived for over twenty years, only now realized how little he knew about this world.

“I think Sect Leader Xie might have developed some feelings for that Demon Realm Holy Maiden,” Fu Yuanting said, his expression hard to read. As a man, he felt he could understand the look in another man’s eyes when looking at a woman. “This might affect the war between immortals and demons.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t burn down to our Bixiao Palace,” Duan Xiaorong frowned, then patted Fu Lansheng’s shoulder and advised, “You’re the most romantic and affectionate. Don’t let some filthy thing ensnare your heart. Only the orthodox Immortal Alliance, a daughter of a Fashen, is worthy of you. Gao Qiumin is likely to achieve Fashen and might inherit the position of Mirror Flower Valley in the future. You should get closer to her.”

Fu Lansheng instinctively recoiled, politely declining, “Mother, please don’t joke. Gao Qiumin’s heart is entirely set on Sect Leader Xie.”

“The future is yet unknown,” Duan Xiaorong smiled meaningfully, then added, “I heard you’ve been asking for the disciple register in the palace recently. Have you taken a liking to some female disciple?”

Fu Lansheng helplessly said, “Mother, you misunderstand. I’m looking for a man.”

Duan Xiaorong frowned, “Since when did you develop a taste for men?”

Fu Lansheng choked, a trace of embarrassment flitting across his handsome face. No wonder Nan Xuyue despised him; even his mother thought he was promiscuous. Fu Lansheng coughed dryly twice before saying, “I’m doing someone a favor, looking for a male cultivator named Fu Cangli.”

Duan Xiaorong murmured the name twice, frowning slightly, “It sounds somewhat familiar.” She looked up at Fu Yuanting, “Is he from your Fu family?”

Fu Yuanting smiled, “You know how many people are in our Fu family? I think this might not be a real name. Lansheng, which of your friends is looking for this person? If they have the person’s hair, flesh, or birth date and time, we could try to locate them.”

Fu Lansheng mumbled for a bit, then said, “Just an ordinary friend. You wouldn’t know them even if I told you. I’ll keep asking around.”

Fu Lansheng escaped the room and walked far away before A Bao crawled out of his bag.

His round ears twitched as he asked quietly, “Brother, what does ‘taste for men’ mean?”

Fu Lansheng frowned and scolded softly, “Little kids shouldn’t ask so many questions.”

A Bao lowered his head, a bit upset, “Sister said I should listen, watch, and learn more to improve.”

Fu Lansheng couldn’t help but smile, but then heard A Bao say, “But Young Master Nan said I won’t learn anything useful following you.”

Fu Lansheng’s face immediately fell.

“But I still like following you,” A Bao said obediently.

Fu Lansheng’s heart softened immediately, “Why? Does brother have many good points?”

A Bao blinked his round, black eyes innocently and asked, “Of course, it’s because you’re rich. What other good points are there?”

Fu Lansheng: “…”

A Bao: “Brother, why are you suddenly unhappy?”

Fu Lansheng: “You’re like those people outside, all after my money.”

A Bao puffed up his cheeks, “Do you have other treasure-sniffing rats outside?”

Fu Lansheng: “Hahaha… No, no, raising one of you is enough!”

The gates of the Zhushen Palace were slowly pushed open, and a man with bewitching looks and a slender figure slowly walked in, his footsteps echoing in the empty hall.

The once dim palace was now adorned with candle holders of various shapes, all lit with oil lamps, suddenly brightening the entire hall.

On the Demon Lord’s throne, a purple-robed young girl half-lay on the luxurious and spacious soft seat. One hand pillowed her head, while the other tossed a demon core up and down. Her legs were crossed, playfully swaying, allowing the bone bells on her feet to emit crisp, melodious chimes.

Hearing the footsteps approach, she didn’t turn her head to look, continuing to play with the demon core in her hand that sparkled with a beautiful luster.

“Greetings, Holy Maiden,” the Lust Demon said with a fawning smile, half-kneeling.

“Did you complete the task?” Mu Xuanling’s cold voice echoed through the hall.

“In response to the Holy Maiden, we encountered some minor difficulties,” the Lust Demon’s voice trembled slightly.

Mu Xuanling paused her movements, gripping a demon core. Her beautiful almond eyes glanced sideways, causing the Lust Demon to shiver involuntarily.

He couldn’t pinpoint what was different, but he felt that since Mu Xuanling’s return, she had become more powerful and colder. Before, although she was ruthless, there seemed to be some human warmth in her eyes. Now, sometimes she smiled, but her eyes were devoid of light, sending chills down one’s spine.

“What a useless thing, no brain and weakening power,” Mu Xuanling frowned in disgust. “Of the original three Demon Gods, only you remain. Oh no, you’re only one-third of yourself now, aren’t you?”

One-third had been consumed by Mu Xuanling, and one-third scattered by Xie Xuezhen. Now, the Lust Demon’s power was only a third of what it once was. If he had dared to covet the Holy Maiden before, now he could only kneel and beg for mercy.

“Master originally said if this task was done well, he’d reward you with the demon core to restore your power.”

The Lust Demon swallowed greedily upon hearing this.

“But if it’s not done well, you’ll become a demon core yourself.”

The Lust Demon, seeing Mu Xuanling’s cold smile, froze completely, then immediately began begging for mercy and pledging loyalty: “Holy Maiden, spare me! It’s not that I failed in my duty, but those cultivators were too strong!”

“The weak always make excuses for their weakness,” Mu Xuanling slowly descended from her throne, landing as silently as a cat. Only the gentle swaying of her bone chimes produced a soul-stirring effect.

“It’s true! Those cultivators had experts guiding them, surrounding and intercepting our demon soldiers. Our demon and monster troops were scattered and captured, then killed separately!” the Lust Demon said, cold sweat dripping.

The Great Priest had been in seclusion for nearly a month, and the Demon Lord hadn’t emerged either. All affairs in the demon realm were now temporarily managed by the Holy Maiden. It was said that Xie Xuezhen, the Sect Master of the Immortal Alliance, was also severely injured and in seclusion. Currently, the Bixiao Palace was in charge of the Immortal Alliance. Since half a month ago, human cultivators had begun attacking the Two Realms Mountain, with casualties on both sides. But in the past two days, the human cultivators had suddenly grown stronger, carrying out a one-sided slaughter of the demon and monster troops. The Lust Demon had no choice but to take the field himself, yet he still returned defeated.

Mu Xuanling’s eyes flickered, and she pondered, “Could it be that Fu Yuanting has personally taken the field?”

The Lust Demon felt somewhat ashamed, as he hadn’t even seen the enemy commander.

Mu Xuanling glanced at him and tossed him the demon core, “This is for you.”

The Lust Demon was overjoyed, never expecting a reward without achieving merit. He immediately showered her with thanks and flattery.

Mu Xuanling said indifferently, “With the War Demon lost and the Infatuation Demon trapped, Master intends to cultivate several high-level demon cultivators to become Demon Gods. After all, demons are all the same, brainless. Using the old instead of the new, consider yourself lucky.”

“The Holy Maiden speaks truly. This servant will serve with all his heart and might!” the Lust Demon clutched the demon core tightly, smiling from the bottom of his heart.

Mu Xuanling didn’t spare him another glance. She slowly walked out, saying coolly, “Let me meet this expert.”

The Ten Thousand Immortals Formation had missed its chance for repair, and the gap in the formation was growing larger. As a result, more and more demon soldiers could cross it. To prevent half-demons and demons from invading the human realm, the Immortal Alliance had dispatched many cultivators to guard the Two Realms Mountain. These demon and monster soldiers could attack and defend at will, retreating into the Suoluo Demon Formation when outmatched. The Ten Thousand Immortals Formation couldn’t stop them from attacking the human realm, while the Suoluo Demon Formation prevented human cultivators from entering the demon realm. This made the battle very passive for the human cultivators.

Unless they could break the Suoluo Demon Formation, which would require the combined power of all Fashen, it seemed impossible. However, the Fashen of the Immortal Alliance had different intentions and weren’t united.

Currently, the main forces guarding the Two Realms Mountain were cultivators from Yongxue City, Jinghua Valley, and Bixiao Palace.

Mu Xuanling sat alone on a high ridge, gazing into the distance at the human cultivators’ camp, pondering which faction had sent out strong experts to break the balance of the battle. She decided to take advantage of the night to send out demon soldiers to harass the enemy and secretly assess their strength.

On the demon side, the monster and demon armies worked in shifts day and night, taking turns to harass the enemy. The human cultivators could only divide into two teams for alternate guard duty, wary of demon army night raids.

At a quarter past the hour of Zi (between 11 pm and 1 am), several squads of low-level demon soldiers, each led by a half-demon captain, silently infiltrated the human cultivators’ camp. Demon soldiers were impervious to ordinary swords and difficult to kill. They possessed great strength, and those below the Golden Core stage without protective spiritual energy could barely withstand three punches from a demon soldier. When faced with strong enemies, demon soldiers could hide in shadows and, under certain conditions, possess human cultivators. Mu Xuanling ordered the half-demon captains that this attack must not alert the human cultivators. They were to possess the human cultivators and gather intelligence, to see which immortal sect had sent out strong experts.

Although low-level demon soldiers lacked intelligence and were easily tricked, they had the advantage of absolute obedience to orders. Given the half-demon captains’ instructions, they resolutely refrained from initiating attacks. This night, dark clouds obscured the moon, making it perfect for a demon army sortie. In the pitch darkness, the demon soldiers melted into the shadows like drops of ink, silently infiltrating the human cultivators’ camp.

Mu Xuanling stood on one foot atop a thousand-year-old giant tree. The night wind ruffled her soft black hair, her clothes fluttering, like a beautiful night butterfly. Her cold eyes narrowed slightly, and the movements a hundred li away seemed as if they were right before her eyes.

Suddenly, golden light illuminated three scattered areas of the human cultivators’ camp, brightening a corner of the night. A faint, ethereal chanting of Buddhist sutras arose, echoing back and forth, solemn and sacred.

“The Heart Sutra?” Mu Xuanling’s gaze sharpened, and she immediately understood. Before his death, Venerable Yi Nian had imparted Xuantian Temple’s unique skill. The Heart Sutra was the most effective method against demons. Originally, human cultivators possessed by demons had no chance of survival, but the Heart Sutra was the only miraculous skill capable of exorcising demons. Xuantian Temple was revered and respected by the world because of this skill. Now that the Immortal Alliance had every cultivator practice this skill, it was greatly disadvantageous for the demon race. Even if each cultivator had only practiced for half a month and their skills were still shallow, the sheer number of people chanting together left the demons nowhere to hide.

Mu Xuanling closed her eyes and tilted her head back slightly. At that moment, the wind scattered the dark clouds, and a soft moonlight gently fell, illuminating her fair and beautiful face, as beautiful as a forest spirit or a moon fairy. She took a deep breath, feeling the spiritual energy imbued with the essence of the sun and moon flow into her divine aperture, refreshing her body and mind.

Those who practiced demonic cultivation were more or less affected by the Heart Sutra. Fortunately, her demonic cultivation had dissipated, and Xie Xuezhen had infused her with his fundamental power, opening her divine aperture. Her cultivation progressed rapidly, and she was now faintly approaching the threshold of the Fashen realm. However, the most difficult part of breaking through to the Fashen realm was establishing one’s Dao heart. Some people remained stuck at this threshold for hundreds of years without making progress.

“Xie Xuezhen’s spiritual energy is truly marvelous,” Mu Xuanling gently stroked her brow, her eyes rippling with allure and detachment. “Using it against the Immortal Alliance’s people is even more wonderful.”

She curled her lip slightly, and with a slight lean, her figure vanished from the spot.

In the human cultivators’ camp, countless cultivators formed hand seals and chanted the Heart Sutra. Each person’s palms emitted a warm golden light, connecting to form a vast demon-slaying formation.

The Heart Sutra was indeed the bane of demons, but it had no killing power against other races.

Mu Xuanling, like an agile cat, landed lightly on a nearby tree. She saw the demon soldiers trapped by the Heart Sutra, unable to move, emitting painful howls as black qi steamed from their bodies. She immediately recognized that the cultivators’ positions were not coincidental but must have been arranged by an expert, allowing them to cooperate and form a formation for mutual support.

Some formations were ever-changing, with different configurations for different numbers of people. Mu Xuanling, having been taught by Sang Qi for many years, had considerable attainment in formations. She naturally knew that losing one or two people wouldn’t affect the effectiveness of this formation. But truly breaking such a formation wasn’t difficult—one only needed to kill everyone.

— Twenty-four Golden Core cultivators must be dealt with within three breaths, or she will fall into the formation.

It’s still a bit challenging.

She smiled silently, opening her palm. A purple vine appeared in her hand, affectionately nuzzling her fingers. In the next moment, following her will, it transformed into a purple flute.

The original artifact, the Judgment Vine, had been confiscated and destroyed by the Immortal Alliance. Sang Qi had forged a more suitable artifact for her, named “Severing Thought.” Severing Thought already had a bit of spiritual intelligence. After Mu Xuanling recognized it as her life-bound artifact with a drop of blood, it displayed even greater power. Not only could it change shape, but it also had a consciousness to protect its master. After a hundred years of nurturing and tempering, it would develop a spirit. With Severing Thought in hand, Mu Xuanling became even more formidable, intimidating the demon realm.

She placed the flute to her lips. In contrast to this beautiful scene, a piercing flute sound rose to the sky, like the wailing of ghosts and gods, tearing apart the golden light formation composed of Buddhist chants. Several lower-cultivated practitioners immediately spat blood and fell to their knees, suffering from power backlash. The remaining Golden Core cultivators staggered a step from the immense spiritual power in the flute sound, immediately disrupting the Buddhist chant formation. A few demon soldiers, given a moment’s respite, vanished instantly, hiding in the shadows.

The leading Golden Core cultivator’s face paled, not because the power contained in the flute sound was too vast and mighty, but because he sensed that the spiritual energy fluctuations in the flute sound were neither demonic nor monstrous, likely the power of a top-tier Yuan Ying human cultivator.

Could there be another traitor in the Immortal Alliance?

“Form a defensive formation!” he shouted sternly, summoning his life-bound artifact and preparing for battle.

These cultivators came from various sects, but sword cultivators in white robes were predominant, representing the forces of Yongxue City. Over a dozen flying swords hovered in the air, forming a sword formation, poised to strike. Suddenly, a purple vine emerged from behind a tree, winding up like an intelligent snake, and then diving fiercely toward the sword formation. This attack contained an extremely domineering sword intent, giving the leading Yongxue City sword cultivator a strange sense of familiarity. In his moment of shock and confusion, he instinctively raised his sword to block. The sword formation condensed together, able to unleash defensive power far surpassing that of an individual. This formation, capable of withstanding a full-force attack from a Yuan Ying cultivator, was cracked by a single strike from the demonic vine.

Just as the sword formation was about to break, ripples of green light spread out from the ground. Abundant vitality, like the earth after the first spring rain, surged forth eagerly from deep within the soil. Waves of virtuous power heavily enveloped the cultivators, condensing into invisible armor. The cultivators’ power suddenly increased, and the sword formation solidified once more.

The purple vine rapidly rotated around the sword formation, tightening more and more, trying to break through the formation’s weak points, but met with united resistance from all the cultivators.

Meanwhile, in a nearby tent, the curtain was lifted slightly by the wind.

A faint fragrance drifted in with the night breeze. The visitor had no intention of hiding her presence. She passed through like a gust of wind, gracefully settling into the only chair in the tent. Leaning back, she crossed her legs and smiled at the man standing before her, elegant as an orchid or a willow, as clear as the wind and bright as the moon.

“I knew it was you, Young Master Nan.”
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Among humans, only Nan Xuyue’s mastery of formations could be described as divine.

Mu Xuanling rested her chin on her hand, smiling as she gazed at the handsome young man before her. When she saw the Sanskrit Sound Formation, his face immediately came to mind. When the green formation rose again, she became even more certain of her guess.

While she had anticipated this reunion, Nan Xuyue’s face showed utter astonishment and joy upon seeing her.

“Ling’er, you’re alright?” He stepped forward, coming before her, his clear eyes filled with her smiling face.

“Of course I’m fine,” she said, tapping her forehead with her index finger and frowning slightly. “But Young Master Nan, what you’re doing is causing me trouble.”

“What’s wrong?” He seemed confused.

Mu Xuanling sighed softly: “I don’t want to be your enemy, so you should remove the formation. Otherwise, if I have to break it forcefully, you’ll be hurt too.”

It was only then that Nan Xuyue realized something seemed off about Mu Xuanling before him.

Although she still had a slight smile on her lips, her eyes were filled with indifference and coldness, making one feel wary.

“Ling’er, what’s wrong with you?” Nan Xuyue hesitantly reached out, wanting to touch her. “I’m here to rescue you.”

Mu Xuanling tilted her head, avoiding his hand, the curve of her lips fading slightly: “Young Master Nan, when did I ever need rescuing? Perhaps you misunderstand my identity? I was trapped in Yongxue City, but Master brought me home.”

“Home…?” Nan Xuyue thought he had misheard.

“I’m here on Master’s orders to eliminate human cultivators. Since you’re not a cultivator, I can avoid being your enemy. But if you insist on helping the human cultivators and hindering me, I’ll find it hard to show mercy,” her expression gradually grew colder.

Although Nan Xuyue had cared for her before, she couldn’t disregard her master’s orders and be too lenient with him.

Nan Xuyue finally confirmed one thing: Mu Xuanling had changed. He didn’t know if Sangqi had done something to her, but in the past, she had retained more of the soft and warm side of human nature. Now, there was no warmth in her eyes at all.

Nan Xuyue grasped her slender wrist and said in a deep voice, “Ling’er, come back to Yunxiu Manor with me.”

No matter what Sangqi had done, he was sure he could find a way to bring Ling’er back to her former self.

Mu Xuanling frowned slightly as she looked at her wrist being held, suddenly remembering something—he seemed to have some romantic feelings for her, although she didn’t feel the same way about him.

If she could win him over, it wouldn’t be bad—she pondered.

Mu Xuanling tilted her face up, giving Nan Xuyue a sweet smile. Nan Xuyue was momentarily dazed. She grabbed his hand in return, pulling him forward. He instinctively leaned in, one hand bracing against the chair back, encircling Mu Xuanling within his arms. He felt a slender arm hook around the back of his neck, soft fingertips caressing the skin there, and a tender voice whispering in his ear.

“Come back to the demon realm with me.”

Mu Xuanling’s voice, accompanied by the resonance of the bone chimes, rolled over Nan Xuyue’s heartstrings, making his breath catch. He almost nodded instinctively.

But he quickly regained clarity because in those almond eyes so close to him, there was only cold calculation, and her heartbeat hadn’t fluctuated in the slightest.

He knew that when she truly liked someone, there was light in her eyes, and her heart would race like a little deer.

The tender feelings in his heart were immediately covered by a stinging pain. He clenched his fists, lowered his eyes, and said bitterly, “Ling’er, you’re ill.”

Mu Xuanling frowned, snapping angrily, “You’re the one who’s sick!”

She hadn’t expected Nan Xuyue’s mind to be so firm and clear. Didn’t he like her? How could he resist her charm and the power of the Soul-Hooking Chime? Not only did he not take the bait, but he also insulted her. How could a gentleman, as gentle as jade, insult people?

Was she not beautiful enough, or had his heart changed?

Master was right, human hearts are fickle.

“If you don’t come with me, I’ll kill you!” Mu Xuanling threatened fiercely. “Although you can’t cultivate, if you stand with the human cultivators, you’ll cause us a lot of trouble. For the sake of our past relationship, I’ll give you one last chance. Think carefully before you answer.”

She glanced outside, smiling coldly: “I’ll count to ten.”

“Ten, nine, eight…” Her hand gripped his slender neck, feeling the pulse beneath her fingertips.

She suddenly remembered that day in the dungeon of Yongxue City, when he applied medicine for her. He held her hand gently and said it would be better in twenty breaths.

The counting paused for a moment as this image flashed through her mind.

“Ling’er…” His Adam’s apple vibrated gently in her palm. She looked up to see light and shadow intertwining in his eyes, filled with both sorrow and longing, but no desire for survival. His warm fingertips brushed over her brows and eyes, and the coldness in her eyes softened a bit.

Maybe I should count another ten—she thought hazily.

Nan Xuyue, hearing the hesitation in her heart, felt a glimmer of hope. Perhaps Ling’er hadn’t completely forgotten their bond?

But at that moment, Mu Xuanling’s heart trembled, a chill crawling up her spine. The warning of danger made her whole body tense. Looking over Nan Xuyue’s shoulder, she saw that the tent flap had been lifted at some point, and a familiar figure in white stood before the slightly trembling curtain, like a snowflake silently falling, bringing an overwhelming chill.

— Xie Xuechen!

Mu Xuanling’s pupils contracted, panic rising in her heart. This was someone she absolutely couldn’t defeat! She didn’t know how long Xie Xuechen had been there; he had intentionally suppressed his aura, making it impossible for her to detect. Unfathomable emotions surged in his dark phoenix eyes as his gaze swept over her arm entwined with Nan Xuyue’s. Mu Xuanling instinctively released her grip on Nan Xuyue, choosing to flee rather than hold him hostage. She stretched out her right palm, trying to summon Duannian, but received no response.

— Damn, it must have been silently controlled by Xie Xuechen.

Mu Xuanling had no time to ponder why Xie Xuechen, who should have been in seclusion, suddenly appeared. Only one thought remained in her mind—escape!

Almost at the same moment, she pushed Nan Xuyue away, she flashed to escape, but Xie Xuechen reacted even faster. As she turned, a golden light suddenly fell before her eyes. At the same time, the other three sides were blocked, trapping her in a cage formed by golden sword qi.

The sword Qi’s sharpness was unstoppable. With just a light sweep, it cut off half of her sleeve, which slowly fluttered down. Mu Xuanling held her breath, warily watching the man approaching step by step. He carried a faint, crisp fragrance of winter snow and plum blossoms, appearing elegant and proud, transcendent. Although he had suppressed his aura, Mu Xuanling could still sense his current strength. After a month in seclusion, he had not only recovered his peak, but his power likely surpassed his former state. Falling into his hands, she had almost no hope of escape.

“Sect Leader Xie.” Mu Xuanling’s lips curved slightly, her nerves as taut as a string, but her face displayed an alluring smile. “Long time no see.”

Xie Xuechen gazed at her with deep eyes, his thoughts unfathomable.

Nan Xuyue suddenly stepped in front of him.

“Brother Xie, I don’t know what Sangqi did to Ling’er, but she’s acting strangely. Please don’t hurt her.”

Mu Xuanling glanced at Nan Xuyue’s back and, fitting the scene, squeezed out a few tears. Her captivating almond eyes were brimming with tears, arousing pity. She sobbed, “Sect Leader Xie, I was forced to do it. I didn’t mean to harm those human cultivators.”

Both Xie Xuechen and Nan Xuyue frowned, for no other reason than that before those born with ten apertures, the heartbeat is the most honest language. Mu Xuanling was acting.

“Step aside, I won’t harm her,” Xie Xuechen said calmly to Nan Xuyue.

Mu Xuanling covered her face and wept, watching Xie Xuechen approach, her heart ringing alarm bells, feeling anxious and uneasy.

“Ling’er, after Sangqi abducted you, did he harm you?” Xie Xuechen’s voice unconsciously softened a bit, as if afraid of frightening her.

Mu Xuanling sobbed, “He locked me up, poisoned me, and forced me to kill these human cultivators.”

Not at all. Master had taught her cultivation methods and even refined a new magical tool for her, making her the Holy Maiden second only to him in the demon realm.

Xie Xuechen’s brows furrowed slightly, his heart growing heavier.

The human cultivators outside were all injured because of Mu Xuanling. Both emotionally and rationally, he had to detain her, but he also didn’t want her to be harmed again.

That day, because he chose to rescue Yongxue City and battled fiercely with the demon Jiao, Mu Xuanling was abducted by Sangqi first. Afterward, he depleted his spiritual power and was severely wounded and covered in blood, nearly perishing. During his month-long seclusion, a thread of regret had taken root in his heart, growing and eroding his dao heart.

He had made a choice between humans and Ling’er, and even though he knew this choice was right and did not betray his dao heart, he had failed her.

He hoped she was well, but seeing her today, he knew she wasn’t.

“Sect Leader Xie, please let me go. I won’t dare do it again,” Mu Xuanling pleaded pitifully. “Can you withdraw the Juntian sword? The sword qi has hurt me.”

As she spoke, she raised her left hand. The torn sleeve fell, revealing a stretch of fair, delicate arm. On the smooth, creamy skin, a glaring red mark left by the sword qi was visible. Had she not dodged quickly, it would have drawn blood. Seeing no reaction from Xie Xuechen, she turned her gaze to Nan Xuyue, sobbing weakly, “Nan Xuyue, I’m hurt…”

Nan Xuyue’s heart ached. He turned to look at her but was blocked by the Juntian cage. He looked at Xie Xuechen’s frosty face and said in a deep voice, “Sect Leader Xie, let her go.”

When Nan Xuyue harbored resentment towards him, he would coldly call him Sect Leader Xie. He was determined to stand against the Immortal Alliance for Mu Xuanling’s sake.

Yunxiu Manor was no longer part of the Immortal Alliance, and Nan Xuyue had always stayed out of the conflict between immortals and demons. This time, however, he unexpectedly went to the Two Realms Mountain to deal with the demon race. There was only one reason: for Mu Xuanling.

That night, Sang Qi struck with lethal intent, aiming to kill Nan Xuyue. It was Mu Xuanling who selflessly pushed him away, taking the blow herself. A few drops of warm blood splattered onto Nan Xuyue’s face, searing his heart.

Xie Xuechen saw a deep obsession in Nan Xuyue’s eyes, reminiscent of his own.

His phoenix eyes narrowed slightly as he shifted his gaze from Nan Xuyue to the glaring red on Mu Xuanling’s arm. In the next moment, the golden light dissipated, returning to his palm. Seeing this, Mu Xuanling was overjoyed. Her figure vanished like a gust of wind, darting towards the exit. Xie Xuechen moved even faster. As soon as she passed through the doorway, she collided with Xie Xuechen’s solid chest, trapped in his arms. The familiar, crisp scent immediately enveloped her tightly.

Mu Xuanling struggled fiercely but couldn’t budge the arm around her waist. She angrily stomped on his foot, though it was painless to his Dharma body, merely an outlet for her frustration.

“Let go!” Mu Xuanling furiously pushed against his chest, but he remained unmoved. “Men and women shouldn’t have physical contact. Is the esteemed Sect Leader of the Immortal Sect playing the rogue?”

Xie Xuechen thought to himself, compared to her actions of forcefully undressing and kissing him, this was already quite gentlemanly.

He feared injuring her if he used the Jun Tian Sword to restrain her. Letting her hit his flesh and blood body a few times was of no consequence.

Xie Xuechen was determined not to let Mu Xuanling leave. He didn’t know what exactly Sang Qi had done, but keeping her by his side was the best protection. His arm tightly encircled her slender, soft waist, allowing her to struggle in his embrace.

Nan Xuyue pushed open the door and witnessed this scene. He was momentarily stunned, but before he could say anything, Xie Xuechen spoke: “The cultivators in the camp were injured by her. I’ve already confiscated that magical artifact. The others are just unconscious, not in life-threatening danger. Manor Lord Nan, with your excellent medical skills, I trouble you to take care of them.”

Mu Xuanling, breathing rapidly and her small face flushed with anger, squinted her eyes and asked, “How does Sect Leader Xie intend to deal with me? Will you use me as a sacrifice?”

“No,” Xie Xuechen paused, then said, “But I can only imprison you here for now.”

Nan Xuyue stared intently at Xie Xuechen and solemnly said, “Sect Leader Xie, may I be allowed to watch over her?”

Xie Xuechen gave him a cool glance, promptly rejecting his request.

“I’m afraid Manor Lord Nan might be too soft-hearted and privately release the prisoner.”

Mu Xuanling let out a cold laugh: “It’s rare for Sect Leader Xie to have such self-awareness. When it comes to being cold and heartless, who could surpass you?”

Xie Xuechen lowered his head slightly, seeing the indifferent eyes of the person in his arms. He had thought that Mu Xuanling still resented him for driving her away, perhaps harboring resentment or hatred towards him. But as they were pressed together, her heartbeat transmitted more clearly—her heart was very calm and indifferent, with the only emotion towards him being wariness and apprehension.

No love, no hate, just like facing a stranger.

Even though her words were sarcastic at this moment, she was only coldly probing his emotions.

Xie Xuechen suppressed the confusion and vexation in his heart and said to Nan Xuyue, “I will personally guard her. There won’t be any mishaps, and I won’t harm her. The demonic aura has changed abnormally. Tomorrow, people from other sects will gather here to discuss important matters.”

Nan Xuyue clenched his fists, only able to nod and accept Xie Xuechen’s words, personally going to clean up the mess Mu Xuanling had caused.

Xie Xuechen carried her into an empty tent, casually setting up a barrier to block others’ detection. As soon as he released her, Mu Xuanling slipped to the corner, only to bounce back upon touching the invisible barrier.

She frowned slightly, reluctantly turning to face Xie Xuechen.

“What exactly does Sect Leader Xie want?” Recognizing the situation, she stopped her futile struggles and found a chair, sitting down in a comfortable position.

It was truly an unsuccessful start, how did she happen to encounter the toughest nut in the Immortal Alliance—Mu Xuanling furrowed her brows, secretly cursing her carelessness.

This Xie Xuechen was becoming more and more cunning, he must have deliberately extended his seclusion period to catch the enemy off guard.

Xie Xuechen’s figure slowly approached, coming to stand before her. Mu Xuanling’s breath caught, her nerves tense. Seeing Xie Xuechen lean in, she instinctively reached out to attack his neck, but Xie Xuechen effortlessly caught her wrist, rendering her immobile. Xie Xuechen’s slightly cool fingertip pressed against her brow, and cool spiritual energy slowly flowed into her divine aperture through their point of skin contact.

She looked up in bewilderment, her beautiful peach blossom eyes gazing blankly at the handsome face so close to her. Her mind was clear yet confused—what was he doing?

Xie Xuechen’s cold voice had a strange hint of gentleness: “You’re too eager for quick results. Cultivation cannot be rushed, otherwise, your internal energy will become chaotic and leave hidden dangers.”

Her spiritual energy, originally from the same source as Xie Xuechen’s, offered no resistance. It even warmly welcomed his invasion, allowing his spiritual energy to enter her divine aperture and travel through her four limbs and hundred meridians, smoothing out her chaotic and impatient internal energy.

Mu Xuanling didn’t sense any hostility from Xie Xuechen’s aura. She clearly understood that Xie Xuechen was helping her, which made her even more confused.

“Calm your mind, don’t let your thoughts wander,” Xie Xuechen said in a low voice.

Mu Xuanling knew this matter was of great importance. She immediately closed her eyes, focusing her mind and following Xie Xuechen’s spiritual energy to circulate the Jade Que Scripture.

Xie Xuechen looked down at her thick, curled eyelashes, which fluttered like butterfly wings with her breath. She seemed like herself, yet not like herself. When those eyes looked at him, they no longer held that intense, warm affection.

Had he hurt her too deeply?

Xie Xuechen suppressed a sigh and earnestly helped her smooth out her internal energy. After a while, he withdrew his hand and slowly straightened up.

Mu Xuanling took a deep breath, feeling the surging yet docile flow of spiritual energy within her body. Xie Xuechen had indeed been helping her cultivate. However, such an intimate method of cultivation, allowing another’s spiritual energy to invade, was rarely done even between master and disciple or Dao companions, let alone between enemies. He had acted too quickly; she was caught off guard and invaded by his spiritual energy. Xie Xuechen’s power far exceeded hers, so she didn’t dare to move rashly and could only comply. But as soon as Xie Xuechen withdrew his hand, she darted backward, keeping a great distance from him and raising her guard.

However, she knew full well that such precautions were ineffective. With his overwhelming strength, if he truly meant her harm, she would be powerless to resist.

“What exactly is Sect Leader Xie’s purpose? You might as well speak plainly,” Mu Xuanling said coldly. “Having failed to coerce, are you now trying to entice?”

Xie Xuechen saw Mu Xuanling’s wariness. She was like a cat whose territory had been invaded, baring her sharp claws at him in a show of false bravado. Xie Xuechen didn’t try to approach her again. In truth, even at this distance, she was still within his reach.

“You needn’t be on guard. I won’t harm you,” Xie Xuechen said.

Mu Xuanling narrowed her eyes slightly, scrutinizing Xie Xuechen’s expression. But she saw that he was as cold and indifferent as ever, his thoughts unreadable, which irritated her. “Oh? I didn’t know Sect Leader Xie was such a magnanimous person who doesn’t hold grudges,” Mu Xuanling said sarcastically. “Don’t you understand by now that I was only following my master’s orders to approach you, feigning affection to gain your trust? My only goal was the Jade Que Scripture.”

“Whether it was feigned affection or not, I have my judgment. I observe people’s aura and listen to their hearts. You are different from Sang Qi,” Xie Xuechen’s phoenix eyes calmly gazed at Mu Xuanling, his resolve unshaken by her words.

Mu Xuanling scoffed, crossing her arms and smiling provocatively at Xie Xuechen: “You humans just love to deceive yourselves. Honestly, you’re cold-hearted and taciturn, not as gentle and considerate as Nan Xuyue. What makes you think I genuinely liked you? If you hadn’t interrupted earlier, I might have lured him to the demon realm. I only stayed by your side before for the Jade Que Scripture. If I had known you would pass it on to me, I wouldn’t have wanted to stay in Yong Xue City as a demon slave.”

Mu Xuanling’s mention brought back the scene Xie Xuechen had witnessed earlier. Mu Xuanling had been intimately embracing Nan Xuyue’s neck, her eyes misty, like a seductive spirit. He knew Nan Xuyue had a deep obsession with Mu Xuanling and was willing to pursue her, but seeing their intimate behavior with his own eyes still caused a painful ache in his heart.

What pained him more was that Mu Xuanling still held a hint of affection for Nan Xuyue, yet was completely indifferent towards him, a stark contrast to her previous behavior. Could it be, as she said, that her initial approach was purely calculated, and she had never invested any true feelings?

No, that wasn’t right.

He could sense her genuine passion and sincerity. Her aura was pure and untainted; even with demonic energy permeating her body, there wasn’t a trace of impurity or evil. Among human cultivators, such an aura represented an unwavering and consistent Dao heart. He had passed on his techniques to her not only because of his own softening heart but also because he believed in her inherent goodness and lack of malice.

If it had merely been an act of feigned affection, how could she have possessed such a clear and intense aura?

It was precisely because Xie Xuechen saw clearly that he knew the Mu Xuanling of that time had truly loved him, and he also knew that the current Mu Xuanling was not lying.

“Sect Leader Xie, I am the same kind of person as my master. It is you who is different from us,” Mu Xuanling said coldly. “You cherish all living beings, but we half-demons are not among your ‘all living beings.'”

“Your ‘all living beings’ are humans. Humans have not been kind to me, so I don’t love these living beings, and I certainly couldn’t love you.”
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As the sun rose on the second day, the sect leaders who had received the news flew to Two Realms Mountain to convene an urgent meeting.

“The stars have shifted abnormally, and great changes are occurring in the Demon Realm. Unusual energies are surging in the Void Sea,” Xie Xuechen solemnly stated. “In the past, such disturbances typically accompanied two phenomena: the arrival or death of a Demon Sovereign.”

Upon hearing this, the crowd exchanged glances, their hearts filled with shock and awe.

“Could it be that another Demon Sovereign has been born in the Demon Realm?” Fu Yuanting furrowed his brows deeply. “Sect Leader Xie, how severe were the Demon Sovereign’s injuries from your previous battle?”

“Although the Demon Sovereign suffered heavy injuries, they were not fatal,” Xie Xuechen replied. “A month of seclusion should be sufficient for recovery.”

“If the Demon Sovereign didn’t die, could it be that a new one has been born?” Su Ningzhen asked in disbelief. “We’ve never heard of two Demon Sovereigns existing simultaneously in the Demon Realm.”

“All demons are born from the Void Sea, but they vary in strength. It’s said that Demon Sovereigns are the most unique, born with higher intelligence and often possessing memories of past lives,” He Xianwo pondered. “If a Dharma Avatar Venerable falls, could their heart demon also condense in the Void Sea?”

Upon hearing this, everyone involuntarily thought of the One-Thought Venerable. His heart demon was so intense—could it have given birth to a new Demon Sovereign? Historically, demons loved to tempt high-level cultivators to fall into demonhood, for the stronger the cultivator who fell, the more potent the demonic energy in the Void Sea would become, leading to the birth of even more powerful Demon Sovereigns.

“We can’t be certain yet, but this anomaly is likely harmful to humanity,” Xie Xuechen said. “However, the Demon Sovereign is temporarily trapped by the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation and cannot descend to the human realm. What truly concerns me is Sang Qi. As a half-demon, although he practices demonic arts, the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation doesn’t weaken him much. He can move freely between the two realms. This person is inscrutable, full of schemes, and his power is unfathomable. I came here to eliminate Sang Qi first, then reinforce the formation.”

The others had never personally witnessed Sang Qi’s power and couldn’t help but feel somewhat dismissive, wondering how formidable a mere half-demon could be.

Su Ningzhen scoffed, “Sect Leader, there’s no need to overestimate this scoundrel. His abilities are mediocre, and he’s even lost an arm. He only managed to escape earlier because you were severely injured.”

Xie Xuechen’s phoenix eyes flickered slightly as he turned to Su Ningzhen. “Valley Master Su, have you crossed paths with Sang Qi before? How do you know he lost an arm?”

Su Ningzhen fell silent for a moment before nodding. “We fought about twenty years ago. He was an enemy of Mirror Flower Valley, and his right arm was cut off.”

The others looked at Su Ningzhen in surprise. They knew of her deep hatred for half-demons but hadn’t realized she had previously battled Sang Qi. There seemed to be more to the story, but Su Ningzhen didn’t wish to elaborate.

Xie Xuechen lowered his eyes in deep thought, then said, “Then Valley Master Su may not be aware that Sang Qi has reforged a demonic arm, and his power far surpasses what it was before. Even just the demon dragon he refined is stronger than an ordinary Dharma Avatar.”

What made Xie Xuechen wary wasn’t just this. He had a vague sense of foreboding that this disturbance in the Demon Realm might be related to Sang Qi.

Since the day Sang Qi had abducted Mu Xuanling, he had remained silent for a month, only sending subordinates to harass the human realm without drawing the attention of various sects. His restraint surely hinted at a greater scheme.

Fu Yuanting said, “Now that two of the three Demon Gods from the Demon Realm are gone, the Demon Sovereign is in seclusion, and Sang Qi hasn’t shown himself, only sending low-level demon troops and monster soldiers to cause trouble. It’s hard to guess what they’re planning… I heard that demon troops attacked the camp again last night, but the ones who struck didn’t reveal themselves. Their power far exceeded ordinary demon soldiers. Sect Leader Xie, have you discovered their identity? Could it be that the Demon Realm has a new Demon God?”

Xie Xuechen clenched his fist slightly and said in a deep voice, “That person was likely just probing. Although the cultivators in the camp were injured, no one lost their life.”

He Xianwo keenly sensed something off about Xie Xuechen’s response, but before he could analyze it further, a sudden disturbance froze everyone in place.

A vast, overwhelming aura surged forth like a tsunami, instantly engulfing the world around them. Though it was still broad daylight, darkness fell in an instant, as if the sun had been covered by a black veil, robbing it of light and heat. A hurricane suddenly whipped across the wilderness, bending even the tallest trees and flattening the waist-high wild grass, which trembled in fear.

In the camp, all those of lower cultivation knelt on the ground, unable to lift their heads under the terrifying pressure, their hearts pounding with fear.

Xie Xuechen and the other three sect leaders immediately flew outside, erecting protective barriers to shield the entire camp and their disciples. With grave and vigilant expressions, they looked towards Two Realms Mountain—how could this aura be so vast and overwhelming, making one feel as if facing the boundless universe, stirring up fear, trembling, suffocation, and awe in their hearts?

A familiar black figure slowly materialized in mid-air. A dark robe embroidered with gold threads, its fluttering hem seeming to dance with golden dragons. Silver hair billowed in the wind, wild and unrestrained. As the figure slowly raised its head, upturned eyes tinged with red, sharp eyebrows, and thin lips as red as blood, stood out against skin so pale it seemed inhuman.

It was the half-demon Sang Qi, yet not quite the Sang Qi they knew. He let his power pour forth unchecked, his mighty spiritual energy, mixed with demonic and monstrous qi, causing the earth to tremble.

Everyone was stunned, except for Mu Xuanling, trapped in the tent, who raised her head with joy, her eyes bright and lively: “Master has emerged from seclusion!”

“Sang Qi…” Su Ningzhen’s hand, gripping the Dust-Sweeping Brush, trembled slightly. Her eyes blazed with hatred, a hatred that even overshadowed her fear of his power.

Xie Xuechen stood ready for battle, with the Jun Tian Sword forming a sword formation aimed at Sang Qi. Today’s Sang Qi seemed even more unfathomable than during the night raid, his aura overwhelming. How could a half-demon cultivate such terrifying power?

Silver light flowed in Sang Qi’s eyes as he extended his left hand towards Xie Xuechen. A crushing pressure descended like a mountain, causing Xie Xuechen’s expression to tighten as he opened his spirit apertures, his black hair billowing as he unleashed his mighty spiritual energy to counter it. Just as Xie Xuechen was fully occupied, Sang Qi smiled slightly and made a gentle gesture with his right hand. A tent suddenly shattered, and a purple figure flew out like a butterfly, landing gracefully at Sang Qi’s side.

Mu Xuanling stood beside Sang Qi, kneeling reverently before him: “Congratulations, Master, on obtaining the ultimate power!”

Seeing Mu Xuanling appear in the camp only to be taken away by Sang Qi, everyone’s faces showed shock as they turned to look at Xie Xuechen’s back.

“It seems the Immortal Alliance members don’t know why the Demon Realm’s Holy Maiden is here,” Sang Qi’s silver eyes regarded Xie Xuechen with a mocking smile. “Sect Leader Xie, you didn’t tell them?”

“Sect Leader Xie, what’s going on?” Su Ningzhen demanded harshly. “Wasn’t Mu Xuanling supposed to have been abducted by Sang Qi in Yong Xue City?”

Xie Xuechen pressed his lips together in silence, coldly staring at Sang Qi. Sang Qi laughed heartily, “Since Sect Leader Xie dares not speak, let me answer on his behalf. Naturally, it’s because my good disciple raided the camp last night and was captured by him. Sect Leader Xie, unable to let go of old feelings, wanted to keep her. As her master, I had no choice but to come and retrieve her personally.”

Hearing this, the crowd’s gaze towards Xie Xuechen became somewhat strange.

Xie Xuechen didn’t deny it, so Sang Qi’s words were likely true. They had personally witnessed Xie Xuechen’s regard for Mu Xuanling before, which held some affection, though to what extent was unclear.

He Xianwo finally understood why he had felt Xie Xuechen’s earlier answer was odd. When Fu Yuanting asked if Xie Xuechen had discovered the attacker’s identity, Xie Xuechen didn’t directly answer, and his words even seemed to contain explanations and defense.

“Sect Leader Xie, is what that half-demon said true?” Su Ningzhen frowned deeply, questioning Xie Xuechen. “Had we known the demon girl was in our hands, we should have controlled her to threaten Sang Qi! Why didn’t you say anything earlier?”

Fu Yuanting sighed lightly, “Sect Leader Xie, you were wrong in this matter.”

Sang Qi grinned, his smile full of malice: “I should thank Sect Leader Xie. It’s rare to find someone so loyal and righteous among humans. Xuanling, what do you think?”

At Sang Qi’s words, Mu Xuanling understood his intention. She turned to face Xie Xuechen, a smile on her lips but her eyes cold: “Master speaks the truth. I haven’t yet thanked Sect Leader Xie for passing on the Jade Pavilion Divine Technique to me! Without it, how could I have achieved my current level of cultivation?”

As she spoke, Mu Xuanling raised her hand to her brow, fully opening her spirit apertures. An aura reminiscent of Xie Xuechen’s Shuo Xue Frost Wind burst forth. All present were high-level Dharma Avatar Venerables, and they could immediately see that the spiritual energy emanating from Mu Xuanling was almost identical to Xie Xuechen’s, her power nearly reaching the Dharma Avatar realm!

“Sect Leader Xie…” He Xianwo and Fu Yuanting were stunned, unable to recover for a long time, feeling as if they were in a dream. It was too ridiculous, too absurd—the esteemed leader of the Immortal Alliance had passed on the supreme divine technique to the Demon Realm’s Holy Maiden? And even more terrifying, a half-demon could open spirit apertures?

For a moment, they didn’t know which revelation was more shocking.

Xie Xuechen raised his head, looking at the cold and merciless girl beside Sang Qi. Her lips curled in a sneer as she pushed him into the abyss with one hand.

“There’s one more thing Sect Leader Xie probably doesn’t know,” Sang Qi narrowed his silver eyes, a cruel smile rising in their depths. “Xuanling passed the Jade Pavilion Divine Technique to me. My power today is also thanks to Sect Leader Xie’s selflessness and affection. Hahahahaha…”

The successive blows left everyone numb—Sect Leader Xie had passed the Jade Pavilion Divine Technique to Mu Xuanling, and Sang Qi had obtained it from her.

If One-Thought Venerable’s actions were considered colluding with the enemy, what did Xie Xuechen’s actions amount to?

“Sect Leader Xie, you owe us an explanation!” Su Ningzhen’s face was pale, her eyes bloodshot as she glared at Xie Xuechen with hatred.

Sang Qi smiled and said, “Sect Leader Xie, they’re waiting for your explanation. It seems you’re about to be abandoned by all. If the Immortal Alliance has no place for you, why not join the Demon Realm? We don’t mind that you’re human.”

Mu Xuanling said, “Master, the Severance of Thought you gave me was taken by Sect Leader Xie.”

Sang Qi frowned slightly and said to Xie Xuechen, “Sect Leader Xie, Xuanling doesn’t like you touching her things. You’d better return it to her.”

As Sang Qi spoke, his black robe fluttered, and a surge of powerful spiritual energy burst toward Xie Xuechen. The Jun Tian Sword flashed a golden light, blocking Sang Qi’s attack in front of him. Sang Qi’s silver eyes narrowed, his aura suddenly rising, and the pressure on Xie Xuechen instantly doubled. Xie Xuechen concentrated on resisting, and the two were deadlocked. Their spiritual energies clashed, exploding with the force of a collapsing mountain and surging sea, making it difficult even for bystanders to escape unscathed. The other Dharma Avatars quickly erected barriers to block the shockwaves.

What terrified them was that the spiritual energy laced with black demonic qi seemed to be gaining the upper hand. Could Sang Qi be stronger than Xie Xuechen now? Xie Xuechen was already the number one sword cultivator among humans! Of all cultivators, sword cultivators were the sharpest and most unstoppable, and Xie Xuechen’s Jade Pavilion Heaven-Breaking technique was invincible, yet Sang Qi showed no fear…

He even had energy to spare. They saw him extend his right hand, engraved with demonic patterns, forming a claw in the void. With one grab, Xie Xuechen’s storage pouch shattered, and a purple whip flew out toward Mu Xuanling.

Mu Xuanling caught the Severance of Thought, a smile appearing on her face.

“Thank you, Master! Master, now that you’ve absorbed the Demon Sovereign’s demonic qi and opened your spirit apertures, allowing you to absorb the world’s spiritual energy, even this Xie Xuechen is no match for you,” Mu Xuanling said with a smile.

Hearing Mu Xuanling’s words, Xie Xuechen suddenly understood the secret behind Sang Qi’s sudden increase in strength.

“Hmm, it seems Sect Leader Xie has just realized,” Sang Qi smiled proudly. He leisurely pressed down on Xie Xuechen, feeling the endless, powerful energy flowing through his body. “You’ve also wondered, haven’t you, why I crafted the Judgment Demon Vine specifically to counter demons for Xuanling? Naturally, it’s because the ones I’ve always intended to deal with were not just humans.”

“Cultivating demonic techniques, feeding on demonic qi,” Xie Xuechen said coldly. “You set up an ambush with the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation, hiding your true strength, luring the Demon Sovereign to fight me to the death, reaping the benefits as a bystander.”

“My cultivation had reached a bottleneck, and ordinary demonic qi could no longer advance my cultivation. Only by refining and devouring a Demon Sovereign could I progress. And in this world, only Sect Leader Xie’s Jun Tian Sword could deal with a Demon Sovereign,” Sang Qi smiled. “The Demon Sovereign’s demonic qi and Sect Leader Xie’s divine technique were both what I desired. Demonic qi was easy to obtain, but the divine technique was hard to come by. I never imagined that Sect Leader Xie, who would rather die than submit, would ultimately fall for a beauty scheme, tricked by the Demon Realm’s Holy Maiden into passing on the Jade Pavilion Divine Technique to a half-demon.”

Sang Qi looked at Xie Xuechen mockingly: “I want to see if the world-revered Sect Leader Xie, with his lifelong reputation ruined, condemned by thousands and friendless in the world, will have his dao heart shattered and fall into demonhood… Hahahaha… If that happens, our Demon Realm will have gained a great general!”

Xie Xuechen gripped the Jun Tian Sword tightly, his brow deeply furrowed.

Sang Qi’s pleasure had never been in killing people. What he loved most was toying with people’s hearts, watching those high and mighty, invincible figures lose face and fall into demonhood.

Mu Xuanling didn’t understand Sang Qi’s pleasure, but for her, whether Xie Xuechen lived or died, remained human, or became a demon, had no bearing on her at all. She coldly swept her gaze over the Immortal Alliance members, not sparing even a glance for Xie Xuechen.

Sang Qi looked at Mu Xuanling with a smile—Xuanling, you should thank your master. Without love, you’ll never feel pain again.
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Su Ningzhen stared at the priest in the dark robe floating in mid-air, unable to suppress the hatred and malice rising in her heart. The anger towards Xie Xuechen’s collusion with the demon race paled in comparison – all that mattered now was killing Sang Qi!

“Sect Leader Xie, let’s join forces and kill Sang Qi!” Su Ningzhen stepped forward. “It doesn’t matter if the Jade Threshold Divine Technique has been leaked. As long as he dies, everything can be forgiven.”

Fu Yuanting and He Xianwo nodded gravely. Although they were shocked by Xie Xuechen’s actions, the pressing matter now was not settling scores, but killing Sang Qi. Even though Sang Qi appeared to have a slight advantage over Xie Xuechen, they had three Fashen cultivators on their side. They believed that with their combined strength, they could stop Sang Qi.

As soon as Su Ningzhen finished speaking, Fu Yuanting and He Xianwo moved a few steps away, forming a defensive formation. Xie Xuechen took a deep breath, the cinnabar between his brows emitting a faint red glow, sacred and brilliant.

— Kill Sang Qi, and save Mu Xuanling.

This was Xie Xuechen’s sole thought.

Xie Xuechen’s aura rose rapidly, breaking through barriers. At that moment, the Heavenly Fashen of the Sword God condensed behind him. The blurry-faced ethereal image of the Sword God was as majestic as a snow-capped mountain, its aura vast and cold, with a domineering pride that seemed to look down upon the eight wilderness.

Sang Qi had seen Xie Xuechen in the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation before, but now Xie Xuechen’s cultivation was even higher than it was then. He couldn’t help but feel wary.

Having just absorbed the Demon Lord’s power and mastered the Jade Threshold Divine Technique, his power seemed formidable but was not yet stable. It couldn’t compare to Xie Xuechen’s unparalleled sword energy honed by ten thousand sword strikes daily, let alone the fact that the man was fighting with reckless abandon…

Sang Qi had intended to sow discord within the Immortal Alliance, to make Xie Xuechen lose all support. But he hadn’t expected Su Ningzhen’s hatred for him to be so strong that she directly ignored Xie Xuechen’s betrayal of humanity.

His cold silver eyes swept over Su Ningzhen’s somewhat harsh face, once eight parts similar to Su Ningxi’s, but now looking nothing alike.

Sang Qi suppressed the killing intent in his heart which was on the verge of losing control and turned his gaze back to Xie Xuechen.

“Ling’er, stay far away.”

Their battlefield was not yet something the current Mu Xuanling could touch.

Mu Xuanling obediently flew to a distance, her eyes fixed intently on the changing scene before her.

Xie Xuechen and the other three surrounded Sang Qi. The four Fashen cultivators all exerted their full strength, condensing their Heavenly Fashen behind them. The Fashen was a manifestation of one’s dao heart and true self. Xie Xuechen’s Fashen was a white-robed Sword God exuding a chilling murderous aura, its presence desolate and vast. He Xianwo’s Fashen was a Vermilion Bird, dazzling and resplendent. Fu Yuanting’s Fashen was an androgynous deity holding a jade bottle. Su Ningzhen’s Fashen was a six-armed female Asura.

Surrounded by the four, Sang Qi remained calm. He slowly raised his right arm, a silver light flickering dimly on it. A silver light composed of countless characters rose from his arm, enveloping him. His body gradually enlarged, his silver eyes cold and emotionless, looking down upon the world.

He had no Fashen; he was the Fashen itself.

He took a deep breath, and in an instant, the spiritual energy of heaven and earth surged toward him, forming a vortex of spiritual power. In the next moment, the spiritual power rushed outwards like an avalanche. Space, unable to bear its weight, began to collapse and distort!

Xie Xuechen’s sword split heaven and earth. The white-robed Sword of God-wielding Jun Tian broke through the surging waves of spiritual power with unyielding determination. The sword body flashed with golden light, bursting forth with radiance as dazzling as the scorching sun, making it impossible to look at directly.

There were differences between Fashen. He Xianwo and Fu Yuanting were evenly matched, Su Ningzhen slightly weaker, while only Xie Xuechen and Sang Qi were equally powerful. Every collision between them erupted with overwhelming force, causing heaven and earth to tremble.

Mu Xuanling watched the battle between these transcendent beings from afar, her hand holding Duan Nian trembling uncontrollably. She saw the gap between herself and the Fashen cultivators. She was still too weak; even Su Ningzhen was a head above her.

The spiritual power within her body that belonged to Xie Xuechen seemed to respond to the world-shaking battle, surging and boiling in her meridians and blood. Mu Xuanling’s gaze moved from Sang Qi to Xie Xuechen. He was dressed in white, his features cold and clear, his gaze firm. Under Sang Qi’s overwhelming spiritual pressure, he remained calm and composed, like the eternal snow on Yong Xue City, quiet and vast. Demonic energy obscured the sky, but wherever he stood became a source of light.

It was hard to look away from him.

Mu Xuanling felt her spiritual power being drawn to him. She forced herself to close her eyes and flee far from this area. She grasped her slightly trembling right hand, trying to calm her breathing.

Among the three sect leaders, only Su Ningzhen fought recklessly without regard for her safety. He Xianwo was relatively cautious, while Fu Yuanting intentionally conserved his strength. With their hearts not united, Sang Qi easily broke through their formation. Blood trickled from the corner of Su Ningzhen’s mouth, her eyes bloodshot. The six arms of her Fashen stretched out, six orbs of golden-red light condensing in her palms as if prepared to perish together with Sang Qi!

He Xianwo and Fu Yuanting were both startled and intended to stop her, but it was too late. Sang Qi’s silver eyes swept over Su Ningzhen, a cold smile curling at the corner of his lips. “How presumptuous. You think you can harm me?”

His dark robe billowed, and his demonic right arm struck down on Su Ningzhen’s head. This palm seemed to collapse the sky, enveloping Su Ningzhen’s Fashen with overwhelming force. Su Ningzhen’s Fashen only withstood it for a breath before completely crumbling and dissipating. Su Ningzhen violently coughed up blood and fell from mid-air. A young girl’s figure flew towards Su Ningzhen, catching her falling body.

Mu Xuanling narrowed her eyes and murmured in realization, “Gao Qiumin?”

At that moment, Mu Xuanling heard Sang Qi’s mental message — “Ling’er, capture Su Ningzhen alive!”

Mu Xuanling didn’t know why Sang Qi gave this order, but she immediately dove towards Su Ningzhen.

Gao Qiumin sensed Mu Xuanling’s approach and hurriedly raised the Spring Birth Sword to block. Mu Xuanling lifted her right hand, and Duan Nian lashed down, striking the Spring Birth Sword. The celestial-grade weapon’s blade shook violently, and Gao Qiumin felt her entire arm go numb. The Spring Birth Sword flew from her hand, caught by Mu Xuanling’s whip.

“Demon woman, don’t you dare harm my master!” Gao Qiumin glared at Mu Xuanling with hatred. She deeply regretted not killing her with one sword strike back in the dungeon of Yong Xue City!

It was all because of that meddlesome Nan Xuyue!

Mu Xuanling gave her a cold glance without bothering to respond. She walked straight towards Su Ningzhen. Su Ningzhen’s Fashen had been severely injured, and her usually impeccable hair was now disheveled and messy. Speckles of blood splattered her body. She glared at Mu Xuanling with vicious eyes, sending Fu Shi Zhi Chen flying towards Mu Xuanling’s face.

Mu Xuanling whipped out Duan Nian, entangling it with Fu Shi Zhi Chen. The purple and silver twisted and coiled together, inseparable.

A Fashen was still a Fashen after all. Although severely injured, it wasn’t something to be easily dealt with. Mu Xuanling put aside her contempt and focused entirely on dealing with Su Ningzhen. Seeing Mu Xuanling distracted, Gao Qiumin seized the opportunity to form hand seals, sending a blast of spiritual power towards Mu Xuanling.

Mu Xuanling glanced sideways, wielding the Spring Birth Sword in her left hand to easily shatter Gao Qiumin’s attack.

“Born with the nine orifices, yet this is all you’re capable of,” Mu Xuanling said coldly. She raised the Spring Birth Sword again, sending an even more fierce sword energy slashing towards Gao Qiumin’s face. Gao Qiumin’s face paled in shock as she rolled on the ground, her hair coming undone.

She avoided a fatal blow but was still injured by the sword’s energy. A stinging pain shot through her neck, and a warm wetness spread. She covered her neck with a pale face, but blood still gushed through her fingers.

Mu Xuanling swung the sword again, this time cutting into Gao Qiumin’s left arm, nearly to the bone.

“This is payback for those two sword strikes in the dungeon,” Mu Xuanling’s lips curled slightly. “With some interest added.”

Master was right. One’s grudges should be settled by oneself. There’s no such thing as true empathy. Those who claim to care for you only see that you’ve healed, forgetting the pain you once endured.

She could also feel wronged and sad.

“There are fifty-one lashes left,” Mu Xuanling said.

“What?” Gao Qiumin endured the intense pain, looking at Mu Xuanling before her with confusion and fear.

Mu Xuanling tightened Duan Nian, glancing at Su Ningzhen whose aura was weakening, and smiled, “You’re always so forgetful about the mistakes you’ve made.”

Su Ningzhen’s hand holding Fu Shi Zhi Chen trembled uncontrollably. She knew she probably couldn’t match Mu Xuanling.

She shouted fiercely, “Palace Master Fu, Island Master He, hurry and capture this demon woman!”

Fu Yuanting and He Xianwo, who had been focused on dealing with Sang Qi, suddenly came to their senses upon hearing Su Ningzhen’s voice. Fu Yuanting’s heart leaped with joy, and he immediately rushed towards Mu Xuanling. Seeing Fu Yuanting’s fierce approach, Mu Xuanling had no choice but to withdraw Duan Nian and turn to face Fu Yuanting.

He Xianwo, seeing that the opponent was just a small half-demon who hadn’t reached Fashen, was unwilling to gang up on her, so he didn’t follow Fu Yuanting.

Fu Yuanting had conserved his strength when dealing with Sang Qi, so his condition was still unimpaired. His Fashen power was more than enough to handle Mu Xuanling, but his goal was to capture her alive as a hostage. Seeing Mu Xuanling’s Duan Nian coming at him, Fu Yuanting underestimated her and tried to catch her spiritual weapon barehanded. However, as soon as he touched Duan Nian, a heart-piercing pain shot through his palm. He withdrew his hand in surprise, avoiding her attack.

— There was a sharpness on Duan Nian that was extremely similar to Xie Xuechen’s sword intent.

Fu Yuanting’s expression darkened, no longer daring to underestimate Mu Xuanling. He harbored killing intent, thinking that as long as she was left with one breath, it would suffice.

Fu Yuanting’s spiritual power seemed to have substance, making the surrounding air suddenly thick and heavy. Mu Xuanling’s sweeping whip shadows unconsciously slowed down, her attacks becoming weaker. Fu Yuanting slowly raised his palm, spiritual power gathering in it, then swung it towards Mu Xuanling.

Mu Xuanling withdrew Duan Nian, opening a purple shield in front of her. Her hands crossed over her chest, her eyes seeming to flicker with light, her eyelashes trembling slightly. A white light slowly emanated from between her ten fingers, carrying the killing intent of wind and snow, the sense of all things withering. The light grew increasingly intense, and at the moment the purple shield was broken, white light shot out from her palms, colliding fiercely with Fu Yuanting’s palm force, bursting into dazzling brilliance.

Mu Xuanling’s figure retreated several dozen zhang, her face slightly pale, her breath unstable, but she hadn’t sustained any substantial injury.

Fu Yuanting never imagined that his full-force palm strike could be blocked by Mu Xuanling — was the Jade Threshold Scripture truly so miraculous?

Although he was shocked, he also understood that this was Mu Xuanling’s limit. She couldn’t possibly defeat a Fashen.

Just as Fu Yuanting was about to pursue, he suddenly felt a massive spiritual force sweep toward him like a hurricane. He turned to defend, only to see a black shadow flash past him, standing in front of Mu Xuanling.

Sang Qi had freed himself from Xie Xuechen’s attack, sent Fu Yuanting flying with a palm strike, and retreated to the side with a smile.

“Today I truly witnessed Sect Leader Xie’s formidable skills, truly admirable,” Sang Qi said with a slight smile. “The battle between us need not be settled in haste. We have a long future ahead.”

Mu Xuanling looked at Sang Qi and asked with concern, “Master, are you alright?”

“It’s Sect Leader Xie who might be in trouble,” Sang Qi looked at the cold-faced Xie Xuechen and said smugly, “Sect Leader Xie, I owe my current state to your generous gift of the divine technique. Today you won’t be able to detain me. Why don’t you think about how to explain this to the others?”

Mu Xuanling said, “Master, I’m useless. I couldn’t capture Su Ningzhen.”

“She had help, it’s not your fault,” Sang Qi comforted her gently. “Ling’er, let’s go back.”

“Mu Xuanling.”

As they turned to leave, Mu Xuanling heard Xie Xuechen’s restrained soft call from behind. She paused slightly, turning her head to look at him.

Those deep, dark phoenix eyes gazed at her quietly, as if waiting for something.

But all he received was an extremely cold glance from Mu Xuanling.

As if in her eyes, he was no different from any blade of grass or stone in this world.

She had once smiled and whispered in his ear — for her, everyone else was just “others” except Xie Xuechen.

Now, for her, there was no longer a unique Xie Xuechen in this world.

In the Zhu Shen Palace, demons and monsters knelt, prostrating themselves at Sang Qi’s feet with fervent devotion. This once lowly half-demon had achieved a unique miracle in the three realms. He was the first prodigy to create his demonic technique by cultivating demonic energy in a half-demon body. He was revered as the High Priest by the demon race, holding a lofty position, yet still not content with this. He schemed to lure Xie Xuechen into a life-and-death battle with the Demon Lord, reaping the benefits himself. He devoured the Demon Lord, gaining his overwhelmingly powerful demonic energy, and becoming the true supreme being of the demon realm. But it wasn’t enough. He opened divine orifices, absorbing the spiritual energy of heaven and earth, giving half-demons new possibilities. Half-demons with divine orifices no longer needed to endure the pain of cultivating demonic techniques and could rival human cultivators.

Sang Qi sat on the throne, resting his chin on his hand as he looked down at the bowing crowd of demons. He spoke lazily, “From today onwards, I am the Sovereign of the Demon Realm and the Emperor of the Demon Race.”

“We pay homage to the Sovereign! The Sovereign looks down upon the eight wildernesses, unrivaled and supreme!” A unified voice rang out in the great hall, the echoes lingering.

Mu Xuanling stood below Sang Qi. Her status was different from others. As Sang Qi’s most trusted personal disciple and the Half-Demon Holy Maiden, she didn’t need to kneel to Sang Qi and could even command both the demon and monster realms.

As soon as Sang Qi emerged from seclusion, he sensed that the talisman he had left for Mu Xuanling had been burned, a signal that she was in danger. It was perfect timing as he had just merged the Demon Lord’s demonic energy with the spiritual power of his divine orifices and wanted to test the gap between himself and Xie Xuechen. In a moment of impulse, he went directly to the human camp. In their last encounter at Yong Xue City, Xie Xuechen had collapsed from exhaustion, but this time, he seemed even stronger than during the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation, beyond Sang Qi’s imagination. He almost fell there. However, he left decisively, with spiritual power surging in his divine orifices, sustaining no significant injury. Instead, it gave him some insights, and after resting for a few days, his cultivation could progress even further.

Sang Qi had always been skilled at endurance. Having underestimated his opponent this time, he wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

“Master, how should we deploy next?” Mu Xuanling asked.

“In the war with human cultivators, there’s no need to rush for success. You and I need time to consolidate our cultivation, and the demon army needs time to recruit more demon soldiers,” Sang Qi curled his index finger, lightly tapping his chin. “Spread the news that I have obtained the Jade Threshold Divine Technique, and half-demons who cultivate it can open divine orifices. Any demon who pledges loyalty to me can receive instruction in this divine technique.”

This way, he wouldn’t lack followers, not just half-demons, but also those demons who hadn’t obtained good demon certificates would flock to him. Why endure humiliation under human rule when they could unleash carnage and reclaim this world?

However, he concealed the truth that the Jade Threshold Divine Technique couldn’t be easily cultivated. Because he had previously implanted the Ling Xi parasite in Mu Xuanling’s heart, he could sense the circulation of techniques and spiritual power fluctuations in her body. After Mu Xuanling drank the Enlightenment Water, he removed the Ling Xi from her heart, attempting to extract the spiritual power from her divine orifices, but failed. The spiritual power flowing in her divine orifices was Xie Xuechen’s, which was extremely repulsive to him. Forcibly merging it would likely do more harm than good. This spiritual power was perfectly compatible with Mu Xuanling, perhaps due to the emotional bond between them, or perhaps because Mu Xuanling had dispersed her demonic techniques and wouldn’t resist it. But Sang Qi had practiced demonic techniques for too long, and he had even devoured the Demon Lord’s demonic energy. He couldn’t bear the consequences of dispersing his techniques. So although he managed to cultivate the Jade Threshold Scripture and open divine orifices, his starting point was not as high as Mu Xuanling’s. She had only cultivated for a month, yet could withstand a full-force attack from a Fashen.

This made Sang Qi quite envious, but since he couldn’t obtain Mu Xuanling’s power, he could only make good use of her. Perhaps Xie Xuechen’s regard for her was a chess piece that could be used…

Sang Qi thoughtfully stroked his chin, his gaze falling on Mu Xuanling’s face.

“Master, when you crossed hands with Xie Xuechen today, your spiritual power was more vast and powerful than his. Why didn’t you seize the opportunity to kill him?” Mu Xuanling asked.

“Xie Xuechen isn’t so easily killed,” Sang Qi looked at her with a smile, thinking to himself that she had indeed cut off all emotions and love, without a shred of affection for Xie Xuechen left. “My spiritual power is mixed with the Demon Lord’s demonic energy. Although stronger than his, this man’s sword intent would rather shatter like jade than yield, unbearably sharp. To kill him would likely come at an extreme cost.”

Mu Xuanling nodded in realization: “Master has just learned the Jade Threshold Scripture and will only grow stronger. The longer the confrontation drags on, the more advantageous it is for Master.”

“Correct,” Sang Qi nodded with a smile. “Moreover, killing someone doesn’t necessarily require one’s hand, and being alive isn’t always more comfortable than being dead. Xie Xuechen has neglected his public duty for personal reasons, leaking the human race’s divine technique. Even if we don’t make a move, the Immortal Alliance won’t let him off easily. With discord in the Immortal Alliance, how can they contend with us?”

Compared to killing someone personally, what Sang Qi preferred was toying with people’s hearts.

To see those hypocrites tear off their masks of false benevolence, revealing their hideous true faces. To see that snow-white otherworldly sword god abandoned by all, beset by enemies on all sides, troubled both internally and externally. To see lovers turn against each other, locked in a struggle to the death…
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The human encampment was in disarray after the battle of Manifestations, but fortunately, this place was in the wilderness, and no one was injured. Su Ningzhen rested for a long time before barely recovering some strength, but she was severely wounded and couldn’t fully heal in a short time. Gao Qiumin had received two sword wounds, and although the bleeding had been stopped with medicine, he had lost a considerable amount of blood and looked extremely pale.

“Master, that demon woman was a bit strange. I felt like I recognized her when I first saw her. After hearing what she said earlier, it seems she has an old grudge against me,” Gao Qiumin spoke softly, afraid to speak loudly for fear of aggravating the wound on his neck.

Su Ningzhen said in a deep voice, “Whether there’s an old grudge or not, she’s a half-demon and Sang Qi’s disciple. We have an irreconcilable feud with her. If it weren’t for Sect Leader Xie’s protection back in Yongxue City, we should have killed her to prevent future troubles.”

Gao Qiumin lowered his head and said in a gloomy, low voice, “I never thought… Sect Leader Xie would pass on the Jade Threshold Scripture to her. She’s the Holy Maiden of the Demon Race, a half-demon… How could Sect Leader Xie do such a thing?”

Gao Qiumin was unwilling to face this fact. Xie Xuechen’s feelings for Mu Xuanling were probably deeper than what appeared on the surface.

This was also what Su Ningzhen was most concerned about. It wasn’t just because Mu Xuanling had learned the Jade Threshold Scripture, but more worryingly, Sang Qi had also gained insights into divine skills from it. Su Ningzhen had seen Sang Qi’s abilities before and thought that as a half-demon with one arm missing, he couldn’t be that strong. But now it seemed that Sang Qi’s terror far exceeded imagination. She couldn’t even withstand a single move from him. When Sang Qi’s palm struck down, he hadn’t even used his full strength, yet she felt a sense of despair as if heaven and earth were collapsing. If he had used his full power, she would have been crushed into a bloody mist on the spot.

The gap between their Manifestations was too great. She, Fu Yuanting, and He Xianwo combined were no match for Sang Qi. Now, the only one who could compete with Sang Qi was Xie Xuechen…

“Valley Master Su, Sect Leader Xie requests your presence,” a voice came from outside the tent.

Su Ningzhen slowly stood up, and Gao Qiumin immediately came forward to support her, saying, “Master, I’ll accompany you.”

“No need, you’re injured. Rest well,” Su Ningzhen paused, then added, “Pack up and notify the other disciples. After the meeting, we’ll return to Mirror Flower Valley.”

Gao Qiumin’s face paled slightly, and he nodded, “Disciple understands.”

The atmosphere in the tent was tense. Fu Yuanting and He Xianwo both had furrowed brows and worried expressions. When they saw Su Ningzhen enter, they raised their heads to greet her.

“How are Valley Master Su’s injuries?” Fu Yuanting asked with concern.

He Xianwo and Su Ningzhen had never been on good terms, so he didn’t say much.

Su Ningzhen nodded slightly and said, “Thank you for your concern, Palace Master Fu. I’ll be fine after a few days of rest.” She then turned to Xie Xuechen, her eyes becoming sharp, “Sect Leader Xie has summoned us here, surely you must have thought of how to explain this.”

Fu Yuanting and He Xianwo remained silent, but their emotions were no different from Su Ningzhen’s. However, Fu Yuanting was quick-witted and diplomatic. Even if he was dissatisfied, he didn’t want to directly confront Xie Xuechen. With Su Ningzhen taking the lead, he was content to watch from the sidelines.

Su Ningzhen let out an angry cold laugh and said hoarsely, “Back in Yongxue City, I told Sect Leader Xie that we should have searched the demon woman’s mind and heart. If you had listened to me then, we would have known that this demon woman harbored evil intentions. How could we have been deceived? The Jade Threshold Scripture is Sect Leader Xie’s unique technique. Originally, we had no right to interfere with whom the Sect Leader chooses to pass it on to, but this technique is of great importance. Passing it on to another race would bring calamity upon our human race.” Su Ningzhen looked around at everyone and said coldly, “You all saw today how terrifyingly powerful Sang Qi has become. Even if we join forces, we can’t stop him.”

Fu Yuanting awkwardly rubbed his nose, while He Xianwo frowned slightly and said, “It’s hard to imagine that a half-demon could cultivate to such a level.”

Xie Xuechen looked at Su Ningzhen and said calmly, “Valley Master Su speaks the truth. This matter arose because of me and should be dealt with according to the laws of the Immortal Alliance.”

Fu Yuanting coughed twice and said, “With a great enemy before us, Sect Leader Xie is the backbone of the Immortal Alliance and the pillar of the human race. Without Sect Leader Xie, who among us could resist Sang Qi? The most urgent matter is to deal with the Demon Race. We must not have internal strife and disrupt our ranks. Even if Sect Leader Xie has made a mistake, it should be dealt with after we’ve killed Sang Qi.”

He Xianwo coldly looked at Fu Yuanting, remaining silent but inwardly sneering. Fu Yuanting was using Xie Xuechen’s mistake to his advantage, wanting to use Xie Xuechen to deal with Sang Qi. Once Sang Qi was dead, he could use this as an excuse to force Xie Xuechen down from the position of Sect Leader. A good example of using someone and then discarding them. But while Fu Yuanting was clever, others were not fools.

Xie Xuechen observed the thoughts of these people and wasn’t surprised at all. Human nature was just like this. He had long seen through everything and didn’t feel disappointed. Everything he did was just to practice his way.

“The mistakes I’ve made, I will bear them myself. The calamity of Sang Qi arose because of me. After I kill Sang Qi, I will resign from the position of Sect Leader and accept the punishment of the Ten Thousand Phenomena Thunder Tribulation.”

The three looked at Xie Xuechen in shock, never expecting him to speak so easily about stepping down. They fell silent. The Ten Thousand Phenomena Thunder Tribulation was the most dangerous formation in the Ten Thousand Immortals Array. It summoned the thunder of the nine heavens above and connected with the tribulation fire of ten thousand phenomena below. Even a Manifestation Venerable would have only one chance in ten of surviving such punishment. He had already put life and death aside, making their aggressive questioning seem somewhat embarrassing and ridiculous.

He Xianwo felt it had gone too far and said in a deep voice, “Sect Leader need not do this…”

“This matter has been decided, no need for further discussion,” Xie Xuechen raised his hand to interrupt him and said calmly, “What we need to discuss next is the most urgent matter. Sang Qi is not yet familiar with the Jade Threshold Scripture. Today’s move was just a test. He probably won’t directly confront me in the short term, but he won’t give up easily either. He’s likely to harass other sects and look for opportunities to draw in the demon race and other half-demons.”

Fu Yuanting’s eyes flickered, and he said, “If Sang Qi wants to gather more strength, he might try to rescue demon slaves from various sects. He could gain absolute loyalty from these demon slaves.”

He Xianwo suddenly laughed, gently shaking his wine gourd, his eyes dark and mysterious: “I’ve always been against keeping demon slaves. Originally, only demons who committed evil crimes were demoted to demon slaves, but I’ve heard that some sects don’t distinguish between right and wrong. As long as they’re demons or half-demons, they use soul-locking rings to trap them and enslave them. This way, we’re pushing half-demons and the demon race to the opposite side.”

Su Ningzhen held back her anger and said, “Island Master He’s words are mistaken. Half-demons and the demon race are fundamentally different from us humans, especially beast demons. They are born bloodthirsty and man-eating. To indulge them is to put ourselves in danger.”

He Xianwo sneered, seemingly disdaining to argue with her. “If we’re talking about the number of demon slaves, wouldn’t the Azure Sky Palace have the most?”

The Azure Sky Palace was the wealthiest and had the most cultivators among the five major sects, so naturally, they had the most demon slaves. The Azure Sky Palace had many ore veins, and mining work was dirty, tiring, and very dangerous, so they often assigned demon slaves to do it. Fu Yuanting was accustomed to this and didn’t feel embarrassed. He smiled with a pleased expression and said, “The Azure Sky Palace has nearly two thousand demon slaves, but we have no less than three thousand inner disciples and tens of thousands of outer disciples. The demon army of the Demon Race probably doesn’t have that many. Sang Qi probably doesn’t dare to act recklessly at the Azure Sky Palace.”

“What if Sang Qi comes personally?” He Xianwo asked.

Fu Yuanting frowned, his expression becoming somewhat ugly: “We probably couldn’t resist.”

Even though his Azure Sky Palace had many people and great influence, at that level, numbers didn’t matter. It was a crushing superiority of strength at a different level. Sang Qi had now devoured the Demon Sovereign, possessing all of the Demon Sovereign’s power. He had also learned the Jade Threshold divine skill, opened his divine apertures, and his cultivation was advancing by leaps and bounds. Ordinary Manifestation realm cultivators were no match for him, and those below the Nascent Soul realm were like sitting ducks. Even if all the Manifestation realm cultivators of the Azure Sky Palace went out, even if they could defeat Sang Qi, their strength would be greatly diminished. How would that be any different from losing?

“I’ve already discussed this with Manor Lord Nan. I will guard the Two Realms Mountain, while he will construct five teleportation formations here. If Sang Qi personally attacks the five major sects, you can send me a message, and I will personally kill him.”

With Xie Xuechen guarding the front line, he could deter the Demon Realm. If Sang Qi didn’t come out, the five major sects could handle it themselves. If Sang Qi made a move, Xie Xuechen would personally take action, to ensure safety.

“If that’s the case, we can rest assured. We just trouble Sect Leader too much.” The three’s expressions relaxed considerably, and they somewhat embarrassedly cupped their hands to thank Xie Xuechen.

“As it should be.” Xie Xuechen’s expression remained calm and composed, not revealing the slightest emotion from beginning to end.

Whether it was the accusations or thanks from others, to him, it was like a distant wind that never touched his heart.

After all matters were settled and the meeting was about to adjourn, Xie Xuechen suddenly spoke, asking Su Ningzhen to stay. Fu Yuanting and He Xianwo exchanged glances and tactfully left the tent.

“Valley Master Su, do you have any past connection with Sang Qi?” Xie Xuechen asked.

Su Ningzhen’s breathing faltered for a moment, her facial expression stiffening, her eyes flickering as if hesitating whether to speak or not.

“I sent the others away out of consideration for Mirror Flower Valley’s reputation, but if this matter could potentially endanger the Immortal Alliance, Valley Master Su shouldn’t conceal it,” Xie Xuechen’s voice became more solemn, carrying an undeniable authority that made Su Ningzhen suddenly feel pressure.

“Mirror Flower Valley indeed has an old grudge against Sang Qi,” Su Ningzhen gritted her teeth and said with difficulty, “About twenty years ago, Sang Qi attempted to take advantage of a female cultivator from Mirror Flower Valley. My master caught him in the act and set up an ambush. However, Sang Qi was cunning and escaped after losing an arm. Since then, he’s been in seclusion in the Demon Realm for many years.”

Sang Qi’s reappearance was on the day Bright Moon Manor was brutally massacred.

“Who was that female cultivator?” Xie Xuechen asked.

Su Ningzhen turned her face away and said in a deep voice, “She’s already dead. Why does Sect Leader Xie need to ask further?”

With that, she left with long strides.

Xie Xuechen’s eyes flickered slightly, and an almost absurd guess arose in his heart. Could it be…

The moon was high in the sky, a light breeze swept across the wilderness, and the fragrance of wildflowers in full bloom wafted through the air.

Xie Xuechen stood with his hands behind his back, his eyes slightly closed, the cinnabar between his brows emitting a glow as his divine aperture absorbed spiritual energy to recover from his injuries.

“Sect Leader Xie.” Nan Xuyue’s footsteps came from behind, stopping about ten feet away.

Xie Xuechen had long sensed his approach but didn’t make it known. He opened his eyes, slowly turned around, and nodded slightly to Nan Xuyue: “Manor Lord Nan, you’re not resting this late at night?”

Nan Xuyue’s face wore a faint smile, but his eyes were somewhat cold.

“I was preparing for the array formation when I remembered something. I went to the tent to find Sect Leader Xie but didn’t see anyone, so I came here to take a look,” Nan Xuyue moved a step forward, “Sect Leader Xie, you seem to have been injured in today’s encounter with Sang Qi?”

Xie Xuechen knew that Nan Xuyue was meticulous and couldn’t be deceived, so he didn’t intend to hide it.

“Sang Qi’s power is not to be underestimated. I did sustain some injuries,” Xie Xuechen said, “But it’s nothing serious. A moment of meditation will suffice.”

“Sect Leader Xie has been seriously injured multiple times, yet your cultivation keeps getting stronger. This must be the marvel of the Jade Threshold Scripture,” Nan Xuyue’s eyes flickered slightly, feeling something, “Breaking through obstacles, dying and being reborn?”

Xie Xuechen nodded: “Although you can’t cultivate, your insight is unparalleled.”

“You flatter me. Who would dare to boast in front of Sect Leader Xie?” Nan Xuyue smiled slightly, “Sang Qi retreated today, he probably won’t dare to fight again in the short term.”

Xie Xuechen frowned and said in a deep voice, “He is extremely patient. The longer we wait, the stronger he will become. I’m afraid that by then, even I won’t be his match.”

No one knew what the limit was for a half-demon cultivating both demonic techniques and spiritual power, how strong he could become.

Nan Xuyue caught the implication in Xie Xuechen’s words: “Sect Leader Xie wants to force him to make a move?”

“Although that’s the intention, it’s not an easy task. This person is extremely good at enduring,” Xie Xuechen said, “Manor Lord Nan, you’re not part of the Immortal Alliance. I’m deeply grateful for your willingness to help wholeheartedly this time.”

Nan Xuyue remained silent for a long time.

He was still holding a folding fan in his hand. Zhe Feng had been broken by Sang Qi, and he had carefully repaired and improved it. The originally snow-white fan surface now had specks of remaining red – that was Mu Xuanling’s blood.

He could have replaced it with another magical tool, but he didn’t. Zhe Feng was originally as light as nothing, but because of these few drops of blood, it now felt as heavy as a thousand jun. Every night when he closed his eyes, he saw the scene of Mu Xuanling pushing him away and taking that palm strike. The warm blood scalded him awake from his dreams.

His hand unconsciously tightened on Zhe Feng, his slender knuckles turning slightly white. Nan Xuyue lowered his head slightly, his thin lips curling up into a faint arc: “Sect Leader Xie, I came here only for Ling’er.”

Xie Xuechen was slightly surprised, then nodded and said, “I understand.”

“Although I agreed to assist the Immortal Alliance, I have one condition – she must not be harmed under any circumstances,” Nan Xuyue’s gentle voice carried firmness and determination.

“I understand that too,” Xie Xuechen said softly.

“The five sects of the Immortal Alliance hate her to the bone, and Sang Qi harbors ill intentions as well,” Nan Xuyue raised his head and looked directly at Xie Xuechen, “To be frank, assisting the Immortal Alliance is only to eliminate Sang Qi, and you, Sect Leader, are the only one capable of doing this.”

Xie Xuechen said, “I will do my utmost.”

Nan Xuyue said, “But if Sang Qi dies, she will lose her support.”

Xie Xuechen said, “I will become her support.”

Nan Xuyue shook his head slightly, a smile on his lips: “No, you won’t, and you can’t. You leaked divine skills, causing great calamity. The Immortal Alliance has already abandoned you. They just want to use you to deal with Sang Qi. If Sang Qi dies, others aside, Fu Yuanting and Su Ningzhen won’t give you face anymore. Sect Leader Xie, you are upright and keep your word. When the time comes, you’ll resign from the position of Sect Leader and undergo the Ten Thousand Phenomena Thunder Tribulation. Even if you don’t die, how can you become her support?”

Nan Xuyue saw through it clearly and understood it well. How could Xie Xuechen not know this point? But if he didn’t die, he could shield her from those malicious intentions and killing intent.

“Moreover, she probably doesn’t want to rely on you anymore,” Nan Xuyue’s eyes flashed with a hint of mockery, “I suppose you’ve noticed that Ling’er no longer has any attachment to you.”

She had become stronger, but also cold and unfeeling, completely unlike before.

Nan Xuyue said, “I originally thought she had lost her memory, but she hasn’t. She even holds some grudges.” Nan Xuyue said this with a slight laugh, then sighed, “The two sword wounds on Gao Qiumin are proof. It turns out she harbors some resentment, but no one stands up for her. Even I only remembered her injuries, forgetting her pain.”

Xie Xuechen’s thin lips moved slightly, his phoenix eyes flashing with a trace of gloom, but he had no words to reply.

Nan Xuyue was right. He knew she had been wronged, but he never thought of avenging her. They were humans, always subconsciously standing on the human side, protecting human interests, and forgetting the grievances she had suffered.

“In this world, there are no less than twenty kinds of poisons and medicines that can make people lose their memory and three that can make people forget emotions and love completely. They are the Formless Pill, the Dust-Freeing Powder, and the Heart-Enlightening Water,” Nan Xuyue explained slowly. “Those who take the Formless Pill see all people as formless, unable to distinguish between self and others, without self and form. Those who take the Dust-Freeing Powder have a great awakening, without joy or sorrow, without desire or pursuit. Those who drink the Heart-Enlightening Water still remember worldly affairs, but their hearts enter emptiness, no longer clinging to worldly emotions.”

“It’s not the Formless Pill, and it doesn’t seem like the Dust-Freeing Powder,” Xie Xuechen recalled Mu Xuanling’s actions and said, “Is it the Heart-Enlightening Water?”

Nan Xuyue glanced at him and said, “I also guessed it was so, but those who drink the Heart-Enlightening Water cut off all emotions and thoughts for everyone in the world, without a trace of love or hate. But she harbors hatred for Gao Qiumin, and for me… there’s still a trace of affection.”

Nan Xuyue spoke euphemistically, meaning that Mu Xuanling only had no feelings or love, no hate or enmity, towards you, Xie Xuechen.

Xie Xuechen understood clearly, that it meant that Mu Xuanling had only given up on you.

“Perhaps it’s a technique of the Demon Race,” Xie Xuechen said.

Nan Xuyue shook his fan and smiled slightly: “There’s also a possibility that she simply came to understand, ‘Those who leave me, yesterday cannot be retained.'”

Xie Xuechen’s hand slowly clenched under his wide sleeve.

Nan Xuyue smiled and said, “Sect Leader Xie seems displeased, but if she can truly let go of her obsession with you, it would be a good thing for you, for me, and her.”

Nan Xuyue had always been a gentle and refined gentleman, like a clear breeze and bright moon, but at this moment he revealed his sharp side. Even though he still wore a smile, there was not a trace of warmth in it.

From the beginning, he had been calling him “Sect Leader Xie.”

Xie Xuechen didn’t mind Nan Xuyue’s hostility. He knew that Nan Xuyue cared that he had hurt Mu Xuanling, but anything he did was not for the eyes of the world, only for the path in his heart.

But he still cared about Mu Xuanling’s thoughts.

Perhaps she had truly let go, but he seemed… to have not let go.

“Therefore, Sect Leader Xie, I am willing to become her support,” Nan Xuyue smiled slightly, “But, you should let go now.”
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On a high ridge at the edge of Two Realms Mountain stood a towering tree. Sitting on one of its thick, horizontally growing branches was a young woman dressed in purple-red gauze.

Mu Xuanling practiced here every day. The Demon Realm had only demonic energy and no spiritual power. To cultivate the Jade Palace Scripture, the best place was near Two Realms Mountain, where spiritual energy was abundant. She spent three to four hours cultivating here daily. Previously, her eagerness might have caused some disorder in her internal energy, but after Xie Xuechen’s adjustments, her practice now felt much smoother, and her progress was faster than before.

After two hours of meditation, she stretched lazily and changed to a more comfortable position, lying on the branch. With her hands folded behind her head, she looked up at the bright full moon through gaps in the leaves.

— The moonlight is cold, a bit like him.

Unexpectedly, the image of Xie Xuechen with his white robes fluttering entered her mind.

— He’s even stronger than Master. If I continue to cultivate, could I defeat him?

— He knew I was an enemy, so why did he help adjust my internal energy?

— I deceived him, isn’t he angry?

Mu Xuanling’s mind wandered for a while. Feeling troubled, she pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes, no longer looking at the moon. Just then, a familiar and gentle voice called from below the tree.

“Ling’er.”

Mu Xuanling was slightly startled. She peered down from the treetop and called out in surprise, “Nan Xuyue?”

She leaped down from the branch gracefully, landing in front of him. Looking up slightly, she gazed at the young man before her, who was looking down with a smile.

“How did you find this place?” Mu Xuanling eyed him suspiciously, then looked around vigilantly. “Did you bring people to catch me?”

“No, I came alone,” Nan Xuyue said gently. “I figured you’d need to be in the Human Realm to cultivate the Jade Palace Scripture. There aren’t many places near Two Realms Mountain rich in spiritual energy, so I came to try my luck.”

“Even though there aren’t many, there are still more than a dozen places. You, a…” Mu Xuanling’s voice trailed off, swallowing the words “cripple” before they could escape.

Nan Xuyue’s smile deepened — Ling’er did care about him after all.

“I suppose I was lucky to find you at the first spot,” Nan Xuyue said truthfully, without playing for sympathy. “Yesterday, I caught the scent of Fusang flowers on you, so I guessed you must frequent a Fusang tree. There are only two places near Two Realms Mountain with abundant spiritual energy and Fusang trees. This one is the tallest, allowing one to observe the human cultivators’ camp from its top.”

Mu Xuanling felt as if she’d been seen through, her scalp tingling slightly. After a moment of silence, she said, “As expected of Nan Xuyue… Since you knew I was here, why didn’t you tell… others? Doesn’t the Immortal Alliance want to capture me?”

“I’m not part of the Immortal Alliance,” Nan Xuyue said softly. “I came here just to see you.”

Mu Xuanling looked up at Nan Xuyue, her beautiful almond eyes flickering with a mix of emotions — a touch of being moved, and a hint of confusion. She wanted to say something but found herself at a loss for words.

“Then…” Mu Xuanling hesitated before asking, “Have you decided to come with me to the Demon Realm?”

Mu Xuanling’s question was somewhat naive. Nan Xuyue couldn’t help but smile, shaking his head, “I’m human. I can’t survive in the Demon Realm.”

Nan Xuyue’s gentleness made Mu Xuanling unconsciously lower her guard and hostility. She still remembered Nan Xuyue’s kindness, and her attempt to recruit him was both for Sang Qi and herself.

“Master will have a way,” Mu Xuanling’s eyes darted around as she thought. “Perhaps you could cultivate the Jade Palace Scripture?”

Nan Xuyue felt a softening in his heart. The Ling’er before him seemed unchanged — she might be heartless towards Xie Xuechen, but she remained the same towards him.

“I don’t know how Sang Qi obtained the Jade Palace Scripture from you, but cultivating it is no easy task,” Nan Xuyue sighed softly. “Ling’er, I came to tell you that Sang Qi doesn’t have good intentions towards you. You should be careful.”

Hearing this, Mu Xuanling frowned and distanced herself slightly from Nan Xuyue. “Young Master Nan, I know how Master treats me. There’s no need for you to say more.”

Seeing her sudden wariness, Nan Xuyue could only suppress his urge to advise further and changed the subject. “The Immortal Alliance has witnessed Sang Qi’s power and is on guard against him. They believe Sang Qi will attack the Five Great Sects, abduct demon slaves, and recruit demon clans. They’ve already recalled their elites to the sects. If Sang Qi orders you to attack the Five Great Sects, please be extremely cautious.”

Mu Xuanling’s heart sank a little because Sang Qi indeed had such intentions. If the Immortal Alliance had strengthened its defenses, their planned actions would become much more difficult.

“What about Xie Xuechen?” Mu Xuanling asked.

Nan Xuyue’s eyes flickered slightly, but he didn’t show any unusual reaction. “He will guard Two Realms Mountain, but he has five teleportation formations on him. His only target is Sang Qi. If Sang Qi appears at any of the Five Great Sects, he will immediately appear to kill Sang Qi.”

Mu Xuanling had witnessed Xie Xuechen’s strength, and Sang Qi had also mentioned that Xie Xuechen seemed to be holding back. If he were to fight with all his might, even Sang Qi wouldn’t be confident of victory, and might not even have the chance to open a teleportation formation to escape.

Mu Xuanling frowned in worry. After a while, she remembered that Nan Xuyue was still standing in front of her. Seeing her lost in thought, he didn’t interrupt, just quietly standing nearby, gazing at her with gentle eyes. Feeling his goodwill, Mu Xuanling’s expression softened a bit. She said in a low voice, “I understand… But whose side are you really on?”

Nan Xuyue replied softly, “I just hope you can be safe.”

He had come for her, solely to protect her from harm. He could assist the Immortal Alliance in dealing with Sang Qi, while also shielding Mu Xuanling from them. Currently, Mu Xuanling fully trusted Sang Qi, so if he spoke ill of Sang Qi, she naturally wouldn’t listen. Since that was the case, he decided not to say more, but to act silently instead.

Mu Xuanling could sense Nan Xuyue’s intentions. She blinked, not knowing how to respond to his kindness. She put her hands behind her back, nervously fiddling with her fingertips.

“Then… you should be careful too,” she said awkwardly, showing her concern.

Nan Xuyue took out a small jade pendant from his sleeve. It was pure white and smooth, obviously very valuable. He stepped forward, reaching around Mu Xuanling’s neck. As he lowered his head, he caught the scent of her hair. Resisting the urge to embrace her, he carefully tied the red string for her.

Nan Xuyue’s sudden proximity made Mu Xuanling instinctively stiffen. She hesitated between pushing him away and accepting, but Nan Xuyue had already let go and stepped back.

Mu Xuanling raised her hand to hold the small jade pendant. It felt cool to the touch, but quickly warmed up. Within the white jade, faint lights seemed to be moving, as if countless formation symbols were spinning. On the back of the pendant was a shallow ancient character — “Moon.”

“This is a magical artifact I crafted, engraved with countless defensive formations. If you encounter danger, just crush it. It can block even a strike from the Jade Palace Sky Destroyer,” Nan Xuyue’s voice was gentle yet firm, revealing his confidence in artifact crafting.

The Jade Palace Sky Destroyer was known as the most powerful attack in the world. Being able to withstand one strike from it made this a truly divine-grade defensive artifact.

After Mu Xuanling was injured, Nan Xuyue devoted himself to crafting this protective artifact, hoping to protect her in his way.

“Thank you,” Mu Xuanling knew the value of this gift. She gripped the warm jade in her palm and said solemnly.

Nan Xuyue smiled, gazing at her jade-like face. This was good enough for now; she hadn’t rejected his kindness and closeness…

When Mu Xuanling entered the alchemy room, Sang Qi didn’t notice. He was reclining on a couch, his dark robe spilling onto the floor, holding a long sword in his hand, lost in thought.

Mu Xuanling suddenly realized it was Gao Qiumin’s Spring Birth Sword. After Mu Xuanling had taken the sword, she had casually put it in her storage bag and then left it in her bedroom. Somehow, it had ended up in Sang Qi’s hands.

“Master.” Mu Xuanling called out. Seeing Sang Qi turn his head, she slowly approached.

Sang Qi’s silver eyes flickered briefly, and the Spring Birth Sword vanished. His voice carried a hint of cold weariness as he asked, “What is it?”

“I went to Two Realms Mountain to cultivate earlier and met Nan Xuyue. He told me some things.” Mu Xuanling truthfully relayed the information she had heard from Nan Xuyue.

“Oh?” Sang Qi raised an eyebrow in slight surprise, his narrow silver eyes tinged with a faint smile. “I didn’t expect Nan Xuyue to care so much about you.”

Mu Xuanling chose her words carefully: “He’s a friend of mine.”

“I’m afraid he thinks of more than just that,” Sang Qi said with an inscrutable smile. “Although Nan Xuyue can’t cultivate, his skills in formation arrays and artifact crafting are unparalleled in the world. He’s quite deep, not to be underestimated. Since he values you so highly, that could be useful.”

“Master, could you spare his life?” Mu Xuanling asked in a low voice, her brows slightly furrowed.

Sang Qi glanced at her, noticing the jade pendant on her neck. He chuckled knowingly, got up from the couch, and walked to the side, saying, “Since he’s your friend, I’ll spare his life.”

The Heart-Enlightening Water he had refined, with Xie Xuechen’s blood added, had made Mu Xuanling forget only Xie Xuechen. While Nan Xuyue was just a friend to her, he still left a mark on her heart. Although Nan Xuyue had some abilities, Sang Qi didn’t consider him a threat. He could be used but wasn’t worth guarding against.

Hearing Sang Qi’s words, Mu Xuanling felt slightly relieved and spoke more cheerfully: “Master, the Five Great Sects are very wary of you. They believe only Xie Xuechen can stop you.”

Sang Qi sneered, “Wrong. Ling’er, you think too highly of human nature. They just don’t want to sacrifice their people and want Xie Xuechen to risk his life instead.”

Mu Xuanling was stunned for a moment. “Is that so?”

“The Five Great Sects each have their agenda. Lingju Island is far overseas, keeping to themselves, and least willing to get involved in Immortal Alliance affairs. Xuantian Temple is leaderless, and some might even resent the Immortal Alliance for killing their sect leader and grand elder, now in chaos over the new leadership. Yongxue City is in the harsh Western Regions, sparsely populated, with only Xie Xuechen worth worrying about. Bixiao Palace is the most mercenary and selfish, how else could they amass the world’s wealth? Mirror Flower Valley does want to eliminate me, but that sect has always been dominated by women, lacking in strength, not worth worrying about.” Sang Qi listed them one by one, his face filled with disdain.

Mu Xuanling’s eyebrows twitched. She remembered Sang Qi’s leniency towards Su Ningzhen, ordering her capture alive, and his expression while looking at the Spring Birth Sword earlier, as if there was some old sentiment…

“Master,” Mu Xuanling cautiously asked, “Did you know Su Ningzhen before? She seems to hate you exceptionally.”

Sang Qi coldly replied, “We weren’t acquainted, just some old grudges.”

Old sentiment or old grudges?

Mu Xuanling didn’t dare to ask so bluntly, instead saying softly, “May this disciple ask why?”

Sang Qi lowered his eyes, his left hand touching his right arm engraved with demonic patterns. It was a prosthetic, a magical artifact. Since losing his arm twenty years ago, it had been with him constantly, reminding him of how foolish and naive he once was, and what he had lost due to misplaced trust…

“This arm of mine was lost in Mirror Flower Valley,” Sang Qi’s voice was low and cold.

Mu Xuanling was shocked, exclaiming, “Was it cut off by Su Ningzhen? How could she possibly…”

“Not her,” Sang Qi frowned in annoyance. “It was… Su Ningxi.”

Su Ningxi. Mu Xuanling was momentarily confused before remembering she was Su Ningzhen’s twin sister and also Gao Qiumin’s birth mother.

Mu Xuanling suddenly felt her breathing become heavy as if understanding many things in an instant.

The great fire at Mingyue Manor, the wails and screams of countless people…

“Master, did you massacre Mingyue Manor for revenge?” Mu Xuanling blurted out. “But… Su Ningxi died twenty years ago.”

Su Ningxi had died the night Gao Qiumin was born.

“So what if she’s dead? Don’t the dead still have bones?” Sang Qi’s eyes flashed with violence, red flooding his silver pupils. “I’ll dig up her remains and destroy her path of reincarnation!”

Sang Qi’s terrifying aura leaked out, causing Mu Xuanling to involuntarily take half a step back. Trembling under the pressure, she asked, “Did you find her?”

“No,” Sang Qi frowned, his voice cold and deep. “It was an empty grave.”

“An empty grave?” Mu Xuanling murmured in confusion. “How is that possible…”

She had lived in Mingyue Manor for six or seven years and naturally knew the location of the manor mistress’s grave. She had even been responsible for sweeping the cemetery but had never thought the grave might be empty.

“Could Su Ningxi not be dead?” Mu Xuanling muttered.

Sang Qi’s heart skipped a beat. He had considered this possibility, but he had questioned the manor’s people, using extremely cruel methods to “ask”. Those old people all said they had seen Su Ningxi die and be buried with their own eyes. If she were alive, why would she fake her death?

“Master, are you keeping Su Ningzhen alive to find out Su Ningxi’s whereabouts from her?” Mu Xuanling asked.

Sang Qi nodded slowly: “She was Su Ningxi’s closest and most trusted person in this world, and the most likely to know Su Ningxi’s whereabouts.”

Mu Xuanling gathered her courage and stared intently at Sang Qi’s handsome yet cruel profile, carefully asking, “Was the Spring Birth Sword Su Ningxi’s weapon?”

So after Su Ningxi’s death, Su Ningzhen had given her sister’s sword to her daughter, Gao Qiumin.

Indeed, Sang Qi nodded.

Mu Xuanling’s heart beat faster: “Was it also the sword that cut off your right arm back then?”

Sang Qi didn’t speak, but his aura suddenly sank.

“Su Ningxi… was someone you loved?”

The table beside Sang Qi exploded into pieces. Mu Xuanling dodged the flying fragments, looking in horror at the man before her who seemed like a descending demon lord. He appeared to be engulfed in black flames spreading from his heart, surrounding him. His silver hair floated in the air, his silver eyes tinged with blood. He looked as if he were bathing in fire, yet emanated a cold that made one’s heart tremble with fear.

“Ma-Master…” Mu Xuanling called softly.

“Ling’er.” Sang Qi’s figure was shrouded in thick darkness, his hoarse, deep voice seeming to come from the depths of the netherworld, “This is the price of falling in love with a human.”
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Sang Qi’s birth was no different from other half-demons. Abandoned, he wandered, hiding from place to place. It wasn’t until his teenage years, when he encountered the wolf demons of the Celestial Wolf Clan in the wilderness, that he learned the significance of his silver eyes and wolf ears—symbols of the Celestial Wolf lineage.

“It’s a half-demon,” the elders of the Celestial Wolf Clan remarked with cold, critical gazes as they scrutinized him. Suddenly recalling his identity, they wondered, “Could he be the offspring of the Celestial Wolf King and that human female cultivator?”

Later, he learned fragments of his origins from their conversations.

His father, the previous Celestial Wolf King, fell in love with a human female cultivator at the age of eight hundred and had a child with her. The Celestial Wolf Clan, proud of their noble bloodline, refused to accept the Good Demon Certificate from the Demon Inspection Department of the cultivation world and had always been at odds with the Five Sects of the Immortal Alliance.

Later, by chance, the esteemed members of the Five Sects and several major demon clans entered a secret realm in search of an ancient god’s treasure. They used this opportunity to join forces and kill the Celestial Wolf King. The pregnant human female cultivator, now without support, hid in the countryside and gave birth to a half-demon son alone.

This infant was born with silver hair, silver eyes, and a pair of fluffy wolf ears, terrifying the midwife. The villagers, knowing little about the cultivation world, only knew that she had given birth to a monster and wanted to burn both mother and child alive.

Although a cultivator, giving birth to a half-demon severely damaged the mother’s body. Weak and exhausted, she fled with the infant in her arms for an unknown distance. In the end, she chose to abandon him—under a fusang tree growing at a crossroads.

That tree became Sang Qi’s home for years to come.

The Celestial Wolf Clan’s tribe never gave Sang Qi a sense of belonging. Among humans, he was a half-demon; among demons, he was half-human. The Celestial Wolf King had other offspring, all born with silver hair and silver eyes, who could transform between their original ferocious beast forms and human forms. Possessing demon cores, they had lifespans of thousands of years and power far beyond Sang Qi’s reach. He was merely a despised, weak, and unwelcome half-demon.

“Half-demons are born sinful.”

This was the concept instilled in Sang Qi for many years—that dirty blood flowed through his veins.

Both humans and demons believed that half-demons tainted their bloodlines. Born with original sin, they lost the ability to reproduce—this was heaven’s punishment. Even the heavenly dao believed that half-demons shouldn’t exist.

During the new Wolf King’s struggle for power, his elder brother sold him to the Demon Clan in exchange for their support. He became a demon slave of the Demon Clan, possibly even their food at any moment. Although a half-demon’s body was more resilient than a human’s, it couldn’t withstand the constant erosion of demonic energy. While his companions struggled to resist the demonic energy, he didn’t. He relished the bone-chilling pain that permeated his being.

“Dirty blood flows through my veins; it’s only fitting that I sink into a place of filth.”

He embraced the demonic energy, letting it merge with his blood. Inadvertently, he opened a door to evil magic, and from then on, half-demons had their path of cultivation. He became the first half-demon to cultivate demonic arts and the most powerful half-demon in history. He shared the methods of cultivating demonic arts with other half-demon slaves, gaining his followers. The demons, with their low intelligence, easily trusted him, and so half-demons became allies of the Demon Clan. He, once a lowly demon slave, rose to become the esteemed Grand Priest of the Demon Realm.

Sang Qi finally achieved the fear and respect of others, but he still felt unsatisfied. He didn’t know what he was still searching for until he met Su Ningxi. Only then did he understand that what he had been seeking all along was a pair of kind and gentle eyes that would accept his flaws, embrace his impurities, and envelop all that he was.

He first encountered Su Ningxi when he was gravely injured. Surrounded by Fashen, he escaped with severe wounds and stumbled upon a female cultivator on her training journey. Fearing she might reveal his whereabouts, he knocked her unconscious and abducted her. He passed out from blood loss in a mountain cave, but to his surprise, the female cultivator he had knocked out woke up before him. What was even more unexpected was that she didn’t leave.

She had built a fire and sat across from him, her chin resting on her hand. The firelight illuminated her beautiful face, with bright eyes dancing with sparks. Seeing him awake, she smiled brightly and said, “You’re awake!”

The ghastly wound on his chest and abdomen had been carefully bandaged, and even the blood stains on his body had been cleaned. Sang Qi felt dazed, thinking he must be dreaming until the female cultivator across from him offered him a roasted fish and asked with a smile, “Are you hungry? Would you like some fish?”

Sang Qi had expected a sword to come stabbing at him, so he instinctively dodged backward, reopening his wound and causing it to bleed again.

“Why are you dodging?” she pouted. “Is my cooking that bad?”

She put the fish on a rack and walked over to help Sang Qi, but he grabbed her by her slender, fragile throat.

Sang Qi spoke hoarsely, “Who are you? What do you want?”

The female cultivator blinked and said, “I’m Su Ningxi, a female cultivator from Jinghua Valley. Didn’t you bring me here to help treat your wounds?”

Sang Qi’s handsome face darkened, his silver eyes scrutinizing her expression, trying to discern her intentions. “I’m a half-demon. Why didn’t you kill me or go inform others?”

He believed Su Ningxi must have a greater scheme for not killing him.

Su Ningxi smiled gently and said, “Why would I kill you? You’re strange. Your wound is bleeding again, let me treat it for you.”

Ignoring the hand still gripping her throat, she reached towards the wound on Sang Qi’s waist and abdomen. A cool, life-giving energy covered the wound, and Sang Qi was surprised to find that the pain had significantly lessened, and the wound even showed signs of healing.

He practiced demonic arts, which were incompatible with human spiritual energy. It should have been impossible for a human cultivator to heal him with spiritual energy. This Su Ningxi’s ability was peculiar.

A moment later, the bleeding stopped, and Su Ningxi withdrew her hand, her face a bit pale. She said, “Your injury is too severe. I’ve exhausted my energy for today and need to rest overnight to recover.”

Sang Qi unconsciously loosened his grip on her and asked hoarsely, “Who exactly are you? Why do you have this strange healing power?”

Su Ningxi smiled and said, “Master says I have a Primordial Yin constitution, with boundless vitality within me, most suitable for cultivating the Spring Birth Technique.”

Halfway through her words, she suddenly closed her eyes and fell forward onto Sang Qi’s lap, falling into a deep sleep.

Sang Qi checked her pulse and realized she had merely fallen asleep, probably due to exhausting too much spiritual energy healing him.

When he had abducted her, he certainly didn’t have good intentions. He was worried she might reveal his whereabouts and thought that if his demonic energy dispersed, he could eat her flesh and blood, using her heart demon to replenish his demonic energy. But her strange spiritual energy made Sang Qi change his mind. He wanted to keep her to heal his wounds.

Su Ningxi was a strange female cultivator, unlike any cultivator he had met before. In his understanding, cultivators were all high and mighty hypocrites, but Su Ningxi appeared to be a beautiful and graceful woman who was quite absentminded and carefree.

He first noticed this when she went out to forage for food but got lost and couldn’t find her way back. Sang Qi, already suspicious of her motives for approaching him, had secretly followed her. He watched as she circled the forest over a dozen times before he finally couldn’t bear it anymore and revealed himself to lead her back.

“I’m so glad I found you,” Su Ningxi, on the verge of a breakdown, hugged Sang Qi’s leg and wept with joy. “I suspect there’s a barrier here, otherwise how could I not find my way out?”

Sang Qi tugged at the hem of his robe, thinking to himself: I suspect there’s something wrong with your brain.

Healing him consumed a great deal of her energy, requiring long periods of sleep and large amounts of food to replenish her strength. However, her cooking skills were comparable to poisoning. She seemed to lack normal taste buds, eating with gusto, leaving Sang Qi dumbfounded.

Later, he took over the task of roasting meat.

It was hard to imagine that he, a half-demon wolfman, was roasting rabbits for a woman.

Sang Qi suspected that there might be something wrong with his brain too.

“Today in the forest, I thought you would save that rabbit. I didn’t expect you to want to eat it,” Sang Qi said with a mocking cold laugh.

Su Ningxi, having finished eating the beautifully roasted, fragrant rabbit meat with satisfaction, heard Sang Qi’s words and smiled, saying, “Rabbits are so cute, no wonder they taste so good.”

“Don’t you find it cruel?” Sang Qi asked.

“Huh?” Su Ningxi was taken aback, “But I need to live too.”

“To live, you can eat other lives?” Sang Qi’s silver eyes looked at her coldly, “What if I need to eat you to live?”

Su Ningxi frowned slightly, pondered for a moment, and said, “Then be quick about it, I’m afraid of pain.”

Sang Qi was slightly stunned: “Anything else?”

Shouldn’t she beg for mercy? Or angrily curse him?

Su Ningxi said, “Also… add more cumin, it’s more fragrant.”

Sang Qi: “…”

He suddenly felt that he was more human than her.

Unconsciously, he reached out to touch Su Ningxi’s brow. The skin was delicate and warm, beneath it was the unique spiritual fluctuation of humans—she was indeed human.

Su Ningxi felt the roughness of his fingertips and suddenly blushed, mumbling, “What are you doing?”

Sang Qi withdrew his hand and said plainly, telling the truth, “I suspected you weren’t human.”

Su Ningxi furrowed her brows, suddenly reached out, and stroked Sang Qi’s soft wolf ears. The tip of Sang Qi’s ear trembled violently. His most sensitive spot had been rubbed, and he immediately froze. Blood involuntarily rushed to his cheeks, his pale handsome face instantly dyed with a gorgeous crimson. His eyes were moist, but it was hard to tell if it was from embarrassment or anger, pleasure or disgust.

Su Ningxi smiled and said, “I suspect you’re not a werewolf.”

Sang Qi abruptly pulled up his hood to cover his ears and face, hiding his expression. Only his somewhat heavy breathing betrayed him.

“I captured you to eat you,” a low, hoarse voice came from under the hood. “I am Sang Qi, the priest of the Demon Clan, hiding here after being severely injured by Fashen’s siege. I cannot see daylight, otherwise I’ll suffer the pain of demonic energy dissipation. To compensate for this pain, there’s another method – to eat human flesh raw, using the heart demon produced by human fear and resentment at the brink of death to replenish me.”

Su Ningxi looked at him in surprise.

Sang Qi stared at the campfire. A drop of oil fell into the fire, causing the flame to suddenly brighten for a moment. He didn’t know how Su Ningxi would react, but any reaction would probably be within his expectations.

He didn’t raise his head, hearing rustling sounds from across. A warm body leaned against him, and Su Ningxi’s gentle voice came from nearby.

“When I came back yesterday afternoon, I noticed something was off about you. You looked very weak. Is it the pain caused by the dissipation of demonic energy? Why didn’t you eat me then?” Su Ningxi’s shoulder leaned against his, “Wouldn’t that have eased your pain?”

She extended her slender, fair wrist: “If you must eat it raw… could you do it quickly?”

Sang Qi grasped her wrist, his thin lips pressed against her pulse. He slightly opened his mouth, feeling the beat of her life with his teeth.

Just a light bite and her warm blood would flow into his mouth…

But he didn’t bite down. He slightly raised his head, his cold silver eyes like two silver moons, looking at the girl sitting beside him with her eyes tightly shut.

“Aren’t you afraid? Don’t you hate me?” he asked hoarsely.

Su Ningxi’s heart was beating fast. Of course, she was afraid, but hate…

She sighed, opened her clear, warm eyes, and looked at him with a hint of pity: “You’re just trying to survive too…”

“No, I’m a half-demon,” Sang Qi’s voice was low and hoarse, “I was born sinful, bloodthirsty and cruel, filthy and evil.”

Su Ningxi chuckled softly, stroking his back, and said gently, “Under heaven’s way, humans and beasts, demons and monsters, what’s the difference? Plants break through rocks and soil to grow. Rabbits must eat plants to grow. Beasts eat meat, and humans eat beasts. However, even the strongest life in this world will eventually die, be buried underground, and become nourishment for plants to grow. All things are born with meaning. The way of heaven is not about good or evil, strong or weak. The existence of half-demons is a meaning given by heaven’s way, and the disregard for life is not the way of heaven, but the way of the mundane world.”

“We humans also need to eat many lives to survive. The rabbit I ate is the same as me being eaten by you,” Su Ningxi curved her lips slightly. “But I will respect every life I eat. Even if it’s cooked badly, I can’t waste it, can’t betray the sacrifice of each life.”

“So although I’m afraid of being eaten by you, I won’t hate you. Perhaps this is the meaning of our encounter,” Su Ningxi’s hand gently stroked his silver hair. “Sang Qi, I’m happy to have met you. You might not know, but… you’re very gentle.”

Her voice fell softly on his heart, like a small pebble dropping into the center of a pond, stirring up huge waves.

Following his heart, he kissed her soft lips.

Her clear eyes flashed with surprise. Perhaps she thought he was going to start eating from her lips, but in the end, his thin lips tasted her entire body without taking a single bite.

Sang Qi thought he liked solitude, but it turned out he had never met someone like her before, someone who gently embraced all his unsightly past and gave him the only warmth in his life.

Then it was shattered with a sword.

Secluded in meditation for thirteen years, he had been sinking in nightmares, lying to himself that the person who deceived him and hurt him, couldn’t possibly be Su Ningxi. But in his dreams, the scene of the Spring Life Sword falling kept replaying, along with Su Ningxi’s cold face up close.

The empty right arm reminded him that this was reality. He was just a half-demon.

No human would truly like a half-demon.

But he liked her so much, he could still give her a chance. He would take her back to the demon realm, and imprison her for life. Fortunately, a cultivator’s life is long, long enough to accompany him to old age. If he were to go first, he would take her with him. Even if she had deceived him, hurt him, even if he hated her, as long as she stayed by his side, it would be enough.

However, when he came out of seclusion, the news he received was that she had died…

She had married Gao Fengxu, and even bore him a daughter, but died at Mingyue Manor.

Sang Qi didn’t believe it. He dug up all the graves at Mingyue Manor, but none of the bodies looked like her.

At his feet was Gao Fengxu’s shattered head. No one could tell him where Su Ningxi had gone.

But on a small demon servant, he faintly sensed her lingering presence…

He brought her back and gave her a name, Mu Xuanling.

Xuanling is a soul-summoning tree that grows in the demon realm.

All he wanted to do, after going to such lengths, was to find her body, find her soul…
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Mirror Flower Valley.

Gao Qiumin gently knocked on Su Zhengzhen’s door. Only after receiving a response did she cautiously enter.

Su Zhengzhen had been severely wounded by Sang Qi’s strike. Despite several days of meditation, she had not yet recovered. Currently, all matters in the sect are temporarily handled by Gao Qiumin. Everyone in Mirror Flower Valley respectfully addressed Gao Qiumin as Senior Sister, all understanding that sooner or later, she would receive the World-Cleansing Dust from Su Zhengzhen—the supreme magical artifact symbolizing the position of Valley Master.

“Master, the defensive arrays throughout the sect have been inspected. Everything is operating normally,” Gao Qiumin reported humbly, standing beside Su Zhengzhen.

Su Zhengzhen slowly opened her eyes and nodded, “Good. Qiumin, I have something to entrust to you. Listen carefully.”

A sense of unease arose in Gao Qiumin’s heart. She clenched her fists and said softly, “This disciple awaits your instructions.”

“Sang Qi will not spare Mirror Flower Valley. I am prepared to fight to the death. You must protect the other disciples. There’s no need for unnecessary sacrifices. Do not let the tragedy of Bright Moon Manor repeat itself here,” Su Zhengzhen said gravely.

Tears welled up in Gao Qiumin’s eyes as she knelt, “Master, Sang Qi is too strong. Don’t fight him head-on! Sect Leader Xie can hold off Sang Qi!”

Su Zhengzhen’s face was ashen. She sighed and looked at Gao Qiumin, “Qiu’er, you don’t understand…”

Su Zhengzhen had always been strict and demanding. Even with Gao Qiumin, whom she trusted and loved the most, she rarely showed a gentle side. In Gao Qiumin’s memory, it seemed only when she was very young that Su Zhengzhen had held her, gently stroking her head and calling her “Qiu’er.”

“Sang Qi won’t kill you. As long as you’re alive and protect the people of Mirror Flower Valley, there will be a chance for its revival,” Su Zhengzhen spoke to Gao Qiumin as if making final arrangements. “In the past, I was strict with you because I had too many expectations. You have extraordinary talent. If you focus on cultivation, you will surely achieve the Dharma Body realm. But you’ve been too fixated on Sect Leader Xie… In the past, I hoped you could become Dao companions with Sect Leader Xie, but perhaps he’s not your ideal match. For cultivators, worldly love is like a poison that penetrates the bone. It will only disturb your Dao’s heart and hinder your cultivation. I won’t be able to guide you constantly in the future, and I don’t know if you’ll remember your master’s teachings…”

Gao Qiumin’s eyes reddened, and tears flowed down her cheeks. She buried her face in Su Zhengzhen’s lap and sobbed, “Master, you’re my only family in this world. Please don’t leave me…”

Su Zhengzhen sighed deeply and gently patted Gao Qiumin’s back.

She is the child of my sister and Gao Fengxu…

Su Zhengzhen wasn’t sure whether love or hatred dominated Sang Qi’s heart more, whether he would have to kill Gao Qiumin, or if he would spare her life for Su Ningxi’s sake. But she could only gamble…

The guards of Mirror Flower Valley were extremely strict. All defensive arrays were activated, with sentries posted every five steps and lookouts every ten. Almost every moment, every inch of the place was under surveillance.

Sang Qi was at a crucial point in his cultivation. He ordered Mu Xuanling to lead a dozen elite demon soldiers to infiltrate Mirror Flower Valley at night, demanding that they not alarm anyone and only seek out the location of Su Ningxi’s grave.

Mu Xuanling found this request a bit strange but didn’t disobey Sang Qi’s orders. She had the Lust Demon lead a few high-ranking demon soldiers to secretly infiltrate Mirror Flower Valley. However, Su Zhengzhen was well-prepared, probably knowing that Sang Qi harbored a deep hatred for Mirror Flower Valley, which was why the defenses were so impenetrable.

Mirror Flower Valley was predominantly populated by female cultivators, and its overall strength was the weakest among the Five Great Sects. The current Valley Master, Su Zhengzhen, had the shallowest foundation among the Dharma Body cultivators. Originally, the previous Valley Master had intended Su Ningxi to be the successor, but Su Ningxi died early, so the position fell to Su Zhengzhen. Her cultivation level was insufficient to convince everyone, and many were dissatisfied when she received the World-Cleansing Dust from the previous Valley Master. However, her strict and harsh methods managed to intimidate everyone into submission.

There were at least three Dharma Body Venerable Ones in Mirror Flower Valley. Su Zhengzhen was severely injured and likely hadn’t recovered her strength. If the other two Dharma Body Elders remained in the rear, Mu Xuanling might be able to maneuver. But if they took action, she would have to retreat quickly.

Fortunately, Sang Qi lived up to his title as Grand Priest. His mysterious methods were unpredictable, and he had a magical artifact that could conceal demonic and evil energy, allowing Mu Xuanling and her group to evade the barrier’s detection and infiltrate the valley. He had used the same method to infiltrate Embracing Snow City before.

“Holy Maiden, the Star Sinking Valley is in the deepest part of Mirror Flower Valley. How do we get there?” the Lust Demon asked in a low voice.

Mu Xuanling recalled the map Sang Qi had drawn and frowned slightly. Star Sinking Valley was the resting place for Mirror Flower Valley’s cultivators, where even past Valley Masters and Elders were buried. This was the place Sang Qi suspected the most. When Sang Qi emerged from seclusion seven years ago and destroyed Bright Moon Manor, he wanted to deal with Mirror Flower Valley. But at that time, he was just a Grand Priest, and without a suitable excuse, it was difficult to mobilize enough forces to invade Mirror Flower Valley. These years of lying low and enduring cultivation were all for the unfinished business of finding Su Ningxi’s remains.

Star Sinking Valley was in the deepest part of Mirror Flower Valley, but its defenses weren’t particularly tight. After all, it was just a graveyard, and no one would come there, nor were there any treasures. However, to reach Star Sinking Valley, they had to cross the entire Mirror Flower Valley, which made it difficult to avoid alerting others.

“All demon soldiers, merge into the shadows and seize the opportunity to possess suitable targets. Afterward, I’ll change into the clothes of a female cultivator from the valley, and you’ll cover me as I enter Star Sinking Valley.”

The night was the battlefield of the Demon Race. With a wave of Mu Xuanling’s hand, the demon soldiers melted into the shadows on the ground like spilled ink, waiting for the chance to possess targets.

The night was the best camouflage for the Demon Race, especially since demon possession often occurred silently. In no time, the Lust Demon successfully possessed a female cultivator and came before Mu Xuanling, ready to remove her clothes.

“Holy Maiden, I’ll give you these clothes,” the Lust Demon said softly, wearing the face of the female cultivator.

Mu Xuanling raised her hand to stop him, saying with disgust, “No need. What will you wear if you give them to me?”

At this moment, several other possessed female cultivators approached, carrying an unconscious female cultivator who was similar in build to Mu Xuanling. They stripped off her outer garments for Mu Xuanling to wear.

“I’ve observed that the patrol teams here consist of five people. I’ll divide us into three groups. One group will stay at the valley entrance to provide support, another will follow me closely, and we’ll coordinate with each other. If anyone asks, say you’ve discovered suspicious demonic activity and need to report to the Senior Sister,” Mu Xuanling said. As she spoke, three jade-eyed rabbits jumped out of her storage bag and scattered toward the two squads.

These jade-eyed rabbits were beast-form half-demons. Unlike ordinary rabbits, their eyes were a beautiful jade green color, and their eyesight was exceptional, almost comparable to the eye power of a Dharma Body cultivator. These jade-eyed rabbits were about a hundred years old in terms of cultivation, and they had also practiced demonic techniques. Not only could they speak, but they were also formidable in battle. However, their cute appearance often deceived enemies.

After arranging everything, Mu Xuanling took one group with her and headed towards Star Sinking Valley. They encountered other cultivators once or twice along the way but weren’t discovered.

They smoothly reached the palace complex. Mu Xuanling took a detour through the side halls. As they passed by the back courtyard, she suddenly heard a familiar voice.

“Master has retired for the night. You don’t need to attend to her tonight,” Gao Qiumin said coldly to the other disciples.

“Yes, Senior Sister,” another voice sounded familiar. Mu Xuanling suddenly remembered it belonged to the round-faced female cultivator she had seen in Xiao City.

The round-faced female cultivator’s voice was sweet yet sycophantic as she walked alongside Gao Qiumin, saying, “Senior Sister, Master truly trusts you more and more.”

Gao Qiumin seemed lost in thought and responded with an absent-minded “Mm,” her attitude perfunctory.

“I heard that Master has passed on the knowledge of Mirror Flower Valley’s mountain-protecting array core to you,” the round-faced female cultivator said with a smile. “That’s a power only the Valley Master possesses. Could it be that Master intends to go into seclusion and pass the position of Valley Master to you?”

“What nonsense are you talking about? I’m merely a Golden Core cultivator. How could I be worthy of such a responsibility?” Gao Qiumin reprimanded displeased. “Master is in her prime, with a thousand years of life ahead. She won’t be passing on her position now.”

The round-faced female cultivator didn’t understand why Gao Qiumin suddenly became angry. She hurriedly nodded and apologized, trying to please her superior in a submissive manner.

Mu Xuanling watched the two figures disappear into the distance, feeling somewhat curious. From what she knew, Gao Qiumin wasn’t usually like this. Born with nine orifices, Gao Qiumin had exceptional talent and was doted on at Mingyue Manor. Although Mingyue Manor was later massacred, she was adopted by Su Zhengzhen and became the head disciple, enjoying a lofty status in Jinghua Valley without ever suffering any grievances. Gao Qiumin had always been arrogant and self-important, enjoying others’ flattery. Why did she now appear so troubled and melancholic?

Mu Xuanling harbored doubts but had no time to dwell on them. Seeing Gao Qiumin walk away, she immediately led her people toward Xinchen Valley.

After leaving the palace complex, there were fewer patrols. The closer they got to Xinchen Valley, the more desolate it became. Being a burial ground, few were willing to come here at night.

After crossing a bridge, they saw a valley glowing with a pale green light—countless fireflies. Jinghua Valley enjoyed spring-like weather year-round, warm and humid, rich in spiritual energy, and ideal for growing spiritual herbs. Thus, most disciples in the valley excelled in healing. Although Xinchen Valley was a burial ground, it was filled with exotic flowers and herbs, their fragrance permeating the air.

Walking a bit further, they could see rows of tombstones. White stones were engraved with cultivators’ names, but those on the outskirts were mostly ordinary disciples. Mu Xuanling merely glanced at them before heading deeper into the valley.

In the center of Xinchen Valley stood a massive tree with lush branches and leaves, thousands of years old. Surrounding this tree were the burial grounds of past valley masters and elders. Most of these were Fashen cultivators whose remains wouldn’t decay for hundreds of years after death, even transforming into spiritual energy to nourish the land. As a result, the surrounding vegetation was more luxuriant, and spiritual energy was more abundant.

“Search carefully,” Mu Xuanling said solemnly to everyone.

She secretly felt that this matter wasn’t so simple. Su Ningxi’s empty grave held mysteries. Did Gao Fengxu know about it? If she did, why did she let someone take away the remains? If she didn’t know, who dared to risk stealing the remains of Mingyue Manor’s mistress? And for what purpose?

Whether it was the former or the latter, Su Ningxi’s remains were unlikely to be buried openly in Jinghua Valley.

Mu Xuanling felt that Sang Qi couldn’t have failed to understand this point. This trip was likely to be in vain. But if Sang Qi had arranged it this way, he must have had his reasons, though he hadn’t voiced them.

Mu Xuanling slowly walked to the ancient tree, placing her palm against the trunk, wanting to sense its spiritual energy. Generally speaking, such thousand-year-old trees growing in blessed lands were very likely to produce tree spirits or tree demons.

However, as soon as her palm touched the ancient tree, an unusual spiritual energy fluctuation spread from beneath her feet, like a stone dropped into water, rippling outwards in circles.

Mu Xuanling was startled and turned abruptly, seeing a familiar white-robed figure standing not far behind her, gazing at her with deep eyes.

If Xie Xuechen intended to conceal his presence, no one in this world could detect him.

—Was he waiting here? Did he know she would come?

A flash of panic crossed Mu Xuanling’s mind, but with Duannian in hand, she flew backward to distance herself from him, giving herself a sense of security.

Xie Xuechen didn’t immediately pursue her as she had expected. He wasn’t in a hurry, as if certain she couldn’t escape.

At that moment, the spiritual energy fluctuations beneath her feet grew stronger, and the sound of chanting the Prajnaparamita Sutra echoed in her mind. This was what demons feared most. Although Mu Xuanling wasn’t afraid, she felt irritated. Looking around, she saw the female cultivators possessed by demon soldiers all clutching their heads and falling to the ground, while the demon soldiers scattered and disappeared.

A young monk stood in the distance. He had handsome features, clear eyes like scattered stars and a hanging moon, red lips, and white teeth, extraordinarily beautiful. He bore a seven-tenths resemblance to Nan Xuyue, making one feel close to him, yet he possessed an additional air of inviolable sanctity and nobility. Ordinary people who saw him would inevitably feel the urge to bow in worship. At this moment, he held a string of sandalwood beads in his hand, and as he chanted, the sound of the Prajnaparamita Sutra grew stronger, keeping the demons at bay.

Mu Xuanling’s heart sank. She hadn’t expected Xie Xuechen to be here, let alone that Jinghua Valley had called for reinforcements from Xuantian Temple. This person could chant the Prajnaparamita Sutra with such power by himself; even if he wasn’t a Fashen, he must be at the peak of the Yuan Ying realm.

Wasn’t Xie Xuechen supposed to be restraining Sang Qi at Two Realms Mountain?

Could it be that Su Zhengzhen had invited him?

Mu Xuanling had no time to think further. She had to shake off Xie Xuechen before the monk could act. She didn’t dare hold back, infusing spiritual energy into Duannian. Duannian suddenly emitted a faint purple light, pulsing like breath, and in the next moment, it attacked Xie Xuechen like a nimble snake.

Xie Xuechen had hundreds of ways to detain her, but as he raised the Juntian Sword, he hesitated for a moment.

—This way, she would be hurt.

Xie Xuechen restrained his spiritual energy, while Duannian, swift as lightning and elusive as a ghost, mercilessly whipped at the white robe. Although a Fashen’s body was indestructible, faint marks appeared on the spotless white robe.

He looked at Mu Xuanling in the distance through the flurry of whip shadows. Her eyes were cold and emotionless, reminding him of not long ago when she stood before him, her beautiful eyes misty with a barely discernible layer of tears, saying resentfully and angrily, “You’re just taking advantage of the fact that I like you and don’t want to hurt you!”

She could have injured him, but she had held back at every turn, not using her demonic arts.

She had said, “You’re so badly injured and have no spiritual energy to protect yourself. You can’t withstand my demonic arts.”

So now, he could have injured her, captured her, but he didn’t…

He knew he couldn’t bear to do it.

Because he liked her, he couldn’t bear to hurt her.

Because he liked her, he restrained himself.

But she didn’t. She attacked coldly, only wanting to get rid of him, just like he had once tried every means to escape from her side.

And now, he had gotten his wish.

A pang in his heart caused him to falter, and the agile whip immediately broke through the gap, striking his chest hard. The whip, infused with spiritual energy, was as hard as iron. Although he had a Fashen’s body, he had been restraining his spiritual energy and took the full force of the blow. His clothes tore, his chest heaved, and his face paled.

An extremely light, crisp sound rang out inappropriately, like the breaking of jade, clear and pleasing to the ear.

Xie Xuechen’s movements stopped, and Mu Xuanling could have seized the opportunity to escape, but she didn’t. Her gaze, like Xie Xuechen’s, fell on the same spot.

That jade hairpin had fallen to the ground, broken into two pieces.

She vaguely recalled that snowy night when she leaned happily against his chest, imagining the days when she could be by his side daily after becoming his demon servant—something she had dreamed of for seven years.

But now, looking back, there were only pale images, not a trace of affection.

“Why is it with you?” she blurted out, immediately knowing the answer herself.

He must have gone back to redeem it from the shopkeeper afterward.

He hadn’t put it in his qiezi bag, but kept it close to his body, perhaps because he often unconsciously held it in his hand.

What was he thinking?

Xie Xuechen bent down to pick up the broken jade hairpin, his fingers trembling slightly.

That tiny crack seemed to split across his heart, spreading into fine, dense pain.

Because of this moment of distraction, he miscalculated, and darkness enveloped his consciousness, dragging him into the demon realm.

Mu Xuanling, not far away, cursed under her breath, “You fool, Desire Demon! The Cage of Desire won’t work on Xie Xuechen!”
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Xie Xuechen had no greed, and Mu Xuanling knew this best. The projection of the Desire Demon had tried this trick on him before, to no avail. However, the Desire Demon’s true form didn’t possess the memories of its projection, unaware of this fact. Thus, the true form foolishly employed the same tactic against Xie Xuechen.

This is why they say demons lack intelligence!

What angered Mu Xuanling even more was that the Desire Demon had dragged her into this as well!

After receiving the demon pill bestowed by Sang Qi, the Desire Demon’s power greatly increased, surpassing its former self. To break free from the Cage of Greed, one must either kill the Desire Demon or overcome their inner demons, slaying the desires within the cage and reducing it to ruins. Only then could one escape.

When Mu Xuanling regained her vision from the darkness, she found herself at Question Snow Cliff. However, it differed from the illusion she had seen before. This time, the snowstorm was particularly fierce, reminiscent of the Mingyue Manor seven years ago when she first met Xie Xuechen amidst a similar heavy snowfall.

A snowflake blurred her vision. Mu Xuanling blinked, rubbing away the moisture on her eyelashes. Through the blizzard, she saw a familiar silhouette.

Xie Xuechen still stood there, under that snow-covered tree. But the man before her was not the four-year-old boy from that time. The tall, slender figure looked particularly desolate as if melding into the snowstorm yet somehow at odds with this world.

Mu Xuanling wasn’t quite sure why she had been pulled into Xie Xuechen’s Cage of Greed, nor did she know what her greed was. However, she wasn’t in a hurry now, as haste would be of no use. Outside the cage, a Cultivator of unknown strength was waiting for her. The Desire Demon’s power was probably on par with that Cultivator. If the Desire Demon could deal with the Cultivator first, it would be advantageous for her. If the Demon were defeated by the Cultivator, the cage would naturally break, and she would have no choice but to surrender when facing Xie Xuechen and the Yuan Ying Cultivator.

Mu Xuanling unconsciously softened her breathing, intending to slip away quietly. But Xie Xuechen had already noticed her presence. Just as she was about to move, a strange force entwined around her slender waist. With a gentle pull, her body flew uncontrollably towards the cliff’s edge, falling into a solid embrace. Looking up, she saw Xie Xuechen’s cold features.

Xie Xuechen’s hand rested on her waist. His long black hair cascaded down his back, dotted with snowflakes that slightly dampened the strands. His long eyelashes half-veiled his phoenix eyes, which were usually sharp and indifferent, now surged with inscrutable darkness, as if a storm lurked beneath dense clouds.

A strong sense of unease welled up in Mu Xuanling’s heart, and the urge to escape grew more intense. She said tremblingly, “Sect Leader Xie, this blizzard is perfect for sword practice. I won’t disturb your cultivation.”

As she spoke, she struggled lightly, but the arm around her waist didn’t budge.

Xie Xuechen seemed not to hear her words. Mu Xuanling noticed his spirit appeared somewhat dazed, as if truly affected by the demonic realm’s power, losing his mind. Xie Xuechen’s resolve was firm, his mind clear; to drag him into the Cage of Greed was extremely difficult. The last time Xie Xuechen fell into the Cage of Greed was because his divine aperture was sealed, greatly diminishing his power. This time…

It seemed that when he saw that broken hairpin, his mind revealed a weakness.

Another snowflake fell on the corner of her eye. Mu Xuanling couldn’t help but frown and squint, then felt Xie Xuechen’s cool fingertip touch the corner of her eye. The calloused pad of his finger gently wiped away the moisture, lingering there. He tucked a strand of her wind-blown hair behind her ear, then turned slightly, letting her lean against the tree trunk, shielding her from the blizzard with his body.

Amidst the swirling snow, he created a small world between his arms, inexplicably comforting.

“Not disturbing,” Xie Xuechen said.

Mu Xuanling was stunned for a moment before realizing he was answering her previous statement.

Xie Xuechen pulled out a white jade hairpin from his robes. His hand, accustomed to wielding a sword, held the smooth mutton-fat jade hairpin with exceptional care and gentleness. In a slightly hoarse voice, he said, “That night, I went to redeem this hairpin, intending to return it to you.”

Mu Xuanling lowered her eyes, staring blankly at the jade hairpin in his hand, momentarily forgetting to escape.

“Return it to me, then send me away, is that right?” Mu Xuanling said coldly, but her heart seemed to feel a twinge of grievance, and emptiness. She didn’t know where this grievance came from, as if a large piece was missing, making her feel uncomfortable and inexplicably sad.

Xie Xuechen said, “But I couldn’t bear to. This hairpin… and you.”

Mu Xuanling’s heart jolted, and she looked up at Xie Xuechen. His eyes seemed to be suppressing something, the dark pupils roiling with emotions about to burst forth.

“Xie Xuechen,” Mu Xuanling’s heart beat painfully, mercilessly puncturing his illusion, “This is false. The hairpin broke, I don’t want it anymore.”

The hairpin in his palm shattered at her words.

A string that had been taut in his heart for so long suddenly snapped. An unfamiliar pain spread from his chest. The hand that should have been the most steadfast in the world involuntarily trembled. He slowly clenched the jade hairpin, instantly crushing the white clouds into fine jade sand that fell through his fingers.

“You don’t want it anymore, is that so?” he asked in a hoarse voice.

Mu Xuanling was startled and instinctively wanted to retreat, but there was nowhere to go. Her back pressed tightly against the tree trunk, trapped in Xie Xuechen’s embrace. His intimidating aura enveloped her, making her tremble involuntarily.

“I…”

Xie Xuechen released his hand, his palm now empty. He raised his hand to gently caress Mu Xuanling’s cheek, interrupting what she was about to say: “Those who abandoned me, yesterday’s days cannot be retained…” Xie Xuechen smiled bitterly, “I was wrong, Ling’er. Will you stay?”

Mu Xuanling gazed at the man before her, losing herself. The Xie Xuechen in her memory was aloof, cold, unyielding. Yet now, he easily revealed his vulnerable side to her. He was an immortal seated high in the clouds, yet she had dragged him into the mortal realm. He was stained with dust, and she abandoned him.

Mu Xuanling felt a sharp pain in her chest. Her lips parted slightly as if an invisible force was pressing on her, preventing her from speaking.

“Xie…” she began hoarsely.

Then he silenced her with his lips.

He didn’t want to hear her cold rejection.

His cool, thin lips covered hers, inexpertly sucking and nibbling. His long fingers held the back of her head, leaving her nowhere to escape. His other hand pressed against her lower back, holding her tightly in his arms, their bodies closely intertwined. His kiss was clumsy yet eager, plundering the sweetness in her mouth, their breaths mingling, entangled in passion.

Even someone usually so dignified, restrained, cold, and noble could have a moment of losing control. Their raven-black hair intertwined in the wind and snow. The iciness and sharpness in his brow and eyes were quietly melting, softening, then becoming scorching hot. His phoenix eyes, having lost their clarity, surged with deep desire. The slightly upturned corners of his eyes were tinged with a rosy hue. He was an immortal standing high in the clouds, yet at this moment, he had fallen into the rolling mortal world.

He had dedicated his life to the way of the sword, knowing little about love and desire. All he knew came from her teachings. Now their positions were reversed; what she had done to him, he was now doing to her. He learned extremely well, even going beyond.

Her lips were slightly swollen and painful, a hint of iron spreading on her tongue, reminding her of their time in the Melting Abyss, when she had done the same to him…

Mu Xuanling suddenly understood.

— She was Xie Xuechen’s greed.

The Cage of Greed could evoke the deepest desires in one’s heart, making people sink into it, unable to extricate themselves.

One might deceive oneself, deceive the world, but couldn’t deceive that trace of desire hidden deep in the heart.

Xie Xuechen indulged in his desire, pursuing and plundering the sweetness between her lips and tongue. Scenes flashed through his mind, all of her face etched in his heart.

She angrily said — You’re just taking advantage of the fact that I like you.

She said with a grievance — If I had used demonic techniques, you would have died.

She said eagerly — Except for Xie Xuechen, everyone else is just others.

When she was sentenced to lifelong imprisonment, before dispersing her powers, she still asked him — Xie Xuechen, have your injuries healed?

Full of admiration, she carefully planted a kiss on his lips.

When her demonic energy went out of control, she displayed her allure, pleading for his affection.

Without complaint or regret, she only wanted to stay by his side, even if it meant lifelong imprisonment as a slave.

Xie Xuechen cared for the world, but in her heart, there was only Xie Xuechen.

His heart was not of stone, it had long been deeply engraved, without him realizing it.

He should have been snow that never melted, yet he willingly melted in her palm.

She forcefully entered his world, then mercilessly withdrew, causing a corner of his world to suddenly collapse. Only then did he realize that she had become an inseparable part of him.

He had originally thought that since he couldn’t respond to her devotion, and didn’t want to wrong her by keeping her as a slave in Yong Xue City for life, he would send her to Yun Xiu Mountain Manor, letting better people take care of her. He believed this was the best arrangement for her.

But he regretted it at some point.

Perhaps it was when he saw her cough blood after blocking Sang Qi’s attack meant for Nan Xuyue. Or maybe when Sang Qi kidnapped her he was powerless to give chase.

Perhaps even earlier, he regretted it the moment those words left his lips.

When clear-headed, he keenly felt the heavy burden on his shoulders. Between the masses and her, he could only choose the former. But at this moment, only one thought remained in his mind—to keep her.

“Ling’er, don’t go…” he murmured against her lips, his deep, hoarse voice suppressing pain and desire.

Mu Xuanling’s breath and strength were stolen by his domineering yet tender kiss. Her body softened in his embrace, her hands weakly pressed against his chest, relying solely on the hand at her waist to support her entire weight. Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes as she gazed at Xie Xuechen in bewilderment. It felt as if a piece was missing from her heart, leaving it empty, unable to grasp anything. She seemed torn in two—half awake, half intoxicated—as if floating between sleep and wakefulness. An inexplicable sense of detachment made her feel panicked and suffocated. Her heart suddenly constricted in intense pain, color draining from her face. She began to tremble uncontrollably, tears streaming from her eyes.

Xie Xuechen heard her heartbeat stop for an instant, followed by unstoppable tears flowing from her vacant eyes. The hazy desire dissipated in an instant. He held Mu Xuanling’s limp body tightly, fear gripping him as he called out tremblingly, “Ling’er, what’s wrong!”

Mu Xuanling’s lips parted slightly, but no sound escaped. Pain made her face pale, and her brows furrowed. Xie Xuechen’s call seemed both at her ear and far away. She collapsed weakly, carefully cradled in Xie Xuechen’s arms. Her breathing alternated between rapid and slow, but her heartbeat suddenly became violent, as if about to explode.

The world around them suddenly distorted and shook. Xie Xuechen had already realized that everything they were experiencing was an illusion of the Cage of Greed. Question Snow Cliff was fake, Mu Xuanling was his greed, and to break free from the Cage of Greed, he had to extinguish his desires. The cage was trembling now because his desire was dissipating…

Xie Xuechen didn’t know why Mu Xuanling had suddenly changed. He desperately injected spiritual power into her divine aperture, but it was clearly of no use.

At that moment, the blizzard suddenly dissipated, replaced by a valley filled with the fragrance of herbs. The only constant was Mu Xuanling, still barely breathing in his arms.

Xie Xuechen’s heart sank. He would have preferred if the Mu Xuanling he had held in the previous illusion was just a figment of his imagination, even if she was still cold and hating him, rather than seeing her in such danger.

The young cultivator, hands clasped, had the Desire Demon bound by golden chains formed of spiritual power. The demon was on its last breath. Seeing Xie Xuechen emerge from the Cage of Greed holding the pale-faced Mu Xuanling, he was also stunned for a moment. However, in the next instant, Xie Xuechen’s sharp killing intent was directed at him.

“Why is she like this?” Xie Xuechen’s phoenix eyes, filled with anger and killing intent, coldly stared at the Desire Demon, his voice barely concealing a tremor.

“I don’t know…” the Desire Demon trembled, “How dare I harm the Holy Maiden.”

“You dragged her into the Cage of Greed!” Xie Xuechen said coldly.

The Desire Demon said tremblingly, “The Cage of Greed never traps two people in the same cage, unless…”

“Unless what?”

The Desire Demon swallowed hard: “Unless those two people are each other’s greed.”

Xie Xuechen was stunned.

Ling’er’s greed… was he?

The cultivator’s gaze fell on Mu Xuanling’s face, suddenly pausing, letting out a soft “Hm?”

Xie Xuechen noticed the cultivator’s unusual reaction and looked at him, asking, “Does Master Xuanxin know something?”

This young cultivator was Xuanxin, the most gifted practitioner in a thousand years at Xuan Tian Temple. He was considered to be born with innate knowledge, second only to Xie Xuechen as a reincarnated divine being. In his early twenties, he was just one step away from the Fa Xiang realm. If not for the sudden passing of Venerable Yi Nian, he would have been the next head of the sect in a few years. But Venerable Yi Nian’s departure was hasty, and now Xuan Tian Temple was in chaos. Although many supported Xuanxin’s succession, he had not yet entered the Fa Xiang realm and couldn’t convince everyone.

Xie Xuechen knew this person was born with extraordinary wisdom and insight. For this trap in Mirror Flower Valley, he had asked for his help in exorcising demons.

Xuanxin’s clear eyes fixed on the unconscious Mu Xuanling. He frowned slightly, his voice like jade, clear and pleasing to the ear.

“Sect Leader Xie, look, there’s a small gray teardrop-shaped mole at the corner of her eye.”

Following Xuanxin’s words, Xie Xuechen looked closely and indeed saw an inconspicuous gray mark below Mu Xuanling’s left eye corner. He gently rubbed it with his index finger, feeling only smooth, delicate skin with no raised texture.

Xuanxin said, “This small mole is called the ‘Tear of All Beings.’ It’s a symptom that appears after taking the Heart Enlightenment Water.”

Xie Xuechen was slightly startled, as he had heard about the Heart Enlightenment Water from Nan Xuyue. It was a secret drug of Xuan Tian Temple, rare and precious, but it wasn’t surprising that Xuanxin knew about it. His heart sank slightly as he said hoarsely, “Taking the Heart Enlightenment Water… severs emotions and love…”

Xuanxin nodded and said, “The Heart Enlightenment Water is a minor path. When our temple’s Yuan Ying cultivators ascend to the Fa Xiang realm, they are most prone to developing heart demons. If they can’t break through the barrier of emotions, they ultimately fall into the demonic path, even to the point of dying and their Dao being destroyed. That’s why our ancestors developed this drug. After taking it, one forgets emotions and love, reducing the heart demons during ascension. However, relying on this drug to ascend is ultimately not the right path. It’s an external force, unable to truly forget emotions, and may instead backfire on one’s heart.”

Xie Xuechen unconsciously clenched his fist: “How does it backfire?”

Xuanxin sighed lightly, clasping his hands: “Enlightenment of the heart arises from the heart and must be extinguished by the heart. If forcibly erased, it will damage the spirit. With a weakened spirit, evil spirits easily invade, like Venerable Yi Nian, whose heart demons raged, leading him astray. In mild cases, it leads to madness; in severe cases, death and destruction of the Dao.”

Xie Xuechen asked hoarsely, “Her heart is now beating like thunder, yet her breath is weak. Is this related to the Heart Enlightenment Water?”

Xuanxin said, “No outsider has ever taken the Heart Enlightenment Water, so I dare not speak carelessly. I only have a guess.”

Xie Xuechen said, “Please, Master, speak freely.”

“The Heart Enlightenment Water extinguishes human nature and kills emotions, while the Cage of Greed evokes desire and obsession in the heart. Perhaps her inner desire was too strong, and the Heart Enlightenment Water forcibly suppressed it, causing a clash in her divine aperture, leading to damage to her heart meridians,” Xuanxin said.

“Is there any way to treat it?” Xie Xuechen asked.

Xuanxin replied, “The Cage of Greed has been broken. The desire in her heart will soon be suppressed by the effects of the Heart Enlightenment Water. She should wake up shortly.”

At this point, Xie Xuechen, holding Mu Xuanling, could already feel her heartbeat gradually calming down, though she remained unconscious. Xuanxin’s words made him feel slightly relieved, but his heart remained heavy. Because this was only a reprieve, endless troubles still lay ahead.

Xie Xuechen asked, “Is there any way to counteract the Heart Enlightenment Water?”

Xuanxin said, “The Dao heart established by Xuan Tian Temple’s practitioners is the Way of Forgetting Emotions. Therefore, the effects of the Heart Enlightenment Water align with their Dao’s heart. After ascending to the Fa Xiang realm, the drug’s effects naturally dissipate, and the Tear of All Beings disappears. But the Demon Clan’s Holy Maiden cultivates the Way of Emotions. The Heart Enlightenment Water is of no benefit to her ascension and contradicts her Dao’s heart. When she tries to break through to the Fa Xiang realm in the future, it will be extremely dangerous due to the conflict between the drug’s effects and her Dao heart. Therefore, the method to counteract the Heart Enlightenment Water is not suitable for her.”

“Is there no other way?” Xie Xuechen’s fingers holding Mu Xuanling turned white.

Xuanxin remained silent for a long time before saying, “There is one method that might work, but no one has ever tried it…”

“Please, Master, tell me.”

Xuanxin glanced at the Desire Demon, and suddenly raised his hand to draw a semicircular barrier enclosing him and Xie Xuechen, preventing others from eavesdropping.

The Desire Demon stared blankly as Xuanxin, with his back turned, said something to Xie Xuechen. Xie Xuechen nodded with a grave expression, then suddenly smiled faintly.

Xie Xuechen said, “I understand. Thank you for telling me, Master.”

Xuanxin said, “This method is also dangerous. Moreover, she is the Demon Clan’s Holy Maiden. The Immortal Alliance will not tolerate her.”

Xie Xuechen calmly said, “She has already betrayed the Demon Clan and come to me. That day, it was I who abandoned her, letting her fall into Sang Qi’s hands and suffer this ordeal. The fault lies entirely with me. I abandoned her once; there won’t be a second time. If the Immortal Alliance won’t tolerate her, I will protect her.”

Xuanxin said gravely, “Sect Leader Xie, this means opposing the Immortal Alliance.”

Xie Xuechen said, “Then so be it.”

Xuanxin stared at him for a long time before sighing softly: “Sect Leader Xie, you have already developed a heart demon.”

His Dao’s heart had ultimately been disturbed because of one person.

Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Chapter 36
In the vast meeting hall of Mirror Flower Valley, only Xie Xuechen and Su Ningzhen faced each other.

In just half a month since they last met, Su Ningzhen seemed to have aged considerably. The wrinkles at the corners of her eyes had deepened, and her gaze had lost some of its sharpness. She glared coldly at Xie Xuechen, her voice somewhat hoarse as she said, “Sect Leader Xie, coming uninvited and penetrating deep into Mirror Flower Valley’s spirit-concealing grounds is hardly proper etiquette.”

Xie Xuechen stood with his hands behind his back, his expression indifferent.

“When I learned that demons had launched a night raid on Mirror Flower Valley, I came with Master Xuanxin to assist. I had thought Sang Qi would come personally, but he only sent his subordinates to scout.”

Su Ningzhen had believed her defenses were tight, but she hadn’t expected the demons to successfully infiltrate. Her expression immediately darkened. Master Xuanxin had personally intervened, finding all the demons in Mirror Flower Valley and escorting them to the Water Moon Palace for Xie Xuechen and Su Ningzhen to sort out the matter.

Su Ningzhen didn’t seem appreciative. Her face showed displeasure.

“How did Sect Leader Xie learn of the demon invasion?” she questioned.

“Although Valley Master Su is unwilling to speak, I can make some deductions,” Xie Xuechen said. “The woman who was in love with Sang Qi was Su Ningxi.”

Su Ningzhen’s face changed. Her hand gripping the table corner showed blue veins, her knuckles turning white. She stared at Xie Xuechen intently, gritting her teeth in silence.

“It’s not…” her voice was hoarse and weak.

“Over twenty years ago, Sang Qi fell in love with a female cultivator from Mirror Flower Valley. He was maimed, lost an arm, and suffered severe injuries. Afterward, he secluded himself for many years. Upon emerging, the first thing he did was to bloodily ravage Mingyue Mountain Manor. The previous wife of Gao Fengxu, the lord of Mingyue Mountain Manor, was Su Ningxi, the senior disciple of Mirror Flower Valley,” Xie Xuechen recounted the past events. “I may not remember the events from seven years ago, but I know quite a bit. Mingyue Mountain Manor was reduced to a sea of fire and ruins, and the graveyard behind the manor was completely dug up, left in disarray, as if someone was searching for something. He was looking for Su Ningxi’s remains, wasn’t he? But clearly, he found nothing in the tomb, otherwise, he wouldn’t have dug up all the graves.”

Su Ningzhen swayed, her face growing increasingly pale.

“You claimed that Mirror Flower Valley cut off his right arm, and he harbors a deep hatred for Mirror Flower Valley. But that day, he showed mercy to your subordinates, ordering Mu Xuanling to capture you alive, just to ask about Su Ningxi’s whereabouts. The most likely resting place for Su Ningxi would be Mirror Flower Valley.”

Xie Xuechen had deduced the cause and effect flawlessly. Su Ningzhen knew that further concealment was futile. With a dejected face, she let out a long sigh, lowering her heavy head, and said in a hoarse voice, “Sect Leader Xie’s guess is not wrong…”

“Back then, Sang Qi had improper intentions towards my sister, Su Ningxi. But Ningxi was born with a Yin constitution, had extraordinary aptitude, and was deeply favored by our master. She was also already betrothed to the lord of Mingyue Mountain Manor. Sang Qi wouldn’t give up and tried to abduct her, but fortunately, our master intervened. Later, Sang Qi was injured and fled, and Ningxi… married Mingyue Mountain Manor. However, she was ill-fated. On the day she gave birth to Qiumin, she passed away. So many years had passed, I thought Sang Qi had let it go, but when Mingyue Mountain Manor was attacked, I realized he had always wanted revenge.” Su Ningzhen gritted her teeth, her voice trembling slightly, “She was already dead, but he still wouldn’t leave her alone! He bloodied Mingyue Mountain Manor, killed Gao Fengxu, and even dug up Ningxi’s grave!”

Xie Xuechen asked, “Where is Su Ningxi’s real grave?”

Su Ningzhen lowered her eyes and said, “I can’t say.”

Xie Xuechen had no intention of pressing further. “Sang Qi will surely pursue this relentlessly. His obsession with Su Ningxi is too strong. This is the evil cause planted by Mirror Flower Valley. Is Valley Master Su confident in bearing the evil consequences?”

Su Ningzhen’s trembling hands betrayed her thoughts. She said in a shaky voice, “Sect Leader Xie, the matter between Sang Qi and Ningxi is a scandal of Mirror Flower Valley. It must not be made public. I also ask the Sect Leader to keep it confidential. Qiumin is Ningxi’s only child and will be the future Valley Master of Mirror Flower Valley. We can’t let people know that her mother once had an entanglement with a half-demon.”

“I understand,” Xie Xuechen nodded. He wasn’t interested in others’ private affairs and wasn’t one to gossip. If the entanglement between Su Ningxi and Sang Qi hadn’t been related to the war between immortals and demons, he wouldn’t have dug so deeply into it.

But…

Xie Xuechen could sense that Su Ningzhen wasn’t telling the whole truth. She was likely concealing something very important.

Mu Xuanling suddenly woke from her dream, her chest still faintly aching. Her mind was in a fog, leaving her disoriented for a long while, unable to discern when or where she was.

After some time, she remembered that she had launched a night raid on Mirror Flower Valley and had been pulled into the Cage of Greed by that fool of a Lust Demon. In the Cage of Greed, she had seen a sky full of snow. The snowflakes had blurred her vision, and as she rubbed her eyes, she seemed to have seen a lonely, desolate figure…

And then?

She touched her left chest, feeling as if it had suffered severe pain, but she couldn’t remember why it had hurt. Her eyes also felt sore and swollen, as if she had been crying. She was certain she had lost a segment of her memory.

It must have been some problem with the Lust Demon’s Cage of Greed!

Mu Xuanling came to her senses and immediately got out of bed, wanting to assess her current situation. But as soon as she opened the door, she was stopped by a barrier.

Mu Xuanling’s heart sank—she had been trapped by Xie Xuechen.

This meant the Lust Demon had also been captured.

Mu Xuanling reached out to touch the barrier when she suddenly heard voices arguing nearby.

“Master Xuanxin, this demon woman is Sang Qi’s disciple. She has injured countless cultivators of our Immortal Alliance, and now she even attempts to raid Mirror Flower Valley at night. Why are you protecting her?” A familiar female voice questioned forcefully.

Another clear and bright voice replied, “Cultivator Gao, I have no intention of obstructing. It’s just that this person is wanted by Sect Leader Xie, and neither of us has the right to interfere.”

Gao Qiumin snorted coldly, “Please step aside, Master Xuanxin. This is Mirror Flower Valley, not Xuantian Temple!”

Just as Mu Xuanling figured out the identity of the monk accompanying Xie Xuechen, she saw Gao Qiumin leading four or five female cultivators to the door.

Mirror Flower Valley’s healing techniques were world-renowned. After half a month, Gao Qiumin’s injuries had healed considerably, though a faint pink scar was still visible on her neck. The moment she saw Mu Xuanling, her eyes flashed with a violent light, and the veins on her sword-wielding hand bulged.

“Mu Xuanling,” Gao Qiumin spat out her name through gritted teeth, “You’re so bold, daring to come to Mirror Flower Valley to seek death!”

Mu Xuanling coldly looked at her, the corner of her mouth curling into a half-smile, “Who gave you the courage to speak so boldly in front of me? You think the few of you can take my life?”

“Senior Sister, don’t waste words with her,” a nearby female cultivator said in a low voice. “While Sect Leader Xie is currently discussing matters with Master…”

Gao Qiumin came to her senses. Indeed, Xie Xuechen had personal feelings for Mu Xuanling. She had to seize this opportunity to kill her! Gao Qiumin had also noticed that Xie Xuechen had set up a barrier outside the room where Mu Xuanling was staying to prevent her from escaping. Mu Xuanling couldn’t get out now, making it the perfect time to deal with her!

“Form the formation!” Gao Qiumin commanded in a low voice. Immediately, the four female cultivators behind her spread out in a fan shape, each holding a bronze mirror.

Mu Xuanling frowned, watching the movements of the people in front warily. The five held mirrors in their right hands, chanting incantations. In an instant, the bronze mirrors lit up with a dazzling golden light. Five beams of light converged into one, and the aura suddenly surged, causing the air to thicken. The beam of light seemed to have substance, condensing into a golden arrow that shot fiercely toward Mu Xuanling.

—The Sun-Chasing Arrow!

Mu Xuanling’s heart skipped a beat. The Sun-Chasing Arrow had tracking abilities. Once locked on by the Golden Light Mirror, it was impossible to avoid. The stronger the power of the mirror wielders and the more Golden Light Mirrors there were, the stronger the power of the Sun-Chasing Arrow. Legend had it that in ancient times when ten suns were born, humans used this formation technique to form an array of ten thousand people to shoot down nine suns. Although the formation Mirror Flower Valley now possessed was incomplete, its power was not to be underestimated.

As the sun began to set, Mu Xuanling held her breath, focusing all her energy on the task at hand. She watched as the Pursuing Sun Arrow struck the barrier, causing it to erupt in a dazzling light. Strange energies swirled, stopping the sharp arrowhead in its tracks. Both sides were at a stalemate.

Gao Qiumin froze for a moment, then grew even more furious. The barrier wasn’t just for confinement; it was also for protection. Xie Xuechen had left the barrier to protect Mu Xuanling!

This realization made her even more enraged. She could tolerate Xie Xuechen not having feelings for her, but she couldn’t bear him indulging and protecting this lowly half-demon who had hurt her! No wonder Xuan Xin didn’t stop her; he already knew that Xie Xuechen’s barrier was enough to protect Mu Xuanling!

But why her? Aside from her face, what did Mu Xuanling have that was better than her?

“Senior Sister, this is Sect Leader Xie’s barrier. We can’t break through,” a nearby female cultivator said softly.

“Not necessarily!” Gao Qiumin said coldly. She then sliced open her left palm with her sword and pressed her bloody palm against the bronze mirror, gently wiping it. Instantly, the light reflected from the mirror’s surface turned a deep crimson, its aura becoming even more terrifying.

The female cultivator behind her cried out in alarm, “Senior Sister, this will damage your cultivation!”

Gao Qiumin ignored her, glaring fiercely at Mu Xuanling behind the barrier. A voice in her mind repeated: Kill her, kill her, kill her…

From the first time she saw her, she felt an inexplicable panic, not just because of Xie Xuechen, but as if it came from her blood, from the depths of her soul – a fear and dread that Mu Xuanling’s existence would erase everything she had.

So she had to kill Mu Xuanling!

This was an attack that risked her cultivation, combining the power of magical arrays. It could even injure someone in the Fashen realm. The Pursuing Sun Arrow changed from gold to crimson, its power increasing further. Cracks immediately appeared in the barrier Xie Xuechen had left. Mu Xuanling knew things were bad and surged her spiritual power, forming armor before her body.

A faint cracking sound rang out as the red light shattered the barrier and shot toward Mu Xuanling’s face. Mu Xuanling used all her strength to strike out with her palm, but this palm didn’t meet the red light. Instead, it struck a figure in white robes.

With a gentle wave of his snow-white sleeve, the seemingly unstoppable Pursuing Sun Arrow suddenly vanished.

Gao Qiumin stared in shock at the suddenly appearing Xie Xuechen. His back was to the crowd outside, having effortlessly neutralized their attack. Now he was looking down at the person in front of him. He had taken Mu Xuanling’s full-force palm strike without any defense. Although protected by spiritual power, his blood churned, and he felt a dull pain.

Mu Xuanling hadn’t expected Xie Xuechen to appear so suddenly. She froze in place, her right hand pressed against his chest, feeling his firm chest and strong heartbeat through the thin cloth.

Xie Xuechen exhaled softly, enduring the pain as he asked in a low, hoarse voice, “Are you alright?”

Mu Xuanling finally withdrew her hand, pressing her lips together in silence, watching Xie Xuechen warily.

Seeing her so guarded, Xie Xuechen felt a trace of melancholy, though he knew it was due to the Heart-Perceiving Water.

When the barrier was attacked earlier, he immediately sensed it and rushed here without saying much to Su Ningzhen. He arrived just in time to see the barrier shatter, blocking the arrow at the last moment. Otherwise, Mu Xuanling would have been seriously injured.

He felt a bit relieved, but more so afraid. He realized his oversight. Mu Xuanling faced enemies everywhere in the Immortal Alliance; a single barrier wasn’t enough to ensure her safety. Perhaps he needed to keep her by his side at all times, within sight.

Xie Xuechen slowly turned around, looking at the agitated and angry Gao Qiumin. He said coldly, “I’ve said before, Mu Xuanling is a person of Yongxue City. No one is to harm her.”

Gao Qiumin clenched her fists, blood dripping from between her fingers. She looked at Xie Xuechen in disbelief: “Sect Leader Xie, how long will you continue to deceive yourself? She’s a half-demon, one of the Demon Clan. She doesn’t truly care for you!”

Gao Qiumin’s words echoed Mu Xuanling’s questions.

What exactly did Xie Xuechen want?

If before, Xie Xuechen had been deceived by her false affection, now that he knew he had been tricked, why was he still protecting her?

Mu Xuanling couldn’t help but judge by her standards. She guessed that Xie Xuechen wanted to pay her back in kind, to deceive her feelings and use her against Sang Qi. But she was on guard and wouldn’t be easily deceived by Xie Xuechen.

Xie Xuechen coldly glanced at Gao Qiumin, unwilling to answer any of her questions. He turned slightly, looking at Su Ningzhen, who had arrived late.

“Valley Master Su,” Xie Xuechen nodded to Su Ningzhen and said, “Please keep your disciples in check.”

Gao Qiumin’s face turned pale. She ran to Su Ningzhen’s side and said, “Master, we can’t let this demoness escape no matter what!”

Su Ningzhen frowned, looking at Mu Xuanling, then at Xie Xuechen. After a moment, she said hoarsely, “Sect Leader Xie, I understand.”

Gao Qiumin looked at Su Ningzhen in shock, her voice failing her, “Master, what’s wrong with you…”

Mu Xuanling was also somewhat surprised. This Su Ningzhen had always been calling for her death, so why was she suddenly so agreeable?

Master Xuan Xin appeared unhurriedly, smiling as he said, “The matter here is settled, I should return to Xuantian Temple. Sect Leader Xie, I’ll take the Desire Demon with me.”

Xie Xuechen nodded, “Thank you for your trouble, Master Xuan Xin.”

Xuan Xin looked at Xie Xuechen meaningfully and said, “Sect Leader Xie, be careful on your journey.”

After bidding farewell to everyone, Xuan Xin left Mirror Flower Valley.

Xie Xuechen, not wishing to linger, grasped Mu Xuanling’s wrist and pulled her into his arms, holding her waist as they took to the air.

Gao Qiumin watched angrily as Xie Xuechen took Mu Xuanling away. Tearfully, she asked Su Ningzhen, “Master, why did you do this? Sect Leader Xie’s repeated indulgence of this demoness will one day lead to irreparable losses!”

Su Ningzhen stared blankly at her feet, her mind still dwelling on what Xie Xuechen had said earlier.

“Sang Qi’s evil today is not because of me, but because of Mirror Flower Valley.”

“It was Mirror Flower Valley’s actions towards Sang Qi that led to today’s bitter fruit.”

“With me here, Mu Xuanling will not become tomorrow’s Sang Qi.”

Su Ningzhen knew better than anyone that what Xie Xuechen said was the truth.

She remembered when she brought Ning Xi back to the valley, how happily she had told her that she had fallen in love with a half-demon. He was strong yet lonely, cold yet gentle. She loved his soft, shiny silver hair, his moon-like cold eyes, and his fluffy ears. Every time she touched them, that pale, handsome face would blush adorably, making her want to hug him.

“Sister, he is the Demon Clan’s priest, the half-demon Sang Qi. He hates humans and is our enemy,” she heard herself say with disgust.

“A Zhen, it’s not like that,” Su Ningxi said gently. “He has never hated this human world. What he hates… is only himself.”

She refused the position of Valley Master of Mirror Flower Valley, rebelled against the marriage arranged by her master, and even abandoned her sister, with whom she had grown up, just to be with that half-demon.

Su Ningzhen hated that half-demon for taking away her only family. She tried her best to keep her sister, but in the end, she kept nothing.

She worried that Mu Xuanling would become tomorrow’s Sang Qi, but wasn’t today’s Sang Qi the bitter fruit sown by Mirror Flower Valley years ago?

What truly killed Ning Xi – was it Sang Qi, or was it her…
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The events in Mirror Flower Valley couldn’t be kept from the world. Nan Xuyue learned about it the next day.

Mu Xuanling had raided Mirror Flower Valley at night and was taken away by Xie Xuechen.

He was lost in thought for a moment before being called back to reality by Fu Lansheng.

At that time, he was a guest at Bixiao Palace. Fu Lansheng had sent him a paper crane message, which didn’t explain clearly what the matter was, only saying it was extremely urgent and a matter of life and death. Concerned about his carefree friend, he rushed from Two Realms Mountain to Bixiao Palace.

As soon as Nan Xuyue arrived at Bixiao Palace before he could meet Fu Yuanting, he was dragged into the backyard by Fu Lansheng, half-coaxed and half-tricked.

“This is not proper etiquette,” Nan Xuyue said, shaking his fan with some resignation. “I am, after all, the master of a manor. In terms of status, I am on equal footing with your father. How can I visit without seeing the host?”

“That’s not important,” Fu Lansheng pushed Nan Xuyue into a room, closed the door, and said with a mischievous smile, “Anyway, both my father and mother are in seclusion and have no time to see you. As the young master of the palace, I’m in charge of affairs here, so it’s the same if I meet you.”

Nan Xuyue raised an eyebrow in surprise and sat down in a chair as Fu Lansheng pushed him. He turned his head and saw a large rack nearby. The rack was made of high-quality pine wood and divided into five levels with slides, rollers, swings, and springboards. At the moment, a fluffy scent-tracking mouse was happily bouncing around on the rack.

“A Bao,” Nan Xuyue called gently.

A Bao sprang forcefully from the springboard, landing on the table in front of Nan Xuyue. Its two paws were obediently crossed in front of it as it cheerfully called out, “Manor Lord Nan, you’re here! Did sister come too?”

A Bao was living very well with Fu Lansheng. In just over a month, it had grown bigger, its fur softer and shinier, and its aura more substantial. Although half-demons didn’t cultivate easily, being close to treasure energy made their bodies healthier and allowed them to live longer.

“Sister had something to do and couldn’t come, so she sent me to see how you’re doing,” Nan Xuyue put away his fan and gently rubbed A Bao’s head, smiling as he asked, “Have you learned any bad things from Brother Lansheng?”

Fu Lansheng frowned in dissatisfaction, tapped the table, and glanced at A Bao with mock threat, saying, “I’m full of virtues, how could A Bao possibly learn anything bad?”

A Bao, with its pair of black, moist eyes, asked innocently, “What are bad things? Does ‘dragon and phoenix’ count?”

Fu Lansheng coughed violently, grabbed A Bao, and kneaded it in his palm, saying fiercely, “What nonsense are you talking about!”

A Bao hugged its head pitifully and whimpered, “Brother is bullying me!”

Nan Xuyue couldn’t help but smile, tapping Fu Lansheng’s wrist lightly with his folding fan, rescuing A Bao from Fu Lansheng’s clutches. A Bao immediately jumped into Nan Xuyue’s palm, turning its face away from Fu Lansheng.

“Brother Fu, you are the only young master of Bixiao Palace. You mustn’t go astray. The heavy responsibility of continuing the family line rests on your shoulders alone,” Nan Xuyue teased deliberately.

Fu Lansheng poured two cups of tea, gulped one down himself, and said with a dark face, “Don’t listen to this little one’s nonsense. It just learned a phrase and is using it indiscriminately. I was just trying to help it inquire about its father, which led to a misunderstanding with my mother.”

Nan Xuyue laughed, “A mother knows her child best. Elder Duan is well aware of your flirtatious nature. Seeing you so concerned about a man, it’s natural for her to have some romantic speculations.”

“Others might not know, but don’t you understand me?” Fu Lansheng sighed, “It’s not that I’m excessively flirtatious, it’s just that beauties are so passionate. I can’t bear to see beauties cry, so I have to sacrifice myself to appease them, to save all living beings.”

Nan Xuyue said, “Heh, how truly selfless of you.”

During her time with Fu Lansheng, A Bao had seen quite a few female cultivators who insisted on getting close to him. Fu Lansheng was most adept at dealing with these beautiful and passionate female cultivators. He was handsome, of noble birth, and the only heir of Bixiao Palace. Without saying much, female cultivators pursued him like mad bees and butterflies. Moreover, he was known for his sweet talk and generosity, calling every one “sister,” making him even more popular than the gentle and elegant Nan Xuyue. It was only recently, with a little scent-tracking mouse by his side, that he felt embarrassed to reveal his true nature, turning down many “sunset rendezvous,” afraid that A Bao might learn bad habits and spread the word.

Hearing them talk like this, A Bao couldn’t help but grumble, “Brother doesn’t look uncomfortable at all, he seems very happy.”

Fu Lansheng gritted his teeth and said, “I’ve spoiled you for nothing.”

A Bao’s round ears twitched, and it grabbed Nan Xuyue’s long fingers to use as a shield to protect itself.

Nan Xuyue smiled and tapped its head, then looked at Fu Lansheng and said, “Why did you urgently call me here?”

Fu Lansheng glanced at A Bao, a hint of solemnity flashing across his brow, but he laughed it off, saying, “A Bao, go play over there. We brothers have some serious matters to discuss.”

A Bao looked at him skeptically – she felt that this unserious brother was unlikely to have any serious matters to discuss.

But she obediently ran off to play on the pine wood rack in the corner.

Fu Lansheng drew a circle with his right hand, opening a barrier to block A Bao’s sight and hearing. Only then did he say to Nan Xuyue, “I recently obtained a magical artifact.” He took out a palm-sized mirror from his storage bag. “This mirror is called the ‘Blood Mirror’.”

Nan Xuyue took the mirror from Fu Lansheng’s hand. The mirror was made of an unusual material, neither silver nor silver. The oval mirror surface was pitch black, with a magical array of inscriptions carved around it.

“I got this from an evil cultivator who practiced blood sacrifice arts. He used his blood as a lure, enticing others to drink it. Then, using this Blood Mirror, he could access the senses of those related to him by blood, seeing what they see,” Fu Lansheng said. “Out of curiosity, I dropped a bit of my blood, and in the mirror, I saw my mother practicing cultivation.”

Nan Xuyue’s mind stirred: “What you saw was what Palace Master Fu saw.”

Fu Lansheng nodded: “The image only lasted for five breaths before changing to my father practicing cultivation.”

That day happened to be when Fu Yuanting and Duan Xiaorong were cultivating.

“Did you only see the two of them?” Nan Xuyue pondered, “Although Palace Master Fu and Elder Duan only have you as a son, there are other blood relatives. It seems this Blood Mirror can only see the perceptions of direct blood relatives. If the relationship is too distant, the blood connection weakens.”

“I guessed as much,” Fu Lansheng said, “However if I had other siblings, I might be able to see them too.”

Nan Xuyue gently stroked the cold mirror surface: “So, you’ve had A Bao try it? What did you see?”

Fu Lansheng’s expression grew more serious, his breathing becoming heavier: “First, I saw Yunxiu Manor…”

“That should be what A Bao’s mother, Xiuxiu, was seeing,” Nan Xuyue said.

“Then, I saw… a red moon,” Fu Lansheng said gravely. “That was the Demon Realm.”

Nan Xuyue was startled, his hand gripping the mirror tightly: “A Bao’s father is in the Demon Realm? A Bao’s father should be human, why would he be in the Demon Realm?”

“That’s why I urgently called you here. I feel this matter is too unusual,” Fu Lansheng said, feeling anxious and uneasy. “How could a normal human appear in the Demon Realm? So I have doubts about A Bao’s father’s identity.”

“Did you look again after that?” Nan Xuyue asked.

“The first time I saw the crimson moon of the Demon Realm, the mirror surface suddenly turned black in less than five breaths. I suspect he sensed he was being observed,” Fu Lansheng said. “When I tried again later, I couldn’t see anything.”

“It’s possible, but if that person could sense the observation and conceal himself from divination, his identity and power cannot be underestimated,” Nan Xuyue said gravely, rubbing the edge of the mirror. “Xiuxiu initially sought my help, and I had tried divination for Fu Cangli. But Xiuxiu knew little about Fu Cangli, only a name, making it extremely difficult to get clear results. I tried several times without success, so I deduced that Fu Cangli was not that person’s real name. A person may have many names in their lifetime, but only the first given name has a fundamental connection to the person; false names can’t be divined. So I tried a different approach… I used A Bao’s birth date and time to divine her father-daughter fate.”

Fu Lansheng asked anxiously, “What was the result?”

Nan Xuyue was silent for a moment before saying, “Their father-daughter fate is thin, only four words – ‘a single encounter’.”

“A single encounter…” Fu Lansheng murmured, “How to interpret this?”

“It means that in A Bao’s lifetime, she can only meet her father once,” Nan Xuyue said gravely. “Divination results are always ambiguous. What will happen after this meeting, I don’t know. It could be unfavorable for A Bao, or her father, but from the divination signs, it’s not auspicious. That’s why I haven’t been actively helping A Bao find Fu Cangli. This encounter, perhaps it’s better to happen later, or even not at all.”

Fu Lansheng’s heart sank, his gaze involuntarily falling on the carefree A Bao nearby. She was just a three-year-old scent-tracking mouse, with a mentality perhaps equivalent to a six or seven-year-old human girl. She had never seen her father and was eager to find him, but the outcome could very well be a life-and-death separation.

A Bao was innocent and naive, yet adorable and well-behaved, always calling him “brother,” which felt different from the female cultivators outside who called him “brother.” Fu Lansheng had grown up without siblings, and hearing it so often, he had taken A Bao to heart, as if he had such a sister. He always wanted to dote on her and spoil her, sometimes even tease her, but if she was truly sad or upset, he would feel heartache.

“Nan Xuyue…” Fu Lansheng said resolutely, “Then let’s not meet. Please help me keep this from A Bao.”

Nan Xuyue sighed and said, “If she doesn’t ask, I won’t tell. But Brother Fu, if fate dictates a single encounter, that encounter will happen sooner or later.”

Fu Lansheng rubbed his brow in frustration: “Let’s just delay it for now, and deal with it later. However, if that person is really in the Demon Realm, perhaps we could ask Mu Xuanling to help inquire. Although immortals and demons are at odds, A Bao still calls her ‘sister,’ so she shouldn’t be completely heartless towards A Bao.”

“She…” Nan Xuyue’s eyes darkened slightly, “I just heard that she has fallen into Sect Leader Xie’s hands.”

Fu Lansheng’s expression immediately became peculiar, both sympathetic and amused: “Nan Xuyue, your beloved is in someone else’s arms. She’s quite safe with Sect Leader Xie, but are you truly not bothered by this?”

Nan Xuyue smiled self-deprecatingly: “Brother Fu, my feelings for her are my affair. Her feelings for others don’t affect me.”

Fu Lansheng clicked his tongue in wonder: “Nan Xuyue, these words sound somewhat shameless, unlike you. They sound more like something I would say. The sweetness of a forced melon is known with just one taste.”

Nan Xuyue’s jade-white, slender index finger caressed the warm teacup. Lowering his gaze to the light-colored clear tea, he smiled and said, “Even if it’s bitter, it doesn’t matter.”

Some bitterness, like the tea in the cup, has an aftertaste of sweetness.

He had long divined that she and Xie Xuechen were fated to meet but not to be together in this lifetime.

So what harm was there in waiting?

Mu Xuanling, not of her own free will, was half-forced to leave Mirror Flower Valley with Xie Xuechen. Xie Xuechen used the teleportation array left by Nan Xuyue. Mu Xuanling thought Xie Xuechen was taking her back to Two Realms Mountain as a hostage to threaten Sang Qi, but after a moment of slight dizziness, she found herself in a place that was certainly not Two Realms Mountain.

The slightly humid air was filled with the fragrance of earth and herbs. As far as the eye could see, everything was lush green, teeming with vitality, invigorating to the spirit.

“Where is this place?” Mu Xuanling frowned and asked.

“Lingju Island,” Xie Xuechen answered.

“Why did you bring me to Lingju Island?” Mu Xuanling looked at Xie Xuechen warily.

Among the many islands scattered like stars in the Eastern Sea, Lingju Island was the most spiritually rich blessed land. A thousand years ago, the founder of Lingju Island established a sect here, which grew continuously. Now it was the most powerful immortal sect in the Eastern Sea. Six-tenths of the other islands were occupied by demon kings, and the rest were caves of powerful rogue cultivators. Demon forces held the absolute advantage in the Eastern Sea. The relationship between demon clans and the five sects of the Immortal Alliance fluctuated, with Lingju Island being the most friendly towards demon clans among the five sects. All demon kings of the Eastern Sea gave some face to Lingju Island.

Xie Xuechen said, “Our destination is not Lingju Island, but the neighboring Qiongju Island.”

If they were to travel by wind, it would take a day and easily reveal their whereabouts. Using the array to reach Lingju Island in an instant and then proceeding to Qiongju Island would only take a moment.

“Who’s ‘we’?” Mu Xuanling grumbled unhappily, then asked, “And what are you going to do on Qiongju Island?”

“I’m going to Mount Luowu on Qiongju Island to find a flower called the Changshou Lotus,” Xie Xuechen said.

He was looking for a flower, which seemed unrelated to her. Mu Xuanling had studied pill refining and artifact forging and had heard of the Changshou Lotus. Legend had it that in ancient times, there were ten suns in the sky. Nine were shot down, and Mount Luowu was where these nine suns were buried. Located in the eastern part of Qiongju Island, Mount Luowu covered thousands of miles and was perpetually shrouded in miasma. Even demon kings dared not set foot there, fearing they might never return. The Changshou Lotus grew in the waterless areas of Mount Luowu, as white as snow, blooming once every hundred years, with each bloom lasting a hundred years. It was said to be the main ingredient for the elixir of immortality, but no one had successfully refined it yet.

Mu Xuanling mocked, “Sect Leader Xie, so young and already seeking immortality?”

Xie Xuechen didn’t deny it. He recalled what Xuan Xin had said—

“The main ingredient of the Heart-Perceiving Water is the Heart-Perceiving Grass, which grows on Mount Luowu, accompanying the Changshou Lotus. The Heart-Perceiving Grass numbs the heart’s perception of the seven emotions and six desires, while the Changshou Lotus seed is the purest and most bitter substance in the world. They are mutually generative and restrictive. The bitterness of the lotus seed can break the medicinal properties of the Heart-Perceiving Grass, reducing the pressure of the Heart-Perceiving Water on the heart.”

“However, this method is only speculation, never verified to be effective. But the Changshou Lotus is beneficial and harmless. Even if it can’t neutralize the drug’s effects, at least it won’t cause harm.”

“Don’t let her know about this for now. She only harbors hostility towards you at the moment. Saying too much will make her put up her guard, making treatment more difficult.”

Xie Xuechen expressed gratitude for Xuan Xin’s help, but Xuan Xin sighed softly: “Sect Leader Xie, Sang Qi deliberately sent her to your side to distract you, wear you down, and evoke your inner demons, while he takes the opportunity to improve his cultivation.”

Xie Xuechen’s heart was clear as a mirror, his phoenix eyes bright, showing no trace of resentment or hatred. He tightened his arm around Mu Xuanling, unconsciously softening his voice: “At least, she’s back…”

Sang Qi’s scheme was both hidden and obvious. He saw through Xie Xuechen’s desires, making him knowingly fall into the trap.

During the night raid on Yongxue City, Sang Qi knew that Xie Xuechen cared more about the world’s people, so he used the demon flood dragon to lure Xie Xuechen away and took the opportunity to kidnap Mu Xuanling.

Later, when Sang Qi rescued Mu Xuanling again from Two Realms Mountain, he discovered that even after knowing everything, Xie Xuechen still helped her regulate her inner energy and assisted in her cultivation.

So he knew what the best weapon against Xie Xuechen was…

And Xie Xuechen simply couldn’t refuse.

Greed, anger, delusion, regret, worry, fear – his previously unblemished heart of the Way was finally invaded by inner demons.

Mu Xuanling noticed Xie Xuechen’s silence, his phoenix eyes dark. Compared to before, there seemed to be a subtle change, though she couldn’t pinpoint exactly what was different. This increased her unease, making her urge to escape even more urgent.

But under Xie Xuechen’s watchful eye, it was hard for her to make any small moves. Xie Xuechen’s perception was far keener than others, and his movements were as fast as lightning. She feared that as soon as she had the thought, he would detect it.

Reluctantly, Mu Xuanling followed Xie Xuechen, her waist held by him as they took to the air, flying towards Qiongju Island.

It was just at sunset. The sea surface was rippled by the wind, shimmering with golden light. Looking down at the Eastern Sea, islands of various sizes were scattered near and far, lush and verdant, like jade inlaid on golden sand, presenting a scene of brilliant beauty, breathtaking to behold.

Mu Xuanling had grown up in Mingyue Manor and then spent seven years in the Demon Realm. This was the first time in her life she had seen the sea. For a moment, she was dazzled by the beautiful scene before her. Her mouth slightly open, she couldn’t help but exclaim, “It’s so beautiful…”

Xie Xuechen looked down at her. Her jade-white face was outlined with soft beauty by the remaining light. Her lively and pretty peach blossom eyes reflected the sea and sky of the same color, with specks of gold scattered in the blackness, rippling with light. Her slightly parted vermilion lips were tinged with rouge, full and tempting, though there was still a barely noticeable teeth mark on her lower lip.

It was the mark he had left.

Xie Xuechen’s eyes darkened slightly, the corner of his mouth curling up. In a low voice, he said, “Yes, very beautiful.”

Absorbed in the scene before her, she didn’t notice that the “beauty” in the man’s words beside her was not the same as what she had in mind.

He intentionally slowed his speed, perhaps to let her enjoy the beautiful scene a moment longer, or to savor this moment when she had forgotten to flee and be on guard. He tightened his arm around her waist, and removed the barrier, allowing the gentle, moist sea breeze to brush their cheeks. Lowering his head slightly, he could smell the faint fragrance in her hair.

Alas, the sun would eventually set.
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They arrived at Qiongju Island just as dusk fell, but the island was bustling with activity, brightly lit and as lively as daytime.

Ji Xuezhen brushed aside Mu Xuanling’s hair that had been tousled by the sea breeze. His slightly cool and rough fingertips grazed her delicate cheek, causing a subtle tingling sensation that made her pause. Ji Xuezhen spoke casually, “Qiongju Island is within the demon race’s sphere of influence. The Eastern Sea demons have always been unruly and have a fierce temperament. Try not to provoke them. We’ll collect the Changshou Lotus and then leave.”

Mu Xuanling thought coldly to herself – I’ll provoke them on purpose.

“If you deliberately cause trouble, you’ll face the consequences yourself,” Ji Xuezhen warned mildly. “Although I will protect you, I also have my limits.”

Mu Xuanling pouted and snorted, “If I were to call you ‘Sect Master Ji’ here, do you think those Demon Kings would come out in full force to kill you?”

Ji Xuezhen chuckled lightly, “They wouldn’t, they wouldn’t dare, and they couldn’t.”

This was confidence bordering on arrogance.

Mu Xuanling was momentarily speechless but had to admit that what Ji Xuezhen said was true. Although the relationship between the Eastern Sea demons and the Divine Continent Immortal Alliance wasn’t good, it wasn’t a life-or-death situation. Unless there was significant profit to be gained, the Demon Kings wouldn’t risk their lives to kill the Immortal Alliance’s Sect Master.

Ji Xuezhen continued, “I’m concealing my aura and hiding my strength not because I fear them, but because I don’t want to disturb the locals. Don’t cause trouble for the Eastern Sea demons.”

Mu Xuanling felt frustrated and gnashed her teeth in anger. Ji Xuezhen was indeed too powerful. Revealing his identity wouldn’t be troublesome for him, but for the Eastern Sea demons. Her plan to use the demons against Ji Xuezhen was crushed before it could even begin.

Ji Xuezhen unceremoniously grasped her hand, his wide sleeve covering their interlocked fingers. Mu Xuanling tried to break free, but he squeezed her palm.

“This place is full of all sorts of characters. You’d better stay close,” Ji Xuezhen said in a low voice. “I have other ways to restrain you, but you wouldn’t want to try them.”

This was the misery of being less skilled – one could only be at the mercy of others, helpless and on the verge of tears.

Mu Xuanling suddenly understood the pain Ji Xuezhen must have felt when his divine apertures were sealed. How could karma come so quickly in this world…

She resigned herself to following beside Ji Xuezhen, moving forward with the crowd. The main city of Qiongju Island looked not much different from human towns. Demons had always admired human civilization, borrowing from their customs in food, clothing, housing, and transportation. However, they couldn’t shed their bestial nature and couldn’t learn moral integrity. The streets were thick with demonic energy, and as far as the eye could see, nine out of ten were demons in human form, with a few overseas cultivators scattered about.

Most demons here chose to take human form because some demons’ beast forms were too large and inconvenient for travel. However, even in human form, they were still proud of their original forms, which was reflected in their attire. For example, some snake demons transformed their hair into small green snakes, some rabbit spirits wore fake white ears on their heads, and some fox spirits sat on stools, wagging their fluffy tails with their buttocks raised. Half-demons living among humans would carefully conceal traces of their half-demon bloodline, but these full demons flaunted their features shamelessly. Precisely because they weren’t half-demons, they could freely pretend to be.

The higher a demon’s cultivation, the more beautiful and alluring their appearance. The demons on the street were of all varieties, each exuding charm and extraordinary beauty. They dressed boldly – female demons with exposed chests and bare thighs, most male demons shirtless, showing off firm, sexy chests and abs. Mu Xuanling stared wide-eyed, unable to look away.

Ji Xuezhen frowned slightly and pulled Mu Xuanling in front of him, blocking her lingering gaze on those male demons. He said in a deep voice, “Don’t look too much.”

Mu Xuanling glanced at Ji Xuezhen and laughed mockingly, “Sect Master Ji, look how open these demons are. You’re the only one all buttoned up, yet you’re the one getting all the attention.”

Ji Xuezhen, in his pristine white robes, looked cold and aloof, meticulous in his appearance. He stood out in this place, his features handsome and dignified, otherworldly. He caught the eye of many amorous female demons who kept batting their eyelashes at him, trying to seduce him flirtatiously. They simply assumed this handsome cultivator was an overseas wanderer, never imagining he could be the Immortal Alliance’s Sect Master.

Ji Xuezhen had always been indifferent to others’ gazes, but he couldn’t tolerate those demons eyeing Mu Xuanling. He intentionally kept her on the inside, using his body to block others’ views, but he couldn’t stop Mu Xuanling’s wandering eyes. He began to doubt Xuan Xin’s words – wasn’t the Enlightenment Water supposed to cut off all emotions and desires? It seemed Mu Xuanling had only severed her feelings for him.

Yet the existence of the Tears of All Beings was an undeniable fact…

Ji Xuezhen suppressed the irritation in his heart and said coolly, “Demons only imitate human form without human nature. They don’t understand human etiquette and shame.”

Mu Xuanling retorted, “How noble is human nature? It’s just using a hypocritical facade to hide a despicable heart. Otherwise, where would so many inner demons come from? I think demon nature is better than human nature. At least they’re not hypocritical. They expose themselves openly, and I look at them frankly. It’s better than certain hypocrites who want to look but hide it.”

Ji Xuezhen’s breath caught. Mu Xuanling was right – he was hypocritical. Even wanting to look at her, he had to restrain himself.

Seeing his unusual expression, as if she had hit the mark, Mu Xuanling became even more smug. “You do want to look, don’t you? Which one? Is it that pitiful rabbit demon, or the charming and alluring fox spirit? I see they’re interested in you too. You’re a sword cultivator, not an ascetic. You don’t need to preserve your virginity. There’s nothing wrong with having some fun…”

Halfway through her speech, Mu Xuanling’s mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out – her speech aperture had been sealed!

Ji Xuezhen’s fingertip touched her lip, emitting a faint white light. He couldn’t help but gently rub the small wound on her lip, saying in a deep voice, “If you can’t speak properly, then don’t speak at all.”

Mu Xuanling stared in disbelief, her eyes reddening with anger. Instinctively, she tried to bite Ji Xuezhen’s fingertip. Ji Xuezhen couldn’t withdraw his hand in time and was bitten on his index finger. The moist, warm breath enveloped his fingertip, causing him to pause slightly, his heart skipping a beat.

A Dharma body is indestructible, how could she possibly bite through it? But Ji Xuezhen, fearing his protective spiritual energy might damage her teeth, had relaxed his force, allowing her to leave shallow teeth marks on his knuckle.

Mu Xuanling released her bite with sore teeth, her red eyes glaring at Ji Xuezhen. Her cheeks were puffed out, but she couldn’t speak.

Ji Xuezhen put his hand behind his back, rubbing the tingling spot on his knuckle. He couldn’t help but curl his thin lips slightly, saying in a hoarse voice, “With your eyes red like that, you do look a bit like a rabbit demon.”

Mu Xuanling was taken aback, her mouth opening and closing. Ji Xuezhen understood.

— So you were sneaking glances at the rabbit demon!

Ji Xuezhen’s handsome face darkened slightly. He hadn’t been.

Aren’t all rabbits in the world the same?

Ji Xuezhen led Mu Xuanling into the first inn they saw after entering the city. He said in a low voice, “Luowu Mountain is even more dangerous at night. Let’s rest for the night and set out early tomorrow morning.”

Mu Xuanling, still sulking, couldn’t say anything.

The inn was noisy. Demons, unrefined in their manners, spoke and behaved quite rudely. In the main hall, over a dozen demons made as much noise as hundreds of people.

A charming and alluring female demon noticed the two as they entered. Her eyes lit up, and she sauntered over, swaying her hips. The demoness had slightly curled hair with crimson tips, her chest half-exposed, her waist as slim as a water snake, with a red gemstone adorning her navel, particularly eye-catching. The demoness’s gaze flitted ambiguously between the two, and she blew a fragrant breath towards Ji Xuezhen, saying in a coquettish voice, “Hello, cultivator brother. Are you from Spirit Luan Island?”

Disciples of Spirit Luan Island would have a spirit phoenix totem embroidered on the chest of their robes. The demoness didn’t see such a totem on Ji Xuezhen’s chest, but seeing him with a half-demon in tow, she guessed only male cultivators from Spirit Luan Island wouldn’t despise half-demons.

Ji Xuezhen replied coldly, “No.”

The demoness smiled upon hearing this, her gaze becoming even more alluring. She leaned against the counter languidly, her ample bosom nearly spilling out, her slender waist as soft and delicate as a willow branch. Every part of her was captivating.

“So, cultivator brother is a wandering cultivator… Are you two looking for lodging?” the demoness asked with a smile. “Unfortunately, there are no vacant rooms in the inn today.”

Ji Xuezhen’s brow furrowed slightly.

The demoness seductively brushed her slightly curled hair, the tips grazing her lips as she said in a bewitching voice, “However, my room is quite spacious, and the bed is very soft. Would the cultivator brother like to share it with me? It’s free of charge…”

The surrounding demons erupted in raucous cheers. A somewhat shrill voice called out, “Manager She has her eye on a human cultivator again. Are we fox demons not good enough?”

The demoness addressed as Manager She glanced sideways at the speaker, flicking out her snake tongue in response to the provocation. She smiled and said, “I just prefer the dignity of human cultivators. Unlike you fox spirits who are in heat all the time.”

The fox demon didn’t take offense and shouted back, “Isn’t that just perfect for you!”

Manager She ignored the fox demon and turned back to gaze lovingly at Ji Xuezhen. Ji Xuezhen’s expression remained cold and indifferent. Without sparing Manager She another glance, he said to Mu Xuanling, “If that’s the case, we’ll find another inn.”

As Ji Xuezhen put his arm around Mu Xuanling and turned to leave, Manager She drawled lazily, “There’s not a single vacant room on Qiongju Island right now. The Demon Race Martial Arts Competition starts in two days, and many powerful demons have gathered on the island. Don’t say I didn’t warn you – if you offend the wrong Demon King, you’ll die.”

Demon Race Martial Arts Competition?

Mu Xuanling halted her steps, turning back to look at Manager She in confusion. Beside her, Ji Xuezhen asked, “The Demon Race Martial Arts Competition shouldn’t be for another half year.”

Manager She expressed surprise, “Aren’t you here for the competition? It was originally scheduled for half a year later, but for some reason, it’s been moved up. The island wasn’t fully prepared, so things are a bit chaotic.”

The demons of the Eastern Sea Islands hold this competition every thirty years. Adult demons can participate, and many hope to make a name for themselves, join under a Demon King, or establish themselves as kings and claim an island. Generally, famous and powerful demons don’t participate, but each competition sees unknown demons rise to prominence, showcasing extraordinary skills and becoming formidable Demon Kings. The Divine Continent harbors many powerful demons cultivating in seclusion, and the Eastern Sea Islands have numerous blessed lands. It’s not uncommon for demons who have cultivated in obscurity for a century to suddenly become famous. Such a grand event naturally attracts many demons and human cultivators, and with crowds come conflicts. Spirit Luan Island commands respect in the Eastern Sea, so both demons and human cultivators show them deference. Therefore, disciples of Spirit Luan Island often help maintain order and mediate disputes.

Earlier, Manager She had thought Ji Xuezhen was from Spirit Luan Island and wanted to treat him with respect. Now knowing he was a wandering cultivator, she felt free to flirt. Ji Xuezhen, in his snow-white robes, looked extraordinarily handsome and otherworldly, like a celestial being. He had intentionally concealed his aura, so others couldn’t sense his true cultivation level and assumed he was just a Golden Core realm wandering cultivator, thus showing no reverence. He wanted to keep a low profile, but his appearance and demeanor made that difficult. To the lustful demons, he was a delectable dish. However, Manager She couldn’t quite figure out Mu Xuanling’s identity. Although she could sense demonic energy from her, she couldn’t tell what kind of demon she was.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you. The island is quite chaotic these days, and it’s dangerous outside. My inn, however, is safe,” Manager She said with a smile, her words brimming with confidence.

Both Ji Xuezhen and Mu Xuanling could tell that Manager She was quite powerful, likely a snake demon over 500 years old. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be able to run an inn on the diverse and chaotic Qiongju Island. Many demons in the inn eyed the beautiful snake demoness covetously, but none dared to be disrespectful.

“Little sister, are you and this cultivator brother companions?” Manager She didn’t ask if they were Dao partners because Dao partners must be on the same path to dual cultivate, and humans and half-demons couldn’t dual cultivate. However, there were cases of humans being attracted to half-demons for their beauty and forming partnerships.

Mu Xuanling gave a cold laugh and crossed her arms but couldn’t speak.

But Ji Xuezhen could, and he said, “Yes.”

Mu Xuanling was startled and looked sharply at Ji Xuezhen, silently mouthing: No!

Manager She raised an eyebrow in surprise, her gaze flitting between the two. She couldn’t quite figure out their relationship now – it almost seemed like the half-demon was being held captive…

But that didn’t matter to her; she didn’t care about the half-demon’s well-being.

Manager She put on a smile again and said coyly, “That’s fine too. Little sister can join us. My bed is big enough, and the more, the merrier.” She winked, her chest half-exposed, exuding a sensual charm that made the surrounding demons’ eyes burn with desire.

Mu Xuanling’s face stiffened, her eyes filled with suspicion.

Was it what she thought it meant?

Her ears reddened slightly, feeling both embarrassed and annoyed. Her experience was limited; she didn’t understand the customs of the Eastern Sea demons and had just been propositioned by a snake demon.

Sang Qi had also spent considerable time in the Eastern Sea. Although he knew what the Eastern Sea demons were like, given his personality, he naturally wouldn’t have taught Mu Xuanling such useless knowledge. Demons had always been indulgent and followed their desires, especially snake and fox demons who particularly enjoyed carnal pleasures and were indiscriminate in their tastes. For demons, mating, and reproduction were natural and important matters – what was there to be ashamed of? If they liked someone, they would propose intimacy. Whether one had a Dao partner or spouse wasn’t a consideration; in fact, they found it more fun with more participants.

The snake demon before them was exactly like this.

Mu Xuanling felt that she, as the Holy Maiden of the Demon Race, was being excessively proper. It turned out that “proper” demons were so improper!
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Xie Xuechen’s face darkened. He tightened his grip on Mu Xuanling’s hand and turned to leave without a word.

Proprietor She, who greatly coveted Xie Xuechen, had been unusually attentive and flattering. Unexpectedly rebuffed, anger surged in her heart. Her pupils contracted, transforming into vertical red slits. A strong demonic aura emanated from her. Simultaneously, a towering figure blocked Xie Xuechen’s path.

It was a black bear demon, with an imposing stature of eight feet tall. Its fists alone were as large as a human head, its body rippling with muscles, exuding a terrifying presence.

“My establishment isn’t a place you can come and go as you please,” Proprietor She hissed, her snake tongue flicking out, her eyes gleaming with malice. Her curly hair moved without wind, resembling writhing little snakes. “Xiong Gao beat them half to death. Bring me the Mustard Seed Pouch and the man. The half-demon is yours.”

The black bear demon, called Xiong Gao, nodded with a vicious grin. “This half-demon looks quite delicious…”

The demons in the inn watched the scene unfold with amused smiles, seemingly accustomed to such occurrences. A fox demon remarked sourly, “Proprietor She is so soft-hearted, not even willing to beat them to death.”

Another demon laughed, “With one punch from Xiong Gao, even a Golden Core cultivator would explode. It’s not easy to beat someone half to death; leaving a whole corpse would be difficult.”

Xie Xuechen remained impassive, unfazed by the threat before him. He took three steps back, pushing Mu Xuanling in front of Xiong Gao, and said calmly, “You deal with her.”

Mu Xuanling was stunned, turning her head to look at Xie Xuechen.

Xie Xuechen waved his hand, unsealing her ability to speak. Immediately, Mu Xuanling exclaimed, “Why aren’t you fighting?”

Xie Xuechen replied, “If I were to act, it would alert the Demon King. This bear demon isn’t strong. You can handle him easily.”

Mu Xuanling’s chest heaved as she suppressed her anger. “Why should I listen to you? You’ve taken me hostage, and now you want me to be your fighter?”

Xie Xuechen pondered briefly, “If you’re unwilling, I won’t force you.”

As he reached out to seal her lips again, Mu Xuanling quickly covered her mouth and stepped back, hastily saying, “I’ll do it!”

Xie Xuechen smiled slightly and nodded, “I’ll be watching you.”

Mu Xuanling, filled with anger, turned to face Xiong Gao, who was equally enraged. The two had been talking as if he wasn’t even there, completely disregarding his presence! He let out a heavy breath, his eyes flashing with killing intent. Slowly raising his right hand, he clenched it into a fist. Demonic power gathered around his fist, manifesting as black flames. A terrifying pressure enveloped the entire inn, causing the other demons to pale and retreat to the sides, assuming defensive postures.

“Xiong Gao must have encountered some fortuitous opportunity. He’s much stronger than last year. He might make quite a stir at this Martial Arts Competition,” one demon whispered.

“His technique is extremely powerful and fierce. Few demons at the same level can defeat him,” another added.

Whispers echoed from the corners as Xiong Gao grinned, his massive fist suddenly smashing toward Mu Xuanling. The wave of demonic power ruffled the strands of hair by Mu Xuanling’s temples. Her expression turned serious as she raised both hands, crossing them before her chest. Spiritual power surged from her palms, forming a shield. The punch, with its mountain-toppling force, landed on the shield but could advance no further. Mu Xuanling felt the pressure and frowned slightly. With a thought, Duan Nian suddenly appeared in the air, lashing out with devastating force toward Xiong Gao’s face, its power even more terrifying than the bear demon’s punch!

Xiong Gao withdrew his fist and raised his arm to block Duan Nian. Two streams of contrasting spiritual power collided violently. After a moment of stalemate, the black demonic flames were split in two by the purple whip. With a crack, it struck Xiong Gao’s face, leaving a deep gash that exposed bone. Blood sprayed out!

Xiong Gao fell to his knees, howling in pain. One of his eyes had been blinded, and he let out heart-wrenching screams.

Proprietor She, who had been smiling moments ago, suddenly changed expression. Her breathing became heavy as she narrowed her vertical pupils. The demonic aura around her intensified, and her long legs transformed into a snake’s tail, covered in red scales with gold patterns, thick and powerful. Her true form was a golden-threaded red snake, extremely venomous and with a penchant for lust and killing. With seven to eight hundred years of cultivation, her strength surpassed Xiong Gao’s and was approaching the Demon King realm. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have been able to run a black market inn in this chaotic place.

Xie Xuechen, on his first visit to Qiongju Island, was unaware of the local situation. Proprietor She had assumed he was just an ordinary Golden Core wandering cultivator. Feeling slighted by his indifference, she had harbored ill intentions and ordered Xiong Gao to attack, planning to rob them of both virtue and wealth. However, she hadn’t expected that before he could act, the half-demon he was holding captive would display such shocking strength.

Something was amiss!

Proprietor She was startled as she suddenly realized that Mu Xuanling had been using spiritual power. How could a half-demon possess spiritual power? Could she be a human cultivator?

Her strength was above Xiong Gao’s, so wouldn’t the cultivator who had captured her be even more powerful?

She stared intently at Xie Xuechen. This white-robed cultivator’s outward aura appeared to be just a slightly stronger Golden Core, but if he was concealing his true cultivation level, and she couldn’t see through his disguise, there was only one possibility – his strength surpassed hers…

Cold sweat broke out on Proprietor She’s brow. Above her level, could he be a human Fashen…

While there were Fashen among wandering cultivators, they were all long-established figures. She couldn’t think of any wandering Fashen cultivator that matched the appearance of the handsome man before her. She still clung to a glimmer of hope – if he wasn’t a Fashen, she might still be able to stop him by inciting the other demons present.

Proprietor She’s eyes flickered towards Mu Xuanling – she could at least deal with her. With this thought, her thick snake tail swept towards Mu Xuanling. However, Xie Xuechen had long anticipated her intentions. He lightly waved his sleeve, and a fierce gale like countless sharp blades slashed at the snake’s tail. The scales of the golden-threaded red snake were known for their hardness, but this gale struck the tail with such force that it peeled off several red scales. Blood sprayed out, and the Proprietor She screamed in pain, looking at the man before her in disbelief.

This man was a Fashen realm cultivator. She had been careless to provoke such a figure!

Proprietor She’s a heart filled with regret, but Fashen cultivators were known for their pride. She had offended him deeply, and begging for mercy now would be useless. Her only option was to do everything in her power to kill him!

“This is demon territory. Human cultivators have no right to run wild here!” Proprietor She shouted. “Attack together! Kill this human cultivator, and I’ll reward you with my red snake essence blood!”

Her red snake essence blood contained powerful demonic energy, highly beneficial for demon cultivation. Upon hearing this, the crowd of demons’ eyes lit up with greed. They could only sense Xie Xuechen’s Golden Core aura, and the half-demon seemed even less of a threat. Incited by Proprietor She, they excitedly pounced towards Xie Xuechen.

Just as Xie Xuechen was about to summon his Jun Tian Sword, the inn’s main door was forcefully pushed open by a strong gust of wind. A tall, slender man slowly walked in. He wore a long black robe and had stern features, with a fierce scar running from his temple to his jaw on the left side of his face, making him an intimidating sight. The demons immediately noticed the red phoenix totem on his chest and their expressions changed.

“It’s someone from Spirit Luan Island, a Crimson Phoenix cultivator with a facial scar… It’s Jiang Li,” a demon whispered.

All disciples of Spirit Luan Island wore phoenix totems on their chests, but the colors differed, representing their strength and power within the sect. From highest to lowest, the colors were red, purple, blue, and black. A Crimson Phoenix cultivator, if not a Fashen, was at least half-step to Fashen. Within the sect, they were second only to He Xianwo, either as elders or honored guests.

“There are traces of a fight here,” the black-robed Crimson Phoenix cultivator coldly surveyed the surroundings, looking at Xie Xuechen. “The Island Master has decreed that during the Martial Arts Competition, peace shall be maintained. Demons are forbidden from harming human cultivators.”

Spirit Luan Island held considerable prestige in the Eastern Sea, with even the Demon Kings treating He Xianwo with courtesy and respect. The Martial Arts Competition was a grand event for demonkind, but given the nature of demons, maintaining order during the competition was no easy task, let alone ensuring the safety of some wandering cultivators. Spirit Luan Island had an agreement with the Demon Kings: they would assist in organizing the competition, but strictly prohibited demons from harming human cultivators. With the Five Sects of the Immortal Alliance as their backing and the Demon Kings’ approval to maintain order, neither humans nor demons dared to offend the cultivators of Spirit Luan Island.

Moreover, the one who had arrived was a Crimson Phoenix cultivator.

Proprietor She, enduring the pain, retracted her snake tail. Her legs were bleeding, but she forced a smile on her face. “Daoist Jiang, it’s all a misunderstanding. This cultivator wanted to stay at the inn, and I was more than happy to welcome him.”

Jiang Li ignored her, keeping his gaze fixed on Xie Xuechen.

Xie Xuechen nodded slightly, “Indeed.”

Hearing his response, Proprietor She immediately breathed a sigh of relief, realizing he had no intention of pursuing the matter further. Whether it was fighting this enigmatic wandering cultivator or being held accountable by Jiang Li, either would have been a life-threatening situation.

“I’ll arrange the rooms right away,” Proprietor She said with a forced smile.

At this point, she’d be happy to give away not just a room, but the entire inn if necessary.

Jiang Li glanced at Xiong Gao, who was slumped to the side with blood streaming down his face, and made an educated guess about the human cultivator’s strength—perhaps his intervention wasn’t needed after all.

Jiang Li addressed Xie Xuechen, “I am Jiang Li, a cultivator from Spirit Luan Island. If you encounter any difficulties on the island, you can find me at Coral Residence.”

Xie Xuechen nodded slightly, “Thank you.”

He didn’t introduce himself, and Jiang Li, recognizing his intention to conceal his identity, didn’t press further. He left the inn without another word.

Mu Xuanling’s gaze lingered on Jiang Li’s retreating figure before turning to Xie Xuechen with a teasing tone, “Daoist Xie, you’re quite the gentleman, sparing that snake demon and even planning to stay at this inn?”

Proprietor She, hearing her name mentioned, stiffened her shoulders and hastily replied, “It was my mistake for offending you both. I’ll arrange an upper room for you two right away!”

Mu Xuanling turned to Proprietor She and said, “Two rooms!”

Proprietor She hesitated, looking towards Xie Xuechen.

Xie Xuechen said, “One room.”

Mu Xuanling knew Xie Xuechen was guarding against any tricks she might attempt, but the thought of sharing a room with him made her uncomfortable.

“It’ll be too cramped with two people!” Mu Xuanling protested.

Proprietor She quickly interjected, “Not at all! My upper rooms are very spacious. Two people won’t be crowded at all. It’s more lively with more people.”

Mu Xuanling: “…”

Xie Xuechen: “Your heart rate suddenly increased.”

To hell with ‘more lively with more people’!

Mu Xuanling was filled with complaints but dared not voice them. She knew that if she said anything disagreeable, the cold-hearted Immortal Alliance Sect Leader would seal her ability to speak again.

Entering the upper room, she looked around. The room was indeed large, possibly designed with demons who prefer to sleep in their original forms in mind. The bed was several times larger than those used by humans. It could easily accommodate four or five people without fear of falling off.

But no matter how large, she still didn’t want to share a bed with Xie Xuechen.

She sat down on a chair with a cold expression, saying nothing.

Xie Xuechen, aware of her discomfort, said, “You can sleep on the bed. I’ll meditate.”

Mu Xuanling replied sarcastically, “I’m just a prisoner. How could I deserve to sleep on the bed? I should be grateful for even having a chair.”

Xie Xuechen nodded, his tone serious, “Since you know you’re a prisoner, you should obey.”

Mu Xuanling glared at him fiercely, her eyes reddening again, grinding her back teeth audibly.

“You’re deliberately getting back at me, aren’t you?” Mu Xuanling sneered. “Because I teased you earlier when your divine apertures were sealed, you’re retaliating even more severely. I didn’t expect the Immortal Alliance Sect Leader to be so petty and vindictive.”

Xie Xuechen slowly walked up to her, seemingly realizing something. “So that’s how you see me…”

Mu Xuanling snorted coldly, her face full of disdain and mockery. “What else? Am I wrong?”

Xie Xuechen suddenly leaned in slightly, gently cupping her chin. His voice was cool, like thin ice, but with a hint of huskiness. “Then do you remember what you did before?”

Forced to look up and meet his gaze, Mu Xuanling found herself lost in his deep phoenix eyes.

What had she done…

She had merely forcefully kissed him, stripped off his clothes, and rolled around with him on a bed.

Mu Xuanling couldn’t speak, but her expression was very unpleasant.

Xie Xuechen chuckled softly, “It seems you remember everything. Do you want me to ‘retaliate even more severely’ and be ‘petty and vindictive’?” His calloused fingertip gently caressed the soft skin of her cheek, pressing against the corner of her lips. “Didn’t you say… since I’m a sword cultivator, I don’t need to preserve my Yang essence?”

Mu Xuanling’s heart raced, whether from fear or something else, she didn’t know. She remained rigid, not daring to move, her entire body tense.

Xie Xuechen’s eyes darkened. They were too close, close enough for him to count her thick eyelashes and see the panic in her eyes.

He lowered his gaze and smiled bitterly, suppressing the desire in his heart. Under the control of the Heart-Enlightening Water, she couldn’t develop feelings for him. His closeness only brought her fear and unease.

Xie Xuechen reluctantly let go and turned away, sensing the person behind him secretly sighing in relief. He closed his eyes in disappointment.

“Will you obey, or do you want me to retaliate?” he asked.

In the next moment, Mu Xuanling had already flashed onto the bed, kicked off her shoes, and wrapped herself in the blanket, lying on the innermost side of the large bed.

Her heart was still pounding. The Xie Xuechen just now seemed very unfamiliar to her… He had always been cold and aloof, emotionless. Now, although still cold and emotionless, he seemed to have lost that sense of otherworldly detachment, replaced by an indescribable aura.

This change seemed to have occurred after the Greed Prison incident. What exactly had happened in the Greed Prison that she couldn’t remember at all?

But she couldn’t ask. If she did, Xie Xuechen would know she had lost her memory, and he might not tell the truth anyway. If she couldn’t trust his answer, there was no point in asking, as it would only add to her worries.

Mu Xuanling curled up entirely under the blanket, then secretly pulled it down a bit to peek at Xie Xuechen.

As a Fashen cultivator, he could easily substitute meditation for sleep. He was now sitting cross-legged on the soft couch, eyes closed, his handsome face calm and solemn. As he circulated his divine technique, light flowed around his body, making him appear as untouchable as a deity.

—It was as if the scene from moments ago had been just her imagination.

Mu Xuanling lowered her gaze suspiciously. Being a person with many thoughts, the more she pondered, the more complex it became. She had thought she wouldn’t be able to sleep sharing a room with Xie Xuechen, but unexpectedly, she drifted off into dreamland.

In her dream, she didn’t know where she was. The sound of howling wind seemed to be in her ears. She wanted to open her eyes, but her eyelids felt as heavy as a thousand pounds. Suddenly, the wind quieted down, and she heard a man’s restrained breathing and a husky call—

“Ling’er…”

She abruptly opened her eyes and saw a pair of black phoenix eyes tinged with desire.

And so she awoke from her dream with a start.

Outside the window, dawn was just breaking. Xie Xuechen was still in the same position as last night, meditating in the distance. Hearing movement from the bed, he slightly opened his eyes and looked towards her.

“Did you have a nightmare?” Xie Xuechen asked seriously.

Mu Xuanling’s chest heaved violently, her face still showing traces of shock. Anyone who saw her would think the same.

Was that a nightmare?

Yes, it was a nightmare. Being intimate with Xie Xuechen was a nightmare for her!

Mu Xuanling pursed her lips. The warm sensation was too intense, lingering, and even slightly painful. Although she had forcefully kissed Xie Xuechen a few times before, he had always been cold and resistant. However, the Xie Xuechen in last night’s dream was very different…

Could snowflakes also be scorching hot?

Mu Xuanling rubbed her face vigorously—it was all because of that Proprietor She saying “more lively with more people”! And Xie Xuechen talking about being “petty and vindictive”! It caused her to have such an outrageous dream!
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Qiongju Island was one of the largest islands in the Eastern Sea, with terrain rising from west to east. Although Luowu Mountain was a single peak, it occupied half of the eastern side of Qiongju Island. Viewed from the west, the lower slopes of Luowu Mountain were lush and verdant, interspersed with cherry pink and peach red hues, while the summit was covered in snow, soaring into the clouds. At the foot of Luowu Mountain lay a vast, dense forest.

From above, this thick forest was shrouded in heavy mist, obscuring the terrain below. The mist wasn’t purely water vapor, but a mixture of various deadly poisonous miasmas – some fatal, some hallucinogenic, and all extremely dangerous. This dense forest was known as Qifeng Forest, a place where ordinary cultivators dared not tread, and even Demon Kings kept their distance. However, the forest was home to many strange beasts and even divine creatures. It was said that some had seen phoenixes soaring through the forest, though the truth of this was uncertain.

Xie Xuechen was traveling by wind, but as he approached Qifeng Forest, he felt an unusually attractive force interfering with his direction and Yuan Power. His Fashen intuition was keen, and he immediately descended into the forest.

“This miasma interferes with Yuan Power fluctuations, somewhat similar to demonic energy,” Xie Xuechen said with a grave expression. “Flight is impossible here.”

Mu Xuanling looked around, seeing that the flora in this dense forest grew exceptionally robust, with more vibrant colors. A sweet, cloying fragrance permeated the air, though its source was unknown. Looking up at the sky, they could only see thick mist, with even the sun barely visible. Everything seemed veiled by a thin gauze, dulling the five senses, and visibility was limited to less than a hundred paces.

Feeling the latent danger lurking all around, Mu Xuanling couldn’t help but hold her breath and said helplessly, “Sect Leader Xie, why did you have to bring me along to find the Changshou Lotus? This is no place for cultivators below the Fashen realm.”

Xie Xuechen replied gently, “Don’t worry, I’m here.”

“That’s precisely why I’m more worried,” Mu Xuanling rolled her eyes.

Xie Xuechen: “Heh.”

Xie Xuechen chuckled softly and took Mu Xuanling’s hand, saying, “Let’s go. We must leave this forest before nightfall.”

Mu Xuanling seemed to give up resisting and allowed him to lead her by the hand as they advanced toward Luowu Mountain.

From deep within the mist came eerie sounds – sometimes like the whimpers of fierce beasts, sometimes like chewing noises, and at other times, heavy breathing. Unable to see, the sounds alone conjured even more vivid imaginary scenes.

Mu Xuanling’s expression gradually grew serious. Just then, Xie Xuechen suddenly stopped in his tracks. Mu Xuanling reacted a moment too late, unable to halt her forward momentum. Xie Xuechen grabbed her wrist and pulled her into his embrace. Mu Xuanling involuntarily collided with Xie Xuechen’s chest. Just as she was about to speak, she heard footsteps approaching from ahead.

Although Xie Xuechen’s senses were dulled by the miasma, upon hearing these footsteps, his expression darkened, and his grip on Mu Xuanling’s shoulder unconsciously tightened.

“Xie Xuechen…” A graceful figure became increasingly clear in the mist, and the voice that came made Mu Xuanling’s entire body stiffen.

It was her voice!

Identical, completely identical to her voice, but the tone was different. That voice called Xie Xuechen’s name with affection, yet revealing a hint of grievance and sadness.

Mu Xuanling stiffly watched as the figure gradually became clearer. She emerged from the mist, identical to Mu Xuanling in appearance and dress.

This wasn’t the first time Xie Xuechen had seen something take on Mu Xuanling’s form, such as lust demons, but he never relied solely on his eyes to observe people. Instead, he used his mind’s eye, able to distinguish each person’s heartbeat and breathing and see the aura surrounding them. Thus, no illusion could deceive him.

But this person before him… not just in appearance, but in footsteps, breathing, heartbeat, and even aura, was identical to Mu Xuanling!

“Xie Xuechen, come quickly, the one beside you is fake!” That person called anxiously while walking towards Xie Xuechen.

Mu Xuanling clenched her fists, a wave of panic rising in her heart: “What exactly are you?”

“That’s what I should be asking you!” The approaching Mu Xuanling glared coldly at her counterpart in Xie Xuechen’s arms. “As soon as I entered the forest, I was pulled away by some strange force. Was that your doing? You’re a forest spirit, taking my form to deceive Xie Xuechen!”

Mu Xuanling laughed coldly: “What a fine way to turn the tables.” As she spoke, her right hand opened, grasping Duannian. “You may imitate me well, but a fight will reveal who’s real and who’s fake!”

The person opposite wore the same cold smile, extending her right hand, an identical Duannian appearing in her palm. “Indeed, a fight will reveal the truth, you monster!”

Mu Xuanling stared in shock at the Duannian in that person’s hand – how could this be possible?

Duannian was personally forged by Sangqi; there couldn’t possibly be a second one in this world!

Before she could figure out what was happening, the Duannian opposite was already slashing towards her face. Mu Xuanling was gently pushed behind Xie Xuechen, who raised his hand to intercept the fierce whip.

The person opposite looked both angry and aggrieved: “Xie Xuechen, have you been bewitched by her too? I’m the real Mu Xuanling!”

Xie Xuechen gazed deeply at the person before him. Indeed, she was identical to Mu Xuanling, including her eyes. It reminded him of that day in the forest outside Xiao City, when he had attacked her to save someone, yet she had shown mercy, still full of grievance and anger.

— You’re just taking advantage of the fact that I like you!

It seemed that from that moment, he had truly begun to acknowledge her genuine feelings – though he didn’t know when they had started, they were sincere.

“Xie Xuechen, you’re bullying me…” Those beautiful peach blossom eyes before he misted over, making him momentarily lose focus, unable to help to feel distressed.

However, a whip from behind interrupted his thoughts.

Another Duannian mercilessly struck his back, tearing his clothes and revealing his firm, broad back muscles. It left a faint whip mark on his jade-like, luminous skin.

Xie Xuechen turned his head to look at Mu Xuanling, whose eyes were cold. Seeing that Duannian couldn’t break through Xie Xuechen’s defenses, she frowned and immediately abandoned the attempt, fleeing deeper into the mist.

Xie Xuechen curled his lips in a bitter smile, then suddenly moved his left hand. A thin red cord flew out from his sleeve, wrapping around Mu Xuanling’s wrist. Mu Xuanling had run less than a hundred paces when she felt her wrist tighten, a force pulling on it preventing her from advancing another step. She paused, looking down at her right hand, then at Xie Xuechen’s left hand. She saw that both their wrists were encircled by identical red rings, connected by a red line. After a few breaths, the connecting red line disappeared, but the rings on their wrists remained.

“I told you she was fake!” The person before them said angrily, slowly approaching Xie Xuechen and softening her voice, “Xie Xuechen, are you alright?”

That genuine concern was just like the previous Mu Xuanling, but the real Mu Xuanling should now be treating him coldly and heartlessly, discarding him like an old shoe. Gentle and caring – that was merely his fantasy.

Fantasies are ultimately false.

Xie Xuechen’s expression darkened. Suddenly, Yuan Power surged around him, the vermilion mark between his brows glowing. The “Mu Xuanling” before him let out a miserable scream and instantly turned into white smoke.

With a thud, a green fruit fell to the ground, splitting open to reveal red flesh that emitted a sweet, cloying fragrance, making one’s mouth water uncontrollably.

“It’s a forest spirit, the fruit of the Soul-Capturing Flower. The aura it emits has a strong hallucinogenic effect, capable of deceiving even Fashen’s divine sense. What we just saw were merely our fantasies,” Xie Xuechen said gravely.

Needing to deceive others’ divine senses to achieve its goal meant that this type of spirit wasn’t very powerful on its own. Once discovered, it would meet its end. But if not discovered, the victim would die within their fantasy.

Xie Xuechen turned his head to look at Mu Xuanling, who stood far from him, glaring at her wrist with a gloomy expression.

Xie Xuechen slowly walked up to her. Mu Xuanling raised her hand and said coldly, “What is the meaning of this, Sect Leader Xie?”

Xie Xuechen replied, “This is called the ‘One Thread Connection.’ The two people connected by it cannot be more than a hundred paces apart.”

“I know what a ‘One Thread Connection’ is. I’m asking what you mean by this?” Mu Xuanling said through gritted teeth.

“I’m worried you might accidentally get separated from me,” Xie Xuechen paused, then added, “And also to prevent you from intentionally separating from me.”

Mu Xuanling’s fair face flushed with anger and embarrassment: “Demons can be killed but not insulted. Are you treating me like a dog on a leash?”

“Of course not,” Xie Xuechen immediately denied, saying seriously, “Dogs are leashed around their necks.”

“You…” Mu Xuanling’s face reddened even more, her clear, lively eyes filled with intense killing intent. She was full of frustration. This ‘One Thread Connection’ wasn’t very harmful, but it was extremely insulting. She couldn’t beat him, couldn’t escape, and couldn’t even out-talk Xie Xuechen. If she spoke too harshly, he could even seal her speech acupoint!

Mu Xuanling angrily stomped her foot, turning away from Xie Xuechen. Her eyes were misted over, glistening with unshed tears.

“Let’s go,” Xie Xuechen had no intention of angering her further. Everything he said was sincere, but sincere words often hurt the most.

Mu Xuanling didn’t respond. Xie Xuechen sighed and chuckled softly, then turned and walked away. After a moment, Mu Xuanling felt a tug on her hand. Seeing Xie Xuechen was already a hundred paces away, she was pulled along by the ‘One Thread Connection’ and had no choice but to reluctantly follow.

“Try not to stray too far from me,” Xie Xuechen’s voice came from ahead.

Of course, she wouldn’t listen. If she could stay a hundred paces away, she wouldn’t come an inch closer.

Mu Xuanling’s gaze involuntarily fell on the wound on Xie Xuechen’s shoulder blade. Her whip strike had used all her strength, yet it had only torn his clothes and left a shallow mark on his shoulder blade – a faint red whip mark an inch wide and two fingers long. Against his snow-white skin, it stood out like plum blossoms in snow, particularly eye-catching. Xie Xuechen paid no attention to this wound; a Fashen’s body had extremely strong self-healing abilities, and such a minor injury would heal on its own soon.

The forest mist gradually thickened, reducing visibility from a hundred paces to fifty. Worried about traps, they had to slow their pace. Xie Xuechen also shortened the length of the ‘One Thread Connection’, pulling Mu Xuanling to within fifty paces behind him.

However, the miasma’s corrosive effect on the body was not to be underestimated. Halfway through, Mu Xuanling found herself growing increasingly weak. At first, she thought it was just fatigue, but as her limbs became more and more numb, she realized something was wrong.

Xie Xuechen was constantly aware of the footsteps behind him. Because of the distance, he couldn’t hear her heartbeat and breathing clearly, but her footsteps were distinct. He had thought Mu Xuanling was slowing down because she didn’t want to walk alongside him, but when those footsteps stumbled, he knew something was wrong.

As Mu Xuanling’s body went limp and she was about to fall, Xie Xuechen caught her arm.

“What’s wrong?” Xie Xuechen asked while checking her pulse. Feeling her pulse was weak and her breath stagnant, he frowned, “This miasma causes limb numbness and breath stagnation.”

“The toxins in the miasma are too strong,” Mu Xuanling’s voice was weak. “I’ve been holding my breath for so long, but still can’t prevent them from invading.”

Xie Xuechen touched Mu Xuanling’s forehead, feeling her temperature was slightly high, with cold sweat on her brow. He had anticipated the miasma’s toxicity and had instructed Mu Xuanling to hold her breath early on. With her current cultivation, she should have been able to hold her breath for several hours, circulating Yuan Power and using her body’s pores for respiration instead.

“This miasma enters through the body’s pores. Holding your breath can only slightly reduce intake, but can’t completely block it,” Xie Xuechen said gravely. He took out a rose-colored pill from his spatial ring. “The miasma’s toxicity isn’t strong, so we weren’t alert earlier, but it’s been continuously seeping into the body and accumulating, only now showing its effects. This pill can counteract the miasma. Take it first.”

“You should have given it to me earlier,” Mu Xuanling grumbled, taking the pill from Xie Xuechen’s hand and swallowing it.

Xie Xuechen said, “It has side effects.”

Mu Xuanling: “…”

Xie Xuechen: “No need to spit it out. The side effects aren’t severe, just temporary blindness.”

Mu Xuanling laughed bitterly: “You call that not severe? Being blind in this dangerous dense forest, isn’t that courting death?”

Xie Xuechen patted her shoulder and said, “I’m here.”

Mu Xuanling felt a heat burning in her abdomen, dispersing the numbness and weakness, gradually restoring her strength. But her vision also began to blur. The so-called blindness wasn’t complete darkness, but extreme blurriness, though she could still sense light and dark.

Seeing Mu Xuanling’s furrowed brow and unfocused eyes, Xie Xuechen knew she could no longer see clearly. He picked her up in his arms. Mu Xuanling instinctively struggled a bit, her hand touching the wound on Xie Xuechen’s left shoulder, causing him to grunt in pain.

She immediately froze, not daring to move.

“Your wound seems to have gotten worse,” Mu Xuanling’s keen nose caught the scent of blood, but this blood smell was unlike ordinary blood, without any foul odor, instead carrying a faint fragrance.

“It’s due to the miasma. It will be fine once we leave here, don’t worry about it,” Xie Xuechen said. “As for you, don’t move around. We’ll be able to leave the dense forest sooner that way.”

Mu Xuanling felt uncomfortable all over but dared not act tough or oppose Xie Xuechen now. She could only obediently let him carry her, though her hands were awkwardly unsure where to place themselves. Xie Xuechen looked down at her frustrated expression and hesitant hands, and said softly, “Just hold onto my robe.”

Mu Xuanling hesitated for a moment, then rested her hands on Xie Xuechen’s chest. With her eyes unable to see, her other senses became more acute. Her palms could feel the strong, steady heartbeat, and her nose filled with a faint scent of snow cedar. Xie Xuechen’s arms held her steadily, his steps swift yet smooth, causing no jostling. Only the damp forest wind brushed her cheeks, carrying the strange fragrance of soil and flora, causing an inexplicable dizziness.

Mu Xuanling suddenly asked, “Don’t you need to hold your breath? Aren’t you affected by the miasma?”

“Slightly, but my cultivation is sufficient to resist it,” Xie Xuechen said calmly. “If I held my breath, it would reduce my sensitivity to danger.”

So he had to remain constantly alert to all dangers, as long as he could protect her.

Although Mu Xuanling didn’t like Xie Xuechen, she had to admit that his strength was reassuring. If he weren’t an opponent but an ally, he would be an extremely reliable existence.

But there were no ‘ifs’.

Because Mu Xuanling had slowed their pace earlier, and the dense forest was larger than anticipated, with numerous traps and illusions delaying their progress, they saw the sun setting and the light dimming. Xie Xuechen had to abandon the idea of traveling at night. This place was already gloomy during the day due to the mist and trees blocking the sky, and at night it became pitch black with no stars or moon visible. The dangers lurking in the darkness were even more numerous, and forcing their way through would only be more perilous.

Before nightfall, Xie Xuechen found a dry cave, set Mu Xuanling down, and gathered some firewood to start a fire.

Mu Xuanling vaguely sensed the weak firelight and looked in that direction.

“Sect Leader Xie, has the wound on your shoulder gotten worse?” After nearly half a day, she could smell the blood scent getting stronger.

Although Xie Xuechen couldn’t see the wound on his shoulder blade, he could feel the pain and itching intensifying. The miasma had a greater effect on flesh and blood, accelerating erosion and decay.

“Hey…” Mu Xuanling hesitated, then said, “Do you want me to help apply medicine? We don’t know what other dangers are in this forest. If something happens to you, I’ll end up buried here too.”

This reason was perfectly justified, and Xie Xuechen couldn’t refuse.

And he didn’t intend to be polite either.

Xie Xuechen walked to her side, took her hand, and placed an open porcelain bottle in her palm.

“Then I’ll trouble you,” he said.

Mu Xuanling’s vision darkened slightly, probably because Xie Xuechen was sitting in front of her, blocking some of the firelight. She hesitated for a moment, then slowly reached out her hand, touching Xie Xuechen’s back. She carefully felt upwards, touching the torn edge of his clothes, then his firm, taut back muscles.

Unable to see with her eyes, she had to lean in closer, lowering her head to sniff, trying to locate the wound by smell.

The scent of snow cedar mixed with the smell of blood. She slowly touched Xie Xuechen’s back based on feeling but heard his breath deepen slightly, and quickly stopped her movement.

“My eyes can’t see because of the medicine you gave me. If I apply the medicine too roughly, you can’t blame me,” Mu Xuanling said.

Xie Xuechen seemed to chuckle, saying, “Your whip strike was also heavy-handed. Did I blame you?”

His low voice revealed a faint trace of indulgence.

Mu Xuanling’s face heated up, feeling somewhat embarrassed and at a loss for words.

She had indeed hit him several times, and he truly hadn’t said anything. It seemed she was the one with a petty mind judging a gentleman’s heart.

She scooped out some cool ointment from the porcelain bottle and slowly applied it to the wound. The injury, which had originally been just a shallow mark, now felt like the flesh was curling up due to the miasma’s corrosion. Just applying the medicine felt painful, and she could feel Xie Xuechen’s tense body. She imagined he must be in too much pain to speak.

However, Xie Xuechen’s tension wasn’t due to pain, but because of her proximity.

A sweet fragrance wafted from behind him as if a pair of gentle arms were embracing him from behind. Her soft little hands explored his back, searching for the wound. When she lowered her head, her warm breath fell on his exposed skin, brushing over the painful, stinging wound, bringing a tingling sensation.

His heartbeat involuntarily quickened, struggling to control an inexplicable impulse. He both wanted her to finish applying the medicine quickly and wished the wound was larger so her fingertips could linger on his body longer.

Xie Xuechen inwardly laughed bitterly — he had truly been bewitched.
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“Is it done?” Mu Xuanling’s voice came from behind. She let out a sigh of relief, and he exhaled deeply.

A cool sensation covered the burning pain of the wound. Xie Xuechen closed his eyes and slowly stood up. Mu Xuanling sensed the change in light before her and raised her hand to return the medicine to Xie Xuechen.

As Xie Xuechen was about to reach for the medicine, he paused, suddenly grasping Mu Xuanling’s wrist and pushing up her sleeve, revealing a slender, delicate arm.

Xie Xuechen’s expression immediately darkened—vibrant markings had appeared on her arm, scattered like peach blossoms, emitting a sweet, fragrant aroma that made one’s mouth water involuntarily.

He had been holding her in his arms, and this scent had gradually appeared and intensified, to the point where he hadn’t even noticed it.

Mu Xuanling was the same, her sense of smell having adapted to her scent, so she hadn’t realized how sweet she smelled. But Xie Xuechen’s silence made her aware that something was wrong.

“What’s wrong with my arm?” Mu Xuanling’s heart sank.

Xie Xuechen said gravely, “There are peach blossom markings on your arm, giving off a sweet scent. It’s likely an ominous sign that might attract dangerous creatures. The pill from earlier can neutralize the toxicity of the miasma, but this fragrance might not be caused by the toxin.”

Mu Xuanling was startled and confused, “Then why am I the only one affected, while you’re not?”

“Perhaps it affects males and females differently,” Xie Xuechen said, lowering her sleeve to cover her arm.

“There must be a fierce creature in the forest that hunts using the miasma. The miasma paralyzes the prey’s limbs, then releases a strong fragrance to attract predators…” Mu Xuanling’s heart grew heavy as she thought of various beasts that hunt using scent. “Or maybe we could try covering this strange fragrance with another scent?”

“That’s an idea. I’ve added a barrier to the formation to block scents. The beast might not be able to find us, at least it will buy us some time.” Xie Xuechen glanced outside. The sun had set, and it was pitch black, impossible to see anything. “The creature probably can’t see, which is why it relies on smell to hunt.”

Mu Xuanling reached into her storage bag and pulled out seven or eight medicine bottles. She said, “The red jar contains a deadly poison, don’t smell it. There’s a white jar with a flower carved on it, that’s the Snow Accumulation Ointment. Let’s try if it can cover the strange fragrance.”

Following her instructions, Xie Xuechen found the Snow Accumulation Ointment and, holding Mu Xuanling’s arm gently applied it to the flower petals. The ointment had a crisp, light fragrance that was refreshing. For a moment, it seemed to overpower the sweet scent.

“It seems to be working?” Mu Xuanling’s eyes lit up.

Xie Xuechen wasn’t as optimistic. “Our sense of smell has already adapted to this strange fragrance. The scent of the Snow Accumulation Ointment is new and stimulates our senses more strongly, but it might not truly cover the strange fragrance.”

Mu Xuanling knew Xie Xuechen’s reasoning was sound, and her heart sank. “How many flower petals are on my body?”

Xie Xuechen pulled up her sleeve, looking at the skin as smooth as congealed cream, counting the light pink petals. His eyes darkened slightly as he said, “Seven on the left arm, six on the right.”

These peach blossoms were small, light pink in color, with a sweet scent, quite alluring. Even with his profound cultivation, he found it hard to resist the temptation, only managing to do so due to his strong self-control.

Just on her two arms, there were already thirteen petals. Too many…

Mu Xuanling’s heart trembled, and she covered her face, asking, “Are there any on my face? Will I look ugly?”

“If there were any on your face, I would have noticed earlier,” Xie Xuechen said, the corners of his mouth curving slightly at her concern for her appearance even at this moment.

Hearing that her face was clear of peach blossoms, Mu Xuanling relaxed a bit but soon became worried again. She didn’t know how many were on her body, and she couldn’t ask Xie Xuechen to apply medicine all over her, could she?

“Never mind…” Mu Xuanling sighed and waved her hand. “Let’s not apply the medicine. We don’t know what kind of creature it is anyway. Let it come if it wants to. I’m sure with Sect Leader Xie’s strength, stopping it would be effortless.”

Xie Xuechen thought the same. He closed the jar of Snow Accumulation Ointment and placed it in Mu Xuanling’s palm, chuckling softly, “Don’t worry, these flower petals aren’t poisonous and won’t harm your body. They should fade away in a day or two. Rest well, I’ll keep watch outside. Nothing will happen.”

Mu Xuanling nodded gently, feeling a cloak fall on her shoulders. Xie Xuechen must have taken it out of his storage bag. The cloak carried his unique scent of snow pine.

She wasn’t afraid of the cold, but having the cloak over her gave her an inexplicable sense of security.

Xie Xuechen’s footsteps moved away a bit, and he sat down by the fire, facing the cave entrance, alert to any potential danger. Mu Xuanling leaned against the stone wall, wrapping the cloak around her shoulders. Unable to see anything, she simply closed her eyes.

After an unknown amount of time, strange sounds came from outside the cave, a rustling noise like countless insects crawling. Xie Xuechen’s expression grew serious, his brows furrowing slightly as he gripped Jun Tian.

In the darkness, a huge silhouette slowly emerged, at first glance resembling a giant, about ten feet tall. The figure seemed drunk, swaying as it approached the cave. As it came into the firelight, its true form was revealed.

It was a massive worm, probably thirty feet long and as thick as two people’s embrace. Its body was cabbage-green, appearing ten feet tall as it raised a third of its body. The worm’s body had ring upon ring of wrinkles, with countless small insects seemingly wriggling between the folds. Its head had three holes, the upper two either eyes or nostrils, the lower one a mouth. It opened its mouth wide, making a hissing sound, revealing countless sharp teeth and dripping green saliva that raised corrosive smoke where it fell on the ground. The worm’s abdomen had countless pairs of legs, which suddenly slammed against the barrier, causing a tremendous noise and making the barrier tremble.

Xie Xuechen’s expression was grave. The force of this monstrous worm’s single strike far surpassed that of an ordinary Fa Xiang realm cultivator, probably on par with Fu Yuanting.

This was just a worm in the dense forest, a creature that could only come out at night.

Hearing the impact, though unable to see, Mu Xuanling guessed that the arrival was formidable. She squinted towards the firelight and asked, “Sect Leader Xie, what kind of creature has come?”

Xie Xuechen calmly replied, “Just a little worm.”

Fortunately, Mu Xuanling couldn’t see at the moment, or she might have been sick with disgust.

Xie Xuechen took a deep breath, Jun Tian growing brighter in his hand. His phoenix eyes darkened, killing intent suddenly appearing. His left hand thrust forward, sending out a palm strike. The vast spiritual power transformed into a strong wind, forcing the giant worm back several zhang. Xie Xuechen leaped out of the barrier, determined to kill the monstrous worm at a distance to avoid frightening Mu Xuanling.

The monstrous worm, unable to see, had relied on its extremely keen sense of smell to find this place, only to encounter an obstacle and a heavy blow. It immediately became enraged, raising its head to emit a piercing screech that made one’s bones ache. Then, with a powerful twist of its neck, it spat a mouthful of green filaments towards Xie Xuechen.

Sharp sword qi split the worm’s threads, sending them flying to either side where they fell on the grass, corroding it completely.

The Jun Tian sword struck at the giant worm’s body with the force of thunder and lightning. The worm’s skin, which appeared soft, was surprisingly tough. The sword tip sank into the skin but met resistance, not piercing through the giant worm as Xie Xuechen had expected. The cinnabar mark between his brows glowed faintly, his divine aperture surging. The Jun Tian sword seemed to receive instructions, its blade erupting with dazzling golden light, finally piercing through the worm’s skin. A sword wound appeared on the grey-green skin, immediately spurting green blood. The small worms wriggling in the monster’s wrinkles seemed to be parasites, hurriedly burrowing into the worm’s body through the wound.

The monstrous worm let out a painful screech, but its body began to swell…

The barrier blocked both sound and scent. Mu Xuanling sat bewildered in the cave, hugging her knees and anxiously waiting for Xie Xuechen.

The vibration transmitted through the barrier earlier was not something a small worm could produce. Although Xie Xuechen was very confident, this dense forest was quite strange, and he didn’t know if he could handle it…

Mu Xuanling silently counted in her heart, feeling that more than a quarter of an hour had passed before she finally heard Xie Xuechen’s footsteps. Her heart eased, and she asked, “Sect Leader Xie, did you deal with that worm?”

For some reason, Xie Xuechen paused his steps, his breathing suddenly becoming heavy.

Mu Xuanling was startled and quickly asked, “Are you injured?”

Could that worm have hurt Xie Xuechen?

Xie Xuechen’s footsteps slowly approached the fire, and he seemed a bit unsteady as he sat down. Mu Xuanling thought that they were now in the same boat, and she didn’t want anything to happen to Xie Xuechen. If that worm could injure even Xie Xuechen, she would likely have no chance against it.

Getting no response from Xie Xuechen, she groped her way to her feet, the cloak sliding to the ground. She squinted towards the direction of the firelight, bowing her head to search for his silhouette on the ground.

The cave wasn’t large. After taking three or four steps, her foot kicked someone. She stumbled and steadied herself on Xie Xuechen’s shoulder. Smelling the familiar scent of snow cedar, her heart calmed a little. She slowly crouched down, half-kneeling beside Xie Xuechen. Her nose sniffed, and it seemed she didn’t smell any blood.

“Sect Leader Xie, you don’t seem to have any external injuries. Did you suffer internal injuries?” Mu Xuanling asked. “I have quite a few pills here. See if any of them can be of use.”

Xie Xuechen’s body was very stiff as if he was using his cultivation to resist something. She heard a suppressed groan escape his throat, deep and hoarse, seemingly in great discomfort. Even when Xie Xuechen was punished in the Molten Abyss for seven days, he probably hadn’t groaned like this. Mu Xuanling felt something was amiss. Her hand groped and caressed Xie Xuechen’s cheek, feeling that his body temperature was a bit high. “Hey…” Seeing that he didn’t make a sound, she said anxiously, “How severe are your injuries? Do you need me to transfer some spiritual power to help you heal? You insisted on bringing me to this dangerous place, don’t you dare die on me. If another insect comes later, I can’t see and won’t be able to deal with it!”

Her hand was suddenly gripped by Xie Xuechen. His palm was warmer than usual, the rough pads of his fingers rubbing against her delicate palm. With a sudden pull, Mu Xuanling fell forward, tumbling into his embrace.

“I’m not injured,” a hoarse voice sounded above her head.

Mu Xuanling sighed in relief, muttering, “But something’s not right with you.”

She struggled to sit up, but Xie Xuechen pressed her down in his arms. He lifted her sleeve and said slowly, “There are more petals on your body now, the color is more vibrant, and the fragrance is stronger.”

Earlier, he had placed a barrier on the boundary to block the scent, so the fragrance couldn’t disperse and fill the small cave. As soon as he entered, he unexpectedly inhaled a full breath of the rich, sweet scent, only then realizing how alluring it was. Even he couldn’t resist it.

However, Mu Xuanling didn’t know how the scent on her body was. She nervously touched her face, “Are there petals on my face too?”

“No,” Xie Xuechen’s fingertips fell on her face, kneading lightly and heavily twice. His hoarse voice said, “But there are some on your neck.”

His warm fingertips gently caressed her neck. The skin was soft and delicate, like an early spring bud about to bloom, making him reluctant to move his hand away. Two pale pink peach blossoms had grown on the right side of her neck, one below her ear, the other extending into her collar.

Xie Xuechen’s fingertip slid down from below her ear, pressing on the peach blossom at the edge of her collar. His fingertip gently pulled down, loosening the collar slightly, revealing her delicate collarbone and a sensual flower bud. He held Mu Xuanling with one arm, while his other hand moved along her neck as if plucking a flower, his hot breath brushing against her neck. Mu Xuanling couldn’t see, making her even more sensitive. She felt the tingling sensation on her neck, shuddered, and pushed against Xie Xuechen, “Let go of me first.”

Xie Xuechen’s movements suddenly stopped, as if he had discovered something. His fingertip moved to the side, revealing a red string. His slender fingers hooked onto that section of red string and gently pulled, exposing the jade pendant she wore close to her skin.

The jade glowed with flowing light, smooth to the touch, an excellent magical artifact that still carried her body temperature and scent.

Turning it over, there was an ancient character engraved on the back — “Moon.”

The creator of this magical artifact was self-evident.

Mu Xuanling felt her intimate jade pendant being snatched away. Embarrassed and annoyed, she reached out to grab it back but only caught Xie Xuechen’s bony hand. That hand was tightly gripping the jade pendant, making her struggle with all her might, her face flushed red, but unable to snatch it back. Mu Xuanling gritted her teeth and said, “Sect Leader Xie, aren’t you being a bit discourteous?”

Xie Xuechen wasn’t surprised that Nan Xuyue would so thoughtfully give Mu Xuanling a protective magical artifact, but he hadn’t expected Mu Xuanling to accept it.

“You and Manor Lord Nan seem to have a good relationship,” he snorted, his hoarse voice hiding a hint of sourness.

Mu Xuanling replied without thinking, “He is my friend.”

“Friend…” Xie Xuechen laughed mockingly, “He doesn’t think so, and you can’t possibly know that. You accepted this jade pendant… just treating him as a friend?”

Mu Xuanling was stunned, her delicate brows slightly furrowed as she muttered, “He’s very good to me…”

Xie Xuechen remembered Nan Xuyue saying that Mu Xuanling had a bit of affection for him…

Looking at the jade pendant, his phoenix eyes cooled slightly. His thumb pressed on the back of the jade pendant, applying a little force, and smoothed out the character “Moon.”

This jade pendant was an excellent magical artifact that could protect her when facing strong enemies, so he wouldn’t take it away. However, he couldn’t tolerate this “Moon” character hidden in her heart. He returned the jade pendant to her, but held her even tighter, his thin lips pressed against her ear as he asked hoarsely, “Why do you only remember his kindness? What about me…”

Hadn’t taken the Heart Enlightenment Water supposed to erase the seven emotions and six desires? Why did she still remember her old feelings for Nan Xuyue? Could it be… that Nan Xuyue was special to her?

This realization made his heart ache with sourness. He laughed bitterly. The seven emotions and six desires she had erased had all transferred to him, becoming his heart demon. Now his heart demon was blazing, having to restrain both the desire to be close to her and the sourness and regret. The collapse of his dao heart was just a moment away.

Mu Xuanling resisted, saying, “You’re not good to me.”

His eyes darkened, and he bit her earlobe. The tingling and sharp pain elicited a trembling light cry from her.

Mu Xuanling couldn’t see, but at this moment, the aura coming from Xie Xuechen was too unfamiliar. She suddenly shook, raising her hand to hit Xie Xuechen’s chest. Xie Xuechen frowned, letting out a low, muffled groan, and then suddenly restrained both her hands.

“You’re not the real Xie Xuechen!” Mu Xuanling suspected it was another forest spirit that had transformed into Xie Xuechen. Her divine sense surged, spiritual power billowing, trying to dispel the illusion.

Spiritual power stirred up a vortex around them, disheveling both their hair. Xie Xuechen gazed deeply at Mu Xuanling, looking at her empty, unfocused eyes, at her beautiful and charming face, and said softly, “I am real.”

He completely abandoned his restraint and self-control, bending down to kiss the Tears of All Beings at the corner of her eye.

His warm, thin lips gently kissed the corner of her eye with utmost tenderness and care, making Mu Xuanling momentarily stunned, forgetting to resist. The next moment, his kiss fell on her lips.

Mu Xuanling’s breath caught, wanting to struggle but unable to break free from his restraint. In her blurry vision, there was only a shadow. Although she smelled the snow cedar scent unique to Xie Xuechen, she couldn’t see who it was. It was Xie Xuechen, yet not him… Such a cold and restrained person, who had always been disgusted and resistant towards her, how could he now be holding her and taking such liberties?

He lightly kissed the tiny wound on her lip, layer upon layer of desire piling up in his heart. The last time, he was affected by the Cage of Greed, losing himself in desire and losing his reason. But this time, he was aware of what he was doing. The strange fragrance on her body might have stirred his amorous thoughts, but his self-control shouldn’t have crumbled so easily. It was just that he no longer wished to restrain himself…

“You…”

As soon as Mu Xuanling opened her mouth, she was silenced by him. With three parts unwillingness and seven parts longing, he invaded her mouth, deepening the kiss, entangling her to sink with him. Her resistance was futile, only making their entanglement more inseparable.

Mu Xuanling’s arms clung to his broad shoulders. In her struggle, she unintentionally tore the wound on his shoulder, feeling a handful of blood. She immediately froze, forgetting to resist. Xie Xuechen seemed to have forgotten the pain, not caring about the fresh blood flowing from his back, allowing his white clothes to be dyed crimson, making him even more alluringly beautiful. He pressed her against the stone wall, encircling her in his arms, greedily stealing the soft whimpers and gasps from her mouth. One warm hand caressed her powdered temples and fragrant cheeks, wiping away the fragrant sweat from her forehead, and gently pinching the Tears of All Beings at the corner of her eye.

Not just the Tears of All Beings, her unfocused and bewildered eyes were also covered with a thin mist. Her eye sockets were red, helpless, and pitiful, yet also exceptionally charming and alluring, making him unable to look away.

She was kissed until her whole body went soft, unable to muster any strength to resist. Her heart was beating wildly, her mind in chaos, yet her body felt like it was on fire. Even though she had no feelings for Xie Xuechen, she couldn’t withstand his teasing. Her body naturally responded, making her both embarrassed and angry. Her eyes were moist and black, unable to squeeze out even a hint of killing intent.

The sound of heavy breathing rang in her ears, accompanied by a hoarse chuckle. He hooked her hair and said, “Ling’er’s heart may be hard, but her lips are very soft.”

Mu Xuanling’s heart skipped a beat. She said tremblingly in embarrassment and anger, “You… are indeed taking revenge.”

Everything she had done, everything she had said, he was now returning it all, with interest.

Xie Xuechen breathed in the fragrance on her body, his palm against the graceful curve of her waist. His index finger slipped between her waistband, rubbing the sensitive soft flesh of her waist. Feeling her slight trembling, his deep voice said slowly, “If I say I’m not, would you believe me?”

Mu Xuanling’s heart was pounding like thunder. She said tremblingly, “I… I believe you. Then please let me go… I was wrong before, I shouldn’t have been so handsy with you. You’re the Sect Leader of the Immortal Alliance, noble and pure. Why would you use this method to take revenge on me? Wouldn’t that be too unfair to you!”

She had lost all shame; her chastity was more important.

“Heh.” Xie Xuechen chuckled, “First, you didn’t do anything wrong. I was the wrong one.”

Mu Xuanling was stunned.

“Second, I’m not noble and pure. I’m just an ordinary man who can fall in love and have feelings.”

“Third, this isn’t revenge.”

“Fourth, it’s not unfair.”

His kiss fell on her neck, sucking on the sensual and soft peach blossom on her collarbone, using actions to tell her — Fifth, he wouldn’t let go.

In her blurry vision, she seemed to see those eyes from her dream, those phoenix eyes imbued with desire and deep affection.
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The nimble fingers roamed over her body, garments silently slipping off one by one. The exposed skin felt the coolness of the night breeze, quickly soothed by warm palms. The slight calluses on his hands rubbed against her delicate skin, causing waves of trembling and eliciting involuntary, alluring moans. Whether with fingertips or tongue, he traced her contours bit by bit, until finally, a voice whispered against her earlobe, “Forty-six petals in total.”

“Mmh…” she whimpered tearfully.

Xie Xuechen: “Two petals were planted by me.”

The cool voice calmly spoke of embarrassing things, making her breathing more and more erratic. Her fine, soft hair clung damply to her temples. Her luminous, smooth body was like a piece of fine jade in his hands, carefully fondled, blushing a beautiful peach pink. She was like an early spring flower bud about to bloom, gently caressed and slowly kneaded by calloused fingers, crushing out sweet-scented juices.

Though she was resistant at heart, she didn’t know when she began to succumb. The slightly rough yet steady and powerful fingers, the wet and soft lips, and the tongue, gradually softened her resistance. Biting her lip couldn’t stop the light pants and low moans escaping her mouth. Her body loved his caresses immensely, even unconsciously arching up to press closer to his embrace as if offering herself into his hands.

Xie Xuechen had never imagined that one kiss would become so uncontrollable. Her eyes were unfocused and dazed, black eyes moist and flushed. Her swollen red lips emitted broken moans. Perhaps the demonic side had taken over, making her instinctively chase the source of pleasure, letting out kitten-like whimpers, unconsciously arching her soft, slender waist, wanting more delight.

Xie Xuechen took a deep breath, his eyes dark and deep, asking in a hoarse voice, “Who am I?”

She fluttered her eyelashes slightly, her unfocused eyes unable to find his. Her mind was in chaos, unable to answer.

“Mmm…” She frowned delicately, twisting her body uncomfortably, accidentally brushing against a burning hardness, and heard a hoarse gasp.

“Don’t move around,” Xie Xuechen sighed huskily. “Otherwise, I won’t be able to hold back.”

Hold back…

Her mind was foggy, and then she felt clothes being draped over her body. The clothes Xie Xuechen had taken off, he was now putting back on her, one by one.

“I shouldn’t take advantage of you in this state.”

“Hmph…” Mu Xuanling’s consciousness gradually cleared, the heat on her body slowly receding, but her face grew redder and redder. She recalled what Xie Xuechen had done to her earlier, and not only had she not resisted to the death, but she had shamelessly begged for more.

She didn’t know whether to be angry at Xie Xuechen for violating her, or at herself for wanting more insatiably.

Now he was hypocritically apologizing…

She panted mockingly at him, her voice soft and alluring, with a hint of hoarseness: “Apologizing now, you know you were wrong?”

“Mm.” Xie Xuechen said, “I should have embraced you when you could see.”

— He had thought she had accepted him, but she couldn’t see. Did she know who was kissing her, embracing her, possessing her?

He didn’t want to unite with her when she wasn’t mentally and physically prepared, but he didn’t regret what he had just done, because they both had experienced extreme pleasure from it.

Mu Xuanling didn’t know how she had fallen asleep, perhaps it was the fatigue that came after comfort. She slept lazily for a while, and when she woke up, it was just after dawn. Her vision went from blurry to clear. The hazy early morning light enveloped Xie Xuechen’s silhouette as he sat at the cave entrance with his back to her. He had changed into a clean set of white clothes, looking impeccable and immaculate. As he cultivated, light flowed around him, making him appear even more solemn and handsome, as dignified and noble as a deity. Mu Xuanling couldn’t imagine what he had looked like last night, counting the petals on her body all night…

She remembered brushing against his desire, how did he relieve himself afterward?

Do immortals also pleasure themselves?

Thinking of this, her face began to burn again, both embarrassed and annoyed.

Just as she was thinking, Xie Xuechen had already stood up. He walked towards her with his back to the light, reaching out a slender hand from above.

“You’ve been awake for so long, why didn’t you say anything? Don’t you have the strength to get up?” Xie Xuechen asked in a low voice.

Mu Xuanling’s body trembled. Ignoring his outstretched hand, she got up from the ground herself, muttering softly, “I can manage on my own.”

Xie Xuechen looked her over and asked, “Can you see now?”

Mu Xuanling retreated warily, her back against the cave wall, taking a defensive stance, and said, “What do you want to do?”

“If you can’t see, I’ll carry you,” Xie Xuechen said.

After last night’s events, Mu Xuanling knew she couldn’t stay comfortably in Xie Xuechen’s arms anymore.

“If you can see…” Xie Xuechen paused.

Mu Xuanling’s heart tightened, afraid that Xie Xuechen would continue what they had done last night. She nervously asked, “Then… what?”

“What do you think?” Xie Xuechen’s lips curled slightly. “Naturally, we need to get going. You’ll walk on your own.”

Mu Xuanling sighed in relief and quickly said, “I can see!” She blinked her clear, lively peach blossom eyes forcefully.

Xie Xuechen seemed to smile a little. He turned his back and said, “Fix your clothes and appearance. I’ll wait for you outside.”

With that, he walked out.

Seeing him leave, Mu Xuanling finally relaxed. She hurriedly lifted her sleeves and opened her collar to check her condition. There were still peach blossom petals on her body, but they looked much paler. Mu Xuanling couldn’t count all the petals herself, but she could guess that the two redder ones below her collarbone were likely planted by Xie Xuechen.

She took deep breaths to calm the turmoil in her chest, her face flushed as she tidied her clothes, angrily tying a dead knot on her waistband. Seeing the red string circle on her wrist made her even angrier.

“Disgrace to the immortal path, the beast in human clothing, the shame of humanity…” She cursed through gritted teeth, stomping her feet as she walked out of the cave.

Xie Xuechen stood with his hands behind his back, facing away from her on the flat ground in front of the cave. Not far ahead was a mess, as if it had been leveled by sword energy. The grass and trees were in disarray, emitting a strange fragrance.

Mu Xuanling instinctively covered her nose and mouth, afraid of smelling the miasma again.

Xie Xuechen turned slightly, looking back at her. He tugged on the red string between them and said seriously, “Within ten zhang, I can still hear what you say.”

Mu Xuanling froze — so he had heard everything she had just cursed.

“So… so what…” She forced a cold laugh, her voice gradually weakening, “I didn’t say anything wrong…”

Xie Xuechen smiled faintly: “You’re not wrong. I’ve been corrupted by being close to demons.”

As he spoke, Xie Xuechen tugged on the red string, intentionally shortening its distance. Mu Xuanling was involuntarily pulled to his side, leaving only two zhang between them. Only then did Mu Xuanling see the insect corpse not far ahead. From a distance, she had thought it was grass.

The insect corpse had shriveled considerably, with countless tiny things wriggling under its green skin, looking quite disgusting.

“Is this… the insect from last night?” Mu Xuanling asked, her small face pale.

Xie Xuechen glanced at her and coughed dryly: “Yes, let’s go quickly. Don’t look at it anymore.”

After the strange insect was killed, parasites entered its body and ate its internal organs. But this insect was too large, and countless small bugs were still eating inside its body.

Mu Xuanling shuddered and said, “If I were to be eaten by this thing, I’d rather end my life first.”

“We’ll travel quickly today. We should be able to leave the dense forest before noon,” Xie Xuechen said, leaning slightly forward to sniff at her neck. “The scent on your body hasn’t dissipated. If we don’t leave quickly, who knows if it will attract strange insects again tonight.”

Mu Xuanling dodged a little and snorted coldly: “You can’t escape fate.”

Xie Xuechen chuckled at her implication. Mu Xuanling glared at him and turned to run towards the east.

Ling’er’s body is much more honest and adorable than her mouth — Xie Xuechen thought.

Although they encountered many dangers along the way, they resolved them all without major incidents. By midday, they finally left the dense forest, much to Mu Xuanling’s relief.

“The Changshou Lotus is in the valley south of Luowu Mountain. Let’s hope we’re lucky enough to find it today.”

Xie Xuechen moved like the wind through the purple bamboo forest towards the south. He intentionally controlled his speed to walk alongside Mu Xuanling, looking out for each other.

The color of this bamboo forest was different from other places. The bamboo stems were light purple, emitting a pleasant fragrance. It was a precious material for making magical artifacts, extremely tough, and with the ability to ward off evil. The purple bamboo forest should be the barrier of Luowu Mountain, keeping the strange and evil giant insects of the dense forest at bay. But Luowu Mountain was said to have its dangers, with far fewer people returning safely from Luowu Mountain than from the dense forest.

Xie Xuechen had to remain highly vigilant.

After resting briefly in the purple bamboo forest, the two continued on their journey.

Luowu Mountain was vast, but the two were fortunate not to have taken any wrong turns. They flew swiftly on the wind, and in just over an hour, they entered the heart of the valley.

The valley was shrouded in clouds and mist, like a fairyland. Unlike the dense forest, these clouds were not miasma, but rather spiritual energy so concentrated that it had condensed into a mist-like state. One day of cultivation here was equivalent to ten days of cultivation in the outside world.

Mu Xuanling joyfully inhaled and exhaled the mist-like spiritual energy, taking the opportunity to improve her cultivation. Xie Xuechen knew that her Heart Enlightenment Water issue was unresolved, and if she broke through to the Fashen realm, her life would be in danger. So he stopped her, saying, “There’s no rush to cultivate now.”

“You just focus on finding the Changshou Lotus, why bother with me…” Mu Xuanling muttered, “I don’t even know what the Changshou Lotus looks like.”

She had only heard of it.

Xie Xuechen said, “Look here.”

He pointed to a nearby waist-high grass patch. Mu Xuanling looked closely, her expression changing slightly as she said, “These grasses show signs of being trampled.”

“The spiritual energy is dense here, making cultivation twice as effective. If there are strange beasts here…” Xie Xuechen said.

Mu Xuanling’s face grew serious: “They must be overwhelmingly powerful…”

“That’s why we need to find the Changshou Lotus and leave as quickly as possible.”

“Then release the One Line Connection, and we’ll each take a side,” Mu Xuanling said.

Xie Xuechen loosened the One Line Connection slightly, but only left a distance of twenty zhang. “It’s dangerous here, we shouldn’t search separately. Within twenty zhang, I can reach you quickly if you encounter danger.”

Mu Xuanling glumly responded with an “Oh,” not making any further requests.

The two walked side by side, twenty zhang apart, using their keen vision to scan a radius of fifty zhang. Xie Xuechen was the first to notice something unusual. He suddenly stopped, and Mu Xuanling, not noticing, continued until she felt a tug on her wrist. Only then did she turn back to Xie Xuechen’s side.

“Did you find something?” Mu Xuanling asked.

Xie Xuechen looked around seriously and said, “It’s not very obvious, but I can feel that the spiritual energy here is all flowing in one direction.”

Mu Xuanling was startled by this and immediately calmed herself to sense it. Her perception was not as keen as a Fashen’s, and she couldn’t detect this subtle fluctuation.

“Could it be the wind?” Mu Xuanling asked.

Xie Xuechen shook his head: “Wind wouldn’t affect the flow of spiritual energy. I think there might be a spirit-gathering formation, or an extremely powerful person cultivating and devouring spiritual energy, to cause such a fluctuation.”

“Do you want to go take a look?” Based on Mu Xuanling’s understanding of Xie Xuechen, he was very likely to want to investigate.

Xie Xuechen did indeed have this intention, but he was worried that if they encountered danger, it would endanger Mu Xuanling. So he extended the One Line Connection to its limit.

“The One Line Connection can extend up to a thousand li,” Xie Xuechen said. “Wait for me here. If you encounter danger, you can follow the One Line Connection to find me.”

Mu Xuanling was taken aback: “What if you encounter danger?”

“The One Line Connection will disappear,” Xie Xuechen smiled, taking off his Mustard Seed Bag and erasing his spiritual imprint before placing it in Mu Xuanling’s hand. “There are enough magical artifacts inside to allow you to leave the dense forest.”

Mu Xuanling stared at the spatial pouch in her hand, suddenly feeling its immense weight. However, Xie Xuechen seemed unconcerned. He closed his eyes, sensed the fluctuation of spiritual power, and flew towards the north.

“I heard Yongxue City is very poor…” Mu Xuanling weighed the spatial pouch, thinking about how Xie Xuechen never carried money. She couldn’t help but smile. Unable to contain her curiosity, she used her spiritual sense to explore the contents of the pouch and couldn’t help but swallow hard, muttering, “Yongxue City isn’t poor at all…”

If something were to happen to Xie Xuechen, she would inherit all his wealth…

Mu Xuanling’s heart suddenly skipped a beat, feeling both excited and a bit strange, as if she had become a very wealthy widow before even getting married…

Xie Xuechen was unaware of Mu Xuanling’s complex thoughts. He followed the spiritual power fluctuations forward. The further north he went, the more obvious the fluctuations became as if approaching the center of a vortex.

His feeling was not wrong.

Xie Xuechen summoned the Juntian Sword, preparing for the impending danger.

The spiritual mist around them grew thicker, making the vortex more apparent, but visibility was limited to only about ten feet due to the mist. Xie Xuechen slowed his pace and suddenly caught a whiff of a pure, unique fragrance. It entered his nostrils and penetrated his lungs, seeming to dispel all impurities and rejuvenate him from within.

If just the fragrance was so remarkable, how extraordinary must its source be?

Xie Xuechen slowly approached. The fragrance grew stronger, and finally, he saw the pure white snow lotus in the center of the spiritual mist. The lotus was only slightly larger than a bowl, its petals delicate and translucent white, emitting a subtle fragrance and glow. At its center, a faint red light flickered. The Changshou Lotus had long stems, with pale green tendrils hanging down, suspended in the air, constantly absorbing the spiritual mist.

This was the place without water…

The Changshou Lotus transformed the spiritual mist into water, yet not water. The lotus’s growth power was astonishingly strong, able to mobilize the spiritual mist of the entire valley into a vortex, taking a hundred years to bloom.

At this moment, the Changshou Lotus’s petals were slightly closed, showing signs of imminent blooming.

Xie Xuechen cautiously approached—all he wanted was the lotus seed at the heart of the flower.

However, just as he drew near, a sharp whistling sound suddenly came from the air. The whistle had the effect of piercing through one’s divine aperture and spiritual consciousness. Xie Xuechen frowned slightly and swiftly retreated ten zhang, avoiding the wind blade that slashed down from the sky. The wind blade penetrated a zhang into the ground, kicking up countless flying sand and stones, its destructive power extremely formidable.

Xie Xuechen gripped the Juntian Sword tightly, cautiously observing the woman who had landed before him, and the divine image behind her—a long-necked, proud, and elegant fire phoenix.

The dense forest they had passed through earlier was known as the Phoenix Roost Forest. Some said they had seen a phoenix there. Seeing the fire phoenix’s divine image before him, Xie Xuechen couldn’t help but guess that what people had glimpsed before might have been this almost tangible fire phoenix. The fire phoenix was golden-red, its tail feathers burning like flames, with a pair of narrow golden phoenix eyes arrogantly surveying the mortals before it. The owner of the divine image was an equally cold and beautiful woman in red feather robes. Her skin was as white as frost and snow, her eyes as sharp and proud as the fire phoenix. Between her brows was a red, wing-like flower mark, making her look majestic and intimidating.

“Who are you, daring to covet the Changshou Lotus?” the woman coldly stared at Xie Xuechen.

“This one is Xie Xuechen. I came here not for the Changshou Lotus, but for the lotus seed at its heart. May I ask your esteemed name, Senior? Are you from Lingsu Island?” Xie Xuechen couldn’t immediately discern the other’s cultivation level, but vaguely felt that her aura was above his own. However, he had never heard of such a powerful human cultivator. The ability to condense a fire phoenix’s divine image was unique to Lingsu Island’s secret techniques. The fire phoenix before him bore some resemblance to He Xianwo’s divine image but far surpassed it.

The woman snorted lightly, looking Xie Xuechen up and down, and sneered, “You do have some discernment. I am Feng Xiang of Lingsu Island. You call yourself Xie Xuechen? Never heard of you. An unknown nobody dares to come to Luowu Mountain seeking death.”

Xie Xuechen didn’t mind her mockery. He was only twenty-five years old now, which was but a fleeting moment in the thousand-year lifespan of a divine image cultivator. He figured this senior had been waiting at Luowu Mountain for the Changshou Lotus to bloom for a long time, so it wasn’t surprising that she hadn’t heard of him.

“Venerable One, have you been waiting here for the flower to bloom? The most precious parts of the Changshou Lotus are its petals and roots. I have no intention of competing for those, I only wish to obtain the lotus seed for a purpose,” Xie Xuechen said sincerely.

“The lotus seed?” Feng Xiang frowned. “The Changshou Lotus itself is the true treasure. The lotus seed is the bitterest thing in the world. What use could you have for it?”

Xie Xuechen replied, “I have a friend who has taken a poison made from the Heart Enlightenment Grass, which erases emotions and love. I need the lotus seed to break the poison’s effects.”

Feng Xiang asked, “A friend… is it your beloved?”

Xie Xuechen nodded.

Feng Xiang said indifferently, “Worldly love is the most unreliable thing. Cutting off emotions and love is the right path. Those who are free from love are free from worry and fear. Since she has already awakened, why do you want to drag her back into the abyss?”

Xie Xuechen said, “If she had truly awakened, there would be no need for external forces to control her mind, forcing her to forget. She… loves me deeply, but was forced to forget her emotions, harming both her body and heart. If the poison’s effects cannot be removed, I fear her life may be in danger.”

Feng Xiang snorted coldly and sneered, “You’re quite confident. How deeply does she love you?”

Xie Xuechen frowned, about to speak, when he saw a red light emanating from Feng Xiang’s body.

“I won’t listen to you speak. I’ll see for myself.”

A beam of red light shot out, entering Xie Xuechen’s divine aperture. He was startled but unable to resist. The image of a woman in red robes appeared in his mind, along with her cold voice.

“I see…” she laughed coldly. “Indeed, she’s a devoted woman. Pity her love is misplaced.”

Feng Xiang had invaded his spiritual consciousness, seeing through the precious memories he held in his heart, then withdrew.

Xie Xuechen now understood that her cultivation level far exceeded his own…

When did Lingsu Island gain such a profoundly cultivated elder? He ran through a list of names in his mind, but none matched the person before him.

“The Changshou Lotus is not a remedy for regret,” Feng Xiang slightly raised her chin, looking at Xie Xuechen with proud and cold eyes. “You regret having hurt her before. How do you know she doesn’t regret having loved you and chose to take the Heart Enlightenment Grass herself? Now you want to make her remember her old feelings, but have you asked if that’s what she wants?”

“Perhaps I am disregarding her wishes, but the poison of the Heart Enlightenment Grass threatens her life. I cannot stand by and do nothing. Once the poison is neutralized, if she still loves me, I will accompany her for life. If she hates me and wants to take my life, I will offer it willingly,” Xie Xuechen said.

His words were calm yet warm and firm, coming from the heart, stirring the oath of the heart, with a faint echo lingering.

Hearing the power in his words, Feng Xiang trembled slightly and after a long while said, “Glib words. The men of this world are all untrustworthy!”

As she spoke, she slowly raised her hands. Her wide sleeves billowed, and a powerful aura dispersed the surrounding spiritual mist. The faint killing intent made Xie Xuechen tense up. He summoned the Juntian Sword, and the Jade Que Sky Breaking Formation surrounded him, emanating an equally powerful aura.

Feng Xiang frowned slightly, “Your cultivation is not bad. You might be able to last a few moves against me.”

“This junior has no intention of offending you, Senior,” Xie Xuechen’s expression was solemn. The woman before him was one of the strongest he had ever encountered in his life. If he didn’t use his full strength, he would surely die…

He took a deep breath, and the spiritual mist frantically poured into his divine aperture. The cinnabar mark between his brows suddenly burst into red light.

Feng Xiang looked at the red light on his brow in surprise, muttering, “This aura…”

While she was distracted, the Jade Que Sky Breaking Formation descended from the sky, catching her off guard. Feng Xiang came to her senses, furious, and countless wind blades slashed toward Xie Xuechen. As he was about to defend, a golden light suddenly appeared before him, blocking half of the wind blades.

Xie Xuechen was startled and turned to see Mu Xuanling, her face pale.

“Why did you come?” He didn’t know whether to be angry or happy.

Mu Xuanling didn’t know why she had come either. Her body always acted on its own, making her want to cry.

“Damn it, if I had known it would be this strong, I wouldn’t have come!”

As she finished speaking and turned to run, a figure in red suddenly appeared before her. Proud and cold eyes fixed on her, rendering her motionless.

“So it’s you.” Feng Xiang raised an eyebrow slightly in surprise and reached out towards Mu Xuanling, but a sharp sword energy forced her hand back. Mu Xuanling’s stiff body flew backward, caught by Xie Xuechen who held her waist protectively.

“We mean no offense. Why does Senior insist on pressing us?” Xie Xuechen stood holding his sword, his voice cold.

Feng Xiang narrowed her phoenix eyes, looking at the Juntian Sword in Xie Xuechen’s hand with its flowing golden light, then at the cinnabar mark between his brows. She said in a deep voice, “Who exactly are you, to have gained Juntian’s allegiance?”

Juntian was originally a peerless, domineering energy that split the primordial chaos and separated yin and yang when Pangu opened the heavens. It was invincible and all-conquering. It had its consciousness and would only serve those it acknowledged. Xie Xuechen was originally a sword cultivator, and after gaining Juntian’s allegiance, this energy transformed into sword energy, and Juntian took on the form of a sword.

Even Xie Xuechen didn’t know why he had gained Juntian’s allegiance. On the day he advanced to the divine image realm, a golden light came from the east, falling into his palm, communicating with his spiritual consciousness, and showing submission to him. From that day on, the Juntian that countless cultivators in the world dreamed of became his natal magic sword.

Xie Xuechen gripped the Juntian Sword tightly and said solemnly, “Xie Xuechen, Sect Master of the Immortal Alliance.”

Earlier, he had been unwilling to use his status to intimidate others, so he hadn’t revealed his identity as the Sect Master of the Immortal Alliance. Now that Feng Xiang asked again, he told the truth. Unexpectedly, Feng Xiang’s reaction was surprising. A flash of astonishment passed through her eyes, followed by a cold laugh. “Nonsense. The Sect Master of the Immortal Alliance is Lord Qianguang!”

Xie Xuechen was stunned. Mu Xuanling, clutching Xie Xuechen’s sleeve, peeked out from his side, looking uncertainly at the magnificent and majestic woman before them, and asked in confusion, “Lord Qianguang… isn’t he the founding Sect Master?”

In both the immortal and demon realms, everyone knew that six thousand years ago, it was Lord Qianguang who united all the immortal sects to form the Immortal Alliance and laid down the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation to seal the demon race in the Crimson Moon Realm.

Hearing Mu Xuanling speak, Feng Xiang turned her gaze towards her and said sternly, “What do you mean by founding Sect Master? Have I been away for just a year, and the Immortal Alliance has changed its Sect Master?”

Mu Xuanling and Xie Xuechen exchanged a glance, a chill running through their hearts.

Xie Xuechen looked at Feng Xiang seriously and said, “Venerable One… Lord Qianguang was the Sect Master of the Immortal Alliance six thousand years ago.”
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“Six thousand years ago…” Feng Xiang’s pupils constricted as she clenched her fists tightly, her expression suddenly turning cold. “I entered Luo Wu Mountain less than three days ago. How could it have become six thousand years ago?”

Mu Xuanling clutched Xie Xuechen’s sleeve, murmuring, “What does she mean… Could she be someone from six thousand years ago? But humans can’t possibly live to be six thousand years old…”

Feng Xiang overheard Mu Xuanling’s whisper and demanded harshly, “Who sent you? What’s your intention in deceiving me with such words?”

Xie Xuechen’s heart sank as he suddenly remembered who Feng Xiang was…

Feng Xiang was a great cultivator from six thousand years ago, from the same era as Qian Guang Jun. She was a Peak Fashen Venerable and one of the founding masters of Ling Ji Island. She had also participated in the formation of the Ten Thousand Immortals Array, but she had disappeared before the founding of Ling Ji Island.

When he first heard her name, it only sounded familiar, possibly someone with the same name. He never imagined it could be a person from six thousand years ago. Moreover, from Feng Xiang’s words, she hadn’t been living here for six thousand years. For her, she had only entered Luo Wu Mountain three days ago, yet six thousand years had passed in the outside world…

Xie Xuechen’s thoughts were mirrored by Mu Xuanling, whose face turned slightly pale as she whispered, “Could there be something strange about this place? Did we travel back six thousand years, or did she come six thousand years into the future?”

Feng Xiang also felt a strong sense of unease, realizing that the two people before her weren’t intentionally lying. She recalled the images she had seen when she invaded Xie Xuechen’s spiritual consciousness earlier… People had called him Sect Master, and everything in this world seemed vastly different from what she knew.

Her mind exploded with countless thunderbolts of realization, causing her to tremble violently, her face turning deathly pale. “How can this be…”

Xie Xuechen cupped his hands respectfully and said, “Venerable must be the founding master of Ling Ji Island, Venerable Feng Xiang.”

Feng Xiang frowned deeply, clutching her forehead as her breathing became rapid and erratic. She muttered, “What exactly happened? This isn’t right, none of this is right…”

Mu Xuanling’s heart tightened as she trembled, “She seems to be going mad.”

As soon as the words left her mouth, they saw Feng Xiang’s body emit a dazzling golden-red light. Her Fashen behind her let out a phoenix cry, seemingly experiencing a great shock to her divine apertures. Xie Xuechen’s expression turned grave as he quickly wrapped his arm around Mu Xuanling’s waist and swiftly retreated, rapidly leaving the area.

— It was a sign of Fashen’s collapse…

The two fled like the wind through the forest, not daring to stop as they left the valley and returned to the purple bamboo grove.

Shortly after they left, a terrifying aura erupted from the valley, causing the earth to tremble instantly.

Xie Xuechen looked gravely towards the direction of the valley. “It’s an explosion caused by the collapse of her Fashen.”

Mu Xuanling, still shaken, asked anxiously, “Xie Xuechen, who exactly was that person?”

“From what she said, she’s Feng Xiang, one of the founding masters of Ling Ji Island,” Xie Xuechen replied, his heart heavy with unease. “Her strength surpasses mine; she’s not someone an ordinary person could impersonate. Moreover, the Fire Phoenix Fashen is a unique manifestation that can only be cultivated through Ling Ji Island’s exclusive techniques.”

Mu Xuanling said, “Even the longest-lived humans only live for a thousand years. No matter how strong she is, she’s still human. How could she have lived for six thousand years? Could time in the valley be different from the outside world? Ten days there equals six thousand years here…” This speculation sent chills down her spine. “So those who entered Luo Wu Mountain, no one saw them leave because even if they stayed in the mountain for just one day, thousands of years would have passed in the outside world… What about us…”

“Not necessarily,” Xie Xuechen’s steady hand pressed on her trembling shoulder. “Luo Wu Mountain certainly has its mysteries, but we can’t jump to conclusions based on just a few words from Feng Xiang. Judging from the commotion earlier, Feng Xiang may have perished. It’s getting late now; let’s rest in the purple bamboo grove for the night and investigate further tomorrow.”

Mu Xuanling frowned, “Luo Wu Mountain is too bizarre. Do you have an absolute reason for obtaining the Changshou Lotus? What if we also perish here? Look at Feng Xiang, she was stronger than you, yet she met such a fate…”

“I must obtain the Lotus Heart Seed,” Xie Xuechen said firmly. “It’s a matter of life and death.”

“Is it for yourself or someone else?” Mu Xuanling asked.

Xie Xuechen was silent for a moment before answering, “For someone else.”

Mu Xuanling sneered, “Must be someone very important to risk your life for. But what does it have to do with me? You’ve dragged me into this mess. Since you’re going to die anyway, why not just let me go now?”

Xie Xuechen had been clinging to a sliver of hope that if he could obtain the Changshou Lotus by chance, he could quickly have Mu Xuanling consume it. That’s why he had kept the connection between them. He couldn’t tell Mu Xuanling that the Changshou Lotus was for her, fearing she might become wary and resistant, potentially ruining everything.

“Just now… why did you come looking for me?” Xie Xuechen asked. “Did you encounter some danger?”

Mu Xuanling pursed her lips, frowning, but remained silent.

She hadn’t encountered any danger at all. She didn’t know what had gone wrong, but her legs had moved of their own accord as if some mysterious force had drawn her towards Xie Xuechen. As soon as she got close, she sensed that terrifying aura. Seeing the wind blades heading toward Xie Xuechen, she instinctively took out a Heaven-grade magical artifact from her storage bag to shield him. When she came to her senses, she immediately turned and ran…

Of course, she couldn’t tell Xie Xuechen about these strange occurrences. She was also angry with herself. Fortunately, she had escaped. If she had perished there, she would have been filled with regret even as a ghost.

Seeing the irritation on her face and her silence, Xie Xuechen couldn’t guess her thoughts. He could only sigh softly, ruffling her hair as he said in a deep voice, “I’ll go back there early tomorrow morning to see if the Changshou Lotus has been affected or destroyed.”

Mu Xuanling turned her face away, avoiding his hand, and said coldly, “Go if you want, it’s none of my business.”

She turned and walked to the other side, sitting down against a bamboo stalk with a displeased expression.

Xie Xuechen stared at her, his eyes gradually softening. He slowly walked over and sat down next to her. She moved away with a look of disgust, patting the shoulder he had touched, and said harshly, “Get lost!”

Xie Xuechen chuckled softly but didn’t move away. Instead, he leaned closer.

“Ling’er, are you worried about me?”

Mu Xuanling choked for a moment, then gave him a cold glance. “You’re quite presumptuous. We’re mortal enemies. I can’t wait to get rid of you.”

Xie Xuechen had thought the same. She had drunk the Heart-Awakening Water and should have cut off her feelings for him. Her words were always harsh, never saying anything kind, yet her body seemed to crave his closeness without her realizing it.

His heart softened suddenly. He took her hand in his and said gently, “Don’t worry, I’m not that easy to kill.”

Mu Xuanling struggled a bit but couldn’t free herself. She turned her face away and muttered, “That makes me even more worried.”

She felt stifled in her heart but didn’t know why. Frowning, she looked at their shadows on the ground, leaning against each other. Suddenly, she saw Xie Xuechen raise his hand to her hair, gently inserting a hairpin.

Mu Xuanling was slightly startled. She raised her hand and felt a jade hairpin that was still warm from body heat. She pulled it out and saw that it was the one she had left at the noodle shop as collateral. It had been broken into two pieces in Mirror Flower Valley, but now it had been repaired and reconnected.

“I fixed it last night,” Xie Xuechen said.

Mu Xuanling immediately realized that after she had fallen asleep, Xie Xuechen had secretly repaired the broken hairpin. She slowly gripped the mended hairpin, not understanding Xie Xuechen’s intentions.

“After you left that night, I went back to the noodle shop to redeem this hairpin,” Xie Xuechen’s hand covered hers, his warmth slowly seeping into her blood. “At that moment, I understood my true feelings. I wanted you to stay, not just as a demon servant. What Yunxiu Manor can give you, what Nan Xuyue can give you, I can give you too.”

Mu Xuanling’s heart trembled, feeling both sour and painful.

“But when the Demon Flood Dragon attacked Yongxue City, I had to prioritize the city, causing you to fall into Sang Qi’s hands…” He sighed softly, filled with regret and self-blame.

Mu Xuanling clutched the hairpin, saying woodenly, “I’m just a lowly half-demon, unworthy of Sect Leader Xie’s affection.”

Xie Xuechen said bitterly, “It’s I who am unworthy of your sincere heart.”

“I don’t have a sincere heart,” Mu Xuanling flatly denied.

“Do you remember what happened in the Cage of Greed?” Xie Xuechen suddenly brought up the past. Mu Xuanling was slightly startled and shook her head gently.

Xie Xuechen said, “We were both there because we are each other’s greed. Ling’er, I originally had no greed until I met you. It’s the same for you, but you’ve forgotten it in your heart.”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes widened in surprise as a clear image flashed through her mind – two people embracing and kissing in the wind and snow…

Was that not a dream?

Xie Xuechen gently pressed a kiss to her lips: “But your body hasn’t forgotten.”

Mu Xuanling pursed her lips, feeling the fleeting softness. She looked up to see a gentle and doting smile in his phoenix eyes, a rare smile that made his usually cold and handsome face appear even more tender, leaving Mu Xuanling entranced.

“If I come back tomorrow…” Xie Xuechen said softly, his forehead touching hers.

“What if you don’t come back?” Mu Xuanling asked with a frown.

Xie Xuechen said, “Then it’s better if you forget me…”

So she wouldn’t have to be sad and heartbroken for him anymore.

Mu Xuanling lowered her eyes, feeling inexplicably uncomfortable. She pushed Xie Xuechen away, tossed the hairpin into her spatial pouch, and said coldly, “Then why are you telling me all this? I don’t want to hear it!”

She stomped her feet forcefully, walked to the other side, sat down, and curled up into a ball, sulking.

Xie Xuechen didn’t follow her. He sat quietly not far away, gazing at her for a long, long time…

Early the next morning, when Xie Xuechen was about to set off for the valley, Mu Xuanling followed behind him with an awkward expression.

“Now that Feng Xiang has perished, there shouldn’t be any danger in the valley,” Mu Xuanling said, pausing for a moment. “Even if there is, I’ve already been in there yesterday, so once more won’t make a difference.”

Xie Xuechen smiled upon hearing this, his heart softening. He grabbed her hand and gently squeezed her palm: “Alright if we encounter any danger, you don’t need to worry about me.”

Mu Xuanling said irritably, “You don’t need to tell me that.”

She was so annoyed. Why did she have to follow him? She didn’t understand either. It was all so strange as if she had no control over herself. This Luowu Mountain was indeed bizarre in every way…

The two cautiously returned to the valley. The surrounding vegetation had been damaged to some extent due to the explosion, but because of the abundant spiritual energy in the valley, these damaged plants would soon regain their vitality. The closer they got to the Changshou Lotus, the more severe the destruction became, all indicating how devastating yesterday’s explosion had been.

Xie Xuechen held his breath and focused his mind, finally arriving at the place where the Changshou Lotus grew. The area around the Changshou Lotus was a mess, with a deep crater blasted into the ground, but the Changshou Lotus itself was unharmed, still frantically absorbing the spiritual mist.

“By the looks of it, Venerable Feng Xiang has indeed perished…” Mu Xuanling sighed.

Xie Xuechen nodded heavily, turning his gaze towards the Changshou Lotus. Just then, he heard footsteps behind him. He immediately shielded Mu Xuanling behind him, his gaze sharp as he looked toward the source of the sound.

The footsteps were light, clearly those of a woman. Bathed in the morning light, she slowly emerged from the deep spiritual mist.

A red robe gradually came into focus. Mu Xuanling, shocked at the beautiful and cold features of the woman before her, exclaimed, “Venerable Feng Xiang, you’re alright?”

Mu Xuanling stared wide-eyed at the woman who appeared before them. With such peerless beauty and incomparable aura, it could be none other than Feng Xiang. But the explosion that had occurred here didn’t seem to be fake either; it was indeed the phenomenon that would occur when a Fashen collapsed.

Feng Xiang looked at the two, a hint of confusion and wariness flashing across her cold eyes: “Who are you?”

Mu Xuanling said in bewilderment, “You don’t remember us?”

Feng Xiang looked her up and down, saying coldly, “Who are you? Why should I remember you?”

Mu Xuanling said, “We met yesterday.”

Feng Xiang said, “I’m not so far gone as to forget what happened yesterday. I’ve never seen you before. Who sent you? What’s your purpose?”

Xie Xuechen pressed his lips together in silence. Everything happening before them was too strange. How could someone from 6,000 years ago still be alive today? How could someone who died yesterday reappear? Why had she forgotten yesterday’s meeting…

Seeing that the two didn’t answer, Feng Xiang didn’t mind. She shifted her gaze, looking fervently at the Changshou Lotus behind them. She walked forward in a daze, murmuring, “The Changshou Lotus, there is a Changshou Lotus in this world…”

Changshou?

The two words flashed through their minds like a thunderbolt, suddenly making everything clear.

Could Feng Xiang’s immortality be related to longevity?

But why had she lost her memory?

Xie Xuechen said, “Venerable Feng, if I may ask, do you know the art of longevity?”

“Are you also here for the Changshou Lotus?” Feng Xiang narrowed her phoenix eyes, showing hostility towards Xie Xuechen.

Xie Xuechen said, “No, we just stumbled upon this place by accident. We don’t know what this is. We only asked because we heard Venerable Feng mention the Changshou Lotus.”

Hearing Xie Xuechen say this, Mu Xuanling immediately understood – he was worried about yesterday’s events repeating, and wanted to reduce Feng Xiang’s wariness and hostility to extract useful information.

Sure enough, when Feng Xiang heard that the two were not here to snatch the Changshou Lotus, her expression eased slightly. Although she felt that the two young people before her were not strong enough to be a threat, she didn’t want to waste energy fighting with others, fearing that it might damage the Changshou Lotus.

Feng Xiang said, “I’ve heard that the Changshou Lotus holds the secret to longevity. Eating the Changshou Lotus can grant eternal life. Unfortunately, this Changshou Lotus hasn’t bloomed yet, but it shouldn’t be long now.”

Mu Xuanling looked at Feng Xiang and asked in confusion, “What’s so good about longevity? Venerable, you’re already a Fashen with a lifespan of a thousand years. Why pursue longevity?”

Feng Xiang glanced at Mu Xuanling and smiled faintly, “Changshou and eternal vision are the lifelong pursuits of cultivators. With enough time, it’s possible to break through the peak of Fashen and reach another realm. Moreover…” Her expression darkened, “I don’t have much time left.”

Although a Fashen body could remain eternally youthful, with no visible signs of aging, there was a difference in the eyes of a person in their twenties and a thousand-year-old person due to their different life experiences. Looking into Feng Xiang’s eyes, Mu Xuanling didn’t feel she was a person nearing a thousand years old.

Perhaps she had encountered some accident that greatly reduced her lifespan, which was why she felt she didn’t have much time left and could only pin her hopes on the Changshou Lotus to extend her life.

Xie Xuechen’s understanding of the Immortal Alliance’s history far surpassed Mu Xuanling’s. He recalled the events from 6,000 years ago and the rumors about Venerable Feng Xiang, making a bold guess: “Venerable, you’re only about two hundred years old now, with eight hundred years of lifespan remaining. Did you suffer an injury in the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation that greatly reduced your lifespan?”

According to the Immortal Alliance’s records, when the demon race invaded the human realm those years ago, demonic energy overflowed from the Void Sea, and the borders of the demon realm were constantly pushed into the human realm. Qian Guangjun, the first cultivator of the human race, gathered the power of ten thousand Daoist sects to form the Immortal Alliance. They paid a huge price to form the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation, which not only blocked the invasion of demonic energy but also sealed countless demon gods within the demon realm. These prices included the lives of countless cultivators.

Feng Xiang looked at Xie Xuechen with some surprise, not expecting this cold and handsome young man to have such keen intuition. She instinctively felt that he wasn’t very old, but his cultivation was unfathomable. Such amazing talent, yet he remained unknown. She found it strange but was too lazy to pay attention to other men. She said indifferently, “Your guess is not wrong, but it has nothing to do with you. I don’t know why you accidentally entered Luowu Mountain, but this is not a place you should come to. It’s best if you leave as soon as possible.”

Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling exchanged a glance. Seeing that Feng Xiang was unwilling to say more, they didn’t press further and immediately left the valley, heading towards the bamboo forest.

“Sect Leader Xie, are you also suspecting…” Mu Xuanling asked.

Xie Xuechen nodded: “We’ll confirm it again tomorrow.”

The two stayed awake all night, keeping watch at the edge of the bamboo forest. Just as dawn broke, they suddenly heard a familiar set of footsteps.

Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling were both startled, holding their breath as they looked toward the approaching figure.

The person wore eye-catching red robes, with sharp eyes, slowly approaching. It was Feng Xiang.

Feng Xiang frowned slightly, looking at the two warily: “Who are you?”

Xie Xuechen’s heart sank – she had lost her memory again…

No, she hadn’t lost her memory. She had restarted another day, day after day, trapped in this valley, repeating for 6,000 years…

A chill ran up their spines, and Mu Xuanling involuntarily shuddered.

Could this… be the secret of longevity?
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“Xie Xuechen, do you still want the Changshou Lotus?” Mu Xuanling asked softly as Feng Xiang’s figure disappeared into the spiritual mist. “This kind of longevity is worse than death.”

Xie Xuechen hadn’t told Mu Xuanling that his purpose for seeking the Changshou Lotus wasn’t for longevity itself. To neutralize the poison of the Wuxin Grass, one must consume the seeds of the Changshou Lotus. Although Xuan Xin had said that the Changshou Lotus seeds were beneficial without harm, seeing Feng Xiang’s current bizarre state, he felt compelled to investigate thoroughly to avoid harming Mu Xuanling.

“The Changshou Lotus should still take some time to bloom. We’re not in a hurry. The urgent matter at hand is to uncover the secret of Feng Xiang’s longevity,” Xie Xuechen said.

Mu Xuanling was also very curious. This secret concerning longevity was enough to make cultivators across the world risk everything.

“Let’s first find Feng Xiang’s daily rebirth starting point,” Mu Xuanling pondered. “It should be in the Purple Bamboo Forest.”

The Purple Bamboo Forest was vast. That night, the two didn’t rest, searching throughout the forest. The forest was shrouded in thick mist, and it was a moonless night covered in dense clouds. In the pitch darkness, they could only rely on their sense of spiritual energy to search.

Finally, just before dawn, Xie Xuechen found Feng Xiang’s location.

Her eyes were tightly closed, her breath steady, as if she had fallen into a deep sleep, unaware of anyone approaching.

“Sect Leader Xie, she seems to be alive, yet also like she’s dead,” Mu Xuanling looked at Feng Xiang with uncertainty. “If she were alive, she couldn’t possibly fail to notice us.”

Not only that, but Feng Xiang’s aura was also very weak. Even with Xie Xuechen’s keen senses, he only perceived her presence when he was very close.

“She might only wake up after daybreak,” Xie Xuechen speculated.

“Isn’t she completely defenseless and in great danger at this time?” Mu Xuanling asked.

Xie Xuechen said, “But even if she dies, she’ll revive at daybreak…”

Mu Xuanling carefully approached Feng Xiang, gently reaching out her hand. Just as she was about to touch her, Xie Xuechen suddenly grabbed her arm and pulled her away from Feng Xiang. The next moment, they saw a shadow as thick as ink trembling on the grass beside Feng Xiang, outlining a human form. The outline initially resembled Feng Xiang’s graceful figure, but it seemed to be kneaded by invisible hands, elongating into a male form. The dense black shadow slowly rose from the ground, thin as ink-soaked paper, lightly trembling in the night breeze, separating Feng Xiang from Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling.

Mu Xuanling watched the scene before her in amazement. This shadow rising from the ground was of the same stature as Xie Xuechen, vaguely discernible as a male figure, yet it had emerged from Feng Xiang’s shadow.

His appearance was silent, and even standing right in front of them, his presence was barely perceptible. Xie Xuechen had pulled Mu Xuanling away not because he sensed the shadow’s presence, but purely out of a premonition of danger.

Mu Xuanling had never seen a ghost, but this shadow before her was no different from one.

However, this eerie transformation hadn’t stopped. The human-shaped black shadow rippled like water, slowly shedding layers of darkness from the head and face, gradually revealing clear, deep facial features.

It was the face of a handsome, refined man with calm brows and clear eyes. Beneath the dense shadow was a tall, straight figure, his long sky-blue robe making him appear even more scholarly and gentle. Yet even facing Xie Xuechen, he didn’t lose an ounce of presence.

“Are you… human or ghost?” Mu Xuanling scrutinized him uncertainly.

The man gazed at the two with clear eyes, showing no hostility. Instead, there was a sense of an elder’s warmth and broadmindedness, involuntarily inspiring closeness and trust.

A name suddenly sprang to mind, and Xie Xuechen blurted out, “Lord Qian Guang.”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes widened in surprise.

Lord Qian Guang, the first Sect Leader of the Immortal Alliance from six thousand years ago?

“You are the current Sect Leader of the Immortal Alliance.” The man didn’t deny it. He smiled and nodded slightly to Xie Xuechen, “You’re doing well, better than I did back then.”

“According to Immortal Alliance records, six thousand years ago, Lord Qian Guang resigned from his position as Sect Leader shortly after setting up the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation. His whereabouts became unknown after that. The timing coincides with Venerable Feng Xiang’s disappearance. Two peak Fashen cultivators vanishing without a trace in quick succession was no ordinary matter. There were rumors that Lord Qian Guang and Venerable Feng Xiang were in love and became Dao companions, retiring to seclusion in the mountains, but no one ever saw the two Venerables again.” Xie Xuechen sighed softly, “After seeing Venerable Feng Xiang today, I had this suspicion, but I didn’t expect it to be true.”

“Six thousand years have passed…” Lord Qian Guang smiled wistfully. He knelt beside Feng Xiang, looking at her sleeping form, gently removing a purple bamboo leaf that had fallen on her temple. His fingertips lingered on her brows and eyes, his gaze filled with tenderness and sorrow. He knew his actions wouldn’t wake her, yet he still moved gently. “If not for your appearance, I would have forgotten what day it was.”

“Can you tell us, Venerable, why you and Venerable Feng Xiang have been trapped in Luowu Mountain for six thousand years?” Xie Xuechen asked gravely. “Venerable Feng Xiang seems to be caught in a cycle.”

“Your intuition is strong, your guess is close to the truth,” Lord Qian Guang explained calmly. “Feng Xiang wakes up here every day, loses all consciousness and memory at sunset, and then repeats the previous day from the beginning.”

“So she’s been alive for six thousand years, but for her, it’s only been one day…” Mu Xuanling’s breath caught. Such a life was terrifying, yet Feng Xiang herself didn’t know. She always thought it was only her third day in Luowu Mountain. “How can such a bizarre thing happen? Is it the strange power of Luowu Mountain, or that Changshou Lotus…”

Lord Qian Guang shook his head gently: “The Changshou Lotus holds the secret of longevity, but eating it doesn’t grant eternal life. Instead, it reveals a celestial ladder leading to longevity. At the end of that ladder is the Divine Realm.”

“The Divine Realm?” Xie Xuechen’s pupils contracted.

“Since the dawn of human civilization, there has been a legend. The divine race protected all living beings and received their worship. However, the fallen gods stirred up the inner demons of humans, leading them to attack the Divine Realm, resulting in suppression by the divine race. The fallen gods were sealed beneath the Melting Abyss, and the demon race was born in the human realm. The divine race became disillusioned with humans, and since then, no divine beings have protected the world.”

What Lord Qian Guang spoke of was a legend known to all humans. In human consciousness, this world originally had the divine race, humans, and demons. Under the protection of the divine race, humans lived in peace and prosperity. But later, due to the birth of evil in human hearts, the divine race abandoned humanity, and the world became a place forsaken by the gods. The demon race grew increasingly rampant, and humans suffered from their encroachment, which was seen as retribution for betraying the divine beings.

However, no one had ever been to the Divine Realm or seen the divine race. The legend seemed to be just a legend.

Mu Xuanling was also stunned by Lord Qian Guang’s words. She murmured, “So the Divine Realm exists…”

She didn’t doubt whether Lord Qian Guang might be lying or deceived. How could the first cultivator from six thousand years ago, the god among men who sealed the demon realm, be so easily fooled?

His voice was low and sorrowful as he slowly recounted the past.

This was the first time in six thousand years that he had spoken to anyone, revealing the greatest secret in the world.

“Above the snow line of Luowu Mountain lies the celestial ladder to the Divine Realm. Only those who have eaten the Changshou Lotus and attained a transcendent body can step onto the ladder.

“Do you see those white clouds floating around the mountain waist? The Celestial Palace is hidden among the clouds, mist, and snowy peaks. It’s a place of divine prohibition where cultivators’ divine apertures are sealed, and they can only rely on their physical strength to withstand the fierce winds and snow. Those below the Fashen realm would turn to ash if they touched even a bit of it. Even Fashen cultivators would endure excruciating pain, having to endure and walk 38,000 steps on the celestial ladder to reach the Celestial Palace.

“That is where the divine race resides, what people call the Divine Realm.

“Deep in the sea of clouds, there’s a divine temple with a divine official called the Wheel Mirror Supreme God, the god of time in the Divine Realm. He said he had been guarding there for tens of thousands of years, waiting for someone. Maybe a person, maybe not. He’s a kind god. Anyone who reaches him can make a wish, but the God of Fate will exact a price.

“Six thousand years ago, Feng Xiang ate the Changshou Lotus and endured the pain of a thousand cuts to wish for longevity from the Wheel Mirror Supreme God.

“And being reborn day after day is the price the God of Fate demanded.”

Lord Qian Guang’s matter-of-fact narration stirred up huge waves in Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling’s hearts. The peak of Luowu Mountain, the divine temple in the Celestial Palace, eternal life, endless reincarnation… All these were divine miracles, evidence of the divine race’s existence.

No, the divine race still exists!

Xie Xuechen looked at Lord Qian Guang and said in a deep voice, “You also made a wish to the Wheel Mirror Supreme God.”

Lord Qian Guang nodded slightly: “It was in the second year after Feng Xiang left. I traveled the world and finally found her here.”

At that time, he thought he had found Feng Xiang and everything could start anew, but it was already too late. He tried to save her time and time again, losing her time and time again, repeating the same cycle with her day after day. He had also tried to take her away from this place, but as soon as the sun set, she would disappear, returning to the Purple Bamboo Forest, until daybreak when she would wake up again, forgetting everything and starting anew.

He stayed with her in this valley for a hundred years, just as she had accompanied him for tens of thousands of days before. After 36,000 days, he waited for the Changshou Lotus to bloom again. This time, he ate the Changshou Lotus and saw the white celestial ladder appear in the void, walking the path Feng Xiang had once trodden.

He arrived at the divine temple, covered in wounds. The noble and dignified divine official in the temple smiled and revealed to him the mystery surrounding Feng Xiang.

“A hundred years ago, she came here just like you. She wished for eternal life, and I granted it to her,” the Wheel Mirror Supreme God smiled benevolently. “I am a kind god, always willing to fulfill others’ wishes. But the God of Fate likes to interfere, sometimes exacting a price. The more the wish exceeds one’s due, the greater the price. Do you understand?”

Lord Qian Guang’s face showed sorrow: “So, Feng Xiang’s life is forever stuck on that day.”

“Isn’t this a form of eternal life?” The Wheel Mirror Supreme God smiled. “She got her wish. So, what is your wish?”

“Can she be freed from this ‘eternal life’?” Lord Qian Guang asked.

“A wish that has been granted cannot be changed,” the Wheel Mirror Supreme God’s smile faded as he spoke seriously. “Otherwise, wouldn’t I be breaking my promise to her?”

“Can her memories be restored?”

“That’s the God of Fate’s doing. The price he exacted cannot be returned.” The Wheel Mirror Supreme God said, “You should think carefully about your wish. I don’t have much patience.”

Finally, Lord Qian Guang made his wish.

“I wish to be with her in life and death, never to be separated.”

He became her shadow, in the closest place to her, but she would never know.

“Lord Qian Guang, you and Venerable Feng Xiang… were you originally Dao companions?” Mu Xuanling asked.

Lord Qian Guang lowered his eyes sadly and said bitterly, “I failed her…”

Before meeting Venerable Feng Xiang, Lord Qian Guang had long admired her reputation.

In those years when demons ravaged the Divine Continent, he traveled everywhere, eliminating evil and protecting the Dao. He often heard people mention Feng Xiang’s venerable name. They said she was a prodigy, famous at a young age, who created the divine skill “Phoenix Scorches the Plains” that made demons tremble in fear. Many venerable cultivators in the cultivation world had openly and secretly expressed their affection for her, hoping to become her Dao companion and cultivate together. But she was known for being cold and heartless, giving face to no one, immersed in cultivation, and untainted by love or karma.

Like others, he thought she was a cold-hearted person. It was only after spending time with her that he realized—this person was even more inhuman than the legends described.

“Dual cultivation with a waste would only slow down my cultivation speed,” she said, dressed in flamboyant red robes, her eyes cold and proud, revealing a hint of annoyance. “Men are truly troublesome things.”

Lord Qian Guang laughed awkwardly and rubbed his nose.

Feng Xiang glanced at him sideways: “You’re different from them.”

He felt an inexplicable joy in his heart.

“You’re a foolish thing,” Feng Xiang said. “Your aptitude is still above mine. If you focused on cultivation, you might one day break through the peak of Fa Xiang and find the way to immortality. But you insist on putting all your energy into eliminating evil and protecting the Dao, entangled in trivial matters. Your cultivation heart is impure, so your progress is limited.”

Lord Qian Guang smiled and said, “Venerable One cultivates to explore the limits of humanity, while I cultivate only to maintain peace in one area. I have no interest in immortality; I only wish to do as much good for humanity as possible in my limited life.”

Although Feng Xiang scoffed at his cultivation heart, she respected his persistence. Perhaps because Lord Qian Guang had never shown her love or entanglement, she was willing to stay with him. He had a kind of inexplicable affinity; by his side, she felt inexplicably at ease and peaceful. She was originally just an observer of this mortal world, focused solely on cultivation. Without realizing when it began, she also picked up his bad habits, joining him in punishing evil and helping those in need.

When a flash flood occurred, she watched him exert all his efforts to save people from the flood, covered in mud, his handsome face dirty, showing no trace of a cultivator’s aloofness. When a plague spread, he traveled everywhere to treat the sick, not minding the patients’ festering sores, personally diagnosing and applying medicine, saving countless lives. When demons attacked the city, he faced thousands of demon soldiers alone with just a sword, fearless in the face of death…

She always mocked him, saying he had degraded the dignity of a cultivator. Yet when he saved people from the flood, she stood by coldly, arranging for the wounded. When he traveled to treat the sick, she awkwardly held crying children, trying to comfort them. When he fought the demons, his life hanging by a thread, she killed with bloodshot eyes, sacrificing herself to save him…

They had been companions like this for decades, almost treading every inch of the Divine Continent. He had grown accustomed to it, the presence of that red robe behind him, the one to whom he could entrust his life.

Yet they gradually grew apart…

The Immortal Dao had countless sects, like scattered sand, while the demon forces grew stronger day by day. He mediated between various major sects, persuading them from all directions, and finally united numerous immortal sects into an alliance. Naturally, he was elected as the Alliance Leader. Someone once asked if he and Venerable Feng Xiang, being inseparable, had already become Dao companions.

He was silent for a moment, then smiled and said, “Venerable Feng Xiang is a divine-like figure… how could one casually profane her?”

The person sighed in relief and laughed, “Since the Alliance Leader has no Dao companion, what do you think of my younger sister…”

He was caught between laughter and tears, politely declining the other’s kind offer. His heart already belonged to someone, but that person… had no interest in him.

Companions for decades, she had never shown him the slightest romantic interest. She was a phoenix soaring in the nine heavens, a dream he dared not profane.

The Alliance had many affairs, and he became increasingly busy. She appeared less and less frequently. Later, he learned from others that she had gone to the East Sea for closed-door cultivation. She didn’t even say a word to him before leaving. It seemed that decades of companionship meant so little to her…

When they met again, it was ten years later. She brought the people of Lingxi Island to participate in the formation of the Ten Thousand Immortals Array and was revered as one of the Ten Venerable Ones due to her profound cultivation. She sat next to him, yet felt as unfamiliar as if they were meeting for the first time.

“Venerable Feng Xiang, have you been well on Lingxi Island these years?” he asked gently when they were alone.

She looked up at him and said indifferently, “Thank you for your concern, Alliance Leader. Everything is fine.”

Then she brushed past him without a trace of lingering…

It turned out that those decades were just a period of cultivation for Venerable Feng Xiang, but for him, it was a dream he couldn’t let go of.

He slowly clenched his fists, not calling out to stop her, because he knew he wasn’t worthy.

When forming the Ten Thousand Immortals Array, ten venerable ones had to occupy star positions, withstanding the backlash of the formation to connect it into a whole, weaving a net large enough to suppress the demon realm. Among the ten-star positions, one was the Death Gate. The person guarding the Death Gate would suffer an overwhelming blow.

He left the Death Gate for himself.

He had thought about telling her his feelings before he died. Perhaps it would earn her cold mockery, or make her annoyed and avoid him, or perhaps… she would have a different feeling for him, be moved by his love, and grieve for his death.

But what would be the point? He had no way out, so why make her uncomfortable?

In the Ten Thousand Immortals Array, fierce fire burned his body, and heavenly thunder shattered his bones. He gritted his teeth and endured. The array was successfully formed, the demons were sealed, and he miraculously survived. After being unconscious for days, he finally woke up and immediately asked about Feng Xiang’s news, only to hear: “Venerable Feng Xiang was severely injured and has already returned to Lingxi Island for closed-door cultivation.”

He said in surprise, “With Feng Xiang’s cultivation, she shouldn’t be severely injured.”

“Half of the venerable ones at other star positions perished, let alone the Death Gate? No matter how high Venerable Feng Xiang’s cultivation is, she couldn’t withstand the thunder and fire tribulation. That was the heavenly tribulation used to slay gods!”

“What…” His heart turned cold, his voice trembling, “But it was I who entered the Death Gate…”

The person’s eyes flickered, stammering, “Venerable Feng Xiang… volunteered to enter the Death Gate. She switched the array diagram and asked me to keep it from you. She said her cultivation was higher than yours, so by entering the Death Gate, she could withstand its tribulation and complete the formation of the Ten Thousand Immortals Array.”

A sudden pain gripped his chest, and a sweet and sour taste rose in his throat. His vision darkened, but he suddenly understood many things.

Feng Xiang, Feng Xiang…

He struggled to get up, ignoring everyone’s attempts to stop him, and flew to Lingxi Island with his injured body.

The disciples of Lingxi Island, respectful but unable to hide their grief and anger, coldly said to him, “Reporting to the Alliance Leader, our Venerable One has not returned.”

“Then where could she have gone?” he asked, lost.

“We do not know,” the person said woodenly. “The Venerable One’s heart was never on Lingxi Island. If she wants to leave, we can’t stop her.”

Then where was her heart…

Feng Xiang’s disciples glared at him angrily, their words cutting to the heart.

“Since the Alliance Leader has no interest in our Venerable One, why pretend to care now? She sacrificed herself to enter the array, not expecting your repayment. If you had cared, you should have understood her feelings ten years ago. How could such a proud and noble person stay by your side for decades if she didn’t have feelings for you? Everyone in the world praises you for your great benevolence and righteousness, and your concern for all living beings, but who knows about her? She followed you, not for fame or profit, wasting years and delaying her cultivation. What do you think that was for?”

What was it for…

He had never thought about it carefully, probably because he didn’t dare to think. How could he not love Feng Xiang? It was just that love made him timid. She said he was different from others, not admiring or entangling. If he had spoken the word “love,” how would he be different from others? He was just afraid of losing her…

—Venerable Feng Xiang is a divine-like figure… how could one casually profane her?

It turned out she had heard that sentence…

But she had never heard his heart’s voice, the love and longing he had hidden in his heart for decades. From the first glance, he had already fallen.

Her pride and his timidity made him lose her forever. Even though they were close and inseparable, they could never truly feel or touch each other.

Her immortality lasted only a day, while he had watched six thousand years of flowers blooming and withering here, silently gazing from her shadow. Only when she was asleep, in the starless and moonless nights, could he briefly emerge from the shadow to touch her sleeping face?

They had once had sweet moments of dependence, in the more than thirty thousand days after their reunion. He stayed by her side, waiting for her to wake up every day, forgetting the previous day, and he would tirelessly tell her again and again:

—Feng Xiang, I love you, from the first moment I saw you.

—Can you forgive my foolishness and timidity, and start over with me?

She would forgive him again and again, clumsily kissing him, her face red as she accused him of being too skilled, asking if he had another Dao companion.

He could only smile bitterly. Where would he get another Dao companion? It was just that for more than thirty thousand days, he had repeated the same confession and entanglement, becoming skilled through repetition.

However, Feng Xiang would always forget that he loved her.

He wished he had never stepped on the Heavenly Stairs, so he could have a thousand years of companionship with her. But if he hadn’t stepped on the Heavenly Stairs, he wouldn’t bear to let her endlessly reincarnate alone in the mortal world.

It was all his fault. Why did he let Feng Xiang suffer such torment…

“Changshou and immortality are the authority of the divine race, an extravagant hope that humans shouldn’t covet. Such immortality is a punishment,” Lord Qian Guang said with a bitter smile. “Do you know that the lotus seed of the Immortal Lotus is also called the Suffering of All Beings? The Enlightenment Grass is poison, while the Immortal Lotus is the medicine. People think that cutting off emotions and love, and extinguishing desires is great enlightenment. However, true great enlightenment is to taste the suffering of all beings, shed the tears of all beings, and still have compassion, willing to love this mortal world. This is enlightenment.”

“Over the years, she has picked all the blooming Immortal Lotuses, but she always forgets. The Heavenly Stairs only open once for each person. After that, no matter how many Immortal Lotuses one eats, one cannot ascend to immortality and glimpse the celestial palace. I know you want the lotus seeds to neutralize the poison of the Enlightenment Grass. All the lotus seeds left by Feng Xiang have been buried here by me.”

As Lord Qian Guang spoke, he pointed to a nearby blue stone. Ji Xuecen walked to the blue stone and swept his sleeve to move it aside, revealing a cave underneath. Inside was a white silk bag filled with red lotus seeds, emitting a slightly bitter fragrance. Each lotus seed represented two hundred years.

“Tasting the suffering of all beings is true enlightenment,” Lord Qian Guang said. “Take these lotus seeds and leave. Don’t come back.”

Mu Xuanling felt a heaviness in her heart, making it hard to breathe. How had Lord Qian Guang spent these six thousand years…

“Is there anything we can do to help?” Mu Xuanling asked softly.

Lord Qian Guang looked at her and smiled faintly, “This is the power of the gods. No one can change it. I appreciate your kind intentions.”

Ji Xuecen took a lotus seed from the bag and returned to Mu Xuanling’s side.

“Lord Qian Guang, have you ever seen the High God of Fate? Perhaps we could find a way to break this ‘curse’ through him.”

“Curse…” Lord Qian Guang chuckled. “Yes, how is this wish different from a curse? I did have that thought at the time, but in the vast celestial palace, I only saw the High God of the Wheel Mirror. There were no other divine officials.”

Ji Xuecen frowned, “This High God of the Wheel Mirror seems strange. He’s not as ‘kind’ as he claims. Perhaps he’s lying.”

“No one in this world has ever seen the divine race. They only exist in legends. But the abilities he displayed are beyond mortal capabilities. If he’s not of the divine race, what else could he be?” Lord Qian Guang lowered his eyes in thought. “However, he did say that someone was lying.”

“Who was lying?” Ji Xuecen pressed.

Lord Qian Guang recalled the High God of the Wheel Mirror’s strange smile at the time, and a chill rose in his heart.

“He said that this world is just a lie…”
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Two days later, Ji Xuecen and Mu Xuanling returned to the main city of Qiongju Island.

The Demon Race Martial Arts Competition had ended. In the past few days, many rising stars of the demon race had emerged, gaining the admiration of their peers. Celebratory feasts could be seen everywhere in the main city. The entire Qiongju City was prosperous and lively, filled with the sounds of people, singing, and dancing. Amidst the clamor, there was a touch of mortal warmth. The experience at Luowu Mountain seemed like a distant, cold dream.

This was the Hundred Demons Night Parade, held after the Demon Race Martial Arts Competition. The male and female demons in Qiongju City were laughing and flirting, indulging in a night of passion, like the brilliant fireworks in the night sky, seeking only momentary beauty without concern for lasting emotions.

Mu Xuanling watched two fox demons embracing each other and sighed, “Master was right. Love is the deadliest poison in the world, touching it shatters one to pieces. The demon race is better off, emphasizing their bestial nature over human nature, having desire without emotion, so they won’t be heartbroken.”

Ji Xuecen walked alongside Mu Xuanling and stopped when he heard her musings.

“Being emotionless doesn’t necessarily mean being free, and being emotional doesn’t always mean suffering more,” a cool voice sounded from behind.

Mu Xuanling turned back puzzled, looking at Ji Xuecen who had stopped. Though surrounded by the bustling crowd, laughter, and joy, he seemed detached from the mortal world, out of place in this sea of humanity, lonely and desolate. His deep phoenix eyes gazed at her steadily. The dazzling fireworks in the night sky failed to illuminate the darkness in his eyes, yet she vaguely saw herself reflected in them.

She heard him say in a daze, “Those who have loved, even if shattered to pieces, would never regret it even after nine deaths. Feng Xiang was like this, and so was Lord Qian Guang.”

He gently took her hand, their cool fingers intertwining perfectly, quickly generating warmth.

Mu Xuanling’s long lashes trembled slightly as she lowered her gaze to their tightly clasped palms and the red strings wrapped around each of their wrists.

“Sect Leader Ji, your One Line Connection is still unresolved. You don’t need to worry about me running away,” she mumbled softly, yet did not attempt to pull her hand away as if she had already grown accustomed to it.

“Holding your hand… do you think it’s just because I’m afraid you’ll run away?” Ji Xuecen chuckled softly, only gripping her hand tighter.

Then why…

An answer was on the tip of her tongue, but she dared not believe it.

Just as she was about to ask, a familiar voice called out from afar.

“Sect Leader Ji, Miss Mu?”

The voice interrupted her thoughts. She turned to look at the approaching figure. In the dim lamplight, a tall man in brocade robes and a jade crown, wearing a silver fox mask, approached while fanning himself.

“Young Palace Master?” Mu Xuanling immediately recognized him, looking at him in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

The newcomer was indeed Fu Lansheng, the Young Palace Master of Bixiao Palace. As he came closer, his smiling gaze swept over their clasped hands, and a flash of pity crossed his face—for Nan Xuyue.

Fu Lansheng bowed slightly to Ji Xuecen before answering Mu Xuanling’s question, “The Demon Race Martial Arts Competition ended today. Bixiao Palace was invited to observe. My father is in seclusion, so I came in his stead. I’ve certainly seen quite a spectacle.” He sighed wistfully, “The demon beauties are truly passionate and amorous…”

He had nearly been unable to escape. Those female demons all wanted to absorb his essence! He made excuses to slip away from the banquet, but on the streets, he was pursued by more admirers. He had to buy a mask to cover his handsome face.

“I envy you two, not having to worry about being kidnapped and having your essence absorbed by demons,” Fu Lansheng boasted, fanning himself.

Mu Xuanling smiled and said, “A few days ago, a powerful snake demon coveted Sect Leader Ji’s beauty.”

Fu Lansheng was stunned: “And then?”

“Naturally, it was beaten until it was purified,” Mu Xuanling said seriously. “Young Palace Master, if you were stronger, you wouldn’t have such troubles.”

Fu Lansheng’s mouth twitched, feeling as if he had been stabbed in the heart. His handsome face under the mask crumpled.

“Sister,” a childish voice came from Fu Lansheng’s waist. Mu Xuanling looked down and saw A-Bao poking its little head out of the spatial pouch. Its two round ears twitched excitedly, and the next moment it jumped onto her shoulder. “Sister, I missed you so much!”

It nuzzled against Mu Xuanling’s neck, and she couldn’t help but smile, raising her hand to gently stroke its soft fur.

“A-Bao, has the Young Palace Master been bullying you?” Mu Xuanling rubbed its head.

A-Bao squinted its eyes in comfort, stretching its neck to rub against her soft palm, and softly complained, “Brother said if I’m not good, he’ll raise a cat instead.”

Fu Lansheng said sourly, “You ungrateful little thing, I’ve been so good to you, and all you remember is the cat comment?”

Mu Xuanling couldn’t help but laugh. Seeing A-Bao’s beautiful fur color, she knew Fu Lansheng had taken excellent care of it. “Have you made any progress in finding Fu Cangli these days?”

Hearing Mu Xuanling’s question, Fu Lansheng’s expression changed slightly. He lowered his voice and said, “I have something I want your help with. This isn’t the place to talk. Please, come with me.”

As the richest man in the world, Fu Lansheng’s accommodations were naturally not ordinary. He had come to Qiongju Island on a magical artifact called the “Floating Cloud Sky Boat.” The Sky Boat was carved from white jade, inscribed with countless magical arrays. When activated, it could ride the wind, traveling eight thousand miles in a day. The Sky Boat was elaborately decorated, and extremely luxurious, with exquisite food and beautiful scenery. It had numerous guards and beautiful maids, strict security, and attentive service, making people reluctant to leave, surpassing even a heavenly paradise.

When the flight array wasn’t activated, the Floating Cloud Sky Boat was docked on the sea to the west of Qiongju Island. The three of them soared into the air, riding the sea breeze to gently land on the deck. From afar, they saw a tall figure in cyan robes. The person stood against the wind, his clothes fluttering lightly, a crescent moon hanging above his head, his feet treading on the shimmering starry river. With handsome eyebrows and starry eyes, he smiled gently, like a divine lord descending to the mortal world.

Seeing the gentle smile in the man’s eyes, Mu Xuanling couldn’t help but smile, calling out before she even landed, “Young Master Nan!”

Nan Xuyue stepped forward to greet the three, but his gaze fell only on the person in the middle.

“Ling’er,” Nan Xuyue called softly, his voice carrying a light smile. His gaze lingered on her face for a moment before turning to Ji Xuecen beside her, greeting him politely, “Sect Leader Ji.”

Ji Xuecen nodded slightly, a hint of something flashing in his phoenix eyes: “Manor Lord Nan, you’re here too?”

Nan Xuyue said, “The jade pendant I left for Ling’er showed some anomalies as if the array inside had been activated by an attack. I was worried something had happened to Ling’er, and I sensed that the jade pendant’s location was on Qiongju Island, so I took advantage of Fu Brother’s hospitality and came here on the Floating Cloud Sky Boat.”

Mu Xuanling frowned in confusion: “When was the jade pendant attacked? I haven’t used it.” As she spoke, she pulled out the fine cord from her neck and looked down at the jade pendant. The jade was still smooth and lustrous as before, without a single crack. Mu Xuanling turned it over to look at the back, and her expression suddenly changed. Where there had originally been a ‘moon’ character engraved, it was now completely smooth. Who had done this, and when, was self-evident…

Nan Xuyue’s keen eyes naturally didn’t miss the change in the jade pendant, nor did he miss the sudden redness on Mu Xuanling’s face.

Mu Xuanling stammered, “Maybe I accidentally triggered the array…”

Ji Xuecen chuckled softly: “Or maybe it was me.”

Nan Xuyue glanced at Ji Xuecen imperceptibly, his fan touching his thin lips as he lowered his eyes and smiled, but said nothing.

Fu Lansheng shivered: “Tonight seems a bit cold… I’ve prepared a feast, let’s go inside first… hehe…”

He then gracefully slipped away…

—I should be inside the boat, not out here!

As Fu Lansheng had said, he had already prepared a feast in the cabin to entertain Ji Xuecen and Mu Xuanling. As soon as the three sat down, various delicacies were brought in, filling the table.

Mu Xuanling couldn’t help but sigh inwardly. No wonder Fu Lansheng had no interest in cultivation; his life was too comfortable. As the only heir of Bixiao Palace, he was pampered by his parents. He didn’t have the troubles of sibling rivalry like Nan Xuyue, nor the pressure of heavy responsibilities like Ji Xuecen. Even his cultivation was handed down to him by others who had already mastered the skills. It must take ten lifetimes of good deeds to be so favored by heaven.

The hardships she had endured in this life must have been the result of ten lifetimes of evil deeds.

Fu Lansheng enthusiastically welcomed everyone. Ji Xuecen shook his head slightly: “I have long since abstained from food.”

Mu Xuanling, however, was not one to refuse. Listening to Fu Lansheng’s introductions, she tasted various delicacies one by one. Seeing Mu Xuanling’s enthusiasm, Fu Lansheng became even more excited, describing each dish in detail.

“This dish, ‘Peony Gathering,’ is made from the belly of the deep-sea star sandfish. The fish belly is sliced into translucent thin pieces, with a smoky pink color. The meat is tender and delicious even without cooking. This star sand fish lives a hundred miles under the sea, and only Yuan Ying cultivators can dive to catch it, making it extremely rare and precious.”

“This Snow Peak Rouge is a favorite of the Eastern Sea demonesses. It’s said to preserve youth and exude fragrance. The white part is made of a snow swallow’s nest in milk, while the red part is the juice of the vermilion fruit. The vermilion fruit grows on the edge of the Phoenix Roost Forest, rich in spiritual energy. Eating it leaves a lingering fragrance in the mouth for ten days.”

“This dish is called Azure Sea, Blue Sky, Bright Moon Heart. The ‘Azure Sea’ is a spiritual seaweed, fresh and sweet. The ‘Blue Sky’ is the unique fragrant bamboo shoots from Spirit Heron Island, most refreshing to the palate. The ‘Bright Moon Heart’ is a fruit called red lychee, with translucent white flesh and sweet juice.”

“This is Snow Crab Drunk on Jade Nectar. Live crabs are soaked in century-old fine wine, infusing the crab meat with the wine’s flavor, creating an exquisite taste… Ah Bao, you can’t eat that!”

Fu Lansheng shouted, but it was too late. Ah Bao had already sucked half a snow crab dry and was now swaying, hiccupping with a strong whiff of alcohol. The century-old wine was extremely potent. Those with lower cultivation couldn’t handle its strength, getting drunk for a day after just one bite. Only high-level cultivators with strong physiques could enjoy this worldly delicacy. Ah Bao was just a little Sniff Treasure Mouse. Its greed for delicacies led it to eat half a crab at once, unable to withstand the wine’s aftereffects. Its black eyes immediately became unfocused, and it started mumbling incoherently.

Fu Lansheng held his head in pain, while Mu Xuanling couldn’t help but smile. Nan Xuyue took out a Clear Mind Pill from her storage bag and pushed it into Ah Bao’s mouth. Ah Bao chewed twice, frowning and muttering, “Tastes bad…”

Then it flopped onto the table and fell asleep.

“It’ll be fine after sleeping off the alcohol,” Nan Xuyue said with a smile.

Fu Lansheng sighed, “This little glutton is greedy for both food and money.” Despite his complaints, he carefully picked up Ah Bao and placed it in a nearby exquisite, soft wooden bed, tucking it in.

When Fu Lansheng returned, Mu Xuanling spoke seriously, “You said earlier you had something to ask me. What is it?”

Fu Lansheng glanced at the sleeping Ah Bao, his expression gradually becoming solemn.

“Ah Bao’s father might be from the Demon Realm,” he said, explaining in detail what he had discovered in the Blood Mirror. He then asked, “You’re most familiar with the Demon Realm. Are there still humans there?”

Mu Xuanling frowned slightly and shook her head. “The Demon Realm only has demonic energy, no spiritual energy. Human cultivators can’t stay there for long without harming themselves.”

“What if he practiced demonic cultivation?” Fu Lansheng asked.

“Humans have spirit apertures that can absorb spiritual energy for cultivation. Why would they endure the pain of demonic energy?” Mu Xuanling disagreed. “I think that person might have just entered the Demon Realm by chance, and your Blood Mirror happened to catch a glimpse of him at that time. Which day did you see this?”

Fu Lansheng gave a date, and Mu Xuanling recalled it was two days before her night raid on Mirror Flower Valley. She was in the Demon Realm at that time but hadn’t seen any human cultivators. However, it wasn’t impossible… She had spent several hours cultivating at the Fusang Tree and might have just missed that person.

“It’s a human cultivator in league with demons,” Xie Xuechen suddenly spoke. “That person could sense the Blood Mirror’s observation, indicating considerable strength. Even if not at the Fashen realm, they must be at least at the peak of Yuan Ying realm.”

“Impossible,” Mu Xuanling frowned and muttered, “How come I didn’t know about this?”

Xie Xuechen and Fu Lansheng looked at her. Fu Lansheng smiled, “Miss Mu, perhaps your master doesn’t trust you that much.”

Mu Xuanling was reluctant to doubt Sang Qi’s feelings for her, after all, Sang Qi had saved her life and raised her.

Fu Lansheng continued, “Nan Xuyue did divination for Ah Bao and said its father-daughter fate is very shallow, with only one fated meeting. Worried that Fu Cangru might harm Ah Bao, I’ve been keeping it hidden these days, not letting anyone see it. It’s only because we met you today that I let it out of the storage bag.”

Mu Xuanling hadn’t expected that Fu Lansheng, who seemed frivolous, would be so thoughtful towards Ah Bao. She couldn’t help but view him in a slightly better light.

“I’ll try to find out more when I return to the Demon Realm…” Mu Xuanling paused, glancing at Xie Xuechen, and muttered, “If I can go back, that is.”

Nan Xuyue chuckled softly. Fu Lansheng was talkative, so he let him do most of the talking. Nan Xuyue just smiled and listened, his slender fingers holding jade chopsticks, quietly adding food to Mu Xuanling’s plate. He carefully noted her preferences for different dishes, adding more of what she seemed to like and avoiding those that made her frown slightly.

“Ling’er, did you go to Luowu Mountain earlier?” Nan Xuyue asked.

Mu Xuanling looked at Xie Xuechen, and seeing him nod, she answered, “Yes.”

Nan Xuyue noticed her reaction and turned to Xie Xuechen, “Sect Leader Xie looks solemn as if troubled. Did something happen during your visit to Luowu Mountain?”

Mu Xuanling wasn’t sure if she should mention their encounter with Feng Xiang Qian Guang Jun. Qian Guang Jun had kindly given them the Lotus Heart Seed and asked them not to tell others about Feng Xiang, fearing it might cause unnecessary trouble. Although she felt Nan Xuyue was reliable, she didn’t want to break her promise to Qian Guang Jun.

Xie Xuechen said, “The matter at Luowu Mountain has been resolved, but I have some questions. I’ve heard that Manor Lord Nan is well-versed in ancient texts, so there are some things I’d like to ask you about.”

Nan Xuyue smiled, “You flatter me. Please, Sect Leader Xie, feel free to ask.”

Xie Xuechen asked, “Have you ever heard of the Ancient God Clan?”

“The Ancient God Clan exists only in legends,” Nan Xuyue explained slowly. “Legend has it that when Pangu created the world, separating yin and yang, heaven and earth, three realms were born: the upper realm for gods, the middle realm for mortals, and the lower realm for the nine hells. The gods of the God Realm could command wind and rain, each wielding divine authority to maintain the stability of the three realms. They received offerings from humans and protected human prosperity. But ten thousand years ago, a fallen god used evil methods to cultivate heart demons, leading humans to attack the God Realm. After their defeat, they were suppressed and sealed in the Molten Abyss. The fallen god’s energy polluted that part of the world, and since then, the Demon Realm was carved out of the mortal realm, never seeing daylight, only the crimson demon moon. The gods, disgusted by human greed and baseness, disappeared. Humans no longer received divine protection, and the mortal realm fell into endless chaos.”

The legend of creation and the origin of the gods was known to varying degrees by people across the Divine Continent, but with oral transmission, countless versions had emerged. What Nan Xuyue described was the most orthodox version circulating in the cultivation world.

Seeing that Nan Xuyue indeed knew much about the God Clan, Xie Xuechen asked further, “Have you heard of the name Lun Jing Shang Shen? Or… the Divine Lords of Time and Fate?”

Nan Xuyue was somewhat suspicious of Xie Xuechen’s motives for asking, but he answered truthfully, “Gods are named after their authorities. There are wind gods and rain masters who control wind and rain, so naturally, there would be Divine Lords of Time and Fate. The Lord of Time is the divine official in charge of seasons and hours. As for the gods’ names, those are unknown. The Lord of Fate is said to be the divine official in charge of all beings’ destinies… But there are also some interesting legends.”

Mu Xuanling and Fu Lansheng were intrigued and stared at Nan Xuyue, urging, “What legends? Tell us quickly.”

Nan Xuyue smiled and said, “When Pangu created the world, he split the primordial chaos into two. The primordial chaos energy, originating from the primordial universe, disregards strength and causality. It is both one and many. After the primordial chaos was split, it didn’t completely disappear but transformed into two supreme treasures of heaven and earth.”

Fu Lansheng exclaimed loudly, “I know this! It’s the Book of Destiny and the Chaos Zhenzhu.”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes flickered, “The Chaos Zhenzhu… has always been enshrined by the Bright Moon Manor.”

The Bright Moon Manor obtained the Chaos Zhenzhu thousands of years ago and became its guardian. Everyone knew the Chaos Zhenzhu was mysterious and powerful, and they were unwilling to provoke the Bright Moon Manor that possessed it. But seven years ago, Sang Qi used the excuse of seizing the Chaos Zhenzhu to massacre the Bright Moon Manor, and since then, the Chaos Zhenzhu’s whereabouts have been unknown.

Everyone present knew this part, so Nan Xuyue didn’t elaborate. He continued, “Just now, Sect Leader Xie mentioned the Divine Lord of Fate. According to legend, the Divine Lord of Fate is the divine official who wields the Book of Destiny. The Chaos Zhenzhu can overturn heaven and earth, while the Book of Destiny can write causality. The two are hard to compare, and neither can be controlled by a single person or god.”

Overturning heaven and earth, writing causality…

Mu Xuanling silently repeated these words in her heart, suddenly remembering what Qian Guang Jun had said – this world is all fake…

Mu Xuanling looked at Xie Xuechen, who was also looking at her. They both thought of the same thing.

Someone had written a false world in the Book of Destiny!

Only the Book of Destiny could deceive all beings and distort everyone’s perception.

But what is a lie, and what is the truth?

Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Chapter 46
The crescent moon moved westward as the night deepened. The sea breeze was gentle and moist, rippling the surface of the water and scattering the starry river. Leaning against the railing for a brief rest, one could hear the rhythmic sound of waves.

Perhaps it was because that snow crab dish had quite an aftereffect, even stronger than the wine from Yongxue City. Even the sea breeze couldn’t dispel the heat on her face, instead making her feel increasingly lazy. Mu Xuanling leaned out, resting her head on her arms as she gazed at the sea. Unknown fish, attracted by the firelight, were jumping around the Floating Cloud Airship, occasionally leaping out of the water, creating beautiful silver ripples.

— How beautiful…

— They look so happy…

— I wonder if they taste good…

— Could this be fake too?

— Perhaps the real is ugly, and only the fake is beautiful…

— I want to jump down and play in the water…

— I don’t think I know how to swim…

Affected by the alcohol, her thoughts wandered. She didn’t even notice the footsteps approaching from behind.

“Ling’er.” It wasn’t until the person came to her side and softly called her name that she sluggishly turned her head, tilting it to look at the person before her.

“Young Master Nan?” Mu Xuanling’s voice was soft and hoarse with intoxication, her cheeks flushed and eyes misty, less cunning and lively, but more endearingly naive. “Why are you here?”

Nan Xuyue spoke gently, “I knocked on your room door, but there was no response. I thought you might have come here for some fresh air.”

Mu Xuanling made a small sound of acknowledgment, then turned back to watch the fish. “Young Master Nan, do you know how to swim?”

Nan Xuyue followed her gaze to the shimmering waves on the sea surface and smiled, “No, I don’t.”

“So there are things you can’t do too.” Mu Xuanling gave a silly laugh, then frowned with regret, “I’m sorry, I forgot your foot was injured.”

“You don’t need to apologize,” Nan Xuyue smiled dismissively, “I’m just an ordinary person, there are many things I can’t do.”

“You’re not ordinary at all,” she said seriously, counting his virtues on her fingers. “You’ve read so many books, your skill in formations and mechanisms is unparalleled, and you excel in music, chess, calligraphy, and painting. Moreover, you’re so kind and gentle to everyone. Even a treasure-sniffing rat would get your help if it asked. You just… encountered bad people, that’s why your divine aperture was destroyed.” As she spoke, she suddenly paused, raising her hand to touch her brow, “I have a divine aperture… Yes, the Jade Palace Scripture can rebuild divine apertures!” Her eyes widened with excitement, those peach blossom eyes sparkling alluringly, “Nan Xuyue, I can pass on my cultivation to you. If you learn the Jade Palace Scripture, you might be able to rebuild your divine aperture!”

Nan Xuyue was stunned, then chuckled softly, “You’re drunk. Do you know what you’re saying?”

“I do know. If you recover your divine aperture, you won’t be any less than Xie Xuechen.” Mu Xuanling was as excited as if she had discovered a treasure, clutching Nan Xuyue’s sleeve, “Just try it, okay?”

“Passing on cultivation means exposing oneself completely and defenseless to the other person. Traditionally, only masters and disciples, husbands and wives, or fathers and sons would pass on cultivation to each other.” Nan Xuyue asked in a low voice, smiling, “Ling’er, what am I to you?”

Mu Xuanling was stunned for a moment, but instead of answering Nan Xuyue’s question, she said, “But Sect Leader Xie also passed his cultivation to me…”

It seemed as if an answer was floating up and down in the water, vaguely about to surface.

Nan Xuyue reached out to brush away the stray hairs blown loose by the night wind at her temple, gently tucking them behind her ear. His cool fingertips intentionally or unintentionally brushed against her delicate and sensitive earlobe. Her ear tip twitched like a startled little animal, turning a faint shade of pink.

“I know you’re drunk, but I still can’t help wanting to hear false comfort from your lips,” Nan Xuyue drew closer, leaning in slightly to inhale her scent, a mix of three parts alcohol and three parts floral fragrance, brewing into an intoxicatingly sweet and soft aroma. “If there were no Xie Xuechen, you would have fallen in love with me, wouldn’t you?”

Mu Xuanling frowned slightly, her intoxicated peach blossom eyes misting over as if scattered with crushed stars. Through the thin veil of mist in her eyes, she looked at Nan Xuyue in confusion.

“What does it have to do with Sect Leader Xie?” She didn’t understand.

“Yes, it has nothing to do with him…” He chuckled lightly, then sighed, “Ling’er, you’re like this… It makes one want to bully you.”

“You would never bully anyone,” Mu Xuanling didn’t believe him, “You’re a good person.”

“If you don’t like it, I can become bad too.” He curled his lips in what seemed like self-mockery, his handsome features tinged with melancholy. He was extremely close to her, his faint woody scent intertwining with her sweet girlish fragrance. He stared intently at the jade pendant on her neck, his usually gentle voice slightly hoarse with restraint, “He’s not suitable for you. Only I understand you.”

“You and I are the same. We’ve both been abandoned by this world, seen the darkest nights, walked the longest roads. At our most painful and desperate moments, just a single smile could give us redemption. I understand how you cherish every life that has ever shown you warmth because I’m the same.”

“But you’re gentler than me. Anyone who has ever shown you warmth, you’re willing to repay with your life. You can unhesitatingly shield me with your body, even though you don’t love me. But I can’t do that…”

“I too can risk everything for you, but only for you…”

He knew he wasn’t truly a gentle person, only using a mild facade to conceal the coldness within. That courtesy and gentleness were just social graces. The only one he was truly willing to love with all his heart was her alone.

Mu Xuanling stared blankly at Nan Xuyue’s handsome face. His clear eyes, so close she could see herself reflected in them, concealed unknown pain and sorrow. He lowered his head, and the moonlight didn’t reach his eyes. In his eyes, there was only her.

“Nan Xuyue…” She frowned in confusion, murmuring, not resisting the warmth of his touch on her cheek.

Nan Xuyue’s fingertips caressed the soft skin of her face as his handsome visage slowly drew closer. His low, husky voice resonated in her ear, “Ling’er, you once promised to give me a little bit of your affection.” His hand gently cupped her delicate chin as he lowered his voice enticingly, asking softly, “Can you give me a little more?”

Could she?

Mu Xuanling became dazed.

It felt as if a part of her heart had emptied as if she once had so much affection, but it had all disappeared. Where did it go?

She frowned in confusion, forgetting to answer his question, which seemed to give silent permission for his closeness. Just as Nan Xuyue’s kiss was about to fall, she felt a sudden tug on her arm. An irresistible force pulled her body away from Nan Xuyue’s embrace.

Mu Xuanling suddenly crashed into a solid chest, her waist held firmly. She rubbed her head, regaining some clarity, and looked up angrily at Xie Xuechen, “What are you doing!”

Nan Xuyue slowly turned around to face Xie Xuechen, a smile on his lips but no trace of warmth or gentleness in his eyes.

“The Red String of Fate,” Nan Xuyue said, looking at the identical red cords on their wrists. “Ling’er is not a prisoner.”

Xie Xuechen coldly looked at Nan Xuyue, “I have never seen her as a prisoner.”

Mu Xuanling’s face flushed red with anger as she pushed and hit his chest, “Nonsense! You’re treating me like a dog on a leash!”

Xie Xuechen sighed softly, catching her restless hands and softening his voice, “You’re drunk. We’ll talk when we get back.”

Nan Xuyue intervened, “She’s drunk. It’s not appropriate for you to take her back.”

“Master Nan, given your actions just now, I’m afraid you’re in no position to say that,” Xie Xuechen didn’t hide the cold hostility in his words.

Seeing that she couldn’t move Xie Xuechen, Mu Xuanling reached out to Nan Xuyue for help: “Nan Xuyue, save me!”

Xie Xuechen’s heart tightened, a trace of bitterness creeping in.

Nan Xuyue said in a deep voice, “She doesn’t want to go with you.”

Xie Xuechen replied, “She’s been poisoned by the Heart-Enlightening Grass.”

“What?” Nan Xuyue was shocked, “But the symptoms don’t seem similar.”

“We don’t know what Sang Qi did, but Xuan Xin’s judgment should be correct,” Xie Xuechen said. “Our trip to Luowu Mountain this time was to obtain the antidote for the Heart-Enlightening Grass poison, the seeds of the Changshou Lotus.”

Mu Xuanling slowly stopped struggling and looked up at Xie Xuechen, asking sluggishly, “What did you just say? I’ve been poisoned?”

Xie Xuechen lowered his eyes to look at her and said gently, “Yes, the Lotus Heart Seed was obtained for you.”

Mu Xuanling’s face changed, and she struggled even harder, “You’re talking nonsense! I won’t eat such a thing!”

The Lotus Heart Seed was the bitterness of all living beings. Why should she have to suffer?

Nan Xuyue’s expression darkened with uncertainty. Then he heard Xie Xuechen say, “If the poison isn’t neutralized, her life will be in danger. I will make her take the antidote and protect her heart meridians. Master Nan, if you truly care for her, you should know what choice to make.”

Nan Xuyue ultimately gave up his resistance.

If Ling’er were cured of the poison, her eyes and heart would only have room for Xie Xuechen.

But if she weren’t cured, her life would be in danger…

He would rather see her live well, and he could wait…

Xie Xuechen carried Mu Xuanling back to her room. The door closed behind them, and a barrier immediately formed.

Xie Xuechen placed the half-drunk, half-awake girl on the soft bed with its silken pillows and brocade quilt. He sat on the edge of the bed, blocking her escape route.

Mu Xuanling struggled with all her limbs. Xie Xuechen couldn’t bear to use his spiritual power to protect himself, fearing he might hurt her, so he endured her attacks. The angry and drunk person had no restraint, each blow landing on his chest and abdomen with full force. Xie Xuechen frowned, a trace of blood seeping from the corner of his pale lips.

Mu Xuanling paused, stunned, and asked hoarsely, “Why don’t you dodge?”

“What do you think…” Xie Xuechen smiled bitterly, “You’re so clever, you should understand.”

“What should I understand?” Mu Xuanling’s mind was buzzing, in complete chaos.

“The Red String of Fate is a thread of destiny,” Xie Xuechen held her palm, his long fingers intertwining with hers. His low, husky voice resonated in her ear, “To hold your hand is to wish to grow old with you.”

Mu Xuanling was dumbfounded, feeling the gradually rising temperature in her palm. She trembled slightly and said in a tone of sudden realization and confusion, “You truly… like me?”

“The word ‘like’ seems too light,” Xie Xuechen sighed softly. He reached out to wrap an arm around her waist, leaning in slightly to rest his forehead against hers, his phoenix eyes gazing deeply into her bewildered ones.

“Is it love then?” Mu Xuanling asked.

Xie Xuechen’s eyes filled with soft yet heavy emotion as he spoke softly but solemnly, “It is love. Love that makes one jealous and doubtful, anxious and insecure, love that’s beyond one’s control.”

She had never imagined such words would come from Xie Xuechen’s mouth. The beating in her chest intensified, making her breathing irregular. She lowered her eyes, not daring to look at Xie Xuechen, her hand by her side tightly gripping the quilt.

“I know you can’t respond to me now because of the Heart-Enlightening Grass’s poison. I brought the Lotus Heart Seed to save your life, but I also have my selfish reasons,” Xie Xuechen lowered his head to gently kiss the tear mole at the corner of her eye, his voice hoarse, “I hope you can fall in love with me again.”

The ticklish sensation at the corner of her eye made her blink involuntarily, her lashes dampened with tears, appearing even thicker and darker, like butterfly wings.

“Maybe you’re mistaken… What if I take the Lotus Heart Seed and still don’t like you?” she couldn’t help but ask.

Xie Xuechen’s heart tightened, then he smiled bitterly, “Then I… still can’t let go.”

The crimson lotus seed floated in the air, emitting a slightly bitter fragrance. Mu Xuanling looked at it hesitantly, thinking of it as the most bitter thing in the world, and couldn’t help but shrink back.

Xie Xuechen’s firm hand pressed against her back, his voice gentle yet determined, “I will bear it with you. Ling’er… I will always be by your side.”

Xie Xuechen took the lotus seed into his mouth. The intense bitterness, stronger than the world’s strongest wine, instantly swept through his mouth and reached his heart. Without a sound, he leaned in and kissed her full, vibrant red lips, his tongue parting her tightly closed lips to pass the lotus seed into her mouth.

The delicate body in his palm suddenly trembled. She instinctively tried to spit out the lotus seed, but he blocked her lips. His agile and soft tongue pressed against hers, accompanied by a moist, lingering caress. A hint of sweet blood entered her mouth. His hand lightly touched her chin, and her throat swallowed involuntarily. The lotus seed fell into her stomach, and the bitterness pierced her heart like a sharp knife. The intense bitter pain consumed all her consciousness.

What is the suffering of all living beings?

It is the pain of separation from loved ones, the agony of meeting those we hate, the burning of the five aggregates.

It is not getting what we want, and losing what we have.

Compared to the bitterness in one’s heart, what is the bitterness on the tongue?

Mu Xuanling’s heart began to ache violently as if being repeatedly pierced by the sharpest blade, then mercilessly twisted. It was an intangible pain, the heart-wrenching agony of losing those dearest to you, the despair and helplessness of being betrayed and abandoned. It was watching Xie Xuechen breathe his last before her, holding his cold body, feeling utterly hopeless and wishing for death…

Tears gushed forth, sliding down from the corners of her eyes, wetting her long hair and the pillow. She sobbed convulsively. Xie Xuechen held her tightly in his arms, his palm pressed against her back and shoulder blades, pouring vast amounts of spiritual energy into her body, enveloping her violently beating heart and protecting her heart meridians.

The medicinal properties of the world’s bitterness spread from her heart, layers upon layers of bitter pain crashing like waves against her heart, colliding with the blockade of the Heart-Enlightening Grass’s poison. The two powerful forces wrestled and confronted each other in her fragile heart, waxing and waning. Each heartbeat was a soul-deep agony, making her break out in a cold sweat and tremble all over.

Mu Xuanling’s face turned deathly pale. She whimpered and bit down on Xie Xuechen’s left shoulder. Xie Xuechen didn’t resist, only fearing she might hurt herself. The iron taste of blood dispersed the bitterness on her tongue, and hot tears fell on his neck, burning his heart.

“Ling’er, Ling’er…” His clear, hoarse voice called her name softly.

The scenes in her memory gradually became clear, those colorless, pale images slowly regaining their original hues. She remembered the flutter in her heart when they first met, the wild joy of their reunion, the heart-wrenching grief of losing him, the sadness and hurt of being rejected by him…

“Xie Xuechen…” Her hoarse voice weakly called his name, “Xie Xuechen…”

Xie Xuechen trembled, one hand caressing her tear-stained face, his voice shaking, “Ling’er, do you remember?”

She threw her arms around his neck, clinging to him like a drowning person grasping at a floating log. She pressed herself against him, trembling, and burst into tears.

She remembered everything now – the Heart-Enlightening Water that Sang Qi had forced her to drink, and all those heartless words she had said to Xie Xuechen, all those resolute things she had done.

Her emptied heart was slowly filled again with emotions, both joyful and sorrowful, all because of him. The intense pain gradually subsided, replaced by a tingling fullness. It was the sweetness after bitterness, the feeling of seeing through the mortal world yet still loving you.

She tightened her arms, tears continuously pooling at his collar, soaking through his robes. Her thin back trembled slightly with uncontrollable sobs. Xie Xuechen gently stroked her back with one hand, while the other continued to channel spiritual energy to protect her heart meridians and clear her channels.

“Ling’er, does it still hurt?” His voice was hoarse and trembling, tenderly kissing her sweat-dampened temple.

Her heartbeat finally began to stabilize, but her tears wouldn’t stop.

“I’m sorry…” Her tear-choked voice softly apologized, “I hurt you so many times…”

Xie Xuechen gently embraced her body, his cool voice heavy with emotion: “You know, those aren’t the words I want to hear.”

Mu Xuanling raised her head from his neck, her beautiful peach blossom eyes red from crying, the tear mole at the corner of her eye now gone. He sighed in relief, then saw her lift her face and kiss his lips preciously.

“Xie Xuechen, I love you.”

It had been so since seven years ago.

He raised his hand to hold the back of her head, deepening the kiss.

The greatest fortune in life is to regain what was once lost.
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Mu Xuanling cried her heart out and received a significant amount of spiritual power from Xie Xuechen. Her body was in a state of extreme fatigue, and she quickly fell into a deep sleep. Xie Xuechen helped regulate her meridians, quietly gazed at her sleeping face for a long time, and then left the room, instructing the maid to prepare hot water for her to freshen up.

Shortly after daybreak, Xie Xuechen, feeling concerned, pushed open the door and entered the room again. A faint, pleasant fragrance lingered in the air. Mu Xuanling lay on her side on the couch, draped in soft robes. Her delicate skin still had a pink tinge to it. Her breathing was light and even, her eyelashes fluttering gently as she slept soundly, completely unaware of his presence.

Xie Xuechen tread lightly, sitting down on the edge of the bed and tucking in the blanket that had been turned over. She lay curled up on her side, her head unconsciously nuzzling against his thigh as he sat beside her. She reached out a small hand and grasped the hem of his clothes, mumbling in her sleep, “Xuechen…”

Xie Xuechen’s heart instantly melted. He couldn’t resist reaching out to gently touch her brow and eyes, tracing her beautiful, soft features.

These two characters originally meant frost and snow, but when she uttered them, they seemed tender and affectionate.

What was she seeing in her dream?

“Ling’er…” his deep voice responded to her dream-like call.

It seemed that only now did he belatedly realize that Ling’er had never had a single good day since she was born.

She was a half-demon abandoned in the wilderness, growing up in the company of wild beasts. Later, she became a demon slave at Mingyue Manor, enduring countless hardships. After escaping from Mingyue Manor, she fell into the demon realm, not seeing daylight for seven years, suffering daily from the pain of demonic cultivation…

Fu Lansheng had grown up in luxury, and while he indulged in pleasure, he never lacked material comforts. But had Ling’er ever had a full meal at Mingyue Manor? Had she ever had a good night’s sleep in the demon realm?

If she hated this human world, he felt he could understand her grief and anger. But since he had known her, he had never seen her express grief or hatred. Her eyes were so beautiful, filled with him, as if just seeing him was enough to make her content.

When she loved him, he didn’t give her the slightest response.

Now that he understood his feelings, she had forgotten him…

Without emotions or love, would there be no pain or sorrow?

But Ling’er, who had cut off all emotions and love, wasn’t as happy as before.

He had forgotten the teachings he had received and the dao heart he had established – great love is selfless, not attached to one person.

But he was, after all, just a mortal, capable of desire and love.

Xie Xuechen’s hand gently stroked her thin back, without any hint of sensual desire, only tenderness and pity.

Mu Xuanling made comfortable murmurs in her sleep, unconsciously drawn to his scent, moving closer to him. Like a cat, she stretched out her soft, slender body, seeking more of his touch.

Xie Xuechen lowered his gaze to look at her sweet sleeping face, chuckling softly. Unable to resist, he planted a kiss on her temple. His falling dark hair brushed against her cheek, and she raised her hand to wave away the tickling sensation, opening her eyes hazily. Her misty, moist eyes looked dully at the handsome face before her.

— Xie Xuechen?

For a moment, she couldn’t distinguish between dream and reality. In her dream, it seemed to be a similar scene, with Xie Xuechen pressing down on her, kissing her face and the flower petals on her body.

Still drowsy, she looked at Xie Xuechen with an innocent and adorable expression.

“Xie Xuechen…” her voice was soft and hoarse, like a feather brushing against his heart.

Xie Xuechen chuckled softly, his eyes tender, “It’s me.”

She noticed he had changed into different clothes, and suddenly remembered the intense pain from last night when she had bitten his shoulder hard. Her heart ached a little, and she said in a low voice, “Is the wound on your shoulder… very deep?”

She vaguely remembered seeing a large patch of red on his shoulder.

Xie Xuechen shook his head dismissively, “It’s just a minor injury.”

“I also struck you with several palm strikes yesterday…” her face paled again, “And I whipped you once in the Qifeng Forest…”

At the time, she couldn’t see the wound clearly, but she had felt the torn flesh. The wound had been infected by miasma, so it must have been quite severe.

“I have a Fashen body. These are all minor injuries and have already healed,” Xie Xuechen said soothingly.

“You’re lying to me.” Mu Xuanling bit her lip, sitting up in bed and reaching out to pull at his clothes. “Let me see your wounds.”

Knowing he couldn’t dissuade her, Xie Xuechen sighed lightly and obediently opened his front collar, revealing the injuries on his body. The new wound on his shoulder had stopped bleeding but still left two rows of fine teeth marks. The whip wound on his shoulder blade was about two inches long, and although it had healed, it still left a visible red whip mark due to the miasma infection. It looked like a thorny branch, angry and red.

Xie Xuechen didn’t pay much attention to external injuries, thinking they would heal given time. Focused entirely on Mu Xuanling’s matters, he hadn’t even applied medicine to his wounds. He didn’t expect Mu Xuanling to remember to check his injuries. Seeing her silent as she looked at his back, he thought the wounds must be quite noticeable, making her feel bad. He felt remorseful and said gently, “The wounds are fine now. The few scars will fade in time. You…”

A pair of soft arms wrapped around him from behind.

Her soft little face pressed against his strong back, and he heard her holding back tears as she said in a muffled voice, “It’s my fault…”

Xie Xuechen lowered his head, holding the small hands clasped around his chest and abdomen, his voice gentle, “Ling’er, I have hurt you before too. You’ve endured far more than I have.”

“I never blamed you, I can understand, after all, you…” she hurriedly tried to explain, but he interrupted her.

“So, I won’t blame you in the slightest. Don’t be sad, alright?”

Xie Xuechen’s gentle words comforted her. After a moment of silence, she mumbled, “Okay…”

Xie Xuechen smiled slightly, but just as he was about to relax, his body suddenly tensed.

A wet, soft sensation swept across the scar on his shoulder blade, bringing a tingling pleasure. He naturally knew what it was. Like a small beast, she was licking his wounds out of concern, an instinctive and clumsy way of showing affection.

Xie Xuechen’s throat bobbed, his voice becoming a bit hoarse, “Ling’er, what are you doing?”

He held her hands, trying to separate them, but she held on tightly, and he was afraid of hurting her if he used too much force.

Mu Xuanling’s soft, wet tongue licked back and forth over the wound on his back, then pressed her lips and tongue against the teeth marks on his left shoulder. Her nose was filled with the faint, pleasant scent of snow cedar from his body. She had initially felt sorry for the injuries he had suffered because of her, but now a different emotion arose.

Her full, slightly upturned red lips pressed against the taut muscles of his shoulder, her small tongue flicking between the fine teeth marks. The hands wrapped around his chest and abdomen couldn’t help but loosen, caressing his firm abdominal muscles.

Xie Xuechen took a deep breath. Taking advantage of her loosened grip, he broke free from her embrace and pinned her down on the pillow. His voice was low and husky, filled with undisguised desire. “What are you trying to do?”

Mu Xuanling’s small face was flushed with a suspicious redness, her peach blossom eyes misty, half filled with affection and half with spring desire. Both seductive and hoarse, she said something inexplicable, “My eyes can see now.”

“Hmm?” Xie Xuechen was taken aback.

She licked her moist lips, enticing him like a little demon, “Can we continue what we were doing that day?”

Xie Xuechen: “…”

His gaze involuntarily fell on her loosened collar, where faint marks on her fair skin reminded him of that night’s uncontrolled debauchery. He had counted peach blossoms on her body all night, yet ultimately stopped at the final step.

Even when she was aroused with desire, writhing beneath him in pleasure, he had restrained his desires. He selfishly hoped that the one he made love to would be the Ling’er who loved him wholeheartedly, not the one who couldn’t see and didn’t know who he was, seeking only pleasure.

And now, lying beneath him was that Ling’er, whose heart and eyes were filled with him, both sincere and frank.

Her affection was never hidden; she wanted to pile it all in front of him, making sure he knew.

Xie Xuechen chuckled, his voice resonating in his chest. He leaned down, his hair intertwining with hers.

“Those flower petals have just faded, do you want to add some new ones?”

Mu Xuanling raised her arms to hook around his neck, her eyes blazing with a scorching heat that burned straight into his heart. She curved her lips coquettishly, her voice sweet and soft, “As long as it’s from you, I like it all.”

Saying this, she tilted her neck up and kissed the protruding Adam’s apple in his throat, initiating this passionate fire.

Xie Xuechen let out a muffled groan, lowering his head to capture her fragrant, soft red lips. His deft fingers undid the loose waistband, his long hands touching her delicate skin without hindrance, roaming her back. He knew she liked this kind of caress; the friction of his calluses made her close her eyes in comfort, letting out needy moans, actively curling her tongue to suck on his thin lips.

“Mmm… ha…” she panted softly as she released his lips, then opened her eyes again to gaze longingly at his impassioned appearance.

The immortal’s cold brows and eyes were now tinged with heavy desire and a flush. His phoenix eyes, dark as night, reflected her blushing face. His pale thin lips, kissed to a rouge color, glistened with an alluring moistness.

She raised her hand to undo his waist sash, letting the pure white robe slide to the foot of the bed. His skin was as white as the snow that never melts on the mountain peaks, yet it had the luster of jade and the resilience of bamboo. It made her linger, wanting to leave cherry blossom marks on that snow-white skin just like her own. Her soft, boneless little hands caressed his slender waist, feeling the strength contained in his body, and she couldn’t help but use her long legs to trace his shape.

Xie Xuechen drew in a sharp breath, his knee pressing down on her restless leg. He lowered his head to gently bite her chest, causing her to let out a low moan. She bit her lip, looking down at him with a wronged expression. His broad, muscular back connected to the beautifully powerful lines of his waist, his ink-black hair cascading down, making his skin appear even more snow-white. Those beautiful curves were like the continuous snow mountains of the Western Continent, majestic yet lonely…

Embracing Snow City.

Embracing… Snow…

Mu Xuanling, her eyes reddened, bit her knuckles, holding back the moans escaping her lips. Xie Xuechen patiently caressed her sensitive areas. He had always been patient and able to control himself, otherwise he wouldn’t have counted peach blossoms all night only to stop.

But this time, he didn’t intend to stop.

Xie Xuechen held her body and whispered in her ear, “Don’t bite your fingers. I’ve set up a barrier, no one will hear.”

Mu Xuanling glared at him, but her eyes were filled with allure. She clung to his shoulders, her fingers tangled in his thick black hair, pressing her forehead against his as she said hoarsely, “I want to hear your voice too…”

“Heh.” His phoenix eyes were tinged with joyful laughter. “If it hurts, tell me.”

“I’m not that fragile…” As soon as she finished speaking, her breath caught, and her face suddenly turned pale. “It hurts, it hurts, it hurts…”

“At least you’re honest.” Xie Xuechen chuckled with a sigh, his hands caressing her soft waist, lifting her hips. He waited for her body to relax before slowly entering her body.

She pressed against his shoulder, taking deep breaths, but her body couldn’t help trembling. Tears seeped from the corners of her eyes, wetting Xie Xuechen’s shoulder.

“Stop?” he asked.

Mu Xuanling let out a muffled groan, her legs tightening around his waist. She said hoarsely, “Don’t stop… I like it… As long as it’s you, even if it hurts, I like it…”

Xie Xuechen silently embraced her trembling body, placing soft kisses on the side of her face.

“Me too,” he said.

“Ah—” She let out a low cry, trembling as she endured the pain of being penetrated, but her heart was full of love.

She had finally embraced this bundle of snow…

“Xie Xuechen… Xuechen…” She lightly kissed his brows and eyes, more intimate than the entanglement below.

“Ling’er…” In response, there was a deeply affectionate call and an extremely gentle, deep kiss.

Fu Lansheng lazily sipped his tea, looking sympathetically at his friend.

“There are beautiful flowers everywhere, why must you seek them in someone else’s arms?” Fu Lansheng sighed, “Miss Mu has been cured of the poison, she will only like Sect Leader Xie now. Ah, Nan Xuyue, Nan Xuyue, you’ve been clever all your life, how can you be so confused about love? Look at me, I’ve been through a sea of flowers, yet not a single petal clings to me.”

Nan Xuyue smiled faintly, but there was no mirth in his eyes. “Brother Fu, you needn’t watch anymore.”

“I’m just concerned about you, don’t take it out on me.” Fu Lansheng looked at Nan Xuyue with a wronged expression. “Although Miss Mu is stunningly beautiful, you’re not one to value appearances. What exactly about her makes you unable to forget her? I’ll help you find someone just like her.”

Nan Xuyue said, “Brother Fu, among the many women infatuated with you, is there one who would love you unconditionally?”

Fu Lansheng rubbed his nose, embarrassed, “That question is truly hurtful.”

Nan Xuyue laughed, “When you understand love one day, come and advise me then.”

As Nan Xuyue rose to leave, Fu Lansheng hurriedly asked, “We’re leaving Lingsu Island tomorrow, what are your plans?”

Nan Xuyue paused, saying, “They’re going to Two Realms Mountain, aren’t they? I’ll go too.”

Fu Lansheng smiled bitterly, “Fine, fine, fine. Luckily, I’m a man of leisure. I’ll accompany you all then.”

On the small wooden bed nearby, A Bao rolled over and woke up groggily.

“Where’s Sister?” it mumbled.

“Heartless creature, asking for Sister as soon as you wake up.” Fu Lansheng rolled his eyes.

A Bao rolled its eyes back, “Isn’t Brother standing right here? Where’s Sister, she hasn’t left, has she…”

“No,” Fu Lansheng chuckled, “Your Sister is practicing cultivation. Sect Leader Xie said Sister has been working hard on her cultivation and needs a good rest. Don’t disturb her.”

“Tsk tsk tsk, Sect Leader Xie looks cold and aloof, who would have thought he’d indulge in daytime pleasure, and not know how to cherish a delicate flower, actually making her unable to get out of bed…”

Fu Lansheng thought of the scene when he saw Xie Xuechen earlier today and couldn’t help but find it amusing.

It was a case of, if you’re not embarrassed, others will be embarrassed for you. Xie Xuechen still had kiss marks on his neck, yet his face maintained that aloof and noble expression as if nothing had happened. Although he had set up a barrier in the room to block any probing, the very existence of the barrier said everything, not to mention he later asked for hot water to be prepared…

But Fu Lansheng was overthinking it. Xie Xuechen wasn’t lying; Mu Xuanling was indeed practicing cultivation.

The pain during lovemaking only lasted for a moment, followed by endless waves of pleasure. He knew how to control himself and didn’t leave any bruises on her body, but Mu Xuanling had no such restraint and kept kissing and biting him all over. She aroused him to no end. With his Fashen body, even seven days and nights would be no problem, but he was concerned about her body. Later, Xie Xuechen simply used the dual cultivation method to help her practice, and with their vast difference in cultivation levels, she benefited greatly. Afterward, she needed some time to refine the energy.

Xie Xuechen had planned to wait until Mu Xuanling was well-rested before heading to Two Realms Mountain. He had said farewell to Fu Lansheng earlier, but soon after heard from the servants that Fu Lansheng would accompany them to Two Realms Mountain.

Traveling on the Yun Xiao Ship was naturally more comfortable than flying, allowing Mu Xuanling to rest for an extra day. Xie Xuechen naturally wouldn’t refuse.

It took Mu Xuanling two hours to fully refine and absorb the spiritual power Xie Xuechen had transmitted to her. Her internal spiritual power became more concentrated, her body filled with strength, and her entire being radiant.

After changing her clothes, she joyfully went to find Xie Xuechen.

She heard from the servants that Fu Lansheng and Nan Xuyue had left the ship to bid farewell to the demon kings on Lingsu Island. Mu Xuanling felt relieved because she recalled the conversation she had with Nan Xuyue last night, which had left her feeling somewhat sad.

Her heart only had room for one person now, and couldn’t accommodate anyone else. Back in Embracing Snow City, she had already told Nan Xuyue about this, but she didn’t expect Nan Xuyue to still hold onto his feelings. She viewed Nan Xuyue as a good teacher and friend, and she could sacrifice her life to save him, but she couldn’t give him more emotional attachment. Hurting such a gentle and humble person was not what she wanted…

Mu Xuanling came to Xie Xuechen’s room with these thoughts in her mind and saw Xie Xuechen talking with A Bao.

A Bao’s childish voice asked, “Sect Leader Xie, what is daytime pleasure…”

Xie Xuechen: “…Who said that?”

“Brother said it,” A Bao immediately sold out Fu Lansheng.

Mu Xuanling stepped forward and picked up A Bao, saying angrily, “That Fu Lansheng, always saying such improper things, corrupting my A Bao!”

A Bao shook its ears, nestling in Mu Xuanling’s palm, tilting its head to look at her carefully, and exclaimed loudly, “Sister looks even more beautiful after practicing!”

Mu Xuanling’s face reddened, and she looked towards Xie Xuechen.

Xie Xuechen nodded seriously, “Deeper cultivation naturally enhances one’s appearance.”

The “practice” they were thinking of was not the same thing.

Mu Xuanling put A Bao on the table and poked its head. Suddenly, an idea flashed through her mind. She blinked and said, “Xie Xuechen, can you pass on the Jade Threshold Scripture to A Bao? If she can open up her divine aperture, is there a possibility she could transform into human form?”

Xie Xuechen looked at the expectant A Bao and said, “If you’re willing, you can try.”

Since he had comprehended the Jade Threshold Scripture, he had been the only one to practice it. In the cultivation world, it’s said that techniques should not be lightly passed on, especially divine skills. If passed to someone with an evil nature, it could bring endless calamity. Therefore, Xie Xuechen had never passed on the Jade Threshold Scripture to others. But Mu Xuanling was different in his heart. He had destroyed her demonic cultivation, and out of guilt and affection, he passed the divine skill to her. She was never so guarded with those she liked; viewing Nan Xuyue as a friend, she wanted to pass it to him, and now she felt the same about A Bao.

Xie Xuechen had observed A Bao’s energy and knew it was a demon beast with a pure nature. It was also Mu Xuanling’s beloved spirit pet. If she wanted to pass on the technique to him, he wouldn’t stop her.

Xie Xuechen gave a few instructions, and Mu Xuanling learned quickly. Following Xie Xuechen’s method, she slowly guided her spiritual power to her palm and placed it on A Bao’s small head. A Bao blinked its eyes, listening to Xie Xuechen’s guidance, and closed its eyes, feeling the flow of spiritual power and guiding it into its brow.

Warm energy enveloped its brow, slowly spreading to its limbs, finally forming a ball of light that encased A Bao.

This was Xie Xuechen’s first time seeing a demon beast cultivate the Jade Threshold Scripture. He carefully observed A Bao’s changes while also paying attention to Mu Xuanling’s condition, fearing her body might not be able to handle it. Although A Bao was young and naive, its comprehension was not low. It quickly gathered the spiritual power, and the white light at its brow became increasingly dazzling.

Xie Xuechen’s eyes sharpened, and he said in a low voice, “The divine aperture… has appeared.”

However, what was more shocking was that A Bao’s form within the halo began to change, seeming to expand and contract with each breath. With a flash of yellow light, the small sniffing treasure mouse on the table disappeared, replaced by a little girl in a white dress.

She looked about seven or eight years old, with a delicately carved face, wearing a fluffy white long dress with pale golden hems and cuffs, a color as enticing as gold ingots. Her thick, soft hair was divided into two buns on either side, tied with soft golden silk into adorable ingot shapes.

Mu Xuanling’s mouth fell open in shock as she called out, “A Bao?”

The little girl on the table opened her eyes drowsily and smiled sweetly at Mu Xuanling, “Sister!”

It was indeed that same childish, adorable voice…

A Bao looked down curiously at her hands and clothes, “I’ve turned into a human… The clothes are transformed from my fur, but why am I so small…”

Xie Xuechen said, “As your cultivation increases, your age will naturally increase.”

He was also extremely shocked, never having imagined that the Jade Threshold Scripture would have such miraculous power, able to transform a beast-form half-demon into human form.

Mu Xuanling had also tried it with a “just give it a try” attitude, but the result left her speechless with amazement. She reached out to rub A Bao’s head, and A Bao tilted her head up contentedly, still with that mouse-like behavior…

But she was truly adorable, melting everyone’s heart at the sight.

Mu Xuanling couldn’t help but smile, “A Bao is so pretty, your mother will be so happy when she sees you.”

A Bao raised her face proudly, “Mother said I would surely have great fortune following Sister, and Mother was indeed the most amazing!”

As Mu Xuanling was about to rub A Bao’s chubby cheeks again, she was unexpectedly touched on the brow by Xie Xuechen.

Mu Xuanling was startled for a moment, turning to look at Xie Xuechen with confusion in her eyes.

Xie Xuechen said gravely, “If a beast-form half-demon can transform into human form, then why can’t a human-form half-demon transform into beast form? Ling’er, do you know what kind of demon your father was?”

Mu Xuanling shook her head blankly, “I was abandoned as a child and don’t know what kind of demon I am, but I heard people at Mingyue Manor say that my father might have been a tree demon or vine demon because I originally had some demon markings on my face that looked a bit like plant patterns.”

Plants and trees can also be cultivated into demons, though it’s far more difficult than for beast demons because it’s not easy for plants and trees to awaken intelligence. However, if they succeed in becoming demons, they have the longest lifespan among all demon races, and their demonic power potential is also boundless.

But was Mu Xuanling a descendant of a tree demon…

Seeing that Mu Xuanling and Xie Xuechen were talking and ignoring her, A Bao felt a bit wronged and pouted. She pounced towards Mu Xuanling, wanting to stand on her shoulder, but forgot that she was now in human form. She jumped from the table, not only knocking it over but also toppling Mu Xuanling.

Mu Xuanling hugged A Bao, and Xie Xuechen caught Mu Xuanling. The three of them ended up in a group hug when they heard an exclamation from behind.

“I leave for just a moment, and you’ve already given birth to a daughter!” Fu Lansheng stared in disbelief.

A Bao raised her head from Mu Xuanling’s embrace to look at Fu Lansheng, smiling sweetly.

Fu Lansheng’s heart instantly melted, and he hurriedly said, “Congratulations, congratulations, she looks just like her mother!”
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Mu Xuanling was amused by Fu Lansheng’s words. After helping A Bao stand steady, she laughed and said, “Young Palace Master, this is A Bao!”

As soon as Mu Xuanling let go, A Bao couldn’t help but crouch down on all fours, saying in a childish voice, “Big Brother, don’t you recognize me?”

Fu Lansheng’s suspicious gaze darted between the three of them, finally settling on A Bao.

“The voice does sound very similar…” Fu Lansheng muttered as he approached to take a closer look.

Mu Xuanling caught between laughter and exasperation, pulled A Bao up from the ground again. “A Bao, you’re in human form now. You can’t act like a mouse anymore.”

A Bao wrinkled her nose, fidgeting with her skirt. Her large, dark eyes clouded with worry as she complained, “But standing on two legs is so tiring. Why can’t I stay on all fours?”

Fu Lansheng thought to himself, this is A Bao…

“How did A Bao turn into this form?” Fu Lansheng couldn’t resist reaching out to pinch the bun-shaped hairstyle on her head. “Weren’t you a half-demon?”

Mu Xuanling explained, “I passed on the Jade Threshold Scripture to A Bao. She developed divine apertures, and then… she transformed into human form.”

Fu Lansheng was stunned. “The Jade Threshold Scripture is so miraculous? This is truly beyond comprehension. Are those born with ten apertures gods? This doesn’t just overturn our understanding; it changes the very essence of life. It would be less surprising if it were divine power, but how can human ability achieve such a transformation?”

Xie Xuechen was also puzzled.

Seven years ago, he had been gravely injured and near death at Moonlight Mountain Villa. After months in a coma, he had gained enlightenment of divine skills in his dreams, and his cultivation had advanced by leaps and bounds ever since. He knew the Jade Threshold Scripture was profound, but he didn’t know it could cause such changes. Fu Lansheng looked at him with curiosity and surprise, but he had no explanation to offer.

“A Bao, you need to act like a proper human now. Remember, don’t jump on people randomly, walk on two legs instead of all fours, use chopsticks when eating…” Mu Xuanling rattled off instructions on how to behave like a human.

A Bao said, “Sister, you can say all that, but why are you squishing my face?”

“Ahem…” Mu Xuanling laughed awkwardly as she kneaded A Bao’s chubby, rosy cheeks. “Because I like you.”

A Bao nodded, seeming to half-understand—after all, her sister used to rub her head all the time before.

She stood on tiptoes and reached up to touch Mu Xuanling’s face, saying seriously, “I like you too, Sister.”

Mu Xuanling smiled and lowered A Bao’s hand. “There’s one more important thing: from now on, only Sister and Mother can touch your cheeks. No one else is allowed!”

“Not even Big Brother?” A Bao asked, confused.

“Especially not him!” Mu Xuanling said sternly, glaring at Fu Lansheng. “Young Palace Master, don’t say things that will corrupt the child!”

Fu Lansheng felt wronged. “What did I say?”

A Bao answered honestly, “You said ‘daylight indecency.’ I just asked Sect Leader Xie what it meant.”

Mu Xuanling’s face reddened, while Fu Lansheng turned pale, choking on his saliva and coughing violently—why did you have to ask Sect Leader Xie of all people?

“It’s a misunderstanding! I wasn’t talking about you two!” Fu Lansheng’s handsome face alternated between red and white as he weakly tried to defend himself. “Oh right, I came to tell you that the Yun Xiao Ship will be departing for Two Realms Mountain soon. I don’t have anything else to say, so I’ll be going now…”

Fu Lansheng turned to leave but paused at the door, looking back at A Bao.

“A Bao, I brought you lots of fun things…”

A Bao’s eyes lit up, and she was about to pounce on Fu Lansheng’s shoulder on all fours when Mu Xuanling caught her sleeve. Remembering Mu Xuanling’s instructions, she tried to adopt a human posture, stiffly walking towards Fu Lansheng.

“Big Brother, what did you bring?”

“Just some trinkets that young demons like… You might not need them anymore…”

“I do! Give them to me!”

“They’re in the room. Come on, walk faster.”

“Big Brother, walking on two legs is so tiring. Can I change back to my old form? You can carry me.”

“Carry you? Do you think I’m a mount?”

“Then can I hide in your qiezi bag?”

“…Your lazy and greedy nature reminds me of myself when I was younger. You’re practically my sister from a different father and mother.”

“Is Big Brother praising me?”

“Of course, Fu A Bao…”

Although the door was closed, the conversation outside could still be heard clearly by the two inside. Mu Xuanling couldn’t help but smile, covering her forehead with her hand. “It seems A Bao has picked up some bad habits from Fu Lansheng.”

Xie Xuechen said, “It’s easy to learn bad habits.”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes twinkled as she hooked her arms around Xie Xuechen’s neck. Her red lips barely grazed the corner of his mouth as she said suggestively, “Sect Leader Xie has learned quite a few bad habits from me…”

Xie Xuechen wrapped an arm around her slender waist, his sharp phoenix eyes softening. His cool voice carried a hint of amusement: “Still want to engage in daylight indecency?”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes sparkled with affection as she smiled coyly, “I’m worried about damaging Sect Leader Xie’s reputation.”

“I don’t care about others’ opinions. I’m more concerned about whether your body can handle it.” Xie Xuechen said this with a solemn face and righteous air, yet his words made the listener blush.

Xie Xuechen grasped Mu Xuanling’s wrist, sending a thread of spiritual energy into her meridians. He noticed her energy was significantly weakened.

“You’ve expended a lot of energy passing on the scripture to A Bao. You need to cultivate diligently to recover.” Xie Xuechen’s brows furrowed slightly.

So that’s what he meant by “handle it”…

Mu Xuanling smiled, resting her head on his chest to listen to his strong heartbeat. “Xie Xuechen… you must have been even more exhausted when you passed on your skills to me before. I had dispersed my demonic energy then, and my qi was in chaos. You had to save my life and transfer your power to me. I heard you stayed in my room for three days and nights.”

Xie Xuechen paused, tightening his arms around her. He lowered his head and chuckled softly, “Three days and nights? It seems my reputation was compromised long ago.”

“You had suffered severe injuries repeatedly, and then you depleted more than half of your energy to help me. No wonder that demon dragon injured you so badly.” Mu Xuanling’s consciousness had been nearly gone at the time, but she still remembered the last image she saw—him in blood-stained white robes, rushing to save her. “You went into seclusion for a month. The situation must have been extremely dangerous then…”

“Ling’er, it’s all in the past,” Xie Xuechen’s palm gently patted her back as he said softly, “Don’t be sad anymore.”

Mu Xuanling hugged Xie Xuechen tightly and said in a low voice, “I’m not sad… I just feel sorry for you…”

She raised her head and gently kissed Xie Xuechen’s chin. Xie Xuechen’s lips curled into a smile as he lowered his head to capture her soft red lips, lingering and entwining until her legs went weak. Only then did he lift her in his arms and place her on the bed.

“Shall we practice dual cultivation?” he asked with a smile, his voice husky. “It’ll help replenish your energy.”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes were filled with tenderness, her face flushed like a peach blossom, but she bit her lip and shook her head.

Xie Xuechen was taken aback.

“The gap between our cultivation levels is too great. While dual cultivation would benefit me, it wouldn’t help you. Moreover, you always transfer your power to me, which harms your cultivation.” Mu Xuanling’s voice was sweet and soft, yet firm and worried. “Sang Qi has been in seclusion, cultivating. You and he will inevitably have a battle. At this time, you can’t afford to deplete your cultivation for my sake.”

Xie Xuechen finally understood her concerns, and his heart filled with tender affection. He smiled and rubbed her head, his long fingers tracing her impassioned brows and eyes. She always loved him with such fervor, considering his needs in everything. How could he not be moved, how could he not adore her…

He leaned down and lightly pecked her moist, alluring lips. He didn’t deepen the kiss, only gently caressing and nibbling her soft lips, tender and restrained.

Mu Xuanling swallowed hard, her heart racing and breath quickening. Her soft fingers unconsciously caressed the skin of his neck as she greedily gazed at his handsome, smiling features. With difficulty, she pushed him away.

“Stop tempting me. I don’t have much self-control,” she said, her voice sweet and trembling.

Xie Xuechen’s lips curled into a smile as he buried his face in her neck, unable to suppress a low laugh. Their closely embraced bodies allowed her to feel the vibrations in his chest. Her arms encircled his shoulders, hugging his body contentedly.

Xie Xuechen tightened his arms, his palms gently caressing her slender, soft body. Compared to him, she seemed so petite, like an exquisite gem perfectly inlaid in his embrace, as if they were born to belong to each other. He craved the sweet softness of her body, intoxicated by the pleasure she gave him, yet also savoring this moment of silent embrace.

Suddenly, he heard Mu Xuanling speak softly, “Xie Xuechen, do you want to have a child?”

Xie Xuechen looked at her with slight surprise, seeing a hint of melancholy in her bright, lively eyes.

Was it because of what Fu Lansheng said…

Or because she saw how adorable A Bao was…

“In this world of cultivators, except for those who renounce emotions and love, most high-level practitioners have over a dozen children. You were born with ten apertures, so your offspring would undoubtedly be extraordinary. Many people would want to have children with you…” Mu Xuanling mumbled, thinking of Gao Qiumin as one of the women coveting Xie Xuechen. Afraid of losing him to someone else, she unconsciously hugged him tighter.

“What others do is of no concern to me,” Xie Xuechen said with a faint smile. Sensing her insecurity, he held her close and said gently, “Ling’er, before I met you, I only wanted to live alone. I never thought about having a Dao partner, let alone offspring. Having you by my side in this life is enough. What more could I ask for?”

His voice was steady and powerful, each word carrying great weight, smoothing out the wrinkles of unease in her heart, yet unable to completely put her at ease. “But I want to have many children with you, half like me, half like you.” She thought of the little Xie Xuechen she had seen in the illusion, with his soft black hair bun, jade-like tender face, and innocent yet determined phoenix eyes. Her heart softened even more, and she couldn’t help but smile, “Little Xie Xuechen must be so cute…”

In Xie Xuechen’s heart, little Ling’er would naturally be cuter, but…

He sighed inwardly, but outwardly said, “Since a half-demon can open divine apertures, perhaps one day we can have offspring too. After defeating Sang Qi, I will resign from my position as Sect Leader and guard the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation. Will you accompany me?”

“Wherever you are, that’s where I’ll be,” Mu Xuanling said without hesitation.

Xie Xuechen chuckled softly, affectionately kissing her brows and eyes. “Then we have a thousand years to try slowly…”

Mu Xuanling gently bit her lip, her eyes so soft they could drip water. Her delicate fingertips roamed teasingly over his chest and abdomen, hooking onto his waist sash.

“Then let’s try now…” she said.

Xie Xuechen suppressed a smile and held her soft, boneless hand, saying in a husky voice, “I thought we weren’t dual cultivating?”

Mu Xuanling let out a soft moan, her voice sweet and alluring, “We don’t have to dual cultivate… we can just share a bed…”

How very logical, truly worthy of her…

Xie Xuechen couldn’t help but smile, skillfully undoing her clothes and immersing himself in her sweet softness.

The Yun Xiao Ship flew above the sea of clouds, with sunlight shining unobstructed on the barrier, emitting a dazzling brilliance. Thanks to the defensive barrier, the interior of the Yun Xiao Ship maintained a warm and tranquil spring-like atmosphere year-round.

The journey from Lingji Island to Two Realms Mountain would take two days at the fastest, or three days at the slowest. If the weather was good, they could arrive even quicker. Fu Lansheng, seeing A Bao in human form for the first time, patiently taught her how to behave like a human every day. To encourage her to walk upright more diligently, he even took out a bag of precious materials to tempt her.

“A Bao, you must use chopsticks to eat!” Fu Lansheng caught her small hand as she reached out, saying sternly, “You were just crawling on the ground with your hands, and now you want to use them to grab food. Isn’t that dirty?”

A Bao’s face fell in disappointment. “Chopsticks are so hard to use. I want a spoon.”

“How old are you now…”

“Two and a half,” A Bao held up three chubby fingers, then bent one halfway down.

“Hehe,” Nan Xuyue couldn’t help but cover her mouth and laugh softly. “She is indeed quite young.”

“Uh…” Fu Lansheng paused. He kept forgetting that A Bao’s true form was only just over two years old, despite her appearance of a seven or eight-year-old. “Even at two and a half, you should know how to use chopsticks. Otherwise, when you go out with me, people will say my sister doesn’t know how to behave.”

A Bao pouted, “I heard Sister Axiang and the others whispering that I’m not your sister, but your illegitimate daughter. What’s an illegitimate daughter?”

Fu Lansheng’s handsome brows twitched. Nan Xuyue curved his lips slightly and said gently, “A Bao is so clever, always asking the right questions.”

Fu Lansheng glared at Nan Xuyue—bringing up the most sensitive topics, he was starting to suspect A Bao was doing this on purpose!

A Bao said seriously, “Sister Axiang said that you must have left behind some romantic debts in the demon realm, and now you’ve brought me back to acknowledge my ancestry.”

Those maids love to gossip. Although he was a flirt, he did have his principles. He wasn’t the type of man to be irresponsible or a scumbag. He guessed they must have heard him call her Fu A Bao…

Her father was Fu Cangrui, so calling her Fu A Bao wasn’t wrong.

“A Bao, some things… you’ll understand when you’re older…” Fu Lansheng didn’t know how to explain the adult world to a two-and-a-half-year-old mouse spirit.

A Bao sighed, “Then can I wait until I’m older to understand chopsticks too…”

“No!”

A Bao ran off to wash her hands with tears in her eyes, bumping into Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling at the door.

Seeing her dejected face and misty black eyes, Mu Xuanling couldn’t help but gently rub her cheek in sympathy. “What’s wrong, A Bao?”

A Bao pouted, “Big Brother won’t let me eat.”

Mu Xuanling shot a glare at Fu Lansheng, who quickly explained, “I just won’t let her eat with her hands.”

A Bao stuck out her tongue and ran out, dodging around Mu Xuanling.

Mu Xuanling laughed and walked into the room. “I heard you shouting at her just now, Young Palace Master. A Bao is still young, please be more patient with her.”

Fu Lansheng smiled wryly, “I suspect she’s deliberately giving me a hard time.” He stood up and bowed slightly to Xie Xuechen. Although he was usually carefree and unrestrained, he always showed a degree of reverence towards Xie Xuechen.

Nan Xuyue also stood up, smiling and nodding to the two, his face showing no signs of abnormality, though his hand gripping the folding fan tightened imperceptibly. “Sect Leader Xie has come in person, is there an important matter?” he asked with a smile.

Xie Xuechen had already transcended the need for food and had no desire for sustenance, so he couldn’t be here for a meal.

Xie Xuechen nodded, “I wanted to borrow the Blood Mirror from the Young Palace Master.”

Fu Lansheng was somewhat surprised but immediately took out the Blood Mirror from his Qiezi bag.

Xie Xuechen took the mirror and looked at Mu Xuanling. “Do you want to see where your parents are?”

Nan Xuyue looked at Mu Xuanling in surprise, pondering, “Ling’er, you want to find your birth parents?”

Mu Xuanling lowered her eyes, feeling a bit hurt and scared. She didn’t know what she would see in the mirror…

When she was very young, she had imagined her parents’ appearances. Later, piecing together information from other half-demons, she imagined her mother might have been an ordinary human woman who abandoned her for being ugly, and her father an irresponsible demon who might have raped a human woman on a whim, perhaps not even knowing of her existence… Gradually, she stopped harboring such fantasies…

But Xie Xuechen’s words made her curious. What kind of demon was her other half? Like other half-demons, she had no demon core or divine apertures but was born with a physique far stronger than ordinary humans and carried an inexplicable demonic aura. When she was young, she had strange demonic markings on her face, leading the people of Moonlight Mountain Villa to guess her father might have been a vine or tree demon. But seven years ago, even those markings disappeared, and she looked no different from humans, except for the lingering demonic aura.

Xie Xuechen said that perhaps she wasn’t a half-demon at all…

If she wasn’t a half-demon, there was a possibility she could bear children with Xie Xuechen. This possibility made her heart race, and she wanted to uncover her origins.

Mu Xuanling extended her trembling hand, her fingertips touching the cold surface of the mirror. She took a deep breath and nodded, “I want to see.”

Xie Xuechen placed the mirror on the table, holding Mu Xuanling’s wrist with his left hand. With his right hand, he formed a sharp edge with his spiritual energy and gently cut her fingertip. A drop of crimson blood soon welled up from her fair, delicate finger and fell onto the dark surface of the mirror.

The four of them held their breath as they looked at the mirror. The drop of blood fell onto the surface, creating ripples as if it had fallen into a lake. The blood was instantly absorbed by the mirror, and a red light emanated from its edges. However, the surface remained pitch black, showing nothing…

“Could it be broken?” Fu Lansheng muttered, then carefully glanced at Mu Xuanling. “Or…”

Or they’re dead.

The words weren’t spoken, but everyone understood.

After a few moments, the red light around the mirror suddenly flashed, and the surface seemed to change, though it remained black.

“It must be broken,” Fu Lansheng murmured, but just then, the red light flashed again, and the mirror lit up.

Mu Xuanling’s pupils constricted, and she stepped forward to steady herself against the table.

A simple room appeared on the mirror’s surface. The view shifted from the tabletop to the bed, where a woman with a cold, pale face sat cross-legged. The image kept moving closer as if someone was walking towards the bed.

Suddenly, the mirror darkened, and the red light completely dissipated.

The woman sitting cross-legged was Su Ningzhen.

And the eyes through which the Blood Mirror had shown the scene belonged to… Gao Qiumin!

“Gao Qiumin?” Mu Xuanling suspected the Blood Mirror was malfunctioning. She frowned deeply, “How is this possible… She and I…”

Fu Lansheng said, “She does resemble you somewhat. Could you be sisters?”

Gao Qiumin did look like Mu Xuanling. She was also known as an ice beauty in the cultivation world, but next to Mu Xuanling, she appeared plain, lacking Mu Xuanling’s radiance and charming smile. They had only thought it was a coincidence that they looked similar, never imagining they could be sisters. After all, Mu Xuanling was a half-demon, and they were about the same age. Su Ningzhen had died in childbirth after giving birth to Gao Qiumin, so how could she have had time to bear another child, let alone a half-demon?

Xie Xuechen had guessed at the entanglement between Sang Qi and Su Ningxi, and Sang Qi had taken Mu Xuanling as his disciple. Could Mu Xuanling be the child of Sang Qi and Su Ningxi?

“Let’s go to Mirror Flower Valley,” Xie Xuechen said in a deep voice. “Su Ningzhen knows the truth.”
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Mirror Flower Valley.

“Master, are you feeling any better?” Gao Qiumin looked at Su Ningzhen with concern.

Su Ningzhen’s face was ashen. In just a month, she seemed to have aged twenty years, with gray hair appearing at her temples and deeper wrinkles around her eyes. Gao Qiumin had always held Su Ningzhen in high regard since childhood. After losing her family, she viewed Su Ningzhen as her only support. Seeing Su Ningzhen aging rapidly filled her heart with pain and a sense of hopeless abandonment.

Su Ningzhen’s bony fingers grasped Gao Qiumin’s wrist. She took a deep breath before asking, “Qiu’er, how is your progress with the Spring Life Technique?”

Gao Qiumin lowered her head in shame. “I’ve reached the fifth level.”

Su Ningzhen frowned slightly. “That’s slow. Back then, Ningxi reached the fifth level in less than half a year, while you’ve taken over a decade… However, she was a Yuan Yin Mystic Maiden, naturally gifted beyond ordinary people. Although you’re her daughter, but…” She paused, seemingly lost in thought, her breathing becoming labored as she broke into a violent cough.

Gao Qiumin rubbed her back and offered her a cup of thick, black medicinal brew that emitted a bitter scent. Su Ningzhen drank it without flinching, then took a moment to regulate her breathing before it stabilized somewhat.

In recent days, Su Ningzhen had secluded herself, entrusting all valley affairs to Gao Qiumin. Gao Qiumin was now the acting sect leader, but everyone knew that Su Ningzhen had decided to pass the position of Valley Master to her. However, Gao Qiumin’s cultivation level was too low. In the cultivation world, Golden Core cultivators were as common as dogs. At twenty years old with only a Golden Core cultivation, she could not command respect.

Mirror Flower Valley wasn’t Su Ningzhen’s alone, and her insistence on this decision would surely face strong opposition from the council of elders. In the past two days, some friendly elders had come to discuss this privately, but Su Ningzhen calmly told them that within a month, Gao Qiumin would reach the Nascent Soul realm.

She had just entered the Golden Core stage half a year ago, and if she could break through to Nascent Soul within half a year, it would prove her extraordinary talent and great potential to serve as Valley Master. The elders found Su Ningzhen’s words reasonable but also believed it impossible. They agreed to her wager: if Gao Qiumin could advance to Nascent Soul within a month, they would allow her to succeed as Valley Master.

However, they didn’t understand why Su Ningzhen, whose injury wasn’t so severe, was in such a hurry to pass on the position to Gao Qiumin.

Only Gao Qiumin knew the truth. Within this month, Su Ningzhen had transferred her lifelong cultivation to her. She had already broken through to Nascent Soul a few days ago but kept it secret.

“Master, you’re so weak now. What if Sang Qi invades Mirror Flower Valley?” Gao Qiumin’s face was filled with worry.

Su Ningzhen laughed coldly. “Even at my peak, I couldn’t withstand a single move from him. Whether it’s good or bad makes no difference now. Since he’s alive and determined to take revenge, I’m destined to die. If I can pass on my cultivation to you before I die, my life won’t be in vain.”

Seeing Su Ningzhen’s resolve to die, Gao Qiumin felt a surge of grief. With tears in her eyes, she knelt.

Su Ningzhen gazed down at Gao Qiumin’s bowed head as if seeing that person through her. Gao Qiumin didn’t resemble her at all. Perhaps because she grew up without a mother, raised by Gao Fengxu, she was arrogant and proud. Her talent wasn’t as good as her sister’s, and her personality didn’t take after her either…

Su Ningzhen closed her eyes with a sigh. As soon as she did, she saw Su Ningxi’s face and smile. She knew she was close to death, and perhaps because of this, the images of the past became clearer. She dreamed of Su Ningxi every night.

She and Ningxi were twin sisters, but from a young age, she knew Ningxi was different. They were born into a poor farming family during a famine year. With too many children to feed, everyone was starving, their eyes sunken and blue. She still remembered how their father looked at them as if he wanted to eat them. It was their mother who desperately held him back, saying something that made him nod hesitantly. A few days later, they were exchanged for another family.

When she grew up, she learned that this was called “exchanging children for food,” the bottom line of human nature when facing death.

What a laughable bottom line.

That year, she and Ningxi were four years old when they were tied up, ready to be cooked. Ningxi was clever and managed to escape, pulling her as they ran desperately through the tall, withered grass. She could only see the yellow shadows and Ningxi’s small, thin back.

“Sister, I’m hungry. I can’t run anymore…”

“A’Zhen, keep running, or we’ll die!”

She collapsed to the ground, dizzy and weak. Ningxi crouched down, supporting her with her small, frail shoulders, and carried her on her back as they ran forward, always running… Behind them was a group of vicious man-eating monsters. Ningxi carried her as they fled, accidentally rolling down a hillside. Ningxi held her tightly in her arms as they tumbled down, and she lost consciousness. When she woke up, it was pitch black. Ningxi lay in a pool of blood, covered in wounds, her head having hit a large rock, her hair soaked with blood.

She hugged Ningxi and cried loudly, hearing Ningxi’s weak voice: “A’Zhen, I… I’m fine…”

How could she be fine with such severe injuries? But Ningxi truly didn’t die. She was just very weak, and her wounds healed quickly. In just a few days, she recovered, though there were still some strange things – she said she could see many things glowing.

It was then that she learned Ningxi’s secrets. First, Ningxi couldn’t find her way. Second, Ningxi’s hands could revive dead flowers and plants.

They narrowly escaped from the cannibals, but two four-year-old girls could hardly survive in such a world, always at risk of being eaten. They hid in the mountains and forests. Her body was weaker than Ningxi’s, always sickly, only able to lie in a cave waiting for Ningxi to return with food.

Ningxi didn’t dare to go too far, afraid she couldn’t find her way back. She could only plant fruits and vegetables near the cave. Her hands had a strange power – any seed she planted would grow at an incredible speed, quickly blooming and bearing fruit. A peach pit buried tonight would flower and fruit in less than seven days. Though young, she knew this was a miracle. Ningxi excitedly said they wouldn’t go hungry anymore. They lived on fruits and vegetables, and after eating those fruits, her body gradually improved.

But they still didn’t dare let anyone know about Ningxi’s amazing ability. Ningxi said if bad people found out, they would capture them and force her to grow things constantly.

Ningxi was smarter and stronger than her from a young age. Born together, they relied on each other in an era when human nature had fallen. They were each other’s only support and the only people they could trust. They depended on each other for survival, living in the wilderness for many years, until one day, a group of flying people entered the forest and discovered them.

A woman with a noble appearance and imposing aura picked one of the peaches Ningxi had grown and said puzzlingly, “How can there be such a spirit-rich fruit tree in this barren wilderness?”

Her gaze fell upon the two of them, and she suddenly grabbed Ningxi, placing her right hand on Ningxi’s forehead. She gasped, her eyes filled with wild joy. “Ten orifices… no, the body of a Yuan Yin Mystic Maiden… The legend is true, such a divine person reborn in this world…”

Her expression softened as she crouched down to look Ningxi in the eye, saying gently, “Good child, how old are you? What’s your name?”

Ningxi looked at her warily, hesitating for a moment before saying, “My name is Xixi, I’m eight years old.”

“Xixi? I am the Valley Master of Mirror Flower Valley. Would you like to come back to Mirror Flower Valley with me? I will take you as my disciple, teach you cultivation and magic. You can live without worrying about food or clothing, and even achieve immortality and the ability to fly and burrow through the earth.” She spoke enticingly.

Ningxi glanced back at her sister and said, “I want to stay with my sister.”

Only then did the Valley Master look at Su Ningzhen, nodding in realization.

“Very well, you two can become my disciples together. Your sister will be well taken care of.”

They were brought back to Mirror Flower Valley by the Valley Master, thus beginning their journey on the path of cultivation. The Valley Master of Mirror Flower Valley gave them new names.

Su Ningxi, Su Ningzhen.

“Sister, that Valley Master doesn’t look like a good person. Is she trying to capture you to grow things?” She whispered, “Do we have to go to that Mirror Flower Valley?”

Ningxi said, “We can’t run away, she can fly… A’Zhen, I think we should go to Mirror Flower Valley and see.”

“I’m scared.” She thought of how those people fought, seeing someone die before her eyes made her tremble uncontrollably.

Ningxi hugged her tightly, gently patting her back and saying, “Don’t be afraid, A’Zhen. Sister will always protect you. We’ll never be apart.”

“Never be apart…”

Her anxious and fearful heart calmed down because of her words.

She and Ningxi were twin sisters. They had never been apart since before birth, and she believed they would never be apart in the future.

She always thought so, until one day, Ningxi said, “A’Zhen, I have to go. I promised Sang Qi I would be with him.”

“But you promised me we’d never be apart!”

“A’Zhen, you’ve grown up. You don’t need sister’s protection anymore…” Ningxi gently stroked her head, just like when they were little. “You’ve always been strong. I don’t know when it started, but you became the one protecting me. Mirror Flower Valley has become your home. After I leave, Master will pass the position of Valley Master to you…”

“I don’t need the position of Valley Master. I never wanted to compete with you. I just… didn’t want to hold you back and burden you!”

I didn’t want to be the reason you got hurt trying to protect me, like when we were little…

Ningxi smiled, her eyes moist and glistening. “Of course I know that. You’re my best sister. But A’Zhen, I really can’t let go of Sang Qi… Can you forgive your sister?”

“If you betray Mirror Flower Valley, Master won’t let you and Sang Qi go. And Gao Fengxu will send people to hunt you down. Sister, is it worth doing this for a half-demon?”

“I want to go to the East Sea with him. It’s demon territory. Master and Gao Fengxu won’t be able to reach us there.”

“The East Sea… Does that mean I’ll never see you again?”

“We’ll meet again, A’Zhen.”

Su Ningzhen no longer believed her. Ningxi had been bewitched by a half-demon, even abandoning the sister she had depended on for survival…

She wanted to correct Ningxi’s mistake but made a decision she would regret for the rest of her life. She thought hating Sang Qi and blaming everything on him would allow her to ignore her own mistakes, but the closer she came to death, the more she realized—

The one who killed Ningxi was her.

“Master, Sect Leader Xie, and Clan Leader Nan have come to visit. They say they have urgent matters to discuss with you.” Gao Qiumin’s words brought Su Ningzhen back from her painful remorse.

“What are they here for?” Su Ningzhen’s voice sounded increasingly hoarse and aged.

Gao Qiumin’s expression was grim. “I don’t know… That Mu Xuanling is here too, along with the young master of Bixiao Palace, Fu Lansheng.”

Su Ningzhen was puzzled. With Gao Qiumin’s support, she stood up and slowly walked out.

The four visitors had been waiting in the Moon Banquet Hall. Before Su Ningzhen arrived, they heard footsteps outside but didn’t expect them to be hers, as they were too heavy and slow, resembling those of an elderly person. When they saw her wrinkles and white hair, Xie Xuechen and Nan Xuyue immediately understood something, while Fu Lansheng still looked shocked.

The last time they saw Su Ningzhen was just over two months ago when she appeared to be in her early thirties. Now she looked like she was in her fifties or sixties, with much less sharpness in her eyes, appearing dull and lifeless.

“Greetings, Sect Leader Xie,” Su Ningzhen bowed to Xie Xuechen, then nodded to Nan Xuyue and Fu Lansheng.

Fu Lansheng, being tactless, asked with concern, “Valley Master Su, are you unwell?”

Su Ningzhen replied calmly, “It’s nothing. Thank you for your concern, Young Palace Master.”

Supported by Gao Qiumin, Su Ningzhen took a seat and asked, “May I know what urgent matter brings Sect Leader Xie and the others to Mirror Flower Valley? Has there been a change in the Demon Realm?”

Xie Xuechen said, “This matter might be related to Sang Qi. I request Valley Master Su to dismiss those not involved.”

Su Ningzhen frowned, her right hand clenching suddenly. She lowered her eyes, pondering for a moment, then said, “Qiu’min, have everyone else withdraw.”

Gao Qiumin hesitated, “Master…”

“Withdraw,” Su Ningzhen repeated coldly. Gao Qiumin’s face paled, but she nodded and waved to the Mirror Flower Valley disciples present, who filed out.

Fu Lansheng wanted to stay, but Nan Xuyue grabbed his arm and led him out.

Gao Qiumin stopped beside Mu Xuanling, looking at her coldly. “Aren’t you leaving?”

Mu Xuanling looked at her with a complex expression, thinking about their possible blood relation made her feel uncomfortable…

“I must stay. This matter concerns me,” Mu Xuanling said.

Su Ningzhen cast a suspicious glance at Mu Xuanling, then looked at Xie Xuechen. Seeing him nod slightly, she said, “Then stay.”

Gao Qiumin pressed her stiff lips together, turned away angrily, and strode out.

Xie Xuechen waved his hand to set up a barrier, then asked directly, “Valley Master Su, how many children did Su Ningxi have?”

Su Ningzhen’s face immediately darkened. “Sect Leader Xie, what do you mean by this question? Everyone knows my sister married Gao Fengxu, gave birth to a daughter after ten months of pregnancy, and then passed away.”

Xie Xuechen said, “I mean no offense. I recently obtained a magical artifact that revealed a possible blood connection between Ling’er and Gao Qiumin.”

Su Ningzhen was stunned, then burst into laughter, her eyes full of ridicule. “Sect Leader Xie, that’s absurd. Are you suggesting they are sisters? My sister only gave birth to one child, and that’s Qiu’min!”

“Were you present at the birth?” Xie Xuechen pressed.

Su Ningzhen’s breath caught, her heartbeat suddenly chaotic. Xie Xuechen stared at her intently, hearing pain and panic in her heartbeat, and… fear?

“Of course, I was there,” Su Ningzhen gripped the table corner tightly, her knuckles white, her face grim. “When Qiu’min was born, there was a miraculous phenomenon. The room was filled with flowing light, too bright to look at directly…”

“Too bright to look at?” Xie Xuechen frowned. “So you didn’t see it with your own eyes.”

“I held Qiu’min in my arms myself. Isn’t that seeing with my own eyes?” Su Ningzhen irritably crushed the table corner, anger and dissatisfaction welling up inside her. “Sect Leader Xie, are you questioning my sister’s chastity? She did have an entanglement with Sang Qi, but he’s a half-demon, incapable of having children. Besides, at that time, Ningxi was already…”

She stopped abruptly, her face alternating between red and white. Suddenly, she covered her mouth and coughed violently.

Mu Xuanling had been silently listening and observing. Unlike Xie Xuechen, she couldn’t hear Su Ningzhen’s heartbeat to judge her emotions, but she sensed something unusual from her expressions and behavior.

Something frightening must have happened when Su Ningxi gave birth, causing fear and pain in Su Ningzhen’s eyes. Her emotions and rationality were on the brink of losing control, but that secret remained sealed in her mouth. She almost said it but forcibly stopped herself.

At that time, Su Ningxi was already… what?

And what about the miraculous phenomenon when Gao Qiumin was born?

Seeing Su Ningzhen’s cough subside, Mu Xuanling slowly said, “Valley Master Su, forgive my directness, but Gao Qiumin’s talent doesn’t match such a miraculous birth. Even Sect Leader Xie, born with ten orifices, didn’t have such a phenomenon, did he?”

Su Ningzhen’s face stiffened.

How could she not know, how could she not have doubted? Born with nine orifices was indeed extraordinary, but she had seen many exceptional people. Xie Xuechen, Nan Xuyue, Su Ningxi – these were the true prodigies, yet even they didn’t have such phenomena at birth. The room filled with light when Gao Qiumin was born had filled Gao Fengxu with expectations for this daughter, yet she only had nine orifices. He harbored a glimmer of hope that she might show more extraordinary qualities later, or inherit Su Ningxi’s Yuan Yin Mystic Maiden constitution. But after twenty years, Su Ningzhen hadn’t seen any more surprises from Gao Qiumin. Her talent and character were merely above average…

Could it be that the phenomenon wasn’t related to Gao Qiumin, but to…

Su Ningzhen lowered her eyes in thought, her brow furrowed.

“Valley Master Su, verifying the blood relation between Ling’er and Gao Qiumin wouldn’t be difficult. I know you don’t want Su Ningxi’s past to be known, which is why I’m seeking your opinion privately. Don’t you want to know if Su Ningxi had another daughter?” Xie Xuechen asked gravely.

Su Ningzhen’s expression changed unpredictably. After a long while, she spoke in a hoarse voice, “Let me consider it. I’ll… give you an answer tomorrow. But this matter must not be known to others, including Qiu’min.”

Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling nodded solemnly in agreement. Then they saw Su Ningzhen hurriedly leave the Moon Banquet Hall, seeming very urgent.

Mu Xuanling watched Su Ningzhen’s hastily departing figure and said in a deep voice, “For Su Ningzhen to agree to a blood test, something strange must have happened when Su Ningxi gave birth, causing even Su Ningzhen to have doubts. Looking at her confused and urgent expression, it seems she’s remembered something extremely important and wants to verify it.”

“We’ll have the results tomorrow. There’s no need to overthink it,” Xie Xuechen said, noticing the worry hidden in Mu Xuanling’s eyes. He took her slightly cold small hand in his, interlocking their fingers. “Whatever the result, I’ll be with you.”

Su Ningzhen searched urgently alone in a dim secret room. The bookshelves were densely packed with ancient texts. With trembling hands, she pulled out books one by one, seeking an answer.

Many ancient texts were already scattered on the floor when she finally found the one she wanted. Shaking, she opened the book and quickly flipped through its pages.

“The third of the Five Great Celestial Talents, Yuan Yin Mystic Maiden, appears once every three thousand years. Rumored to be the reincarnation of a divine race mystic maiden, wielding the authority over life, containing infinite vitality. Born with a thousand-year lifespan, remains uncorrupted for a thousand years after death. Can heal all injuries and illnesses, restore all vitality, revive the dead and regrow flesh on bare bones, turn decay into miracles…”

Su Ningzhen’s eyes were bloodshot, her hands holding the ancient text trembled and turned white. She stared fixedly at that page, and in a flash, seemed to understand many things. She collapsed to the ground, her chest emitting a bellows-like wheezing sound.

“Could it be her…” she said in a trembling voice of disbelief.

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door behind her. Gao Qiumin called out “Master” with concern and entered quietly. Seeing Su Ningzhen pale-faced and trembling on the ground, she hurried forward to support her.

“Master, what’s wrong? Are you feeling unwell?” Gao Qiumin asked anxiously.

Su Ningzhen suddenly gripped her wrist tightly, her gaze fixed on her face as if searching for an answer.

Gao Qiumin felt inexplicably panicked.

“Master…”

Su Ningzhen slowly lowered her eyes, her voice seeming to have aged even more. “Why are you here?”

Gao Qiumin said, “I was worried about your health… And… Master, I just remembered Mu Xuanling’s identity.”

“Oh?” Su Ningzhen’s eyebrows raised, a glint in her eyes. “What identity?”

Gao Qiumin said, “She was originally a demon slave in Mingyue Manor. On the night Sang Qi massacred Mingyue Manor, the manor’s elders switched our clothes, concealed our auras, and took her to divert the demon army’s pursuit. I guess that’s why she was taken by the demon priest as a disciple, but she didn’t look like this before.”

“She didn’t look like this before?” Su Ningzhen frowned suspiciously. “Tell me more details!”

Gao Qiumin recalled that night when the demon slave had been ordered to be whipped fifty times for stealing clothes from a noble guest. Later, when the demon army attacked Mingyue Manor at night, the elders grabbed a scapegoat. That demon slave happened to have a similar height and build to her, so she had servants strip her clothes and switch with her. She remembered the demon slave’s mask falling off, revealing a thin, pale little face.

“At that time, she had strange demon markings on her left face, looking like some kind of talisman. Golden patterns. I looked at it for a moment and felt uneasy,” Gao Qiumin said.

Su Ningzhen asked, “Do you remember what those demon markings looked like?”

Gao Qiumin nodded, “I don’t remember her face, but for some reason, those demon markings left a deep impression.”

“Draw it for me to see,” Su Ningzhen said urgently.

Gao Qiumin didn’t fetch paper and pen. Instead, she concentrated spiritual power at her fingertips and sketched the demon markings in mid-air.

Su Ningzhen’s bloodshot eyes reflected the image of the demon markings. An eerie green light floated in the air. She looked as if she had seen a ghost, her throat choked, extremely terrified but unable to speak.

“Master, are you alright?” Gao Qiumin asked urgently, seeing her strange demeanor.

Su Ningzhen showed a mad expression, somewhere between laughing and crying, her voice hoarse and broken: “Hahaha… So that’s how it is… So that’s what that light was… We were all wrong, all wrong…”
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That night, Xie Xuechen’s group stayed in Mirror Flower Valley, but they didn’t lodge within the valley. Instead, they returned to the Cloud Floating Sky Boat. Fu Lansheng ordered the boat to be anchored in mid-air outside Mirror Flower Valley, allowing them to overlook the entire valley from the deck. After nightfall, Mirror Flower Valley was peaceful and quiet. Flowers were in full bloom, fireflies flickered, and countless lotus lanterns floated on the Jade Belt River, resembling a river of stars descending from the sky to illuminate the mortal world.

“Among the five sects of the Immortal Alliance, Mirror Flower Valley has the strongest spiritual energy. Embracing Snow City and Suspended Sky Temple are both places of bitter cold. Azure Sky Palace is too prosperous for quiet cultivation. Spirit Cormorant Island is isolated in the sea, surrounded by demon tribes. Only Mirror Flower Valley has spring-like weather all year round and abundant spiritual energy. The valley’s natural formation creates a spirit-gathering array, making the immortal herbs and spirit flowers particularly lush. The medical skills of Mirror Flower Valley cultivators are unparalleled in the world.”

On the skyboat, Nan Xuyue and Mu Xuanling stood side by side, overlooking Mirror Flower Valley. Moonlight flowed over them, the gentleman’s face as beautiful as jade, as pure as the moon, yet with a hint of melancholy.

“Years ago, when my three orifices were sealed and my foot was severely injured, my father invited famous physicians, but they were all at a loss. We also came to Mirror Flower Valley seeking treatment. At that time, the valley master wasn’t Su Ningzhen, but her master, Venerable Miaohua. Venerable Miaohua inadvertently said that if Su Ningxi were still around, there might be a way. After my father’s repeated inquiries, Venerable Miaohua finally explained that Su Ningxi possessed the Yin Mysterious Woman Constitution, which contained infinite vitality. She could heal all injuries and disabilities, even regrow severed limbs. If cultivated to the extreme, she could even bring the dead back to life.”

Hearing this, Mu Xuanling became even more confused. “If the Yin Mysterious Woman had infinite vitality, how could she die from difficult childbirth?”

“My father had the same question at the time, but Venerable Miaohua refused to speak further. It seems Su Ningxi’s death had other reasons. The Yin Mysterious Woman isn’t immortal, but is born with a thousand-year lifespan and doesn’t decay for a thousand years after death. If she achieves Fashen, she can extend her vitality and have a chance of revival after death. If she doesn’t achieve Fashen, it’s hard to say.” Nan Xuyue sighed softly and looked at Mu Xuanling with deep eyes.

“Later, my father took me to Bright Moon Manor to investigate Su Ningxi’s whereabouts. Even if the Yin Mysterious Woman had died, her internal vitality would remain for a thousand years, so there might still be hope to cure my injuries. If this method didn’t work, he planned to ask Gao Fengxu to borrow the Chaos Zhenzhu. Legend has it that the Chaos Zhenzhu’s power is mysterious and omnipotent, but both paths were unsuccessful, and Gao Fengxu refused.”

It was also at that time that Nan Xuyue met Mu Xuanling.

He knew his hope was slim and never thought he could regain vitality at Bright Moon Manor. He certainly didn’t expect that the careless words of that little demon slave would dispel the fog and help him find a new direction in life.

Mu Xuanling felt the weight of emotion in his gaze but couldn’t respond. She could only avoid his eyes and look down at the lotus lanterns floating on the Jade Belt River. “Sang Qi massacred Bright Moon Manor but didn’t find the Chaos Zhenzhu. I think this must be true. If he had obtained the Chaos Zhenzhu, he wouldn’t have needed to be patient for years and scheme to eliminate the Demon Lord and trick him out of the Jade Threshold Scripture.”

“So the Chaos Zhenzhu… has disappeared?” Nan Xuyue lowered his eyes, deep in thought.

“The Chaos Zhenzhu, Su Ningxi…” Mu Xuanling murmured, “I feel these two must be connected.”

She didn’t tell Nan Xuyue about Sang Qi’s relationship with Su Ningxi because she had promised Su Ningzhen to keep it secret. Sang Qi hated Su Ningxi’s betrayal but couldn’t forget her. He went to great lengths to find her body, probably because he knew the secret of the Yin Mysterious Woman and wanted to revive Su Ningxi… Was Gao Fengxu’s insistence on marrying Su Ningxi also related to her constitution?

Su Ningzhen knew the truth but refused to speak of it. This secret was probably even more unspeakable than the love affair between Sang Qi and Su Ningxi…

Mu Xuanling sighed softly and turned to Nan Xuyue, “Nan Xuyue after Xie Xuechen defeats Sang Qi, I’ll pass the Jade Threshold Scripture to you. Perhaps by then, you’ll be able to rebuild your spirit orifices and gain new life.”

The act of transmitting cultivation was dangerous and extremely draining. She had just transmitted cultivation to A Bao, and her spirit orifices were still empty. She couldn’t transmit cultivation to Nan Xuyue, and with Xie Xuechen facing the threat of Sang Qi, she dared not let him be harmed. She could only wait until the great matter was settled before repaying Nan Xuyue’s dedication.

Hearing Mu Xuanling’s words, Nan Xuyue showed no joy. He just smiled faintly and said, “There’s no need to mention the transmission of cultivation again. After so many years, I’ve grown accustomed to this broken body, and I no longer care whether I can restore my spirit orifices and cultivation. Achieving Fashen may grant a thousand-year lifespan, but for humans, longevity isn’t necessarily a blessing. It might just mean a longer period of loneliness and emptiness. It’s better to spend even just a few decades with a loved one.”

Nan Xuyue’s words made Mu Xuanling think of Feng Xiang, feeling emotional: “Indeed… You always think more deeply than others. Some people live for a thousand years without understanding these truths. But if there’s even a glimmer of hope, I want to try. Your life shouldn’t end here.”

“I’ve already said it that day, the one who transmits cultivation must be the closest relative. What right do I have to accept such a great gift?” Nan Xuyue firmly refused Mu Xuanling’s kindness and slowly walked towards the cabin.

Mu Xuanling watched his slow-moving figure, lowering her head in dismay.

“Brother, why doesn’t Young Master Nan want to?” A Bao and Fu Lansheng were hiding in the distance, side by side in the shadows, eavesdropping. “It would be good if Young Master Nan could cultivate. He’s such a good person, he should live a long life.”

She didn’t know why they were hiding, but Fu Lansheng had pulled her down to sit and even set up a barrier to conceal their presence, his handsome face looking suspiciously mischievous.

Fu Lansheng sighed, “A man’s thoughts… you’re too young to understand. Even if I explained, you wouldn’t get it.”

A Bao looked up, her large, bright black eyes sparkling with curiosity, more brilliant than stars, making Fu Lansheng feel embarrassed.

“Mu Xuanling feels indebted to Nan Xuyue, and that’s why she wants to make amends this way. If he accepts, they’ll be even. If he doesn’t accept, Mu Xuanling will forever owe him a debt of gratitude. He wants her to always remember him…” Fu Lansheng shook his fan and sighed repeatedly, “Nan Xuyue looks gentle and soft, but his heart is so wild, longing for a flower that belongs to another. He’s hurting himself and others. Sect Leader Xie is not to be trifled with.”

A Bao frowned suspiciously: “Young Master Nan isn’t as bad as you say. You’re… projecting your thoughts onto others.”

Fu Lansheng ruffled her head: “Did your sister teach you that?”

A Bao nodded, betraying Mu Xuanling, and said in a childish voice: “Sister also said that you understand things you shouldn’t and don’t understand things you should.”

Fu Lansheng pinched his fan, his handsome face darkening: “What else did she say?”

A Bao had just opened her little mouth when Fu Lansheng interrupted: “Forget I asked. I guess it’s nothing good.”

A Bao blinked and said, “Sister told me to stay with her in the future, and she’ll teach me to cultivate. She said if I stay with you, I’ll only learn about male favorites, debauchery, illegitimate children…”

Fu Lansheng covered his face, unable to look at A Bao. Honest children’s words were too hurtful.

“Your sister isn’t a good person either. She’s never been to school a day in her life and can barely read herself,” Fu Lansheng grumbled. He wouldn’t dare say this in front of Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling. “Don’t repeat this to Sect Leader Xie and your sister!” he added.

“Sect Leader Xie will teach us to read,” A Bao said seriously.

“So… you’re going to leave with your sister…” Fu Lansheng looked at A Bao’s little face, feeling an inexplicable pang of reluctance in his heart. Although it had only been a little over a month, he had grown attached to her.

A Bao nodded: “Mother told me to follow sister. I like my sister the most. She saved me and helped me get back father’s treasure, and drove away the bad people.”

“A Bao, brother is very good too…” Fu Lansheng coaxed, “Brother has many treasures, won’t you miss them?”

A Bao lowered her head and bit her finger, her little face conflicted: “Um… brother since you have so many treasures, can you give me some?”

Fu Lansheng snorted: “You dare to ask! You care about money, not people. You heartless little thing! I’ve raised and loved you for nothing!”

“Then leave them to me after you die,” A Bao compromised without care, saying pitifully, “Sister Ah Xiang said we’re family, and when you die, I can inherit your estate.”

The issue of being an illegitimate child couldn’t be overcome, could it?

Fu Lansheng took a deep breath, suppressing his anger, and pinched her soft little cheeks, gritting his teeth: “When it comes to angering me, you spare no effort…”

Was his life too good that heaven sent this little creature to torment him?

In Mirror Flower Valley, at the Moon Banquet Hall.

Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling arrived at the banquet as agreed. Su Ningzhen sat alone in the main seat, with a pot of flowers and a small celadon vase on the table beside her, but Gao Qiumin was nowhere to be seen.

Mu Xuanling asked, “Valley Master Su, have you considered it?”

Su Ningzhen stared intently at Mu Xuanling as if trying to find some answer on her face. She said hoarsely, “This pot of flowers beside me is called ‘Joy of Meeting’. It feeds on blood, but if it absorbs blood from a close blood relative, its petals will turn black.” Su Ningzhen picked up the small celadon vase, “This contains Qiumin’s blood. I’ve kept the blood test a secret from her. Regardless of the result, only the three of us in this hall will know about today’s events. If you agree, take a heart oath. Otherwise, pretend I never mentioned it.”

Mu Xuanling took a nervous breath and nodded, “I agree.”

Xie Xuechen’s cold gaze swept over the beautiful ‘Joy of Meeting’, but he said, “I don’t agree.”

Su Ningzhen’s eyes flashed coldly, “What does Sect Leader Xie mean?”

Xie Xuechen asked in return, “What does Valley Master Su mean?” His gaze grew colder and sharper. With a wave of his wide sleeve, a sudden gust of wind swept toward the flower pot on the table. The beautiful flower was swept by the sharp spiritual energy and let out a piercing cry like a baby. The falling petals oozed drops of bright red blood. The flower pot suddenly shattered, scattering soil everywhere, revealing the true face of what was buried in the soil – a pink, bald little creature the size of a potato, with one eye and a huge bloody mouth. The flower stems and tender leaves were its lower limbs.

Mu Xuanling took half a step back, her heart tightening, and looked warily at Su Ningzhen: “This isn’t ‘Joy of Meeting’, it’s ‘Autumn Wind Evil’. If blood is dripped onto it, it will form a blood contract and control one’s mind.”

Mirror Flower Valley had numerous rare flowers and strange plants. ‘Autumn Wind Evil’ looked similar to ‘Joy of Meeting’. ‘Joy of Meeting’ was a rare flower, while ‘Autumn Wind Evil’ was a strange beast that resembled a rare flower. Its body was as alluring as a fresh flower, but its pistil was a small mouth full of countless sharp teeth. Once someone was attracted by its “petals” and approached, it would take the opportunity to bite and suck blood. Anyone whose blood was sucked would be controlled by its fragrance and cries, becoming its slave.

“Valley Master Su, no matter how similar flowers and strange beasts look, their aura is different,” Xie Xuechen said coldly. “Those born with ten orifices can see auras, as can the Yin Mysterious Woman. Didn’t Su Ningxi tell you this?”

Seeing her plot exposed, Su Ningzhen no longer hid her intentions. She darkened her face and suddenly slammed the table, her figure disappearing from the spot. The entire Moon Banquet Hall was instantly enveloped in a murderous aura.

Xie Xuechen immediately grabbed Mu Xuanling’s hand and protected her in his arms. The Moon Banquet Hall opened like a blooming lotus, with the surrounding walls slowly falling outward, revealing a golden birdcage-like formation that trapped the two of them inside. Dozens of cultivators surrounded the cage, watching them vigilantly.

Su Ningzhen said in a deep voice, “Sect Leader Xie, you’ve colluded with a demon woman to attack Mirror Flower Valley. Don’t blame us for punishing evil without mercy.”

Xie Xuechen coldly surveyed his surroundings: “Valley Master Su, this formation can’t hold me. If I break out, countless people in Mirror Flower Valley will die or be injured. Do you want Mirror Flower Valley to suffer losses for your agenda? Is this how a valley master should act?”

Su Ningzhen’s breath caught, and then she exploded in anger: “Stop your nonsense! I’m eliminating evil for the greater good. How is this personal? Everyone, follow my orders and form a defensive formation!”

Su Ningzhen waved her Sweeping World Dust, sending a sharp, murderous energy towards Xie Xuechen. The golden cage emitted a blinding light, making it impossible for those inside to see.

Gao Qiumin was pleased to see Mu Xuanling trapped but couldn’t bear to see Xie Xuechen hurt. She hesitated, “Master if something happens to Sect Leader Xie in Mirror Flower Valley, how will we explain it to the five sects of the Immortal Alliance?”

Su Ningzhen’s gaze was fixed on Mu Xuanling, her voice cold: “Why do we need to explain?”

Killing Xie Xuechen wouldn’t be easy, but her target was only Mu Xuanling. Her hand holding the Sweeping World Dust trembled slightly. The hope she had waited twenty years for was right before her eyes…

Xie Xuechen held his sword in his right hand and covered Mu Xuanling’s eyes with his left, saying softly, “Ling’er, close your eyes.”

The familiar voice and words made Mu Xuanling’s shoulders tremble slightly. She wanted to act but held back, obediently leaning into his embrace, fully trusting and relying on him…

The Jun Tian Sword in Xie Xuechen’s hand glowed with flowing light, eager for battle. Xie Xuechen’s phoenix eyes narrowed slightly, and he suddenly released his five fingers. The light sword flew out, creating thousands of phantom images, crashing into the golden cage like a meteor shower. It emitted a piercing hum that could be heard for dozens of miles…

On the Cloud Floating Sky Boat, Fu Lansheng heard this sharp hum and was startled. He stood up abruptly and flew outside. The noon sunlight fell on Mirror Flower Valley, making the golden birdcage particularly dazzling. Fu Lansheng said in disbelief, “Su Ningzhen has gone mad. She dares to attack Sect Leader Xie?”

A Bao was too short to reach the ship’s railing and jumped to look outside, anxiously saying, “Is sister in danger?”

Fu Lansheng picked her up and held her in his arms, letting her see the scene outside. A Bao’s eyes widened, and she nervously grabbed Fu Lansheng’s shoulder: “Brother, quickly go save sister!”

Fu Lansheng smiled bitterly: “With my limited abilities, I might not even be able to defeat Gao Qiumin. Who knows who would be saving whom? Don’t worry, with Sect Leader Xie there, no one can harm Mu Xuanling.”

A Bao puffed out her cheeks in frustration: “You seem to understand yourself well. Then why don’t you practice more?”

Fu Lansheng: “…”

“Brother Fu, steer the sky boat above the Moon Banquet Hall to block the sunlight,” Nan Xuyue walked to Fu Lansheng’s side, his expression grave. “That golden cage draws power from sunlight. As long as the sunlight doesn’t fade, the cage won’t disappear. The stronger the sunlight, the stronger the cage. Su Ningzhen knows her strength is insufficient, so she’s using the power of heaven and earth against Sect Leader Xie. She arranged this meeting time with the intention of ambush. It’s not a spur-of-the-moment decision.”

Fu Lansheng’s smile faded, his handsome brows furrowing: “I understand. It seems Miss Mu’s background is not simple, to make Su Ningzhen move against Sect Leader Xie.”

No matter how strong Xie Xuechen was, he would eventually exhaust his strength. This Golden Crow Phantom Sun Formation was Mirror Flower Valley’s strongest formation, both offensive and defensive. At high noon, it was at its strongest. As sunlight fell on the golden cage, the temperature inside rose sharply. Magic arrows shot out from all sides but were all blocked by the Jun Tian Sword Formation. Each time the Jade Threshold Sky Breaking struck the golden cage, its light would dim, but it would recover moments later.

Sweat beaded on Mu Xuanling’s forehead, her temples damp. Xie Xuechen’s expression grew increasingly grave. Just then, the Cloud Floating Sky Boat appeared above the Moon Banquet Hall, suddenly darkening the surroundings. The golden cage lost half its brilliance.

A hint of a smile flashed in Xie Xuechen’s eyes. The cinnabar between his brows flashed red, and the Jun Tian Sword immediately perked up, emitting an excited whistle. The Jade Threshold Sky Breaking opened again, and thousands of sword shadows condensed into a single, overwhelmingly powerful sword energy, shooting straight toward the top of the golden cage.

— Clang…

A huge explosion rang out, the sound waves rippling outward like ocean waves. Low-level cultivators struck by these waves all spat blood and fell to the ground, screaming in pain.

Su Ningzhen, already weak inside, couldn’t withstand this soul-shaking clang. Her face paled as she fell from the air, caught by the quick-reacting Gao Qiumin, saving her from complete humiliation.

The golden cage shattered under this sword strike, turning into specks of golden sand that dissipated into nothingness.

Xie Xuechen, holding Mu Xuanling, flew out of the Moon Banquet Hall towards where Su Ningzhen had fallen. Seeing this, the elders of Mirror Flower Valley hurriedly formed a defensive formation, but upon seeing Xie Xuechen, their hearts chilled, and they lost their will to fight…

Xie Xuechen coldly swept his gaze over everyone and said, “I have no intention of being enemies with Mirror Flower Valley. I just have a few questions for Su Ningzhen. I can pretend today’s events never happened.”

The elders looked at each other. They had long known about the relationship between Xie Xuechen and Mu Xuanling. When Su Ningzhen said Xie Xuechen was colluding with demons to harm Mirror Flower Valley, they didn’t doubt her much and set up this Golden Crow Phantom Sun Formation to deal with Xie Xuechen. They thought this formation could trap Xie Xuechen and greatly weaken him, but who knew Xie Xuechen would be so formidable that even the combined power of Mirror Flower Valley couldn’t do anything to him? Now that Xie Xuechen had broken free, they feared he might kill them all, yet he said he wouldn’t pursue the matter…

The Grand Elder stepped forward and said solemnly, “There must be some misunderstanding. What questions does Sect Leader Xie have? If we know, we will tell you truthfully.”

Xie Xuechen nodded slightly and looked at the pale-faced Su Ningzhen: “Valley Master Su, will you speak, or shall I ask?”

How could Su Ningzhen not understand the threat in Xie Xuechen’s words? If she let him ask, he would reveal Su Ningxi’s love affair with Sang Qi to everyone…

Su Ningzhen suddenly spat out a mouthful of blood. Gao Qiumin cried out in alarm, “Master! Master!”

Su Ningzhen coughed incessantly. The Grand Elder’s face changed, and she stepped forward to check Su Ningzhen’s pulse. Her expression immediately became very grim: “Valley Master, your spiritual energy…”

She had thought Su Ningzhen was still recovering from Sang Qi’s heavy blow, but now she seemed to be at the end of her life force, clearly dispersing her cultivation. The Grand Elder glanced at Gao Qiumin and immediately understood but didn’t expose it. She just sighed, “Why do you do this to yourself…”

Mu Xuanling watched Su Ningzhen cough up blood and asked in confusion, “Valley Master Su, what deep grudge do you have against me?”

Mu Xuanling truly didn’t understand. Even if she was Su Ningxi’s daughter, Su Ningzhen shouldn’t have acted so viciously against her, even becoming enemies with Xie Xuechen, even if she couldn’t care for her like Gao Qiumin. The more intense Su Ningzhen’s reaction, the more it proved there was an issue with her background.

Mu Xuanling felt it was absurd and even frightening. Could she be the daughter of Sang Qi and Su Ningxi? Otherwise, why would Su Ningzhen go to such extremes?

Nan Xuyue and Fu Lansheng landed behind Xie Xuechen, observing the tense atmosphere. Fu Lansheng coughed lightly and tried to mediate: “The five sects of the Immortal Alliance are closely connected. Why harm our harmony over a misunderstanding…”

Su Ningzhen laughed coldly: “How is Mu Xuanling part of the Immortal Alliance? Sect Leader Xie puts personal matters above public duty, and Azure Sky Palace and Yun Xiu Mountain Villa are the same. Is this kind of Immortal Alliance closely connected?”

Gao Qiumin glared at Mu Xuanling with hatred: “I truly regret not killing you back then at Bright Moon Manor!”

Mu Xuanling looked at Gao Qiumin and smiled: “The young miss remembers me?”

As Mu Xuanling was speaking with a smile, no one expected her to suddenly lash out at Duan Nian, entangling Gao Qiumin’s demon body. Taking advantage of everyone’s surprise, she pulled Gao Qiumin to her side. Su Ningzhen was too weak to stop her in time, and the Grand Elder’s attempt to intervene was blocked by Xie Xuechen. Gao Qiumin struck out at Mu Xuanling with her palm, but Mu Xuanling didn’t dodge or avoid it. Instead, she thrust her sword towards Gao Qiumin’s palm. Gao Qiumin couldn’t withdraw her hand in time, and her palm was cut by the long sword.

Mu Xuanling withdrew her sword, staring at the warm blood on the blade. She blew gently, and the blood droplet seemed to be enveloped in an air bubble, floating up. She then pressed her hand against the other side of the sword’s edge. The sharp sword energy immediately cut through her delicate skin, and blood droplets seeped out from the wound, slowly floating. They were enveloped by a red magic formation, intertwining with Gao Qiumin’s blood, probing each other, and finally slowly merging.

Mu Xuanling let out a long breath and looked at Gao Qiumin with a complex expression.

The Grand Elder finally reacted, as did the other high-level cultivators present. Anyone with discerning eyes could see what that red formation was.

It was a Blood Refining Formation. Only blood from the same lineage could merge.

The Grand Elder stared at Mu Xuanling and Gao Qiumin in disbelief, looking at their similar features, and said in a trembling voice: “You are… Su Ningxi’s daughter?”
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Gao Qiumin was thunderstruck, staring in disbelief at the mingled blood. She mumbled, “It’s impossible. How could I have a half-demon sister? The formation must be faulty. It’s fake!”

Mu Xuanling released Duannian and stepped back to Xie Xuechen’s side.

“I’d prefer not to be related to you either,” Mu Xuanling said coolly. “Miss Gao, I sought out Su Ningzhen for an explanation, but her ‘explanation’ seems more like a cover-up.”

Gao Qiumin stumbled two steps and collapsed to the ground. She crawled pathetically to Su Ningzhen’s side, clutching her sleeve with trembling hands. “Master, what’s going on? Isn’t my mother supposed to have only one daughter?”

Su Ningzhen’s face alternated between pale and flushed. She gritted her teeth and said, “Yes…”

“What’s her deal? That formation must be demonic arts or evil techniques. She’s deliberately deceiving the Grand Elder because she doesn’t want me to become the leader of Mirror Flower Valley!” Gao Qiumin, believing she had found a reasonable explanation, suddenly felt relieved. “It must be so…”

The Grand Elder naturally knew this wasn’t the truth. The formation was flawless, and Mu Xuanling and Gao Qiumin indeed shared a blood relation. She was one of those who had watched Su Ningxi and Su Ningzhen grow up. She had witnessed Su Ningxi marry Gao Fengxu. Su Ningxi had been pure before marriage and died in childbirth ten months after the wedding. She couldn’t have given birth twice. Therefore, Mu Xuanling and Gao Qiumin must be twins.

But how could twins result in one human and one half-demon?

“Su Ningzhen, what’s going on? Tell the truth now!” The Grand Elder’s voice suddenly turned severe. The other elders also realized the gravity of the situation. This was no longer Su Ningzhen’s private matter; it concerned Mirror Flower Valley’s reputation and legacy. They wouldn’t allow Su Ningzhen to interfere.

Su Ningzhen found herself in a desperate situation, isolated and without support. She glared at Mu Xuanling with hatred in her eyes, but upon closer inspection, it wasn’t just hatred—there was also morbid greed and obsession.

“She’s not Ningxi’s child, she’s…”

Before Su Ningzhen could finish, a sharp whistle suddenly echoed through the area. Everyone’s spirits were jolted as three golden arrows came flying from different directions, breaking through the air with such force that they created sonic booms. Xie Xuechen’s expression turned solemn as he raised his hand to catch the three flying arrows. Each arrow was engraved with a line of text.

— Yongxue City, under attack by demon forces!

— Xuantian Temple, under attack by monster forces!

— Bixiao Palace, under attack by monster forces!

Fu Lansheng and the others standing next to Xie Xuechen saw the engravings on the arrows at a glance and exclaimed in shock, “The three major sects are under attack!”

“What?!” The cultivators of Mirror Flower Valley were also startled and uneasy. “Has Sangqi emerged from seclusion?”

Mu Xuanling said gravely, “Among the five major sects, Xuantian Temple is the most vulnerable due to internal strife and lack of leadership. It’s not surprising that Sangqi would target them. The Prajna Sutra of Xuantian Temple is the bane of the demon race, so it’s within expectations that Sangqi would send monster forces to attack. Master Yuanxin should have received a warning and should be able to handle it. Yongxue City is greatly weakened without you there, so it would also be a target for Sangqi. However, we were prepared for this, and defensive formations against demons have been set up in the city. But Bixiao Palace…” She frowned, looking puzzled. “Bixiao Palace is the strongest among the five major sects, with the most profound foundation and the largest number of disciples. How could Sangqi have spare monster forces to attack Bixiao Palace?”

Xie Xuechen gripped the arrows tightly and said in unison with Nan Xuyue, “It’s Lingju Island.”

Fu Lansheng was startled, “Isn’t Lingju Island under attack?”

Xie Xuechen said, “Lingju Island is the attacker.”

Nan Xuyue lowered her eyes and said calmly, “The traitor in the Immortal Alliance who colluded with Sangqi is Lingju Island.”

Mu Xuanling’s pupils constricted as she suddenly recalled what happened on Qiongju Island. That alluring snake demon had said, “Originally, this grand meeting wasn’t supposed to start for another half year. I don’t know why it was suddenly moved up. The island wasn’t fully prepared, which is why things are a bit chaotic…”

“The Monster Race Martial Arts Tournament,” Mu Xuanling’s heart sank. “The hastily advanced Monster Race Martial Arts Tournament was likely Lingju Island colluding with the Eastern Sea Monster King to gather monster forces, form an alliance and attack Bixiao Palace.”

“Why would Lingju Island do this?” Fu Lansheng couldn’t believe it. The attack on Bixiao Palace had thrown him into a panic. He had always been confident in Bixiao Palace’s strength, believing that demons and monsters wouldn’t dare to confront them directly. But if what Mu Xuanling said was true, if Lingju Island had indeed colluded with the Eastern Sea Monster King to attack Bixiao Palace, then even Bixiao Palace might struggle to defend itself. “No, I must return to Bixiao Palace!”

Nan Xuyue held Fu Lansheng back and said solemnly, “Brother Fu, your strength is limited. Even if you go, you won’t be able to help much. I’m sure Palace Master Fu and Elder Duan wouldn’t want you to put yourself in danger.”

Fu Lansheng smiled bitterly, “Nan Xuyue, my mother has said the same thing, but as a son, how can I stand idly by knowing my parents are in danger? Although I’m not very capable, I’m still a person after all.”

Nan Xuyue was taken aback and couldn’t help but release her grip.

“Let him go,” Xie Xuechen said slowly. “It’s not safe here anymore either.”

Mu Xuanling held her breath, unconsciously clenching her fists as she looked into the distance.

“All other sects are under attack, yet Mirror Flower Valley remains calm…” She looked at the sun hidden behind the clouds, her voice gradually lowering, “Sangqi… is likely to come in person.”

Every word of their conversation reached the ears of the Mirror Flower Valley cultivators. The Grand Elder’s expression faltered, but she tried to maintain her composure and sternly ordered, “Inform all disciples to be on high alert!”

At that moment, a vast and magnificent aura spread through the air. A black robe appeared in the sky, its billowing folds seeming to blot out the sun and moon, dimming the light of heaven and earth. The terrifying pressure stirred up a hurricane, breaking flowers and grass in the valley, causing spirit beasts to flee in panic. Cries and howls of spirit beasts could be heard everywhere.

Sangqi curled his crimson thin lips, his silver hair dancing wildly. He looked with satisfaction at the panic he had created in Mirror Flower Valley. After twenty years, he had finally returned to this place to wash away his previous shame. He wanted Mirror Flower Valley to be razed to the ground, leaving no blade of grass or living creature!

No one had expected Sangqi’s aura to be so terrifying. Everyone’s expressions changed, unable to muster even a shred of resistance due to the overwhelming difference in power… Su Ningzhen looked at Sangqi indifferently. After twenty years of hatred, her feelings at this moment were strangely calm. Perhaps it was because she had accepted the fact that she was responsible for Su Ningxi’s death, or maybe… she suddenly realized that Sangqi was just like her. They both deeply loved Su Ningxi and wished for her to be alive.

“Sect Leader Xie, are you satisfied with the gift I sent you?” Sangqi smiled as he looked down at everyone, his form slowly descending from the sky. With his silver hair and silver eyes, he was extraordinarily handsome. If not for the wicked and demonic aura surrounding him, his appearance would have been like that of a descending deity.

Xie Xuechen held his sword and said calmly, “It’s been a while. You’ve indeed made considerable progress.”

Today, Sangqi’s aura was more than twice as strong as when they last met. Xie Xuechen knew that in today’s battle, he would have to pay a price…

“It’s all thanks to the miraculous power of the Jade Edict Scripture,” Sangqi smiled slightly, his silver eyes turning to Mu Xuanling. “Ling’er, it seems the poison of the Heart-Perceiving Water has been neutralized.”

Mu Xuanling pressed her lips together, not avoiding Sangqi’s gaze, but not responding either.

Sangqi sighed to himself, “This isn’t a good thing. With the poison neutralized, you’ll be very upset when you see Xie Xuechen die before your eyes. Ling’er, you still don’t understand your master’s good intentions.”

“Sangqi…” Mu Xuanling said softly, “Seeing you die would also sadden me.”

Sangqi was stunned for a moment, then held his forehead and laughed loudly, “These words… I don’t know whether to be happy or angry! Ling’er, are you suggesting that I will lose, or that you have some master-disciple affection for me?”

Sangqi’s sleeves fluttered with his laughter, and his uncontrolled, vast aura swept across the entire area like ocean waves. Lower-level cultivators couldn’t withstand it, turning pale and spitting blood. The Grand Elder shouted sternly, “All cultivators below the Nascent Soul stage, retreat!”

In battles at the Fashen level, numbers no longer determined the outcome. Even Golden Core cultivators were mere cannon fodder in such fights. With Su Ningzhen exhausted and her authority in question, the Grand Elder had to take on the responsibility of leading the defense. She prepared for the worst in her heart – if they couldn’t kill Sangqi and Mirror Flower Valley faced annihilation, they would at least preserve some seeds for the future.

Mu Xuanling said to Nan Xuyue and Fu Lansheng, “You two return to the Cloud-Riding Ship. Nan Xuyue, go with Fu Lansheng to Bixiao Palace.”

Nan Xuyue said, “You should leave too.”

Mu Xuanling smiled faintly, “I’ll stay with him.”

Their hands clasped tightly beneath their wide sleeves. He knew she wouldn’t leave, so he didn’t say anything.

Fu Lansheng, his heart anxious about Bixiao Palace, tugged at Nan Xuyue’s sleeve, “Nan Xuyue, let’s go first!”

Nan Xuyue shook off Fu Lansheng’s hand and said, “You go. I’m staying.”

“You…” Fu Lansheng frowned deeply, but seeing Nan Xuyue’s calm and determined gaze, he knew further words were useless. With a sigh, he flew towards the Cloud-Riding Ship alone.

Sangqi didn’t care about insignificant figures like Fu Lansheng. All the people he cared about were already here.

Xie Xuechen said, “I miscalculated. I never imagined you could turn He Xianwo against us.”

Both Xuantian Temple and Yongxue City were fully prepared. He had learned about Sangqi’s power from Mu Xuanling and knew that Sangqi’s available monster and demon forces were limited. He couldn’t attack all five major sects simultaneously. Therefore, he focused on ensuring the two weakest sects had complete defenses. He wasn’t worried about the safety of Xuantian Temple and Yongxue City. Instead, he was concerned about Bixiao Palace – if it was attacked jointly by Lingju Island and the Eastern Sea monster race, it might not hold out for long.

“Sect Leader Xie, you’re mistaken. I didn’t turn He Xianwo against you,” Sangqi said seriously. “He came to me of his own accord.”

A flicker of surprise passed through Xie Xuechen’s eyes.

Sangqi smiled, “I never expected… that he would be my half-brother from the same mother.”

The woman who had abandoned him years ago hadn’t died after all but had become the wife of the former Island Master of Lingju Island.

That day, He Xianwo appeared in the demon realm and told him that the woman had been thinking of the son she had left under the Fusang tree all these years. Even on her deathbed, she had held his hand, imploring him to find his brother no matter what.

“He’s a half-demon without parents to care for him. He must have had a very hard life in this world…”

“I’ve wronged him. Xian’er, you must find him and take care of him…”

He Xianwo said that the woman had searched throughout the Eastern Sea monster race but couldn’t find any trace of him. He only knew that his elder brother was a half-demon with silver hair and silver eyes, but never thought that this half-demon wasn’t in the Eastern Sea, but in the demon realm, and even more unexpectedly, that he would be the priest Sangqi.

If Sangqi had heard these words twenty years ago, he might have been moved and might have easily forgiven the woman who abandoned him. But now he understood many truths. Humans were all liars, especially human women.

But he wouldn’t refuse an alliance that came knocking on his door.

“We can form an alliance and establish a new order, a new order where monsters and half-demons can stand on equal footing with humans,” He Xianwo had said.

Fu Yuanting looked at the tragic scene before him with shock and anger. The dozens of monster kings led by He Xianwo were each stronger than ordinary Fashen realm elders. Monsters didn’t have Fashen, but as their cultivation deepened, their true forms grew increasingly enormous. Now, revealing their true forms, they were like mountains, emanating a despair-inducing murderous aura.

A golden python, tens of zhang long, coiled atop the barrier, spewing poison that constantly eroded the barrier’s defensive power. A black bear as tall as half a mountain punched the barrier repeatedly, quickly causing cracks to appear. A silver-white tiger demon bared its fangs, biting into an elder’s Fashen. When the Fashen was injured, the physical body would suffer the same intense pain. The man screamed in agony as his Fashen, corroded by monster power, instantly shattered.

Lower-ranked outer sect disciples had no resistance against such power. They fled in despair, only to be trampled underfoot by giant beasts, reduced to bloody pulp.

“He Xianwo!” Fu Yuanting’s eyes bulged with rage, turning red as he let out an anguished roar, “You’re human! How could you collude with demons and monsters to harm your kind!”

“There’s no revolution without bloodshed. Sacrifices are always necessary,” He Xianwo looked coldly at the human tragedy unfolding. “I’m merely correcting the errors of this world.”

As soon as He Xianwo finished speaking, a tremendous force approached from afar. Fu Yuanting didn’t know if it was friend or foe, staring blankly in that direction. As it drew near, he finally understood, his face turning even paler.

“Master, the three thousand monster slaves of Bixiao Palace have been rescued!” A tall man bowed his head behind He Xianwo, his voice deep and hoarse.

Most of those three thousand monster slaves were emaciated, skin and bones. The spirit-binding rings on their feet had been removed but still left wounds deep enough to see bone. Those three thousand pairs of eyes stared hatefully and coldly toward Bixiao Palace, making Fu Yuanting’s hair stand on end, a chill running down his spine.

He Xianwo said, “Palace Master Fu, have you ever seen the power of hatred?”

Fu Yuanting suppressed the trembling in his heart and looked towards He Xianwo. The man standing behind him with bowed head slowly raised his face, his gaze cold as he looked towards Fu Yuanting.

The first thing Fu Yuanting saw was the hideous scar on the man’s face, followed by his cold and fierce eyes, somehow familiar yet so strange. Fu Yuanting’s pupils constricted as he cried out involuntarily, “Cangli!”

The man spoke coldly, “Palace Master Fu has called the wrong name. My name is Jiang Li.”

“Where is your mother?” Fu Yuanting ignored his words and asked urgently.

Jiang Li said, “She’s dead.”

“Dead?” Fu Yuanting staggered as if struck heavily. “How is that possible?”

“Killed by Duan Xiaorong,” Jiang Li said. “Right in front of me.”

Duan Xiaorong’s figure appeared behind Fu Yuanting. The corners of her lips curled up in a mocking smile as she looked hatefully towards Jiang Li.

“So you’re Fu Cangli. When Lansheng mentioned this name before, I thought it sounded familiar. Now I remember, that bitch seemed to call out ‘Cangli’ when she was dying,” Duan Xiaorong coldly swept her gaze over Fu Yuanting. “You knew who Fu Cangli was all along, yet you pretended to know nothing. Fu Yuanting, you’ve played your part well these years, daring to keep a woman and child hidden from me.”

The world said that the Bixiao Palace Master loved his wife deeply, but in truth, it was nothing but a joke.

Duan Xiaorong had long known that Fu Yuanting was merely coveting Bixiao Palace’s wealth and fearing her power, which was why he became her Dao partner. She didn’t care; what she valued was Fu Yuanting’s handsome charm and outstanding talent. For a Fashen with a lifespan of a thousand years, loving only one person was too difficult. But she was many years older than Fu Yuanting; as long as he kept up appearances while she was alive and didn’t embarrass her, she could tolerate his indifference.

But she had underestimated Fu Yuanting’s ambition. He had kept a lover hidden from her and even had a son about the same age as Lansheng. That child called Fu Cangli was even more outstanding than her Lansheng, which made her fear – Fu Yuanting wanted to pass Bixiao Palace to that bitch’s son!

Duan Xiaorong hadn’t shown any mercy. That woman died quickly, but in her final moments, she activated a teleportation formation to send Fu Cangli away. Duan Xiaorong’s spiritual power only managed to leave a deep scar on his face, ruining his handsome features.

“So it was you who killed Lanchi…” Fu Yuanting clenched his fists, his expression a mix of laughter and tears. “I should have guessed…”

“So what if I killed her? So what if you know?” Duan Xiaorong laughed coldly. “I didn’t expose you, which was already giving you face. You sought wealth and power by becoming my Dao partner, and now you’re playing the role of a devoted lover? Do you want to turn against me for that woman? With great enemies at our doorstep, as the Palace Master of Bixiao Palace, can you distinguish between what’s important and what’s not?”

Fu Yuanting suppressed the grief in his heart, but his hands trembled uncontrollably beneath his sleeves.

“Cangli, don’t be misled and side with demons and monsters!” Fu Yuanting advised gently. “It’s not too late to turn back to the right path.”

Jiang Li looked coldly at this hypocritical couple: “Fu Yuanting, you disgust me. Do you think my mother stayed with you all these years because she loved you? She had long known that you were the one who killed her true love, that you killed your sworn brother and stole his wife. You’re even more hateful and despicable than Duan Xiaorong. Mother endured it all to protect me. My surname is Jiang, not Fu!”

For all these years, he and his mother had lived in Lanchi Villa, waiting for Fu Yuanting’s occasional visits. His mother only smiled when Fu Yuanting came; at other times, she would just stare blankly at the flowers blooming and falling in the courtyard, silently shedding tears. He thought she was missing Fu Yuanting, that only Fu Yuanting could make her happy. So he worked hard at cultivation, wanting to become more outstanding, to make Fu Yuanting like him more as a son. It wasn’t until after his mother’s death that he learned the truth from her belongings. All the smiles she showed in front of Fu Yuanting were pretenses. She had never been truly happy for a moment, because her true love had died tragically long ago, and she had to submit to the murderer just to protect that man’s only bloodline.

— Ah Li, if you’re reading this, then Mother must no longer be here. Over the years, I’ve thought countless times about telling you the truth, but I feared you wouldn’t be able to contain your hatred and would expose yourself. Yet I didn’t want to see you recognize a thief as your father and be deceived for life. After Mother’s death, leave this place far behind. Don’t seek revenge, don’t throw away your life. Remember that your father is Jiang Shaoling, and your name is Jiang Li. As long as you live well, Mother’s years of endurance won’t have been in vain…

There were still traces of dried tears on that paper. He had once so desperately wanted to see a smile on his mother’s face, only to realize now how glaring and cruel those smiles were. How could he not hate? How could he not seek revenge?

Jiang Li’s words drained all color from Fu Yuanting’s face. He stared with wide eyes, his lips trembling, unable to speak. His usually handsome and refined face now looked dull and panicked.

“She… knew…”

Duan Xiaorong suddenly burst into wild laughter, mocking and gleeful: “So that’s how it is. Fu Yuanting, you truly are an unscrupulous scoundrel, harming your sworn brother and stealing his wife… You’re more vicious than me, and more foolish. You thought you had deceived everyone, but in the end, you were the one being deceived by all.”

He Xianwo watched this farce quietly, smiling faintly: “You see, this is the true nature of the Five Sects of the Immortal Alliance. How are humans more noble than monsters? The splendor and prosperity of Bixiao Palace are built on blood and filth.”

As He Xianwo’s words fell, the protective barrier shattered. Countless monsters roared as they poured into Bixiao Palace, and a brutal massacre began.
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Mirror Flower Valley.

After learning about the true relationship between He Xianwo and Sang Qi, the cultivators fell into despair. What made them even more desperate was that Sang Qi’s revealed strength was superior to Xie Xuechen’s. If Xie Xuechen couldn’t stop Sang Qi, Mirror Flower Valley would be razed to the ground today.

The Grand Elder knew that this was a critical moment of life and death for Mirror Flower Valley. She had no choice but to set everything aside and focus all her efforts on fighting the enemy. At her command, several Fashen Venerables formed an array, concentrating on manifesting their Fashen. The Fashen of the female cultivators of Mirror Flower Valley were mostly spiritual grasses and celestial flowers. Several Fashen, tens of zhang tall, spread their branches, leaves, and vines, emitting an intoxicating fragrance. For a moment, the valley was filled with an ethereal, celestial aura, a sight of indescribable beauty.

Sang Qi smiled lazily, seemingly unconcerned by these threats.

“Of those who surrounded me twenty years ago, how many are still here?” His cold silver eyes scanned the surroundings, sweeping over faces that were trying to appear calm but were filled with fear and unease. “You, and you…” His slender index finger pointed at several faces one by one. Those who were pointed at couldn’t help but tremble, showing signs of fear. “I remember all of you,” Sang Qi said as he slowly closed his five fingers. A mysterious force surged inward as his palm closed as if an invisible hand was pulling at those he had pointed to. Everyone was shocked and terrified, unleashing their Fashen power without reservation, launching their strongest attacks against Sang Qi.

Boosted by the formation and complemented by their cultivation techniques, several streams of spiritual power, like colorful ribbons, attacked Sang Qi simultaneously. They stirred up a hurricane on the ground, destroying countless flowers and plants. The lake’s surface trembled violently, reflecting rippling waves of light. Sang Qi’s eyes flashed, and he stretched out his demon arm.

The demon markings rotated rapidly, and countless tadpole-like black runes twisted and floated up. Within a radius of ten zhang around him, everything suddenly fell into stagnation, as if time itself had been frozen in its tracks. The colorful ribbons of spiritual power, which had been as swift as lightning, suddenly slowed down upon entering this circle.

Sang Qi extended his other hand, long and pale, slowly condensing a ball of pearly white light in his palm. This seemingly pure white light ball emitted an extraordinarily terrifying and sharp aura, bearing a three-part similarity to Xie Xuechen’s sword qi. Left and right, white and black, spiritual power and demonic qi condensed in Sang Qi’s two palms. He smiled slightly, slowly bringing his two hands closer together. The two mutually repulsive forces suddenly became agitated, yet under Sang Qi’s control, they intertwined and merged, exploding into a dazzling light.

Boom——

A tremendous sound shook the entire Mirror Flower Valley incessantly. The abundant spiritual qi in the valley began to seethe like boiling water, no longer gentle and calm, but seemingly stimulated into a violent and unpredictable state. The waters of the Jade Belt River surged, flooding the flower and herb fields on both banks. A water spout appeared on Misty Wave Lake, trampled under Sang Qi’s feet. Even though many had anticipated and prepared defenses, numerous people were still affected by this terrifying explosion, spitting blood and falling unconscious.

The Fashen bearers were at the forefront, taking the brunt of the impact. Several of them suffered damage to their spirit apertures, with blood seeping from their eyes and ears, an extremely horrifying sight.

Xie Xuechen opened a barrier to protect more than a dozen people around him, including Su Ningzhen and Gao Qiumin. Gao Qiumin looked at the scene before her in horror, her voice trembling as she said, “How can he be so terrifying… Master, we’re all going to die here today…”

Su Ningzhen snorted coldly, lowering her eyes thoughtfully, but showing no sign of fear on her face.

Xie Xuechen’s expression became even more solemn. He said in a deep voice, “All of you stay here, do not leave the barrier.”

Sang Qi’s strength was terrifyingly powerful. Below the Fashen level, not only was it impossible to face him head-on, but even the residual waves of his attacks were difficult to withstand. Sang Qi was a once-in-ten-thousand-years prodigy. Not only had he created his demonic technique with his half-demon body, but he had even dual-cultivated it with the Jade Que Scripture. The demonic qi and spiritual qi repelled each other, but when forcibly merged, they exploded with ten times the power, comparable to the force of a Fashen’s self-destruction.

The Grand Elder’s face was ashen. Their strongest attack had not even slightly shaken Sang Qi, and they had been beaten to the point of no resistance with just one exchange. Yet Sang Qi seemed to be at ease, completely unharmed.

“Grand Elder, even if we have to self-destruct, we must stop Sang Qi!” One person said while coughing up blood, clutching her chest.

“If one of us self-destructs, it won’t be enough to deal with him. If we all self-destruct, Mirror Flower Valley will cease to exist…” The Grand Elder sighed mournfully. Twenty years ago, when they surrounded this half-demon, she could never have imagined today’s calamity.

Sang Qi laughed coldly, “The Grand Elder does have some self-awareness.”

As he spoke, Sang Qi made his move again, not giving them any more time to catch their breath. Spiritual power once again condensed in his palm. The abundant spiritual qi in Mirror Flower Valley was perfect for him to condense spiritual power into a weapon. Another surge of powerful spiritual energy shot out in all directions. Everyone hurriedly used their Fashen to defend, but they couldn’t withstand it for more than a few breaths before their Fashen were scattered by Sang Qi’s spiritual power.

Just then, a golden light descended from the sky like a fiery meteor, coming with such force that it forced Sang Qi to withdraw his hand to defend himself. His demon arm opened its five fingers, and thick black demonic qi formed a barrier-like screen to block the extremely sharp sword tip.

The golden light sword was the most yang, the most unyielding, a sword of domineering light, carrying an unstoppable sharp aura. It pierced through Sang Qi’s demonic shield, a crack appearing on the shield and then spreading outwards. The golden cracks tore through the thick black mist, only to encounter another pure white barrier.

The sharpness that bore a three-part similarity to the Jun Tian sword neutralized Jun Tian’s attack. As Jun Tian’s momentum slowed, Sang Qi seized the opportunity to use his previous technique, intending to use the overwhelming power of the yin-yang bipolar formation to destroy Jun Tian’s sword’s sword qi. Demonic qi and spiritual qi regathered and merged, the two forces holding Jun Tian in place, making it unable to advance or retreat. The pure golden sword qi was compressed and fused into the demonic qi and spiritual qi. With an explosive sound, Jun Tian turned into fine golden sand, returning to Xie Xuechen’s hand, its radiance seemingly dimmed considerably.

Xie Xuechen felt the dissatisfaction and anger transmitted from his palm. Jun Tian’s sword had never suffered such humiliation and blow. The head-on attack of the yin-yang bipolar formation was stronger than when the Law Mirror self-destructed, but what made it uncomfortable was not just this heavy blow, but being trapped in hand, unable to advance or retreat, losing all face.

“Sect Leader Xie, your sword intent has weakened. Is it because your heart demon has stirred, your dao heart is in chaos?” Sang Qi coldly and arrogantly looked at Xie Xuechen, curling his lips into a mocking smile as he said, “The sword intent of Yuxue City is the Emotionless Sword, the sword qi of Jun Tian sword is the most unyielding and fierce destructive qi. But you’ve let your heart be swayed and emotions stirred for one person. Is your sword intent still pure?”

Xie Xuechen calmly replied, “It seems you’ve indeed put a lot of thought into dealing with me.”

Mu Xuanling heard clearly. She later understood that Sang Qi sending her to Mirror Flower Valley was deliberately letting her walk into a trap, to make Xie Xuechen’s heart and emotions stir for her, thus disrupting his cultivation. Xie Xuechen was the only person Sang Qi feared. Even though he had obtained the Jade Que Scripture and gained strength surpassing Xie Xuechen, he still wanted to be fully prepared, thinking of every possible way to weaken Xie Xuechen. And in dealing with Xie Xuechen, he didn’t need to use underhanded schemes, because he knew someone like Xie Xuechen too well. Schemes couldn’t deceive Xie Xuechen, but an open ploy could make him willingly walk into the trap.

The most difficult to break through is the word ’emotion’.

She was his weakness…

“Sect Leader Xie, you are my most respected opponent. I can give you a dignified way to die so that Ling’er will have a place to pay her respects in the future,” Sang Qi said with a smile as if victory was already in his grasp.

Xie Xuechen gripped Jun Tian tightly, his handsome face as cold as ice, never showing a trace of fear. He rose with the wind, his white robes fluttering, and behind him appeared a Sword God Fashen as tall as the sky. The breath of wind and snow surrounded him, plunging the entire Mirror Flower Valley into winter in an instant, frost forming on grass and trees.

“Sang Qi, do you know where Jun Tian comes from?” Xie Xuechen held his sword horizontally in front of him, his two fingers pressed together as he brushed along the sword’s body. Wherever they touched, strange light flowed, and the previously dimmed Jun Tian sword rekindled its fighting spirit.

Sang Qi’s smile faded, his silver pupils fixed on Xie Xuechen.

“Jun Tian is a strand of killing intent left by Pangu’s axe, a destructive qi that split open heaven and earth and shattered the cosmos,” Sang Qi said in a deep voice, staring at the changes in Jun Tian’s sword. It seemed that a power he couldn’t understand was surging out of Jun Tian’s sword in waves, giving him a sense of danger. But Xie Xuechen’s qi was weaker than his by a lot, how could he still have the power to threaten him?

“Destructive qi? No.” The white-robed Sword God behind Xie Xuechen turned to the side, and that originally blurry face gradually became clear. Sword-like eyebrows concealing sharpness, phoenix eyes keen, features as if carved by knife and axe, cold and handsome, eight parts similar to Xie Xuechen, but with two additional parts of divine-like compassion and solemnity.

Sang Qi’s pupils contracted, and he suddenly retreated, his hands crossed in front of him. Thousands of strands of demonic qi surged from his demon arm, intertwining with spiritual qi to form a powerful protective barrier. He didn’t know why the Sword God Fashen had changed like this, but he dared not show any contempt. Could it be that the Jade Que Heaven Breaker wasn’t Xie Xuechen’s strongest killing move?

“You only see the destruction it brings, but you can’t see the vitality after this sword strike.” Xie Xuechen’s cold voice slowly said, his majestic qi spreading his voice to every corner of Mirror Flower Valley as if resonating in everyone’s heart. “The strongest sword qi is not the Emotionless Sword, but the Emotional Sword. The Heaven-Opening Axe shattered chaos, separated yin and yang, and opened up the universe. This is the most domineering and powerful qi since the creation of the world, but its fall is not for destruction. Its name is — Birth of All Things!”

As the last three words rang out, that sword finally fell. The sun and moon hung high, shining brightly, but suddenly dimmed, as if all light had condensed on that one sword. Swallowing the sun and moon, the sword broke through the void. This was the power to create a realm. Even if gods were present, they would have to bow their necks and await execution.

The demonic qi dispersed upon encountering the light, and the spiritual power melted like spring snow. Sang Qi looked at the approaching Jun Tian sword with fear, realizing that he couldn’t withstand this “Birth of All Things” sword strike, nor could he dodge it!

His spiritual power was more vast than Xie Xuechen’s, but he still couldn’t defeat Xie Xuechen. After all his careful planning, was he destined to end in miserable defeat?

Unwillingness surged in his heart as Sang Qi’s eyes reflected this world-shaking sword strike. His heart contracted frantically, violently trembling, as surging spiritual power desperately blocked the falling momentum of the Jun Tian sword.

— This shouldn’t be a power that humans could possess. How could he borrow the power of heaven and earth?

Sang Qi spat out fresh blood, his silver pupils tinged with crimson. He raised his head and let out a long howl, his aura rising once again. Suddenly, he gripped his right arm with his left hand and pulled hard, actually tearing off his demon arm. Demonic qi turned the gushing blood into a blood mist. His crimson eyes revealed desperation and madness, but the corners of his mouth curled into an eerie arc.

“Hahahahaha…” Sang Qi let out a hoarse laugh. He threw the demon arm forward, and the severed limb seemed to have gained its consciousness, opening its five fingers like an eagle’s claw. The demon arm continuously expanded and enlarged, actually managing to catch this sword strike. At the same time, Sang Qi rapidly retreated, escaping the range of the “Birth of All Things” sword. The demon arm ultimately couldn’t withstand this sword strike and was crushed into blood mist by the golden light. Sang Qi couldn’t avoid it in time and was slashed across the chest by the Jun Tian sword. Fresh blood gushed out, soaking his black robe. He fell from the air, crashing heavily into a sea of flowers.

Mirror Flower Valley suddenly fell into dead silence. No one spoke, no one moved, as if no bloody battle had ever occurred, were it not for the faint scent of blood carried by the wind.

Xie Xuechen’s face turned pale as he staggered and half-knelt, supporting his entire body on Jun Tian to avoid collapsing completely.

This “Birth of All Things” sword strike was what he had comprehended at the brink of death, and it was also his strongest sword move. This strike had drained all of his spiritual power, leaving his spirit apertures in a state of deathly silence. Even the Jun Tian sword no longer radiated brilliance. Because when Pangu opened the heavens, it was with full force, leaving nothing in reserve.

Extreme fatigue and pain swept through his entire body. The Jun Tian sword suddenly disappeared, and just as he was about to fall without its support, a pair of soft arms caught his body.

“Xie Xuechen.” Mu Xuanling caught his falling body, supporting his weight with her slender shoulders. Her hands held his arms, her forehead lightly pressed against Xie Xuechen’s brow, allowing her spiritual power to flow into his spirit apertures.

However, Xie Xuechen turned his face away, politely declining her kindness. He said in a hoarse voice, “It’s useless. The ‘Birth of All Things’ has exhausted all spiritual power, and the spirit apertures are dormant. They can only recover on their own.”

“How do you feel?” Mu Xuanling asked worriedly.

Xie Xuechen replied, “No harm, just exhausted.”

Xie Xuechen’s gaze turned to where Sang Qi had fallen. That sea of flowers was in ruins due to the battle, with broken branches and fallen petals. Sang Qi lay in a pool of blood, almost undetectable of any life signs. Even if Sang Qi wasn’t dead, he shouldn’t have any strength left to fight. But this person was full of tricks and always had backup plans, so Xie Xuechen had to remain cautious. Just as he was about to warn Mu Xuanling to be careful, he heard Su Ningzhen’s hoarse and vicious voice from nearby.

“Qiu’er, grab Mu Xuanling!”

Mu Xuanling turned her head to look at Su Ningzhen. Gao Qiumin had long harbored hatred towards Mu Xuanling, but Xie Xuechen had always protected her, so she couldn’t act. Now, hearing Su Ningzhen’s order, she didn’t hesitate and pounced toward Mu Xuanling.

Mu Xuanling’s expression sharpened as she dodged Gao Qiumin’s attack.

Gao Qiumin’s Spring Birth sword had already been taken by Mu Xuanling. The weapon in Gao Qiumin’s hand now was the World Sweeping Dust, the heirloom artifact of Mirror Flower Valley’s Valley Master. The World Sweeping Dust missed its target and fell to the ground, stirring up countless dust clouds. Its aura was fierce, far beyond the Golden Core level.

Mu Xuanling suddenly realized, “Su Ningzhen has transferred her cultivation to you. She truly has put a lot of thought into this.”

Gao Qiumin stared at Mu Xuanling with hatred, relentlessly pressing forward, attacking without mercy. Mu Xuanling, worried about hurting Xie Xuechen, could only dodge and lure Gao Qiumin away.

Xie Xuechen’s eyes turned cold as he said in a deep voice, “What is the meaning of this, Valley Master Su!”

The Grand Elder was also confused and angry. They had been severely injured by Sang Qi and had no strength left to fight. Seeing Gao Qiumin attacking Mu Xuanling, she urgently said, “Su Ningzhen, Gao Qiumin, kill Sang Qi first!”

Su Ningzhen seemed not to hear, her eyes bloodshot, staring fixedly at Mu Xuanling.

Xie Xuechen and Sang Qi had fought to mutual destruction, and now he could only watch helplessly as Mu Xuanling and Gao Qiumin fought. After watching for just a few moves, Xie Xuechen relaxed slightly. Although Gao Qiumin had received Su Ningzhen’s hastily transferred cultivation and had abundant spiritual power, she lacked combat experience and was impulsive and impatient. She would soon be defeated.

Mu Xuanling and Gao Qiumin were entangled in combat. With her rich combat experience and composure, Mu Xuanling quickly figured out Gao Qiumin’s patterns and began to run circles around her. The more Gao Qiumin struggled, the more agitated she became, easily falling into Mu Xuanling’s traps. Mu Xuanling swung out Duan Nian, the purple whip entangling the World Sweeping Dust. Gao Qiumin held onto the dust whip tightly, refusing to let go, but this allowed Mu Xuanling to close in and strike her right shoulder with a palm. Gao Qiumin cried out in pain, losing her grip on the World Sweeping Dust and stumbling backward.

At this moment, Su Ningzhen unexpectedly attacked Mu Xuanling from behind. Although Su Ningzhen was at the end of her strength, she was still cunning and formidable. No one had anticipated that Gao Qiumin was just a diversion, and she had been waiting for the moment when Gao Qiumin was defeated. Just as Mu Xuanling had relaxed her guard after a sigh of relief, Su Ningzhen suddenly appeared behind her, striking her back with all her remaining strength. Mu Xuanling spat out a mouthful of blood, her body involuntarily flying forward, falling in the same place as Gao Qiumin, her injuries even more severe than Gao Qiumin’s.

Seeing her plan succeed, Su Ningzhen’s eyes flashed with wild joy as she moved forward to capture Mu Xuanling. However, a black shadow approached the two faster than her. A pale hand grabbed Mu Xuanling, while a foot stepped on Gao Qiumin. Gao Qiumin let out a cry of pain, looking up at Sang Qi with terror.

Blood continuously dripped from Sang Qi’s foot, soaking Gao Qiumin’s shoulder through his robe. His right arm was empty, and his remaining left arm gripped Mu Xuanling’s slender neck. His handsome face was devoid of color, but his lips were tinged with crimson. He coldly smiled and said, “Thank you, Valley Master Su, for delivering two hostages.”

Xie Xuechen clenched his fists, his phoenix eyes coldly staring at Sang Qi. “You’re not dead… Let go of Ling’er!”

To block that sword strike, Sang Qi had self-destructed his life-bound artifact — the demon arm — and even forced out all his potential. Although he had temporarily preserved his life, he had almost exhausted all his essence and wouldn’t live much longer…

But instead of fleeing, he grabbed Mu Xuanling and Gao Qiumin as hostages. Why?

Mu Xuanling’s heart was still aching from Su Ningzhen’s strike, and now with Sang Qi gripping her vital points, she was powerless to resist.

Sang Qi chuckled lightly, pulling at the sword wound on his chest and abdomen, hot blood gushing out and soaking Mu Xuanling’s back. His voice was hoarse and his breath weak as he said, “Sect Leader Xie, you didn’t think I would hand Ling’er over to you without any backup plan, did you?” His hand gripped Mu Xuanling’s throat, forcibly extracting strands of spiritual power from her body and channeling them into his palm, allowing his depleted body to regain some strength. “She is my disciple, suppressed by my primordial spirit. For her entire life, she cannot resist my will.”

Mu Xuanling felt the spiritual power in her body being uncontrollably extracted, while Sang Qi’s breath behind her gradually stabilized. She held her breath and concentrated, trying to resist Sang Qi’s control, but to no avail.

“Ling’er, don’t waste your energy,” Sang Qi lowered his eyes, coldly watching her futile struggle. “I won’t kill you for now, but I can kill Xie Xuechen.”

Mu Xuanling’s heart froze, and she immediately stopped moving.

Sang Qi’s toe pressed hard on Gao Qiumin’s shoulder, causing her to cry out in pain. Sang Qi raised his eyes, his threatening gaze turning to Su Ningzhen as he asked, “Su Ningzhen, if you want Gao Qiumin to live, tell me where she is.”

Gao Qiumin called out to Su Ningzhen for help: “Master, Master save me…”

Su Ningzhen gritted her teeth as she looked at Sang Qi.

“She is Ning Xi’s daughter, Ning Xi’s bloodline. Do you want to kill her?”

Sang Qi laughed coldly: “Bloodline? She betrayed me, a mongrel born of her and Gao Fengxu. Why do you think I should show mercy? Oh, thanks for reminding me, I should first cut off her arm to repay that sword strike from back then.”

As Sang Qi spoke, he began to apply force with his foot. Gao Qiumin let out a heart-wrenching scream as Sang Qi’s foot nearly crushed her shoulder bone. Su Ningzhen urgently said, “Sang Qi, Ning Xi didn’t betray you!”

Sang Qi froze, stopping his action.

Su Ningzhen’s form wavered, her expression miserable and defeated. In a hoarse voice, she said, “The person who injured you that day was me, not Ning Xi.”

“I was following my master’s orders, disguised as Ning Xi, took her Spring Birth sword, and ambushed you outside Mirror Flower Valley, cutting off your right arm.”

“Those who ambushed you that day can all testify to this.”

Sang Qi’s cold gaze swept over the Grand Elder and others in the distance. The Grand Elder covered her mouth as she coughed, fresh blood seeping through her fingers. She said weakly, “This is indeed true.”

They had all acted on the orders of the then Valley Master, Venerable Miao Hua, only knowing they were to ambush a half-demon, unaware of the cause and effect.

“Impossible.” Sang Qi lowered his eyes, a hint of doubt and trembling flashing through his silver pupils. “No matter how similar you and Ning Xi are, I wouldn’t have mistaken you.”

“In the Perching Phoenix Forest, there’s a strange flower called the Spirit Capturing Flower. Its fragrance can confuse one’s consciousness, making people see who they most want to see in their hearts. Even those with Fashen cultivation can’t resist the Spirit Capturing Flower’s confusion,” Su Ningzhen took a deep breath, trying to steady the trembling in her voice. “That day, I had applied the juice of the Spirit Capturing Flower on my body, confusing your consciousness.”

Mu Xuanling felt the hand gripping her turn cold and trembling.

“Then what about Ning Xi?” Sang Qi asked hoarsely. “How did you know about the agreement between Ning Xi and me? What did you do to her?”

Su Ningzhen avoided Sang Qi’s intimidating gaze and said painfully, “I was the one who betrayed the secret…”
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“Sister, are you leaving?”

“Ah Zhen, I will come back. You must keep this secret for me.”

Su Ningzhen walked out of Su Ningxi’s room in a daze, her mind echoing with only one thought—don’t let her sister leave.

She and her sister had been closely connected since before birth. The only time they were separated was at Two Realms Mountain when they got lost. At that time, she thought her sister had just lost her way, not realizing she had been abducted by a half-demon. How could she abandon her sister, who had been her lifeline for decades, for someone she had only known for two months?

She must have been bewitched and lost her senses. She would regret it. She couldn’t let her leave!

This thought repeated hundreds of times in her mind, growing stronger until finally, Su Ningzhen entered Venerable Miaohua’s meditation room and revealed the secret to her master.

Venerable Miaohua flew into a rage, smashing her huanghuali wood table with one palm. With a cold face, she said, “Su Ningxi dares to collude with demons…”

Su Ningzhen knelt to plead, “Master, it must be that half-demon who has bewitched my sister with his demonic arts. Please don’t blame my sister!”

Venerable Miaohua’s lips curled into a smile as she gently stroked Su Ningzhen’s hair. “You’ve done well… When and where did they agree to leave?”

Su Ningzhen replied, “Tonight at the first quarter hour after midnight, at Wind Rest Pavilion.”

Venerable Miaohua’s beautiful eyes narrowed slightly. She flipped her palm and placed a red porcelain bottle in Su Ningzhen’s hand. “Ningzhen, tonight you will apply this Spirit-Capturing Flower juice to your neck and cheeks. Disguise yourself as Ningxi and lure the half-demon Sang Qi to his death! If you succeed, the position of Mirror Flower Valley’s Master will be passed to you.”

Su Ningzhen trembled, her hand holding the porcelain bottle stiff and pale as if unable to bear its weight. “Master, I don’t want the position of Valley Master… I just want my sister to be well.”

Venerable Miaohua chuckled softly, “Very well, I promise you, Ningxi’s transgressions will be forgiven.”

Su Ningzhen sighed in relief, gripping the porcelain bottle tightly, her eyes cold and resolute with killing intent.

That night, Venerable Miaohua trapped Su Ningxi with a magic formation, while Su Ningzhen changed into Ningxi’s clothes, took her sword, and waited early at Wind Rest Pavilion. She heard footsteps behind her, tensing up nervously. A slender hand rested on her shoulder, and the night breeze carried his deep, alluring scent.

“Ningxi…” The half-demon’s voice, cool and husky, called Ningxi’s name as if savoring it on his tongue, tender and affectionate. The scent of the Spirit-Capturing Flower on Su Ningzhen’s body confused his senses, making him mistake the person who bore a seventy percent resemblance to Su Ningxi for her.

Su Ningzhen turned sideways, seeing the man Ningxi couldn’t forget.

Silver hair, silver eyes, wolf ears—a human with wolf demon blood. No matter how handsome his appearance, it couldn’t hide his base and inferior nature. Was this how he had deceived Ningxi? Tricking her to betray her master and abandon her family?

Killing intent surged in her eyes. Without hesitation, Su Ningzhen drew the Spring Birth Sword and thrust at him with all her might. Caught off guard, he found himself facing the cold, disgusted eyes of his lover. A piercing pain shot through his right shoulder as the Spring Birth Sword viciously severed his meridians and cut off his right arm. The next moment, Wind Rest Pavilion lit up with a Beast-Trapping Formation, and seven or eight high-level cultivators flew out from the darkness.

—It was a trap. Su Ningxi wanted to kill him?

The wolf demon’s silver eyes looked at “Su Ningxi” with confusion and hurt, murmuring, “Why…”

Su Ningzhen gripped the Spring Birth Sword tightly and stepped back, leaving Wind Rest Pavilion.

“You disgust me.”

“Hehe…” Sang Qi suddenly laughed, his left hand covering the bleeding stump of his severed arm. His silver eyes gradually turned crimson, his features becoming beautiful yet fierce. “So… everything you said before was a lie to deceive me…”

Su Ningzhen fearfully took half a step back and said, “Yes… it was just to survive.”

Worried that Su Ningzhen might reveal Su Ningxi’s secret if she spoke too much with Sang Qi, Venerable Miaohua interrupted sternly, “Everyone, attack together! He’s a demon tribe priest, don’t underestimate him!”

Countless sharp sword energies slashed toward the half-demon trapped in the Beast-Trapping Formation. His black robe shattered into countless fluttering black butterflies, and blood dyed Wind Rest Pavilion red.

Su Ningzhen stood far from the battle, gripping the Spring Birth Sword, but those hateful silver eyes pierced through everyone, stabbing straight into her heart.

She hadn’t done wrong, she hadn’t done wrong, it was all for Ningxi…

Su Ningzhen told herself this, repeating it for twenty years until she believed it herself.

Sang Qi recalled that night, each scene still vividly etched in his mind. The sweet fragrance emanated from “Su Ningxi’s” body then, and her gaze now overlapped with Su Ningzhen before him. He finally understood…

“It wasn’t Ningxi…” His silver eyes suddenly softened, as if sighing. However, a moment later, his expression turned fierce again. “But she still married Gao Fengxu…”

“No, she didn’t marry Gao Fengxu.” Su Ningzhen’s shoulders trembled as if recalling something terrifying. Her face lost all color, tears streaming down as her voice broke, “Ningxi died, Ningxi died before the wedding!”

Sang Qi suddenly raised his head to look at Su Ningzhen, his voice faltering, “She’s dead?”

“Ningxi, Sang Qi is already dead. You should obediently marry into Bright Moon Manor. Master Gao doesn’t mind that you’re not a virgin, you should be sensible.” Venerable Miaohua tossed the severed arm on the ground, her voice seemingly gentle but utterly cold.

Su Ningzhen stood behind Venerable Miaohua, hiding the Spring Birth Sword behind her back, afraid Su Ningxi might smell the blood on it.

Su Ningxi slowly knelt, cradling the severed arm in her embrace, intertwining her fingers with the cold, stiff hand. She kept her head lowered, hiding her expression, as tears fell one by one onto the cold hand.

“He’s not dead,” she said, her voice trembling but firm. “You cut off his arm but let him escape, didn’t you?”

Venerable Miaohua’s expression changed as she coldly said, “He was surrounded and attacked by six great elders at Wind Rest Pavilion. Do you think he could survive? Ningxi, I know your abilities. You can regenerate severed limbs and revive the dead. Do you think I would give you his corpse? I’ve already ground his bones to dust and scattered them to the wind. You only have this arm, what can you do? If you obey, I can forgive your past mistakes. Otherwise, don’t blame your master for being ruthless.”

Su Ningzhen urgently said, “Master, Sister just can’t accept it yet. I will persuade her!”

Su Ningxi raised her head, her tear-stained face pale and her brows delicate. She frowned slightly, looking at Su Ningzhen with confusion, noticing her clothes and the Spring Birth Sword behind her back. Suddenly, she understood everything.

“Ah Zhen, it was you…” Su Ningxi took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and tears rolled down. “You disguised yourself as me and deceived him, didn’t you?”

“Sister…” Su Ningzhen lowered her head guiltily, not daring to look at her. “Sister, I did it all for your good…”

Venerable Miaohua frowned impatiently, “Su Ningxi, I’ll give you seven days to consider. After seven days, people from Bright Moon Manor will come to Mirror Flower Valley for the wedding. If you don’t get into the bridal sedan then, I have ways to make you submit!”

Venerable Miaohua left with a sweep of her sleeve. Su Ningzhen hesitated, wanting to step forward but afraid to see the disappointment in Su Ningxi’s eyes.

She saw Su Ningxi staggering as she tried to stand up and hurried forward to support her, but Su Ningxi ignored her help and slowly steadied herself by leaning on the table.

“Ah Zhen, please leave. I want to be alone for a while.” Her voice couldn’t hide a slight tremor, as if drained of all energy, weak and sorrowful.

Su Ningzhen left reluctantly, looking back repeatedly, but only saw her sister’s thin, lonely back. She closed the door but didn’t leave, leaning against the thin door panel, hearing muffled, suppressed sobs from inside…

She had never heard Ningxi cry like that before. Peeking through the door crack, she only saw her sister curled up in a ball, tightly hugging the cold, severed arm, her shoulders shaking as if in extreme pain, yet not daring to let anyone know.

“Sang Qi…”

She kissed the cold fingertips, trembling as she softly called his name. The life force within her frantically poured into the severed arm, trying to restore its warmth and sensation, but it was all in vain.

“It’s my fault that I harmed you…”

Su Ningxi locked herself in her room for seven days. After seven days, people from Bright Moon Manor arrived, bringing a bright red wedding dress to her room.

Su Ningxi’s fair and elegant face had thinned considerably, but she wore a faint smile as she watched people come and go as if she had already emerged from her grief. Su Ningzhen sighed in relief. After everyone left, she went forward and hugged her sister’s thin body. Resting her head on her sister’s shoulder, just like in the past, she said softly, “Sister, are you still angry with me?”

Su Ningxi gently stroked her hair and smiled, “Not angry anymore.”

Su Ningzhen asked again, “Are you still… sad?”

Su Ningxi blinked her moist eyes, her long lashes half-concealing her thoughts, and only said, “Not sad anymore.”

Su Ningzhen felt relieved and said with a smile, “Sister, let me help you with your makeup!”

Su Ningxi didn’t refuse. She obediently sat in front of the mirror, just like before, allowing Su Ningzhen to fuss over her soft hair. But Su Ningzhen had always been impatient and couldn’t properly style the hair. Su Ningxi smiled faintly, pulled down her hand, and sat her in the chair, saying gently, “Ah Zhen, let sister teach you one last time. Pay close attention.”

Su Ningzhen was startled, “What do you mean by ‘one last time’?”

Su Ningxi said, “If I get married, I won’t be able to help you with your hair every day anymore.”

“Oh, I see…” Su Ningzhen laughed in relief, blaming herself for overthinking. She then said, “Sister, even if you marry into Bright Moon Manor, I can still visit you often. I’ve heard that Gao Fengxu is handsome, cultured, deep, and gentle. He will surely treat you well.”

Su Ningxi smiled as she tilted her head, carefully styling her hair, not answering her words.

“Sister, these past few days… I’ve been very worried about you. Now that I see you’ve come to terms with everything, I’m really happy. I was afraid you would hate me… Do you?”

Su Ningxi said, “Ah Zhen, you are my most beloved sister, my closest family. I know you only want the best for me.”

Su Ningzhen couldn’t help but smile. “Sister, I’m glad you understand me.”

“In my heart, you’ll always be a child, but without realizing it, you’ve grown up and have your thoughts.” She gently styled her hair into a cloud-like bun, her voice soft and slow.

“I…” Su Ningzhen was eager to explain, but Su Ningxi pressed her shoulder, stopping her words.

“Ah Zhen, let sister finish speaking.” Su Ningxi said gently, “There won’t be such opportunities to talk to you properly in the future… Sister won’t be able to accompany you anymore. Remember to control your temper, don’t be too impulsive, lest you suffer for it. When practicing cultivation, being overly ambitious can be as harmful as not doing enough. If you fall into demonic cultivation, sister won’t be there to help you anymore.”

“Sister…” Su Ningzhen stared blankly at herself in the mirror.

“I wanted to leave before, but I couldn’t bear to part with you. I told Sang Qi that once we found a place to settle if you were willing, we’d bring you along. If you weren’t willing, this Mirror Flower Valley would still be your home. You’re diligent, ambitious, and very obedient. Master likes you, and your talent is the most outstanding among the disciples. One day, the position of Valley Master will be passed to you.”

“Ah Zhen, I promised to be with you forever, but I can only break that promise now. However, I can’t bear to deceive Sang Qi about the promise I made to him. You will become the Valley Master of Mirror Flower Valley, with many disciples respecting and loving you. In the future, you’ll also meet someone who understands and cherishes you. But Sang Qi only has me, and I can’t deceive him, nor do I want to…”

Something warm dripped onto Su Ningzhen’s face. She thought it was Ningxi’s tears, but when she wiped it away, it was a glaring red. Her pupils contracted, and she quickly looked up at Su Ningxi, only to see blood continuously flowing from the corners of her lips.

“Sister!” Su Ningzhen horrifiedly embraced the pale-faced Su Ningxi, but Su Ningxi just smiled lightly, raising her finger to her lips. “Don’t call anyone…” Her voice was faint and weak, “I don’t want anyone to know…”

“Sister, what’s wrong with you?” Su Ningzhen’s heart felt like it was being cut by a knife. She frantically tried to wipe away the blood from her sister’s lips, but it kept coming, more and more…

“Ah Zhen, I took Fangfei Jin three days ago.” She struggled to pull her lips into a smile, “Even my body finds it difficult to seek death.”

Fangfei Jin was the most potent poison in the world, making one’s heart endure thirty thousand knife cuts over three days before dying. She had the body of a Primordial Yin Divine Woman, possessing infinite vitality. Suicide was too difficult for her; only Fangfei Jin could make her suffer and die.

“Ah Zhen, you no longer need sister…” Su Ningxi’s breath gradually weakened, and she no longer had the strength to hold Su Ningzhen’s hand. “Will you promise me one last thing… Bury me and Sang Qi together… This life can only be like this… If there’s a next life, I’ll repay him for a lifetime…”

“Sister, sister, don’t die…” Su Ningzhen wept uncontrollably. “Sister, I was wrong. Don’t go. I shouldn’t have killed him. It was I who hurt your heart. You can hate me, blame me, but don’t leave me!”

Su Ningxi had endured excruciating pain for three days, her consciousness long blurred. A faint smile rippled in her eyes as if she saw that cold and handsome half-demon walking towards her again. He was cold and ruthless, yet also gentle and considerate. He was lonely and scarred, yet so easily satisfied, craving just a little warmth and kindness.

—Ningxi, come with me. Let’s go to the East Sea.

—But if you practice demonic arts, you can’t stay in the human realm for long.

—I’m willing to disperse my cultivation, as long as I can be with you.

—Sang Qi…

She carefully traced his beautiful, deep-feeling eyebrows and starry eyes, allowing him to embrace her. The warmth and love this world had never given him, she wanted to give him all of it.

But he was gone…

Killed by her dearest sister…

Su Ningxi’s beautiful eyes completely lost their light, her heart stopped beating. She didn’t hear Su Ningzhen’s remorseful and desperate cry: “Sister, he didn’t die, he escaped…”

But Ningxi could no longer hear.

She numbly held Ningxi’s body, letting tears flow endlessly. After an unknown amount of time, someone finally discovered Ningxi’s death.

She was dazedly pulled up and forcibly separated from Ningxi. She tried to grab Ningxi’s body like a madwoman but was knocked unconscious. When she woke up again, she had been changed into wedding clothes, lying in the bridal chamber of Bright Moon Manor.

“You’re awake.” Venerable Miaohua’s cold gaze fell on her.

Su Ningzhen thought she had a nightmare. She struggled to sit up on the bed, looking at herself and then around.

“Master, where is this… Where’s the sister…”

Venerable Miaohua said, “Su Ningxi is already dead. Tomorrow is the wedding day. Many people from the Immortal Alliance are coming to witness. You will pretend to be Ningxi and marry Gao Fengxu.”

Su Ningzhen widened her eyes and said tremblingly, “But the sister is already dead!”

“So what!” Venerable Miaohua angrily smashed a cup, her face twisted and terrifying. “How dare she seek death! Fangfei Jin, where did she get Fangfei Jin? A Primordial Yin Divine Woman died, it’s utterly ridiculous!”

Venerable Miaohua had always been dignified and restrained, rarely seen so angry and out of control. She clenched her fists, her venomous gaze piercing through Su Ningzhen’s face as if seeing Su Ningxi.

“Ningzhen, you are obedient. This concerns the face of Mirror Flower Valley and Bright Moon Manor. You can’t let others see through the deception.” Venerable Miaohua said sternly.

Su Ningzhen shook her head sorrowfully, “No… I can’t do it. I want to see my sister. Where is she?”

“After you complete the wedding ceremony, I’ll let you see her,” Venerable Miaohua said coldly. “Otherwise, you’ll never see her in this lifetime.”

Su Ningzhen slowly clenched the quilt beneath her, finally nodding and obeying through gritted teeth.

Sang Qi weakly released his grip on Mu Xuanling. He trembled and fell to his knees, even forgetting to deal with Gao Qiumin as a hostage. Gao Qiumin crawled to Su Ningzhen’s side, enduring the pain in her shoulder. She heard Mu Xuanling murmur behind her, “So… the one who married Gao Fengxu back then was Su Ningzhen. Then Gao Qiumin is Su Ningzhen’s daughter?”

Gao Qiumin’s body stiffened. She raised her head to look at the tear-stained Su Ningzhen, calling out softly in disbelief, “Master… Am I…”

Could she be Master’s biological daughter? Is that why she passed all her cultivation to her, why she passed the position of Mirror Flower Valley Master to her…

Su Ningzhen lowered her head to look at Gao Qiumin, suddenly trembling and laughing. She covered her eyes, but tears kept falling.

“I’d rather… Qiumin was my child…”

Sang Qi stared intently at Su Ningzhen, his voice low and hoarse, overwhelmed with grief: “What do you mean by that? Isn’t she? Where is Ningxi, where is Ningxi’s body!”

Su Ningzhen said hoarsely, “Do you know why Gao Fengxu insisted on marrying Ningxi? Hahaha… What they coveted was only Ningxi’s Primordial Yin Divine Woman body. A Primordial Yin Divine Woman, a reincarnation of a divine woman, contains infinite vitality, able to revive all dead things. The Chaos Zhenzhu of Bright Moon Manor had lost its energy. Gao Fengxu wanted to use their sister’s vitality to nourish the Chaos Zhenzhu, to restore its former energy.”

“But Ningxi was already dead…” Those beautiful silver eyes lost their light. Sang Qi closed his eyes painfully and said tremblingly, “She was already dead…”

She had never betrayed her promise to him, but he had misunderstood her for twenty years. What were his twenty years of pain and hatred for…

“Dead, so what…” Su Ningzhen recalled what she had seen that day, her blank eyes gradually filled with fear, anger, hatred, and disgust… “The Divine Woman’s spirit acupoint is the source of spiritual power, and the Divine Woman’s womb is the origin of vitality. She had a lifespan of a thousand years, and her vitality would not dissipate for a thousand years after death. Gao Fengxu and Master cut open her womb, and placed the Chaos Zhenzhu inside her body, using her internal vitality to nourish the Chaos Zhenzhu.”

*

After her death, she was just like when she was alive, only slightly colder, but her appearance was still soft and beautiful as if she was just asleep, not dead.

Venerable Miaohua used her finger as a knife, cutting open her lower abdomen. Not a drop of blood seeped out.

Gao Fengxu, rumored to be handsome, cultured, deep, and gentle, walked to the bedside holding a golden pearl the size of a baby’s fist in his palm.

“Is this the Chaos Zhenzhu? It looks dim and lusterless,” Venerable Miaohua said.

Su Ningzhen stared intently at the pearl, seeing that it had lost its color and luster, with seemingly mysterious patterns engraved on it, like auspicious clouds or vines. She had heard that the Chaos Zhenzhu was omnipotent and profoundly mysterious. She thought perhaps they were going to revive Ningxi…

Gao Fengxu said in a deep voice, “Ancient texts say that the vitality of a Primordial Yin Divine Woman can revive all things, perhaps it can revive the Chaos Zhenzhu. But a dead Divine Woman, I don’t know if it will still work…”

Su Ningzhen, dressed in wedding attire, looked at Gao Fengxu in bewilderment. She couldn’t quite understand his words, but she suddenly realized that this person had no intention of saving Ningxi.

“We’ll know if we try,” Venerable Miaohua said. “Don’t forget our promise. If the Chaos Zhenzhu revives, it must be lent to Mirror Flower Valley for three hundred years.”

Gao Fengxu smiled, “If we succeed, I naturally won’t go back on my word.”

Gao Fengxu placed the Chaos Zhenzhu into the cut in Su Ningxi’s lower abdomen. Suddenly, his eyes shifted, and he opened his five fingers. His middle finger slowly turned crimson, and a drop of blood emitting a faint golden light seeped from his fingertip, quickly disappearing into Su Ningxi’s abdomen, attaching to the Chaos Zhenzhu.

Venerable Miaohua was startled and looked at Gao Fengxu warily, “Your essence blood? You want to refine the Chaos Zhenzhu?”

“Now that the Chaos Zhenzhu’s energy is exhausted, it’s like a dead object and can’t be refined. I just want to see if there will be any miraculous changes inside the body of a Primordial Yin Divine Woman,” Gao Fengxu smiled casually.

Venerable Miaohua’s expression was unpredictable, but she didn’t stop Gao Fengxu’s actions. As he said, no one knew what changes would ultimately occur.

She used her magic to re-stitch the wound on Su Ningxi’s body. Her lower abdomen remained white and flat, without a trace of a scar.

Su Ningzhen stepped forward in a daze, asking tremblingly, “Master, what have you done to sister…”

Venerable Miaohua turned to look at her, her expression indifferent, “These days you will stay in Bright Moon Manor, acting as Su Ningxi, living in seclusion, carefully watching over her body, observing any changes.”

Gao Fengxu said, “The most important thing is to see what changes occur in the Chaos Zhenzhu.”

Su Ningzhen stared blankly at the unconscious Su Ningxi, remembering what she had said to her a few days ago — that Gao Fengxu was deep and gentle, that he would treat her well…

So… whether it was Master or Gao Fengxu, they were all just trying to use her…

Many years ago, when they were still very young, sister had already understood that she couldn’t let others know about her abilities, otherwise those bad people would capture them to “plant flowers.”

Ningxi had always understood life better than her. She knew that these seemingly righteous venerable ones never had true compassion or feelings for them; they only coveted her abilities. The one who truly loved her was that half-demon despised by the world, the half-demon who was killed by her sister.

Su Ningzhen covered her face and slowly knelt before Su Ningxi, weeping uncontrollably…

“Sister, I’m sorry…”

It was my fault. I made you lose your love, made you die with hatred, made you suffer humiliation even after death…

No, it’s not my fault. It’s Sang Qi’s fault. It’s that half-demon who seduced sister. If she hadn’t fallen in love with that half-demon, she wouldn’t have committed suicide, and naturally wouldn’t have been treated like this after death…

I’m not wrong. It’s all because of that half-demon, that damned half-demon…

She hugged herself tightly, helplessly and desperately guarding Su Ningxi’s body, constantly telling herself that she should hate the half-demon Sang Qi.

It seemed that only in this way could she give herself a little courage to live on.
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Su Ningzhen’s demeanor seemed both manic and deranged, alternating between crying and laughing. She mercilessly tore open the wounds she had hidden in her heart for twenty years, shattering the serene facade of Mirror Flower Valley. Her heart was filled with pain and hatred. Seeing the dark, uncomfortable expressions on the faces of the elders, she felt an inexplicable sense of satisfaction.

“Hahahahaha…” Su Ningzhen let out a hoarse laugh, her eyes revealing mocking hatred. “So they never saw us as human beings… My sister was just a vessel for them to nurture their precious pearl!”

Sang Qi clenched his fists tightly, his nails digging into his palms as blood seeped through his fingers. It felt as if a barbed weapon had been thrust into his heart, repeatedly pulling and tearing at his flesh, causing him unbearable pain. A crimson killing intent flashed in his silver eyes as he closed them, his eyelashes trembling. His hatred and pain had reached their peak, and two lines of blood tears flowed from his eyes.

He had never known… He had never known that Ning Xi had endured all of this. He had failed to protect her and had even been deceived into hating her for so many years. She had died because of him, yet even in death, she could not find peace!

He had never regretted massacring Mingyue Manor, but now he regretted letting Gao Fengxu die too easily that day!

“Ningzhen, that’s enough, stop talking…” the Grand Elder sighed sorrowfully and closed her eyes, unable to bear hearing more.

Su Ning Xi and Su Ningzhen had grown up under her watch. In Mirror Flower Valley, everyone loved Ning Xi. She was gentle, intelligent, and considerate, with a touch of endearing wit. She cared for everyone around her with meticulous attention, like a spring breeze in March or April, warming even the coldest hearts. Back then, when Venerable Miaohua secretly made a deal with Gao Fengxu, they only knew that Ning Xi had found a good home. Later, when they heard she had died in childbirth, they thought it was just bad luck. They never imagined there were such sordid affairs hidden behind it all.

Regardless, they still had to consider Mirror Flower Valley’s reputation and didn’t want Su Ningzhen to continue exposing these matters.

But Su Ningzhen had already spoken, and she no longer had any reservations. She looked at the Grand Elder with a cold smile and said, “You can’t bear to hear it? Well, I saw it with my own eyes… That was my sister, she was already dead, and I had to watch them cut her open!”

She then turned her gaze to Gao Qiumin, who was already stunned. Upon meeting Su Ningzhen’s gaze, she shuddered and instinctively tried to back away. But Su Ningzhen continued as if talking to herself, “Later, her belly grew day by day. After ten months, Master cut open her stomach again. At that moment, the room was filled with dazzling light, so bright it was hard to open one’s eyes. When the light faded, Master took you out of my sister’s womb, but the Chaos Zhenzhu had disappeared. Gao Fengxu verified your bloodline, confirming that you were connected to him. He was overjoyed, thinking that his essence had merged with the Chaos Zhenzhu to form you, and he had high hopes for you. But your attitude turned out to be so ordinary…”

Su Ningzhen’s breathing became heavy. She slowly shifted her gaze, searching for Mu Xuanling’s figure, and saw that she had escaped from Sang Qi’s control and returned to Xie Xuecheng’s side.

“It wasn’t until yesterday that I understood. We’ve all been deceived all these years… The Chaos Zhenzhu didn’t merge with Gao Fengxu’s essence, nor did it disappear. It escaped. That blinding light wasn’t a sign of Qiumin’s birth, but the manifestation of the Chaos Zhenzhu! It escaped in that flash of light, and all of us thought it was hidden inside Qiumin…” Su Ningzhen laughed hoarsely, staring directly at Mu Xuanling. Everyone followed her gaze as she said each word slowly and clearly, “Mu Xuanling is the true Chaos Zhenzhu!”

This revelation was like a thunderbolt from a clear sky, leaving everyone frozen in shock. All eyes turned to Mu Xuanling in disbelief, some suspicious, some greedy, trying to find traces of the Chaos Zhenzhu in her.

Mu Xuanling looked at Su Ningzhen in a daze. Her words seemed to blow away all the mist like a sudden gust of wind, and countless fragmented images flashed through Mu Xuanling’s mind. She seemed to recall events from when she was very young, being wrapped in warm liquid, with life force constantly flowing into her body, making her feel safe and comfortable as she gradually regained consciousness. She vaguely remembered opening her eyes and seeing a pair of small hands clinging tightly to her, trying to compete for the life force. Suddenly, a light shone in, and she eagerly broke free from those hands, flying towards the outside…

Su Ningzhen said, “Qiumin once mentioned that Mu Xuanling had demonic markings on her face as a child, and those markings were identical to the symbols on the Chaos Zhenzhu!”

Mu Xuanling raised her hand to touch her smooth, fair left cheek—so those weren’t demonic markings after all?

Her true form… was the Chaos Zhenzhu…

A warm, strong hand grasped her cold one. Mu Xuanling looked up slightly to see Xie Xuecheng’s determined, sharp phoenix eyes. He looked down at her and called softly, “Ling’er.”

He embraced her slender shoulders from behind, protecting her in his arms. His embrace brought her warmth and a sense of security, but she still felt lost and confused. “So I’m not human, nor am I a half-demon…”

So she had no spirit aperture, no demon core. The so-called demonic markings were the imprint of the Chaos Zhenzhu, and the demonic aura was merely the essence of the Chaos Zhenzhu. No one in this world knew the true nature of the Chaos Zhenzhu’s essence, and their preconceived notions and narrow-mindedness had blinded them. They had mistaken the world’s most supreme treasure for a worthless trinket, discarding it like trash.

Xie Xuecheng’s chest pressed against her trembling back, his steady, strong heartbeat slowly calming her unease.

“Ling’er, you are a unique treasure in this world.”

Su Ningzhen stared at Mu Xuanling with greed and madness. “Yes… she is a unique, supreme treasure. She is the Chaos Zhenzhu and has absorbed Ning Xi’s life force. If we capture her, we can resurrect Ning Xi!”

The last four words jolted Sang Qi out of his daze.

“Resurrect Ning Xi…” Sang Qi’s eyes lit up again, as if a gust of wind had blown over burnt paper ash, revealing tiny sparks of fire.

“Sang Qi, I know you want Ning Xi to live too. Capturing Mu Xuanling is our only hope!” Su Ningzhen trembled as she got up from the ground, but she had already used all her strength in her previous attack and was likely unable to fight again. She could only try to ally with Sang Qi.

Sang Qi asked hoarsely, “Where is Ning Xi’s remains?”

Su Ningzhen replied, “In Star Sinking Valley… buried under that thousand-year-old tree.”

Sang Qi slowly stood up, clenching his fist, his silver eyes reflecting Mu Xuanling’s pale face.

“Ling’er, the reason I noticed you seven years ago was because you had a faint trace of Ning Xi’s aura…” Sang Qi walked towards her step by step.

Mu Xuanling instinctively shrank back a step. Sang Qi had planted a spirit suppression in her consciousness, preventing her from harboring any thoughts of rebellion or killing him. Xie Xuecheng gripped her arm, his phoenix eyes keenly watching Sang Qi.

Sang Qi coughed, traces of blood seeping from the corners of his mouth. He weakly tugged at the corners of his lips, revealing a bitter smile.

“But you’re not like her… What I saw in you was myself. I even thought, if Ning Xi and I had a child, would they be like you? That’s why, even knowing you harbored hostility towards me, I… never truly wanted to kill you…”

Ling’er was just like him, both half-demons, alone and helpless, both harboring someone in their hearts they couldn’t reach, knowing it was like a moth flying into a flame, yet persisting regardless of the consequences. What he saw in Ling’er was himself, so even though he knew she harbored hostility towards him, he couldn’t help but feel some pity and tolerance for her. He had been alone in this world for too long, so he cherished every bit of hard-earned warmth and companionship.

Mu Xuanling looked at him in surprise, her clear eyes misting over as she stared at Sang Qi’s pale, haggard face.

—Sang Qi, I would be sad to see you die too…

Hearing these words, he was not unmoved. It turned out they were the same; even with hatred in their hearts, they still couldn’t bring themselves to be ruthless because of a little warmth. Just as he had misunderstood Ning Xi for so many years, hating her and hating himself, yet still unwilling to drink the Heart Enlightenment Potion to completely erase his feelings for her. And Ling’er, thinking Xie Xuecheng had died because of him, had been determined to kill him for revenge, but after so many years together, calling him Master, she ultimately couldn’t bear to see him die.

“Sang Qi, you are not a heartless person, otherwise Su Ning Xi would not have fallen in love with you,” Xie Xuecheng said steadily, looking directly at Sang Qi. “Sacrificing Ling’er may not necessarily bring Su Ning Xi back. Do you want to do this?”

Sang Qi’s gaze moved from Mu Xuanling’s face to Xie Xuecheng’s silver eyes, revealing a strange expression—three parts mockery, seven parts sudden realization.

“But what if she could…” Sang Qi suddenly understood many things. So the miraculous nature of the Jade Threshold Scripture wasn’t in Xie Xuecheng, and the power of All Things Born wasn’t in the scripture either. Seven years ago, when Xie Xuecheng’s spirit aperture was destroyed and he should have died, why did he come back to life, rebuild himself, and become the strongest swordsman in history, even able to unleash that heavenly sword strike that shouldn’t belong to humans?

The answer was all in Mu Xuanling.

No, it was all in the Chaos Zhenzhu.

Perhaps even Ling’er herself wasn’t fully aware. She knew nothing about her power, only acting on instinct.

“Ling’er…” Sang Qi softened his hoarse voice and said gently, “I can’t give up the last hope of resurrecting Ning Xi… Come here, I won’t harm your life.”

Mu Xuanling’s body moved, involuntarily walking towards him, but Xie Xuecheng held her shoulder and pushed her behind him.

“Sang Qi, you’ve fallen into demonic cultivation,” Xie Xuecheng said coldly, looking at Sang Qi. “I won’t let you harm her in the slightest.”

Xie Xuecheng didn’t believe that miracles could happen without a price. Feng Xiang was the best example. To resurrect someone who had been dead for twenty years was no easy feat. Going against the heavens would surely bring retribution. He would never let Ling’er take such a risk.

Sang Qi stared intently at Xie Xuecheng, his eyes gradually turning cold. “No one can stop me…”

With that, Sang Qi reached out his left hand towards Mu Xuanling, his spiritual power condensing into a whip lashing towards her. However, a sword blocked his attack. Xie Xuecheng, holding the heavy sword Wan Ren, had his arm numbed by Sang Qi’s attack, but he resolutely protected Mu Xuanling behind him.

Sang Qi was shocked, thinking Xie Xuecheng had recovered his spiritual power, but then realized this wasn’t the case. If Xie Xuecheng had recovered his spiritual power, he would be holding the Jun Tian sword, not Wan Ren. Moreover, there was no spiritual power fluctuation when he blocked that attack…

Sang Qi immediately understood that Xie Xuecheng must have temporarily regained his physical strength through some means, but hadn’t recovered his spiritual power. He could only resist with his physical body.

“You’re no match for me with just your flesh and blood,” Sang Qi said hoarsely.

“Let’s see about that,” Xie Xuecheng stood with his sword across his body, his tone calm. In his heart, there was only one thought—to shield the person behind him from all the storms of this world, even at the cost of his life!

Sang Qi’s expression became solemn, not daring to underestimate his opponent. With only his left arm remaining, he had to give his all to win. His fierce attacks came as swift as lightning, each strike aimed at Xie Xuecheng’s vital points. Xie Xuecheng’s swordsmanship was unparalleled in the world.

His defense was like a vast net, seemingly loose but impenetrable, while his offense was like a storm of wind and snow, finding every opening. The sword aura was so formidable that it forced Sang Qi to retreat half a step. Sang Qi avoided the sword’s edge and transformed his spiritual power into arrows, shooting towards Xie Xuecheng like thunderbolts.

Each time Xie Xuecheng blocked an attack, his right arm was shaken with intense pain and numbness, but his phoenix eyes remained clear and sharp, showing no sign of retreat. The spiritual arrows came like rain, eventually breaking through his defense. They landed on his body, leaving spots of crimson on his flawless white robe. One arrow grazed below his eye, leaving a glaring wound on his fair and handsome face, with thin streams of blood seeping from the injury.

Mu Xuanling’s heart tightened, and she wanted to step forward to help, but someone grabbed her wrist.

“Ling’er, quick, run!” Nan Xuyue’s worried and urgent voice rang out as he tightly gripped Mu Xuanling’s wrist, trying to lead her away from this place.

Mu Xuanling resolutely broke free from Nan Xuyue’s grasp, holding Duan Nian in her hand. “I’m going to help him!”

“Your spiritual power is depleted. You’re no match for Sang Qi,” Nan Xuyue blocked her path, firmly standing in her way. “Sect Leader Xie is risking his life to hold off Sang Qi so you can escape. Don’t waste his efforts.”

“Get out of my way!” Mu Xuanling’s eyes flashed with fury, angry at Nan Xuyue for the first time. “Don’t force me to hurt you!”

Suppressing the pain in his heart, Nan Xuyue said hoarsely, “He took the Jade Shattering Pill and told me to take you away.”

“What?” Mu Xuanling was stunned. “What’s the Jade Shattering Pill?”

“Better to shatter like jade than remain whole as a tile. It burns one’s lifespan in exchange for the power to fight again, but it can’t restore the sealed spirit aperture,” Nan Xuyue said bitterly. “He anticipated needing to use All Things Born against Sang Qi, so he asked me for the Jade Shattering Pill and instructed me to take you away if things became desperate.”

Xie Xuecheng had thought Sang Qi wouldn’t try to kill Mu Xuanling, but he never imagined Su Ningzhen would reveal Mu Xuanling’s identity as the Chaos Zhenzhu. Sang Qi, realizing he had misunderstood Su Ning Xi for twenty years and learning of her sufferings today, lost control of his mind. His inner demon resurfaced, and to resurrect Su Ning Xi, Sang Qi was willing to do anything.

Mu Xuanling stared blankly at the two entangled figures. The spotless white robe was now stained with glaring red, like plum blossoms blooming in the snow, tragic and resolute.

—Ling’er, don’t be afraid…

—Ling’er, you must be well…

The scene from seven years ago suddenly crashed into her mind, overlapping with the current scene.

Her slender shoulders trembled uncontrollably, fear and despair spreading through her heart, suffocating her.

“Nan Xuyue, thank you for telling me…” Her voice was faint but gradually became firm. “I know what to do now.”

Hearing this, Nan Xuyue was delighted and moved forward to take her away, but Mu Xuanling struck his chest with her palm, sending him flying back into the barrier. As he watched Mu Xuanling rush towards Sang Qi without hesitation, he suddenly understood her decision.

The world before him seemed to slow down. He saw the golden core clutched in her palm—it was Venerable Yi Nian’s golden core.

—She’s going to detonate Venerable Yi Nian’s golden core to severely injure Sang Qi.

—But facing the explosion head-on, she’ll die!

—No, the jade pendant I gave her should be enough to block this attack.

Many thoughts flashed through Nan Xuyue’s mind in an instant. His heart had just risen only to fall again.

Seeing that Mu Xuanling hadn’t fled but was running towards him, Sang Qi frowned in surprise, unsure whether to be happy or sad.

Mu Xuanling swung Duan Nian at him, but Sang Qi easily caught it. “Ling’er, I told you you couldn’t hurt me, especially not with the weapon I gave you.”

Duan Nian immediately betrayed Mu Xuanling, breaking free from her hand and wrapping it around her waist, dragging her towards Sang Qi. Mu Xuanling didn’t struggle. When Sang Qi grabbed her arm, she also clutched his clothes.

Xie Xuecheng’s breath caught, and he shouted fiercely, “Ling’er!”

He saw that beautiful face turn to him with a faint, loving smile. Her slightly parted lips seemed to say something, but he couldn’t hear it. All he heard was a deafening explosion that shook the entire Mirror Flower Valley, causing spiritual energy to boil and distort.

BOOM—

Xie Xuecheng was violently pushed back by the intense wave, his chest heaving, a trace of blood seeping from the corner of his lips, but he wasn’t severely injured.

He raised his head in a daze, looking towards the spot not far ahead.

That slender, fragile figure was blown into the air, like a late spring flower caught in the wind, its petals scattering in the air before gently falling to the dust. Blood spread beneath her, turning the grass-covered ground into a vivid red. Only her face remained as pale as paper.

Xie Xuecheng slowly widened his eyes, seeming to realize something yet unable to believe what he saw. Wan Ren fell to the ground with a clang. He forgot about the sword in his hand and ran towards her without stopping.

“Ling’er!” Xie Xuecheng trembled as he cradled her shoulders, gently holding her in his arms.

Mu Xuanling’s chest and abdomen had suffered a heavy blow, leaving a horrific wound. Blood flowed from the injury like water, the warm blood draining the warmth and life from her body. She tried hard to raise her hand to touch Xie Xuecheng, but even using all her strength, she could only move her fingertips. As soon as she opened her mouth, blood gushed from the corners of her lips, choking her throat.

She had so many things she wanted to tell him… so many things she hadn’t done…

It turned out she wasn’t a half-demon… they could have had many, many children…

Mu Xuanling frowned, a hot tear rolling from the corner of her eye.

—Big brother, this time let Ling’er protect you…

“How could this be…” Nan Xuyue staggered towards her, his handsome face drained of color. He clutched his chest and fell to his knees halfway, blood dripping from the corner of his lips. He struggled to raise his head, and in his blurry vision, he saw the heavy sword abandoned by its master, and beside it, the shattered jade pendant.

“So, she secretly gave you the jade pendant…” Nan Xuyue realized, laughing bitterly, tightly clenching his hand before letting it go weakly…

He was wrong…

He could have prevented all of this…

He thought he had calculated everything, but he had miscalculated the human heart…

“Ling’er, you’ll be fine.” Xie Xuecheng said in a trembling voice, his left hand trying to cover the wound on her abdomen, but to no avail. The continuously gushing blood soaked his trembling left hand, scalding his palm. He frantically took out a medicine bottle, pouring out a pill glowing with precious light, trying to feed it into her mouth. Her pale lips were slightly parted, and the pill entered her mouth, but she had no strength to swallow. He lowered his head to kiss her cold lips, trying to push the pill down her throat.

But he felt the soft body in his arms growing cold, its life force extinguished, its breath gone.

Xie Xuecheng remained motionless, his lips pressed against hers. His deep, dark phoenix eyes lost their luster, reflecting her pale and peaceful face. Just moments ago, she had been smiling at him, her arms around his neck, murmuring his name over and over.

“Ling’er…” His voice was low and tender, suppressing pain and trembling, trying to wake her, to make her open her eyes, but receiving no response.

“She won’t die, how could she possibly die!” Su Ningzhen stared at Mu Xuanling with her last breath, shouting hoarsely, “She’s the Chaos Zhenzhu, and she received Ning Xi’s life force. How could she die so easily! Don’t try to deceive me!”

Xie Xuecheng held Mu Xuanling tightly, his cold gaze turning to Su Ningzhen. The icy killing intent in his phoenix eyes made Su Ningzhen freeze suddenly, feeling the threat of death.

Su Ningzhen suddenly felt a sharp pain in her back. Looking down, she saw only the tip of a sword piercing through her heart, dripping with her own heart’s blood.

“It should be you who dies,” came Nan Xuyue’s cold voice from behind. In his hand, he held Wan Ren.

Su Ningzhen opened her mouth but couldn’t make a sound. Large amounts of blood gushed from her mouth.

Gao Qiumin let out a shrill cry of grief and rushed towards Su Ningzhen.

“Master, Master…” She held Su Ningzhen’s fallen body, calling out helplessly and desperately. She didn’t know whether to hate her or not. Her birth had been just a dirty conspiracy. She had thought herself a dragon among men, born noble, but it turned out no one had truly cared about her. But in these twenty years, at least this person before her had truly loved her, even if it was out of guilt towards Su Ning Xi, she had given her everything…

“Master, don’t die…” Gao Qiumin held Su Ningzhen’s corpse and wept uncontrollably, having lost her only support in this world…

Nan Xuyue dragged his heavy, stumbling steps towards Mu Xuanling, not sparing a glance at Su Ningzhen and Gao Qiumin. He slowly knelt beside her, lowering his head, his hand trembling as he touched her pulse.

“Impossible…” Nan Xuyue murmured in confusion, “She shouldn’t have died…”

He had calculated all the heavenly secrets and fates, why hadn’t he foreseen this?

The one who should have died was Xie Xuecheng, not Ling’er…

Where had he gone wrong?

Sang Qi struggled to sit up, his silver hair now completely white, his silver eyes devoid of spirit. He stared blankly at the lifeless Mu Xuanling, vaguely recalling her calling him “Master” with smiles and tears.

Had she died?

It turned out that seeing her die made him so sorrowful…

“Ling’er…” Sang Qi’s voice was weak and hoarse, unable to hide his grief. “It shouldn’t be like this…”

“Sang Qi.” Xie Xuecheng’s voice trembled. “You killed her.”

“It was me…” Sang Qi smiled bitterly, his hand covering his lips but unable to stop the hot blood he was vomiting. His dim eyes looked at Xie Xuecheng. “Or perhaps it was you… Perhaps seven years ago, when she saved you, she exhausted all her life force.”

“What?” Xie Xuecheng looked at Sang Qi in shock and confusion. “Seven years ago… Ling’er saved me?”

“So you forgot.” Sang Qi laughed hoarsely. “Seven years ago, at Mingyue Manor, when you destroyed your spirit aperture, it was Ling’er who saved you… Yes, from the first time I saw her, I never saw any demonic markings. I suppose she gave everything to you.”

Xie Xuecheng lowered his phoenix eyes, lost in thought. His hands holding Mu Xuanling, those hands that were the steadiest and most powerful sword-wielding hands in the world, now trembled uncontrollably.

“She never mentioned it…”

Seven years ago, at Mingyue Manor, his memory was a blank, unable to recall what had happened. So he and Ling’er had met long ago, and Ling’er had saved him, but she had never mentioned it. So that day at Rong Yuan wasn’t their first meeting. The bits and pieces after that, her loving and dependent gaze towards him, were feelings of longing planted seven years ago…

But he had completely forgotten, and only she remembered…

Xie Xuecheng’s heart twisted in pain, his eyes stinging and sour. He lowered his head to bury his face in her neck, his trembling shoulders betraying his suppressed grief. A choked sob escaped his throat.

“Ling’er…”

Sang Qi closed his eyes in pain.

He had lost Ning Xi, and now he had lost Ling’er. He had prided himself on his intelligence, yet had been deceived all his life. He had cultivated supreme divine skills, yet had ultimately been used…

He had never intended to kill Ling’er, nor did he want to be her enemy. That’s why he had restricted her, preventing her from harming him. But he never imagined she would embrace the thought of suicide, perishing together with him.

Sang Qi had exhausted everything to block that strike, but in the end, it only bought him a quarter of an hour’s breath. His life force was depleted, his silver hair all white, his breath feeble. Dragging his broken body, he left without looking back.

If he only had a quarter of an hour left, he wanted… to go to Star Sinking Valley, to see Ning Xi one last time…

He walked with difficulty, leaving a trail of bloody footprints, stumbling to that tree. He fell to his knees, reaching out with his pale left hand to dig into the soil beneath the tree. Blood mixed with tears, dripping into the earth.

His left hand was covered in soil and blood, full of scrapes and bruises. Finally, he touched the hard jade coffin. A glimmer flashed in his silver eyes, but it was the last glimmer of his life.

His body fell forward powerlessly, his pale face pressing against the cold jade coffin. His fingertips trembled as they caressed the coffin. His bloodstained thin lips parted, silently and tenderly calling out—Ning Xi…

—Ning Xi, I made one mistake and then another, leading to this day, covered in blood debts, harming others and myself…

—I’ve come to see you, but I no longer have the face to meet you…

He touched the cold jade coffin, yet in his delirium, it felt as if he was caressing her delicate face, her smiling eyes. She took his hand off her own accord, kissing his eyes, her soft arms around his shoulders, her forehead against his as she softly murmured his name.

—I love Sang Qi the most…

In this world of countless people, to have just one person love him so was enough…

Yet he had left her alone here for twenty whole years, not fulfilling a single promise he had made to her.

—Ning Xi, if there’s a next life, could you… favor me once more…

In his final moments, he dispelled his demonic cultivation. Wisps of demonic energy dissipated from his body, leaving behind only a corpse. Perhaps this way, he could meet her in the underworld with a clean slate.

But in the end, he was unable to see her one last time.

Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Chapter 55
When Fu Lansheng returned to Bixiao Palace, he was met with a scene of utter devastation – crumbling walls and broken pillars. The areas ravaged by the demon clan were covered in blood and dismembered limbs. A thick, nauseating stench of blood permeated the once-grand Bixiao Palace. The former splendor and opulence had vanished, replaced by what could only be described as hell on earth.

Fu Lansheng stumbled through the corridors, searching for any signs of life. Suddenly, he heard chaotic footsteps and raucous laughter coming from ahead. He quickly halted and concealed himself.

A group of demons with considerable cultivation levels emerged from the palace, adorned with jewels and jade. They were chatting and laughing amongst themselves.

“This place is great! Lots of treasures and rich in spiritual energy. We should settle down here!” one demon said gleefully.

“That’ll have to wait until Elder Jiang finds Fu Yuanting and his wife. Only those two know how to disable the protective formation of Bixiao Palace,” another demon replied.

“With Elder Jiang personally on the hunt, how could he possibly fail? Let’s go pick out our rooms first!”

Fu Lansheng watched the demons leave with a grim expression. Hearing that his parents hadn’t yet met with misfortune brought him some relief, but he worried they were being pursued. A thought struck him, and he took out his blood mirror, intending to use it to locate his parents.

Suddenly, a small hand tugged at his sleeve. Startled, he heard a soft, childish voice beside him: “Brother, it’s me.”

Fu Lansheng sighed in relief and looked down at Bao: “Didn’t I tell you to stay on the ship?”

Bao replied plaintively, “I was worried about you…”

Fu Lansheng frowned deeply, but since Bao was already here, he couldn’t send her back for fear she might encounter the demons. He whispered, “Change back to your original form.”

Bao nodded, seeming to understand, and transformed into her cute, tiny spirit mouse form, clinging to Fu Lansheng’s shoulder.

“Bao, hide in the spatial pouch. If we encounter demons, pretend you’re one of them,” Fu Lansheng instructed.

“Mm…” Bao pondered for a moment, “I understand. If you can’t beat them, join them.”

Fu Lansheng sighed, “You’re not wrong…”

He dripped blood onto the mirror and quickly saw where his parents were – in the secret passage of Bixiao Palace.

Jiang Li looked at the severely wounded Fu Yuanting and Duan Xiaorong, slowly coming to a stop with his blood-dripping sword pointed at the couple.

“Chang Li, for these past twenty-odd years, I’ve loved you like my own son. Do you not feel any filial affection at all?” Fu Yuanting said, clutching his bleeding wound with a pained expression.

Jiang Li sneered, “Fu Yuanting, if you hadn’t killed my birth father, I would have had a loving family. Why would I need to be like a son to you? You killed a man and stole his wife, yet you pretend to be affectionate. It’s nauseating!”

Fu Yuanting responded sorrowfully, “Yes, I wronged Jiang Shaoling, but I’ve never shortchanged you or Lanchi in any way! Back then, I was coerced by Duan Xiaorong into becoming her Dao partner, forced to separate from Lanchi, but I never forgot her in my heart…”

“Hehehehe…” Before Jiang Li could speak, it was Duan Xiaorong who let out a cold laugh. Her right shoulder was severely injured, and half her body was covered in blood. Her hair was disheveled, jewels and hairpins scattered on the ground. Gone was her usual elegance and beauty, replaced by a sorry state.

Breathing heavily, she looked at Fu Yuanting with mockery, her voice weak but sharp: “Fu Yuanting, have you told so many lies that you’ve started to believe them yourself? Was it I who separated you and Lanchi? Back then, I was devoted to cultivation. It was you who deliberately approached me, feigning affection to trick me into dual cultivation, coveting the position of Bixiao Palace’s master. Now you claim I forced you? Bah! Who do you think you are? I, Duan Xiaorong, have my pride and would never stoop to force anyone, let alone tolerate deception! If it weren’t for Lansheng and the face of Bixiao Palace, do you think I’d be willing to maintain this false marriage with you?”

Fu Yuanting’s already pale face grew even more unsightly at Duan Xiaorong’s cold accusations.

Duan Xiaorong looked at Jiang Li defiantly, saying coldly, “I killed your mother. If you want revenge, take it. I was foolish enough to trust a scoundrel and let a tiger return to the mountain. I deserve this fate.”

Fu Yuanting pleaded sorrowfully, “Chang Li, you have a kind heart. You’re not a heartless person. Don’t let hatred blind you and be used by the demon clan…”

Duan Xiaorong looked at Fu Yuanting with disdain, letting out a cold laugh: “Fu Yuanting, how did I ever fall for such a coward! You killed his father, I killed his mother. Do you think your pleas will make him spare you? It’s better to die with dignity and swiftness!”

Jiang Li gripped his sword tightly, his knuckles turning white. He narrowed his cold eyes and said in a deep voice, “Fu Yuanting, Duan Xiaorong, go repay your blood debts in the Nine Hells yourselves!”

As Jiang Li finished speaking, a blade of crimson flame shot toward Fu Yuanting’s forehead, only to be blocked by a barrier. A young man in brocade robes and a jade crown suddenly appeared, standing in front of Fu Yuanting and Duan Xiaorong.

Fu Yuanting exclaimed with joy, “Lansheng!”

Duan Xiaorong, however, looked horrified and shouted shrilly, “What are you doing here!”

Fu Lansheng had a bag full of magical artifacts, wondering which ones could repel this man of unfathomable strength. But he knew the difference in their cultivation levels was too great, and he had little combat experience. For a moment, he was at a loss, relying only on sheer courage to stand in front of his parents.

Duan Xiaorong knew that Fu Lansheng could never defeat Jiang Li. Angry and anxious, she felt her insides burning. She struggled to her feet and said in a trembling voice, “Jiang Li if you want to avenge your parents, come at us. This has nothing to do with Lansheng!”

Fu Yuanting frowned, also aware of Fu Lansheng’s capabilities. The joy he felt moments ago at seeing help arrive instantly vanished.

Fu Lansheng hadn’t expected this man to pursue them into the secret passage so quickly. He had rushed out without thinking when he saw the man about to kill his parents.

“Mother, you and Father hurry and leave. I’ll hold him off!” He had so many magical artifacts; surely he could buy them sometime.

Fu Yuanting stood up, leaning against the stone wall. In an instant, countless thoughts flashed through his mind. His gaze swept over Duan Xiaorong and Fu Lansheng, and with gritted teeth, he fled towards the other end of the secret passage. Fu Lansheng might not be able to hold out for long, but Duan Xiaorong’s maternal instinct would drive her to fight with all her might to delay Jiang Li.

Duan Xiaorong stared in disbelief at Fu Yuanting’s retreating figure. She covered her eyes and began to laugh softly, her laughter both bitter and filled with a sense of realization and resignation.

“I should have known…” she said in a hoarse voice, half in self-mockery, half in enlightenment.

Fu Lansheng shielded Duan Xiaorong behind him, not turning to look at Fu Yuanting’s departure. He nervously watched Jiang Li approach step by step and said in a trembling voice, “You want the secret of Bixiao Palace’s formation, right? I know it too. Just take me and let my parents go!”

Duan Xiaorong sighed lightly, her eyes filled with sorrow and tenderness: “Foolish child, he wants our lives. It’s Mother who owes him a blood debt. This has nothing to do with you. Didn’t I tell you to hide if you encountered danger? You’re not listening to Mother again…”

Jiang Li’s sword tip pointed at Duan Xiaorong as he said coldly, “I had no intention of killing him, but if he insists on interfering, don’t blame me for being merciless.”

Duan Xiaorong pushed Fu Lansheng away, placing her spiritual aperture against Jiang Li’s sword tip. Her cold eyes stared intently at Jiang Li as she said in a dry voice, “If I die, will you let Lansheng go?”

Jiang Li was stunned.

This scene before him was so familiar as if on that day when Duan Xiaorong stormed into Lanchi’s villa, his mother had said the same thing.

Fu Lansheng cried out in terror, “No!”

He took out a magical artifact from his spatial pouch and threw it at Jiang Li, hoping to save Duan Xiaorong. Jiang Li pierced through the artifact’s protective shield with one strike and lunged towards Fu Lansheng. Suddenly, a small golden shadow pounced towards his neck. He reflexively swatted it away with his sword, hearing a soft cry of pain.

“Ouch!”

Jiang Li looked in astonishment at the small creature he had knocked to the ground – a tiny spirit mouse.

She lay on all fours, her golden ears flickering with golden light due to the shock. Her large black eyes were filled with tears from the pain. Fu Lansheng quickly picked her up, angrily saying, “Bao, who told you to come out!”

Bao looked at Fu Lansheng tearfully, then turned to Jiang Li with a timid gaze, saying softly, “You, you won’t kill me, right? I’m a half-demon. I’m on your side…”

Jiang Li stared at Bao in a daze, seemingly lost in thought, a hint of tenderness appearing in his eyes.

Seeing Jiang Li distracted, Duan Xiaorong seized the opportunity to grab Fu Lansheng’s arm and push him far away. She spread her arms wide, blocking Jiang Li’s path. The spiritual aperture on her forehead seemed to breathe, releasing spiritual energy that stirred her bangs. Her expression was fierce and resolute.

“Fu Chang Li, let him go, or we’ll die together!”

Fu Lansheng and Bao were both startled upon hearing this name.

“Fu Chang Li…” Fu Lansheng looked at the cold-faced man with the scar in shock, “So you’re Fu Chang Li…”

Bao also stared at him without blinking, her ear tips quivering: “Are you, my daddy?”

Jiang Li looked down at Bao in confusion. Bao reached out her paw towards him and said in a soft voice, “Mommy said my daddy is the richest cultivator in the world. His name is Fu Chang Li. He left over three years ago, and Mommy told me to come find Daddy.”

Jiang Li’s heart trembled as he asked hoarsely, “What’s your mother’s name?”

Bao replied, “Mommy’s name is Xiu Xiu.”

Xiu Xiu…

Xiu Xiu…

A hint of warmth appeared on Jiang Li’s cold, fierce face. He slowly lowered his sword tip and reached out a hand to Bao, saying gently, “Come here.”

Bao blinked and jumped from Fu Lansheng’s palm into Jiang Li’s, looking up curiously at her father.

“You’re not quite like Mommy described. You’re not trying to trick me, are you?” she asked suspiciously.

Jiang Li lowered his gaze, focusing intently on the little one. The corner of his lips curled up involuntarily, and his eyes revealed a smile. “What did your mother say about me?”

Bao tilted her head, recalling, “Mommy said Daddy is rich and generous, handsome and always smiling. He can be a bully sometimes, but he’s also good at comforting people. But Daddy disappeared, and Mommy doesn’t know where to find him. She’s afraid Daddy might come back and not find her, so I came with Brother to Bixiao Palace to look for Daddy.”

Jiang Li chuckled softly, the scar on his face seeming to soften with his laughter. He remembered that sweet, clumsy girl who, even in human form, couldn’t walk properly and would trip even on flat ground. He wondered how she was doing without him… Back then, when Duan Xiaorong suddenly attacked, his mother had transported him to the East Sea. He hid for three years, focusing on cultivation. As long as Duan Xiaorong lived, he didn’t dare return, fearing he might endanger her. He never knew she was carrying their child.

Jiang Li gently rubbed Bao’s little head and asked softly, “Where did you get this brother from?”

Bao pointed her paw at Fu Lansheng, saying, “That’s Brother. Daddy, can you not kill Brother? He’s very kind to me.”

Fu Lansheng met Jiang Li’s gaze, half hostile and half confused, and felt a chill down his spine – he had somehow been assigned the role of a father by Bao…

Jiang Li slowly withdrew his gaze, and when he looked at Bao again, only gentle affection remained in his eyes. “Bao, so your name is Bao… You look just like your mother, and your personality is similar too…”

Bao blinked her eyes and said, “Daddy, I can transform into human form too!”

As Bao spoke, a warm golden light enveloped her body. She floated up, and in an instant, transformed into a seven or eight-year-old girl, delicately beautiful with bright black eyes and a sweet, soft smile. Seeing Jiang Li’s confused look, she explained with a smile, “Sister passed on the Jade Threshold Divine Technique to me, so I can take this form now.”

Jiang Li became even more confused – now there was a sister involved?

However, Jiang Li did understand the mention of the Jade Threshold Divine Technique. During his time on Spirit Shrike Island, serving under He Xianwo, he visited the demon realm and met with Sang Qi. He knew about the mystical properties of the Jade Threshold Scripture. He vaguely guessed that the “sister” Bao mentioned was likely referring to Mu Xuanling, though he didn’t understand how Mu Xuanling and Bao were connected.

But these details weren’t important now. He joyfully picked up Bao, touching her soft little face. Her eyes and brows were just like Xiu Xiu’s, but she seemed much more intelligent, unlike Xiu Xiu’s perpetual dazed state.

Bao hugged Jiang Li’s neck. Perhaps due to the natural bond between father and daughter, she wasn’t at all afraid of the fierce scar on his face. She reached out her small hand to gently touch it, saying softly, “Daddy, will you come home with me? Mommy misses you very much…”

Jiang Li’s eyelashes trembled slightly as he looked toward Fu Lansheng and Duan Xiaorong. Seeing his gaze, Duan Xiaorong nervously spread her arms to protect Fu Lansheng, her eyes filled with resolute determination to die.

He wasn’t afraid of Duan Xiaorong’s willingness to fight to the death, but now he worried about harming Bao. He who once feared nothing now had a weakness…

Bao didn’t understand why Jiang Li insisted on killing Duan Xiaorong. She thought Jiang Li was following orders from Spirit Shrike Island. She didn’t want her daddy to kill Fu Lansheng, nor did she want her daddy to get hurt. She rested her little head on Jiang Li’s shoulder, her small hand clutching his clothes, pleading softly, “Daddy, let’s go home…”

Jiang Li let out a deep sigh, put away his sword, and said quietly, “Alright.”

Duan Xiaorong watched in astonishment as Jiang Li turned to leave. She lowered her eyes, her expression complex as she clenched her fists.

Jiang Li held Bao’s small hand, smiling as he listened to her recount Xiu Xiu’s embarrassing moments and how she had been searching everywhere for her. The smile in his eyes gradually faded, leaving only guilt and sadness.

“Bao, Daddy’s name isn’t Fu Chang Li. Daddy’s real name is Jiang Li,” Jiang Li said gently.

“Jiang Li…” Bao nodded, seeming to understand, “Then I’m not Fu Bao, I’m Jiang Bao!”

Jiang Li chuckled softly, rubbing the little bun on her head. “Yes, you’re Jiang Bao.”

Just then, the secret passage suddenly shook violently, and countless rocks began falling from above. Jiang Li’s expression changed as he called out sharply, “Bao, change back to your original form!”

Bao obediently transformed back into a spirited mouse and was protected in Jiang Li’s arms. Jiang Li activated a protective barrier, and heard Duan Xiaorong’s urgent and angry voice from behind: “It’s Fu Yuanting! He’s activated the self-destruct formation of the secret passage! That beast, does he not care about his son’s life anymore?”

Jiang Li’s face darkened. “How do we escape?”

“There’s no escape,” Duan Xiaorong panted, her face black with grief and anger. “If the self-destruct formation is activated from the outside, those inside can only endure the formation’s attacks until death.”

Fu Lansheng’s face drained of color as he murmured, “Why would Father do this…”

Duan Xiaorong laughed bitterly, “He has always only cared about himself, but I never thought he would abandon even his son.”

Fu Lansheng stared blankly at Jiang Li and Bao, suddenly remembering Nan Xuyue’s divination.

A shallow father-daughter bond, with only one meeting…

Could this be the fulfillment of that prophecy?

Continuous explosions rang out, plunging the surroundings into darkness. The power of the formation activated, summoning heavenly thunder and hellfire to attack those within. Jiang Li and Duan Xiaorong used all their strength to maintain protective barriers against the formation’s attacks. Jiang Li held Bao tightly in his arms and asked softly, “Bao, are you scared?”

Bao’s paws clutched Jiang Li’s clothes. Spirit mice are the most timid, and in the darkness, only her little ears flickered with golden light. Though trembling, she replied softly, “Bao isn’t scared. Does it hurt, Daddy?”

Jiang Li chuckled, then let out a muffled groan, saying hoarsely, “It doesn’t hurt…”

Bao nestled in Jiang Li’s arms, unable to see, only feeling her father’s strong heartbeat enveloping her. So this was how it felt to be protected by a father. No wonder Mommy always thought of Daddy. She liked Daddy very much too…

“Daddy, Mommy misses you a lot, and Bao misses you too.”

“I miss you both too…”

“Daddy, when you weren’t around, Mommy studied hard. She said she was afraid you’d think she was stupid.”

“Heh, how could I ever…”

“But she still falls when she walks. I saw her crying secretly. Bao doesn’t cry when she falls.”

“Bao… you need to take good care of Mommy…”

“I will, and Daddy needs to be with Mommy too! Daddy, are you crying?”

Hot liquid fell on Bao’s back, wetting her fur.

“Good Bao, you must listen to Mommy…”

“Bao will be good… Daddy, Daddy… why aren’t you speaking anymore…”

The violent sounds attracted the attention of the demon clan. He Xianwo hurried over, only entering the ruins after the formation had subsided.

A heavy smell of blood greeted him. In the secret passage, there were two mangled bodies, their backs charred black and riddled with wounds, blood everywhere. A little girl sat in the pool of blood, holding a body and wailing loudly.

“Reporting to the Island Master, these are the bodies of Duan Xiaorong and Elder Jiang. There’s also one severely injured and unconscious, likely the young master of Bixiao Palace, Fu Lansheng.”

He Xianwo walked up to the girl and knelt, asking, “Who are you?”

The little girl cried heartbrokenly, holding Jiang Li’s body and calling out “Daddy” repeatedly. She also reached out to grab another person’s sleeve, crying and calling “Brother”…

He Xianwo lowered his eyes thoughtfully.

“Island Master, should we kill Fu Lansheng and this little girl?” a fox demon beside him asked.

He Xianwo waved his hand. “Take them back to Spirit Shrike Island for now.”
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Seven days later.

The Bixiao Palace had fallen, now entirely under the control of Lingju Island. Of the five sects in the Immortal Alliance, only three remained.

Xuan Xin had made great contributions during the battle, breaking through to the Fashen realm in the heat of combat. As the people’s choice, he succeeded as the next sect leader. San Qi met his end in Mirror Flower Valley, while Gao Qiumin left with Su Ningzhen’s corpse, their whereabouts unknown. The Grand Elder discovered San Qi’s body in Starfall Valley and ordered the excavation of a jade coffin hidden beneath a tree for twenty years. Inside lay Su Ningxi, as gentle and graceful as she had been in life. Beside her was San Qi’s right arm, severed years ago, which she had infused with life energy for four days and nights. Remarkably, it hadn’t decayed after all these years. Perhaps this was Su Ningzhen’s final act of remorse, unable to deny Ningxi’s last dying wish, she had placed the severed arm in her jade coffin.

The Grand Elder heaved a deep sigh and placed San Qi’s body next to Ningxi, allowing them to be buried together in death.

“Even the mightiest beings in this world must eventually die, buried beneath the earth to nourish the growth of grass and trees…”

These were the words Su Ningxi had once spoken to San Qi, and it became their final resting place.

It took three days for Xie Xuechen’s divine aperture to recover. During this time, he secluded himself in a secret chamber, cut off from the world. When he emerged after three days, his handsome face was cold and even more aloof than before.

For the remaining four days, armed with only his sword, he single-handedly quelled the demon threat and invaded Lingju Island, forcing He Xianwo to confront him directly.

“Sect Leader Xie, killing me alone won’t solve anything,” He Xianwo, unable to match Xie Xuechen, retreated behind a barrier, his face pale. “Moreover, is the justice you uphold truly just? The so-called righteous path of the Immortal Alliance, waving the banner of vanquishing evil and protecting the way, is a den of corruption. They claim to punish the wicked and eliminate evil, but who decides who is wicked and who is evil? Fu Yuanting was killed for a wife and even abandoned his son. Mirror Flower Valley and Bright Moon Manor colluded to harm the Primordial Yin Divine Maiden. These matters are known to all. The Immortal Alliance has lost the people’s trust. How are their actions any different from the demons they claim to fight? Sect Leader Xie, why do you insist on protecting such righteous sects?”

“I have never protected the Immortal Alliance,” Xie Xuechen’s handsome face was as cold as snow, isolated and aloof. “He Xianwo, you are human. Why do you work for the demon race?”

He Xianwo was taken aback, then chuckled softly, “What’s the difference between humans and demons? Sect Leader Xie, the most harmful thing in this world has never been demons, but the malice in human hearts.”

“Then do your actions eliminate the evil in people’s hearts?” Xie Xuechen asked.

“No,” He Xianwo replied proudly, with a slight smile. “But it can deprive them of the ability to do evil. Humans have been dominant for too long, their desires have inflated to the point of madness. There must be a force to keep them in check.”

“Demons are difficult to tame. Won’t they commit evil as well? Using demons to restrain humans is nothing but a foolish dream,” Xie Xuechen’s words were cold, disagreeing with his view. “Your methods are no different from those of the One-Thought Venerable. Though humans have faults, it remains a human matter. There’s no need for demons and fiends to interfere.”

He Xianwo sighed with some regret, “I thought Sect Leader Xie was different from others, not narrow-minded about a single race or person, but focused on all living beings. What difference is there between demons, fiends, and humans? Weren’t they all born from chaos?”

“Indeed,” Xie Xuechen stared at him steadily. “But I am human, so I must prioritize humanity. Even if there are wrongdoers and those with evil intentions among humans, the severe cases should be punished by law, and the minor ones should be educated and corrected. To eliminate evil and support good is the right path. Using tigers to devour wolves will only lead to endless troubles.”

“Do demons and half-demons not deserve the same rights as humans? Are the blessed lands of this divine continent only fit for the Immortal Alliance to inhabit?” He Xianwo said coldly. “Sect Leader Xie was born noble, naturally unable to understand the difficult circumstances of demons and half-demons.”

“I heard you once had a lover who was killed by the Demon Inspection Department for not having a good demon certificate,” Xie Xuechen suddenly said.

He Xianwo’s face immediately darkened, unconsciously clenching his fists.

“The Demon Inspection Department is under Bixiao Palace’s jurisdiction, which is why you’ve always hated Bixiao Palace, but endured for many years,” Xie Xuechen watched the storm brewing in He Xianwo’s eyes and sighed softly, his voice low. “He Xianwo, I understand your intentions. You want to establish a new order where demons and half-demons can be treated equally. However, this method is too extreme and cruel. It will inevitably provoke a backlash from cultivators worldwide. If the three realms of immortals, demons, and fiends engage in all-out war, the divine continent will become a living hell. Only ordinary mortals will suffer.”

He Xianwo’s expression softened slightly as he lowered his gaze, saying in a deep voice, “This is the price that must be paid to achieve great things.”

Xie Xuechen frowned, “You say this only because you’re not the one paying the price.”

He Xianwo was silent for a moment before saying, “At this point, what else can be done? Sect Leader Xie, your divine skills are unmatched. If you wish to kill me, go ahead. It’s the only price I can pay.”

Xie Xuechen looked at He Xianwo intently and said in a deep voice, “He Xianwo, if you trust me, I promise you as the Sect Leader of the Immortal Alliance that from this day forward, demons and half-demons will enjoy the same status and rights as human cultivators. They will not be arbitrarily killed or enslaved. The Immortal Alliance will order a ban on all acts of enslaving or cruelly killing demons. However, the Demon Kings must come forward to prohibit all acts of killing and plundering by demons, and send suitable representatives to Yongxue City to discuss a ceasefire with the Immortal Alliance.”

He Xianwo was stunned, looking at Xie Xuechen in confusion. “Why? Why… are you willing to stop the war and negotiate? I know that with your current abilities, no one in the world can match you. Even if you were to exterminate all demons, it would only be a matter of time.”

Xie Xuechen replied, “Why should I exterminate them all? Just because I can?”

He Xianwo had no answer.

“The Juntian Sword has never been a sword of slaughter or destruction,” Xie Xuechen raised Juntian, its divine golden light reflecting in his cold, dark phoenix eyes. “It is a sword of rebirth after destruction, a sword of redemption.”

However, it couldn’t save the person he cared about most.

Xie Xuechen lowered his phoenix eyes, sighing inwardly before looking back at He Xianwo.

“I established my authority only to make others listen to me more quietly, and to make it easier for you to persuade those demons,” Xie Xuechen sheathed his divine sword and turned to leave. “Three days from now, in Yongxue City, we await the arrival of Island Master He and the Demon Kings.”

Three days later, He Xianwo arrived at Bixiao Palace with ten Demon Kings, but they didn’t see Xie Xuechen. Instead, they were greeted by a handsome and dignified cultivator, the current head of Xuantian Temple, Venerable Xuan Xin.

Venerable Xuan Xin held prayer beads and smiled, “Xie Xuechen has resigned from his position as Sect Leader. I am currently acting as the temporary Sect Leader of the Immortal Alliance.”

“What!” Everyone was shocked and confused. “Then where is he?”

Venerable Xuan Xin said, “He has his matters to attend to.”

He Xianwo quickly recalled something. That day at Two Realms Mountain, when everyone pressured Xie Xuechen about leaking the Jade Que Scripture, he declared that once he killed San Qi, he would resign as Sect Leader and undergo the punishment of the Myriad Phenomena Thunder Tribulation. He didn’t expect Xie Xuechen to fulfill his promise so quickly.

But He Xianwo understood that whether Xie Xuechen was the Sect Leader or not was no longer important. He had already demonstrated sufficient deterrence. As long as he was alive, he remained the Immortal Alliance’s pillar of support.

A Bao, toddling on her short legs, stumbled her way to Chuixue Tower. Xie Xuechen’s former residence was now heavily warded, with a woman who seemed to be sleeping inside.

Nan Xuyue walked out of the room and saw A Bao standing outside the barrier, her eyes filled with tears.

“A Bao, why are you here?” A faint smile appeared on Nan Xuyue’s handsome but pale face.

A Bao’s eyes were red, her voice childish yet hoarse, as if she had cried herself raw.

“I heard that Big Sister died…” A Bao burst into tears. “I don’t have a father anymore, no big brother, and now no big sister…”

She couldn’t understand what had happened, why in just a few short days, she had lost the most important people in her life. Her father’s body had been cremated by He Xianwo and now resided in a small urn. Her brother said he didn’t want to see her and had gone who knows where. She had come with He Xianwo to see her big sister, only to hear that she had been severely injured in Mirror Flower Valley and had stopped breathing…

Nan Xuyue weakly ruffled her hair, his gaze somewhat dazed. “A Bao, she’s not dead. She’s just sleeping for now.”

A Bao looked at Nan Xuyue through her sobs, “Young Master Nan, don’t… don’t lie to a child. Is Big Sister okay? Then let me see her!”

Nan Xuyue hesitated for a moment before leading A Bao through the barrier. These layers of barriers set by Xie Xuechen could only be passed by him alone or those he permitted.

A Bao tiptoed into the room and, seeing Mu Xuanling lying on the bed, rushed over and grasped her ice-cold hand. She looked as if she were sleeping, but her face was extremely pale, and her body was as cold as stone.

A Bao’s tears immediately began to fall, and she choked out, “Young Master Nan, you’re lying… Big Sister is clearly…”

Nan Xuyue shook his head gently and said in a low voice, “Don’t disturb her.”

A Bao rubbed her eyes and looked up at Nan Xuyue suspiciously. It was then that she noticed something strange about Young Master Nan.

Nan Xuyue stared at the eternally sleeping Mu Xuanling, his long eyelashes trembling slightly, revealing a look of melancholy and sorrow in his eyes. He slowly sat down by the bed, his warm palm covering her cold hand. His usually gentle and smiling voice had lost all warmth, becoming cold and hoarse.

“A Bao, she’s not dead, so why won’t she wake up? Is it because she doesn’t want to see me?”

A Bao was startled. In her heart, she thought, Big Sister is dead, why is Young Master Nan saying this… Has he gone mad from grief?

Although her heart was still grieving Mu Xuanling’s death, she still tried to comfort him through her tears, “Young Master Nan, don’t be sad. Big Sister liked you so much, how could she not want to see you?”

Hearing this, Nan Xuyue gave a bitter laugh, lowering his gentle eyes and saying softly, “Because I’m the one who harmed her…”

No one knew, but he was clear that he had indirectly caused Ling’er’s death.

From the moment Xie Xuechen asked him for the Jade Shattering Pill, he had calculated everything. He knew Xie Xuechen would exhaust himself in battle, burn his lifespan, and even fight to the death. San Qi was no match for Xie Xuechen’s trump card, and Mirror Flower Valley was even less of a concern. Ling’er also had the magical tool he had given her, so everything should have been a close call but ultimately safe… Even when Su Ningzhen unexpectedly mentioned the Chaos Zhenzhu, he still had the power to stop San Qi at that time, but he didn’t act. He was waiting for Xie Xuechen to take the Jade Shattering Pill, waiting for San Qi to kill Xie Xuechen…

But he didn’t wait long enough. Even when he saw Ling’er take out the Golden Core, intending to perish together with San Qi, what he thought was – even if Ling’er detonated the Golden Core, with the jade pendant’s protection, she wouldn’t die. And Xie Xuechen would…

He was so fixated on the destiny he had glimpsed, yet he had miscalculated…

The jade pendant he had painstakingly carved was secretly hidden on Xie Xuechen by Ling’er.

“Hahaha…” Nan Xuyue covered his eyes, laughing softly, his broken laughter devoid of any joy, filled only with pain and self-mockery. “It was my baseness that made me lose her…”

“Young Master Nan…” A Bao was startled, fearfully stepping back and falling to the ground, her swollen eyes looking at Nan Xuyue in confusion. “You… you’re scaring me…”

Nan Xuyue lowered his hand from his face, revealing wet, reddened eyes.

“Am I so frightening? Yes… I’ve always been this kind of person… I killed my father and brothers, committed countless evil deeds, destined to never obtain what I love…”

A Bao couldn’t understand why Nan Xuyue said he had killed his father and brothers.

Nan Xuyue sometimes wondered why Ling’er had never asked him how he, a cripple and waste abandoned by his father, had eventually become the master of Yunxiu Manor. Was it because she didn’t care, or because she had guessed…

That day in the dungeon of Yongxue City, Chimeng saw through his obsession and asked him – Is your deep regret because of the people you’ve killed, or because of the person you’ve missed?

The people he’d killed?

Heh… He had never regretted it.

Ling’er’s words had cleared the fog in his heart. If people in this world didn’t like him, why should he grieve for them? He was cold by nature, his gentleness merely a cultivated demeanor, never truly investing any real feelings in anyone, except for her… His palm-sized heart had no room for any more irrelevant people.

The birth father who abandoned him, the elder brother who had harmed him, and the many brothers who wanted to kill him – he had eliminated them all. He still remembered that day when he killed Nan Xingye with his own hands. When Nan Wujiu arrived, Nan Xingye’s blood was still warm, but his eyes could no longer close. He looked up at his father and finally asked the question that had been in his heart for so long.

“Father, would you destroy a living grandmaster for the sake of a dead waste?”

At that time, he had already become a grandmaster in arrays, medicine, mechanisms, and celestial phenomena. Even though he couldn’t cultivate, he was still a pivotal figure in the cultivation world. He watched as Nan Wujiu’s face changed from iron-blue to black, and slowly to resignation.

“Very good,” he said these two words, then left without looking at Nan Xingye again.

Years later, he too died at Nan Xuyue’s hands. As he was dying, he tightly grasped his hand and said hoarsely, “I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me…”

Nan Xuyue shook off his hand, his expression indifferent.

He didn’t know why he could be so calm as if all the emotions in this world were irrelevant to him until he reunited with Ling’er. Seeing her relentlessly chasing after another person’s shadow, wounded all over but still deeply in love without regrets, his heart became hot again.

He was the first to know Ling’er. If it weren’t for Xie Xuechen, Ling’er would have come to him…

This was his obsession, his only obsession, his selfish obsession.

His unspeakable obsession…

Nan Xuyue leaned down and kissed Mu Xuanling’s cold hand.

He could never match up to Xie Xuechen after all. Xie Xuechen loved her without calculation, only with wholehearted protection and a determination to face death without hesitation.

Xie Xuechen said he had a method that might save Ling’er. For that slight possibility, he was willing to risk his life.

“Nan Xuyue, if you feel guilty, then watch over her for me.”

“What if you never return?”

“Then I’ll accompany her in the netherworld.”
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Luo Wu Mountain.

Feng Xiang realized this was the twenty-third time she had seen this white-robed sword cultivator.

The Changshou Lotus was about to bloom, but no one knew exactly when. Xie Xuechen kept vigil before it daily, waiting for the flower to open. Sometimes Feng Xiang would spar with him, other times they would discuss matters of the Immortal Alliance or share stories from their pasts.

Xie Xuechen’s past was unremarkable, with its only color being that smiling girl. When he spoke of her, his typically cold and sharp phoenix eyes would soften considerably.

“She is your beloved,” Feng Xiang stated with certainty.

Xie Xuechen nodded, “She is the one I’ve sworn to protect for life.”

Feng Xiang’s gaze became distant, a hint of jealousy stirring in her heart. She turned away, saying bitterly, “That’s nice.”

Unfortunately, her own beloved had not placed her in his heart.

At that moment, the Changshou Lotus slowly unfurled its petals, releasing waves of rich fragrance. Feng Xiang’s eyes lit up as she reached out to seize the lotus. Without hesitation, Xie Xuechen thrust out his Jun Tian Sword. Feng Xiang turned to block, and the two began to duel. Xie Xuechen had no intention of harming her, so he called out loudly, “Venerable One, Lord Qian Guang has been searching for you!”

Feng Xiang’s movements faltered, her shoulders trembling slightly as she stared at Xie Xuechen, her face pale. “What did you say?”

“Lord Qian Guang’s beloved is you!” Xie Xuechen swiftly plucked the Changshou Lotus, turned to face her, and said solemnly, “Look back at where you came from.”

Feng Xiang turned back suspiciously, only to see magical arrays lighting up around her. Suddenly, darkness fell, and she found herself amid night. Before her eyes, a replica of herself lay sleeping, with Lord Qian Guang sitting beside her, gazing down intently…

“Feng Xiang…” He didn’t speak of love, but the expression in his eyes and the depth in his voice made it impossible not to see and hear.

This was a retrospective array, capable of recording everything that had truly happened. In the array, Lord Qian Guang raised his head, looking towards a certain point as if he were looking directly at her.

“Feng Xiang, are you watching me…”

Transcending time and space, he reached out his hand towards her…

This was all Xie Xuechen could do for them now.

He turned away despondently, unable to bear watching the tragedy unfold in the retrospective array.

Was this the price of defying heaven? Then what would be his price…

As long as he bore that price himself, it would be enough…

Xie Xuechen looked at the Changshou Lotus in his hand. After being plucked, it continuously shrank until it finally refined itself into a translucent white pearl, the same size as the red lotus core, differing only in fragrance and luster. Xie Xuechen closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and placed the white lotus pill in his mouth, swallowing it.

In an instant, a warm current flowed from his stomach to his limbs. He felt his body becoming lighter, and without even circulating his Yuan Power, his feet naturally left the ground, floating in the air. As the warmth reached his eyes, he instinctively looked up and saw an endless series of white steps appearing, leading to the peak of Luo Wu Mountain.

—The Celestial Stairway!

Lord Qian Guang had spoken the truth!

Xie Xuechen’s heart raced as he stepped onto the first celestial step. Simultaneously, he felt his Yuan Power stagnate, and he could no longer sense his spirit apertures as if he had become a mere mortal. Before he could prepare himself, a fierce wind struck his face, carrying incredibly sharp energy that cut across his arms. The invisible wind was unavoidable, seemingly targeting him, mercilessly leaving a wound on his arm.

Xie Xuechen possessed a Dharma Body, far sturdier than ordinary cultivators, but on this Celestial Stairway, all supernatural abilities were suppressed. He could only endure with his physical body, while the celestial wind and energy were sharp enough to break through his defenses, leaving deep gashes from which fresh blood soaked his white robes.

Thirty-eight thousand steps, thirty-eight thousand cuts of lingchi.

Xie Xuechen smiled faintly and continued ascending.

Another cut fell on his left leg.

The next, on his chest.

With each step on the Celestial Stairway, the celestial wind and energy hindered the mortal attempting to ascend to immortality, viciously delivering cut after cut, yet unable to deter those with unwavering determination.

Xie Xuechen’s only concern was that the energy might damage his eyes, obscuring his path. He covered his face with his hands to protect his eyes, but soon his hands were covered in cuts, exposing stark white bone.

His once-white robes were now dyed a brilliant red, and each step on the stairway left a trail of red lotus petals, a horrifying sight.

—Ling’er…

Thousands upon thousands of blades tormented his body inch by inch, repeatedly striking the same wounds until skin and flesh were utterly destroyed, penetrating to the bone marrow.

—Twenty-three thousand nine hundred and eighty…

He counted silently in his heart as he took another step.

An energy blade pierced the kneecap of his left leg, the pain of sawing bone and severing tendons making it difficult to support himself. He fell to one knee on the celestial step. His bloodied, trembling hand supported him on the step, sweat mixed with blood dripping constantly, his once-thick black hair now soaked with cold sweat, clinging to his bloodstained temples. Even his handsome, dignified face could not escape the bloody marks, leaving only a pair of determined phoenix eyes fixed ahead.

Perhaps due to the mystical nature of the Celestial Stairway, his consciousness did not blur from the intense pain but became increasingly clear. Each cut was felt with excruciating clarity, each blow urging him to turn back.

But he never hesitated or retreated for even a moment.

It was just pain, after all. What were mere flesh wounds? What did it matter if tendons were severed and bones cracked? Even if he had to crawl, he would crawl his way to the celestial palace!

Because someone was waiting for him…

—Ling’er…

He silently chanted her name in his heart, drawing strength to push forward.

—Twenty-three thousand nine hundred and eighty-one.

—Twenty-three thousand nine hundred and eighty-two…

An energy blade swept across his brow, blood seeping into his eyes, causing a stinging pain. Everything before him seemed shrouded in a bloody mist.

He recalled the moment Ling’er fell before his eyes; his eyes had stung just like this then, the world before him just as crimson.

—Ling’er, there are still so many promises I made to you that remain unfulfilled. Our thousand-year vow, we’ve barely begun, how could you break your promise and leave me…

That golden core must have been taken by her when they were on Luo Wu Mountain, but he never knew when she had hidden that jade pendant on her person. Knowing this, she chose to perish alongside Sang Qi.

Xie Xuechen vaguely recalled that he had never asked Ling’er why she loved him so deeply, why she sacrificed so much for him. Now that he wanted to ask, she could no longer answer.

If she had never met him, never fallen in love with him, though she might have missed out on much joy, at least she would still be alive.

If he hadn’t neutralized the poison of the Enlightenment Grass, she wouldn’t have died because of him…

Another energy blade pierced the kneecap of his right leg, and Xie Xuechen collapsed onto the cold celestial steps. Supporting himself with both arms, he determinedly crawled upward step by step. His hands no longer had the strength to shield his eyes, and finally, an energy blade slashed across them. He closed his eyes, blood streaming down his face, leaving only darkness before him.

—Thirty-one thousand eight hundred and twenty-three.

—Thirty-one thousand eight hundred and twenty-four…

Even without sight, he did not lose his way, still resolutely climbing towards the summit. Past the snow line, the fierce wind turned to biting snow, falling on his wounds with searing pain, sharp and bone-chilling, causing even the most steadfast to shudder uncontrollably.

Xie Xuechen was almost grateful. If he had been the one to die that day, Ling’er would have unhesitatingly eaten the Changshou Lotus to climb these thirty-eight thousand steps of the Celestial Stairway. This living hell, he couldn’t bear for her to endure. He only hoped that at the end of this stairway, he could find a way to resurrect her.

—Thirty-seven thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine.

—Thirty-eight thousand!

Finally, he reached the top of the Celestial Stairway. The dense, biting snow suddenly vanished, the wind ceased, and all around was peaceful and tranquil. A warm essence enveloped his body, subtly soothing the excruciating pain of his wounds. Using his sword as support, Xie Xuechen staggered forward. With each step, his injuries lightened a bit, and gradually, his eyes regained sensation, allowing him to vaguely make out the scene before him.

Everything at the top of the Celestial Stairway seemed to float above the clouds. His feet stepped on what appeared to be soft cloud clusters, yet each footfall felt as solid as flat ground. The world above the clouds was ethereal and hazy, with distant pavilions and towers hidden in the mist. As Xie Xuechen slowly approached, he saw a chessboard carved from jade stone in a pavilion, black and white pieces locked in a fierce battle, the game half-finished, yet the players were nowhere to be seen. On a nearby table sat fragrant fruits—half-eaten grapes, a peach with two bites taken, and a half-empty cup of immortal tea. No, not half-empty, but half-drunk. It seemed as if people had been playing chess here, chatting idly, sipping tea, but everything had suddenly halted, abruptly ceasing. The people had vanished, yet all these traces remained…

An inexplicable chill rose in Xie Xuechen’s heart. He averted his gaze and continued forward, searching for the location of the divine temple.

After walking for a long time, he finally saw a palace that resembled a divine temple. Its four corners had flying eaves like dragon heads, with spiritual mist gushing from the dragons’ mouths. A bell hung in front of the courtyard, and three incense sticks burned in the center, though it was unclear how long they had been burning.

Xie Xuechen took a deep breath and stepped forward to stand before the great doors of the divine temple. He raised his hand to knock lightly on the door ring. Though he heard no response, the great doors opened on their own.

Xie Xuechen frowned slightly, lifted his foot over the exceptionally high threshold, and gently walked inside.

“Human Sword Cultivator Xie Xuechen seeks an audience with the Divine Official!” Xie Xuechen’s cold, slightly hoarse voice echoed through the vast divine temple.

“Human Sword Cultivator Xie Xuechen seeks an audience with the Divine Official!” He raised his voice and spoke again.

“Oh…”

A distant, ethereal male voice resonated all around, sounding surprised, puzzled, and amazed. Its origin was indiscernible. Xie Xuechen’s expression became solemn as he cupped his hands and said, “I apologize for the intrusion. Please forgive me, Divine Official.”

Gentle footsteps approached from the depths of the divine temple. Through layers of gauze, Xie Xuechen saw a blurred yet tall silhouette. The figure walked unhurriedly as if casually strolling through a garden. A light, joyful voice carried from afar.

“It has been a long time since I’ve seen anyone ascend the God-Slaying Platform.”

“God-Slaying Platform?” Xie Xuechen’s expression changed slightly. “Those thirty-eight thousand celestial steps… were the God-Slaying Platform?”

“Indeed,” the person behind the curtains said softly. “Thirty-eight thousand cuts, slaying the primordial spirit. Only those with resilient primordial spirits and unwavering will can survive the God-Slaying Platform.”

The three legendary terrifying places: the God-Slaying Platform, the Melting Abyss, and the Avici Hell… Xie Xuechen smiled wryly, realizing he had survived two of them.

As they spoke, the Divine Official had come near. His hands were tucked into his sleeves, wearing seamless celestial robes that resembled blue smoke. His ink-black hair cascaded down past his knees. As he passed, the gauze curtains parted without wind, revealing his solemn and sacred countenance to the visitor.

“I am the Divine Official of Time, the Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror,” the Divine Official said. His handsome brows and eyes held a gentle smile as he looked at Xie Xuechen with benevolent warmth. “For you to reach this place, you must have met Feng Xiang.”

Xie Xuechen nodded, “Yes.”

“Then you must know that to make a wish to me, you must pay a small price.” The Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror’s smile grew increasingly benevolent and gentle.

A small price…

Xie Xuechen laughed bitterly in his heart but said, “I understand. I just want to be clear on one thing: will this price only fall upon me alone, not involving others?”

The Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror replied, “The fewer people your wish involves, the fewer people will need to pay the price.” He suddenly raised a finger, as if remembering something but unable to recall it. He frowned slightly in frustration, “I seem to remember someone once made a wish that involved all living beings and paid an enormous price.”

Xie Xuechen lowered his phoenix eyes and said softly, “I only wish to revive one person.”

The Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror examined him carefully and smiled, “The divine officials of the God Clan have different authorities. To resurrect the dead, two can accomplish it: one is the Official of Fate, and the other is the Mysterious Lady. I am the Official of Time; I can only control the authority of time.”

Xie Xuechen was stunned but quickly understood—no wonder Feng Xiang’s request for longevity was only six thousand years repeating a single day. It was because this Divine Official of Time had fixed her life within those twelve hours. This was the power of the Official of Time…

With the Mysterious Lady reincarnated as Su Ningxi, it would be difficult to start from here…

“May I ask, Supreme God, where is the Divine Official of Fate?” Xie Xuechen inquired.

The Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror smiled slightly, “You wish to seek his help? No, no, no…” He shook his head gently, his expression inscrutable. “I have never seen him, but I vaguely recall that he is cold and unfeeling, unlike my friendly nature.”

Xie Xuechen’s heart was filled with confusion. Not only was the Divine Official of Fate absent, but the entire celestial palace seemed empty, with only this Divine Official of Time present. It was as if some great event had occurred in the divine realm, causing all the gods to suddenly vanish…

But if that were the case, why hadn’t this Divine Official disappeared?

Was he truly a god?

Thinking this, Xie Xuechen’s gaze towards the Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror betrayed his doubt.

“You harbor doubts,” the Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror’s wise eyes were gentle yet penetrating, seeing through Xie Xuechen’s thoughts at a glance. “I don’t blame you for your skepticism. I too am perplexed as to why this celestial palace is so empty, with only me, a solitary god, remaining here…”

Xie Xuechen asked curiously, “You don’t know either?”

The Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror sighed lightly, “I can sense that the God Clan hasn’t disappeared, but where have they gone? It seems something very important happened, yet I’ve forgotten. But if I’ve forgotten, there must be a power surpassing mine that made me forget.”

Xie Xuechen had a sudden thought, “The Book of Destiny?”

The Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror looked up at him and smiled, “Yes, perhaps it was the Book of Destiny’s doing. Someone might have used it to manipulate the fate of the God Clan. Do you know, the Book of Destiny is a treasure used for lying? Whatever is spoken becomes reality. All lies become truth. Its power far exceeds mine, but it too requires an enormous price.” The Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror winked playfully, “The price is the Way of Heaven. Nothing is gained without paying a price.”

“If I wish to revive someone, does the Supreme God have a method?” Xie Xuechen asked.

The Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror said kindly, “I can help you return to the past, to change her trajectory before she dies. You can decide which moment and place in the past you want to return to, and I will send you back using the Wheel of Reincarnation Mirror.”

An answer formed almost immediately in Xie Xuechen’s mind.

Seven years ago, Bright Moon Manor. He needed to know what had happened back then…

“I hear your thoughts,” the Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror nodded slightly. He extended his slender, pale right hand and drew a circle in the air. A round silver mirror appeared, floating in mid-air, emitting a soft glow. Above the silver mirror was the sun, and below it was the moon, with golden sand constantly rotating between them, flowing like time itself.

“This is the Wheel of Reincarnation Mirror. As the Official of Time, I can enter the mirror to trace back through time and space. You are human, so passing through the mirror won’t be easy. You can only enter as a spirit, returning to your past self. Once you leave your physical body, your spirit will lose its protection and be ground down by the millstone of time, risking soul scattering.” The Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror advised earnestly.

Xie Xuechen responded solemnly, “Thank you for informing me, Supreme God.”

The Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror continued, “Remember, do not try to change too many people’s fates. Otherwise, you won’t be able to pay the price demanded by the Official of Fate, and many people will become pawns of Fate because of it.”

Xie Xuechen’s expression became grave as he said seriously, “I understand.”

The Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror gently brushed the Wheel of Reincarnation Mirror with his pale hand. The beautiful, golden sand-like flow emitted a dazzling light. Xie Xuechen could not bear to look directly at it and squinted slightly. At that moment, his figure was drawn into the mirror, which then returned to stillness.

The Supreme God of the Wheel Mirror waved his sleeve, and a comfortable chaise lounge appeared beneath him. He lazily reclined on it, resting his chin on his right hand, his narrow, beautiful eyes looking at the changes in the Wheel of Reincarnation Mirror with an enigmatic smile.

“Could he be the one I’ve been waiting for…” he murmured.

Ten thousand years ago, someone had told him to wait here for a person, saying that this person would reveal the truth of this world to him, tell him the whereabouts of the God Clan, as long as he helped them to the best of his ability.

But that person hadn’t told him what the one he was waiting for looked like, whether they were male or female, old or young.

Yet this person before him was different from others. He sensed a familiar aura about him.
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It was the heaviest snowfall of that winter, with goose feather-like flakes drifting down from the sky, seemingly eager to bury all filth and squalor.

The demon slaves of Mingyue Mountain Manor had to rise before dawn to work. In winter, daylight came late, and stars still twinkled when they got up. After an hour of hard labor, they only saw a pale light breaking at the horizon’s edge, while the trees along the road were already covered in frost and snow.

The overseer was bundled up tightly, his fleshy face hidden beneath a felt hat, occasionally revealing malevolent eyes. There was no need for courtesy with these demon slaves; a working whip was more effective than kind words. Even the most spirited slaves would lose their temper after a few beatings.

Seeing a small, thin figure slow down a few steps, he stepped forward and lashed out with his whip. The little demon slave bit her lip, not daring to cry out, and hurriedly picked up the firewood to run ahead.

“The Young Miss’s birthday is in two days, and there are many distinguished guests at the manor these days. You all better move quickly! And remember, don’t run to the front courtyard and offend the guests!” the overseer barked, his voice hoarse.

A chorus of weak responses echoed around: “Understood, Overseer.”

The overseer frowned in displeasure, muttering about a bunch of sickly ghosts. He counted the water vats and cursed, “Why aren’t the vats filled yet? Who’s responsible for this?”

An old demon slave, hunched over, said, “Ling Ling is responsible. These past few days, it’s been so cold that the river has frozen over. We have to break the ice surface to fetch water…”

Before the old demon slave could finish, a whip lashed across his face. The overseer stormed towards the riverbank, fuming. From afar, he saw a small figure kneeling motionless by the river. He grumbled, “I knew she was slacking off!”

His whip was already raised. Though his cultivation was only at the Foundation Building stage, with spiritual power infused into the magical whip, it was enough to cause these half-demons pain for ten to fifteen days. Without warning, the overseer’s whip lashed out towards the small figure by the river. With a tearing sound, it struck the thin back, ripping open the already fragile and tattered clothes, revealing a back mottled with old and new injuries. The little demon slave lost her balance, her numb legs giving way as she fell forward. Her thin arms plunged into the ice hole she had dug, the freezing river water bringing bone-chilling pain.

The little demon slave bit her lip, not making a sound. She hurriedly got up, adjusting her slightly askew mask.

“Over-Overseer!”

“Ling Ling, it’s already daybreak, why have you only filled two vats of water?” The overseer was furious. “You dare to hide here and slack off, thinking I wouldn’t notice?”

The little demon slave lowered her head, her small hands red and numb from the cold. She said softly, “The ice was too thick. It took me a long time to break through.”

“You dare to argue! Demon slaves have plenty of strength!” Her defense only fueled the overseer’s anger. He raised his whip high, about to bring it down, when suddenly a powerful force came from the left, sending him flying six or seven zhang away. The overseer fell in a daze, crying out in pain.

The little demon slave stared blankly at the overseer, then turned to look in the other direction.

How strange, even though everything around was a sea of white, she could still spot him at a glance. The heavy snow couldn’t conceal his distinctly different aura. He walked towards her but suddenly stopped. In just a moment, a layer of snow had settled on him, dusting his raven-black hair, softening his mountain-like brows, and dimming his star-like eyes. Those clear phoenix eyes pierced through the blizzard, gazing at her silently. She rubbed her eyes, blinded by the wind and snow, unable to understand the pain and pity in his eyes. He seemed to suddenly appear before her, kneeling. His warm, fragrant fur coat gently fell on her thin shoulders, shielding her from the assault of wind and snow.

“Are you… cold?” the young man asked softly, restraining the tremor in his voice.

The little demon slave startled, shrinking back slightly, and lowered her head, saying, “I’m a half-demon. Half-demons don’t get cold.”

The young man looked at her small hands, red and stiff from the cold. It felt as if an ice pick had carved a large hole in his heart, letting in the bone-chilling wind, and making him ache with sorrow.

Ling’er…

Seeing it with his own eyes, he finally understood how much his Ling’er had suffered. Her thin, frail limbs were clad only in an ill-fitting single layer of clothing in this icy weather, with visible bruises scattered on her exposed limbs. Xie Xuechen felt a pain so intense it almost suffocated him, yet he restrained the urge to embrace her, fearing he might startle her.

At this moment, she didn’t know Xie Xuechen.

The overseer came to his senses, cursing as he rushed over to demand an explanation, but upon meeting Xie Xuechen’s murderous gaze, his legs gave way, and he fell to his knees with a thud.

Xie Xuechen suppressed his killing intent. He couldn’t arbitrarily change the past, not knowing what unpredictable changes it might cause. Killing an insignificant person would only vent momentary anger but could potentially lead to unfavorable outcomes. Reason made him hold back. He turned his head to carefully examine the frail Mu Xuanling.

No, at this moment, she wasn’t called Mu Xuanling yet. That name was given to her by Sang Qi.

Xie Xuechen suddenly jolted. Yes, he should take Ling’er away before Sang Qi bloodied Mingyue Mountain Manor, letting her escape her half-demon identity and live well!

“Would you… like to come with me?” Xie Xuechen asked cautiously.

The little demon slave was stunned for a moment, then looked towards the overseer and said softly, “Are you an honored guest of the manor? I’m a demon slave, I must obey the overseer’s orders.”

“You are not a demon slave,” Xie Xuechen said, wrapping her frozen fingers in his warm palms. The faint warmth seeped into her ice-cold joints, bringing tingling sensations of pain and numbness.

At such proximity, she could smell the fresh scent emanating from him. Looking up, she could see his handsome and gentle face. She felt confused, yet also craved this warmth. It was unfamiliar, yet comforting as if she was being carefully treasured by someone.

But at that moment, her stomach growled loudly. Her pale little face instantly turned red to the ears, and she was somewhat grateful for wearing a mask so he couldn’t see.

“Haven’t you eaten?” Xie Xuechen didn’t laugh at her, only feeling heartache.

The little demon slave said, “I… I still need to fill three vats of water before I can eat breakfast.”

Xie Xuechen frowned slightly. Ignoring the trembling overseer nearby, he reached out to embrace her slender body and left the place on his flying sword.

Holding her in his arms, he realized how light she was, seemingly no heavier than a snowflake as if she might melt in his palm at any moment. She clung to his waist in fear, not daring to look down, burying her head in his chest.

Xie Xuechen couldn’t help but gently stroke her head, saying softly, “Don’t be afraid. You won’t fall. I’ll hold you tight.”

He quickly brought her to a nearby village. It was already bright daylight, and despite the heavy snow, the village was still full of the warmth of daily life. The aroma of steamed buns, dumplings, and hot noodle soup pierced through the icy barrier, making the little demon slave’s stomach growl even louder.

Xie Xuechen took her to a nearby tavern, instructing the owner to cook two bowls of hot noodle soup, and ordered a table full of delicious dishes, with everything one could desire.

The little demon slave opened her mouth in surprise, then swallowed and said softly, “Can you eat all this?”

Xie Xuechen smiled and said, “It’s all for you.”

Though she was thin, her peach blossom eyes behind the mask seemed even brighter, blinking as she looked at him. It made his heart ache and soften, wishing he could offer her the whole world, to pamper and comfort her, never letting her suffer again.

“I… I’ll just eat a little bit,” she said, not knowing who he was and too shy to accept his kindness.

“Then you eat, and I’ll help you with the dishes,” Xie Xuechen said with a smile.

Seeing that the mask made it inconvenient for her to eat, Xie Xuechen said, “Why don’t you take off your mask?”

She quickly shook her head, pressing the mask nervously, and said, “I have demon markings on my face. They’re ugly. I’m afraid I’ll scare you.”

Xie Xuechen smiled gently and softened his voice, “It won’t. Just by looking at your eyes, I know you must be beautiful.”

She was mesmerized by his smile and gentleness. In a daze, his long fingers hooked the string behind her mask, and the cold mask was gently removed.

Xie Xuechen’s loving gaze traced her delicate and lively features, her straight nose, and her slightly pursed cherry-colored lips. The young girl’s face was as fresh and charming as a newly blooming lotus, her black eyes moist and timid as she looked at him, innocent like a fawn in the forest. Years of toil and hunger had made her appear excessively thin, her face no bigger than a palm, making her eyes seem even larger and clearer.

She tried to cover the demon markings on her face, but he gently held her fingers, leaning in to examine the “demon markings” on her left cheek closely. The patterns were like living vines, with faint golden light flowing through them. But upon careful observation, one would realize it was a flow of energy.

So this is Chaos Qi…

The world is ignorant, treating treasure as grass, wantonly abusing it…

Xie Xuechen sighed softly, then heard her ask nervously, “Did I scare you?”

Xie Xuechen chuckled, “No, it’s very beautiful, very beautiful. No wonder you were reluctant to let others see.”

Her skin was so fair and translucent that he could see even the slightest blush.

So this is what Ling’er looked like as a child…

Xie Xuechen gazed at her every smile and movement with lingering affection. He kept helping her with the dishes, feeling content as he watched her eat with relish.

“Do you want to eat anything else?” Knowing that half-demons had large appetites, he wasn’t surprised to see her finish a table full of dishes. But Ling’er twisted her fingers embarrassedly and coughed twice before saying, “I’m full…”

Xie Xuechen smiled gently, “It’s alright. You don’t need to be polite with me.”

She looked up, meeting the young man’s eyes full of tenderness and doting. Gathering her courage, she said, “I’ve heard that wine is a human delicacy…”

Xie Xuechen said seriously, “That’s not allowed.” Seeing her face fall, he added, “You’re too young.”

She had no cultivation yet and was still young. She would get drunk.

Xie Xuechen smiled and ruffled her hair, then called over the tavern owner and ordered two more of the dishes she had enjoyed earlier. The tavern owner looked suspiciously at the elegantly dressed young master, then at the little demon slave, and said embarrassedly, “These dishes are quite expensive. Would the honored guest mind settling the bill first?”

Xie Xuechen reached into his Qiezi bag and then frowned slightly.

After previous embarrassing incidents, he now usually carried some gold and silver with him. But this body was his 18-year-old self, who was entirely focused on the sword path and wouldn’t remember such trivial matters as bringing money when going out…

The tavern owner’s expression immediately changed, as did Ling’er’s.

— Could this brother be planning to sell her here to pay off the debt…

Xie Xuechen coughed lightly and removed a high-quality jade pendant from his waist. Even a layman could tell it was priceless. “I’m sorry, I left in a hurry and forgot to bring silver. Could you trouble the owner to take this jade pendant to the pawnshop next door to exchange for some silver?”

The owner received the jade pendant with both hands, grinning from ear to ear: “The noble guest is too kind. It’s no trouble at all!”

After a while, the owner returned with a bag of silver, smiling broadly: “Noble guest, I pawned it for five hundred taels. Please check.”

Xie Xuechen casually accepted it. He naturally knew that even a fraction of the jade pendant was worth more than five hundred taels, but money was just an external possession, not worth worrying about.

The ordered dishes were quickly served. The little demon slave had just digested a bit and ate the new dishes with relish. She narrowed her eyes in satisfaction, her face now showing a healthy glow. She blinked her clear, moist eyes, now more familiar with Xie Xuechen, and couldn’t help but ask, “Why are you so kind to me? Do you… want me to do something?”

She had seen many instances of ulterior motives behind kindness and knew that people were either deceitful or thieves. But this brother was so handsome and generous, she still hoped he was a good person, neither deceitful nor a thief.

Xie Xuechen lowered his head slightly to look at her, his phoenix eyes reflecting her face, with a soft and warm light flickering in them. The corners of his lips curved up as he said gently, “I just want you to be happy.”

She frowned suspiciously, her heart suspended: “Could it be… you’re my long-lost father?”

Xie Xuechen lightly flicked her forehead, caught between laughter and tears: “Is that what you hope for?”

She lowered her head with some disappointment: “If so, it would be quite nice.”

“Why?”

“Then, you would take me away, right?” A hint of longing flashed in her eyes. “You’ve abandoned me for so many years, you should make it up to me… right?”

“Heh…” Young Xie Xuechen chuckled softly, his long eyelashes hiding the complex emotions in his eyes. “Then how would you like me to make it up to you?”

“I want to wear beautiful clothes, eat delicious food, live in a big house, and be able to sleep for two hours every day!” She spoke of her fantasies of a good life with a dreamy expression.

Xie Xuechen smiled as he looked at her. He wanted to spend his entire life making it up to her, loving her, but her wishes were so simple and modest.

“Alright, I’ll take you,” Xie Xuechen said indulgently, ruffling her hair. “Now that you’ve eaten, shall I take you to buy clothes?”

“Okay, Father!” she called sweetly.

Xie Xuechen shook his head with a laugh, took her hand, and said seriously, “Don’t call me Father.”

“But you won’t tell me your name,” she grumbled dissatisfiedly. “Then what should I call you…”

Xie Xuechen didn’t want her to know his name. She had already sacrificed too much for him, and he didn’t want to see Ling’er sacrifice herself for him again… He only hoped she could live well, even if she no longer loved him…

Xie Xuechen smiled sadly and said softly, “Anything but that is fine.”

“Then… can I call you Big Brother?”

Xie Xuechen’s heart jolted, and he suddenly stopped in his tracks.

Big Brother…

A chill crept over his heart, freezing him entirely.

Ling’er gently tugged at his hand, calling out, “Big Brother?”

Xie Xuechen heard his stiff voice respond: “Alright.”

He remembered in Yongxue City when Ling’er was in a daze, she kept calling out “Big Brother.” He didn’t dare ask who that was, fearing Ling’er had someone else in her heart. But now, what terrified him even more was the realization that the “Big Brother” Ling’er spoke of was himself!

He suddenly recalled that day in the noodle shop when Ling’er had looked at him with an ambiguous smile as he embarrassedly forgot to bring money, and she had said almost the same words he had just uttered…

— I’m sorry, I left in a hurry and forgot to bring silver…

She had smilingly offered a hairpin.

Xie Xuechen slowly turned his head to look at Mu Xuanling, who only reached his chest. Her thin face bore a rare joy as she called him “Big Brother” over and over, completely unaware of the pain and fear in Xie Xuechen’s eyes.

He vaguely had a guess…

It turned out he had never lost his memory. The memory of Mingyue Mountain Manor from seven years ago didn’t belong to the 18-year-old Xie Xuechen, and the person Ling’er fell in love with that year was the 25-year-old Xie Xuechen.

But he would eventually leave. Would his amnesiac self still treat Ling’er well?

No, he knew he wouldn’t. He had already hurt her once…

Xie Xuechen trembled uncontrollably. He felt as if he was stepping into a trap set by the God of Fate…

It was as if, in the vast unknown, a noble and cold deity had turned to look down upon him.

Xie Xuechen suppressed the unease and panic in his heart and fulfilled her wishes one by one. If this was a cruel joke by the gods, at least for now, he could still give her happiness and joy.

He watched her clean up, take off her tattered clothes, and change into the fine clothes and ornaments he had carefully chosen for her. He rolled up his sleeves and meticulously applied medicine to her wounds, but when it came to her back, she blushed and refused to let him treat it. Xie Xuechen smiled helplessly. There wasn’t a part of her body he hadn’t seen before, but now, it was a different situation. She didn’t truly know him yet, nor had she fallen in love with him… There was still a chance for change.

He clumsily helped her comb her soft, long hair and tied it into a simple bun, watching her become radiant and graceful. He slightly narrowed his phoenix eyes, concealing the sorrow within, and tried to use Wanren to break the spirit-locking ring, but failed. At this point, he hadn’t reached the Fashen realm, nor had he cultivated the Jade Que Scripture. He could forcibly break the lock, but without proper control, he might hurt Ling’er. Seeing her pale face from enduring the pain, he said in a deep voice, “I’ll go to Mingyue Mountain Manor and have them release you.”

“Big Brother, it’s alright, don’t force yourself,” she comforted him, covering the back of his hand. “Even though it was only for a day, I’ve been very happy.”

“Ling’er, I will take you away,” Xie Xuechen gently stroked her hair, saying tenderly, “In the future… you must live well.”

Live well on your own, forget about me, and live a good life.

“I’ve always been fine,” she said with a grin.

“Silly girl,” he said somewhat sadly, looking at the scars on the back of her hand.

His Ling’er, seemingly clever and quick-witted, was obedient and naive, always silently bearing everything on her own. When she was in pain or crying, she wouldn’t tell him.

Xie Xuechen took her back to Mingyue Mountain Manor. He told her to hide while he went to see the manor lord.

When Gao Fengxu heard that the young lord of Yongxue City was seeking an audience, he found it strange but immediately had someone bring him in.

By now, Xie Xuechen knew about Gao Fengxu’s actions towards Su Ningxi. If he had any respect for Gao Fengxu as a junior to an elder before, now he only felt cold contempt. Gao Fengxu hadn’t seen Xie Xuechen for many years and didn’t know about the changes in him, but he sensed a kind of pressure from a superior being, which made him uncomfortable and confused.

“Nephew, you’ve come from afar. Is it to attend my daughter’s birthday?” Gao Fengxu put on a fake smile. “If Qiumin knew you were here, she would be delighted.”

Xie Xuechen was a top-tier genius cultivator in the cultivation world, handsome and noble. Few female cultivators didn’t like him, but he was obsessed with the sword path and cold as ice to everyone. Gao Qiumin had sent invitations to cultivators of her age for her birthday, and Xie Xuechen naturally received one, but no one thought he would come.

“I have come with a request, to ask Manor Lord Gao for a person,” Xie Xuechen cupped his hands and said in a cool voice.

Gao Fengxu raised his eyebrows in surprise: “Oh, who could it be that would make his nephew ask for them?”

“Just a demon slave from your manor. I only need the manor lord’s approval to have someone remove the spirit-locking ring,” Xie Xuechen said.

Hearing this, Gao Fengxu was even more surprised. For someone like Xie Xuechen to make such a request, that demon slave must be special. This made him very curious and hesitant.

“Well… this can be arranged. But since nephew has come, why not stay at the manor for a few days? Wait until after Qiumin’s birthday celebration to leave, and I’ll hand over that demon slave to you then. May I ask which demon slave has caught nephew’s eye?” Gao Fengxu asked.

Xie Xuechen was wary of Gao Fengxu and kept his guard up, saying, “Manor Lord is too kind. However, there are urgent matters in Yongxue City, and my father has summoned me urgently. I dare not delay. Please forgive me, Manor Lord.”

Xie Xuechen didn’t have the memory of what happened seven years ago. After being severely injured at Mingyue Mountain Manor, he was unconscious for a long time. He only heard that Sang Qi had bloodied Mingyue Mountain Manor during the two days of Gao Qiumin’s birthday, and the fire burned for several days, reducing Mingyue Mountain Manor to ashes. But the exact date and time of the attack were unknown. He had considered preventing this from happening, but upon careful thought, it was not feasible.

Sang Qi had planned this battle for over a decade. He was now just a Yuanying realm cultivator, and it was almost impossible for him to stop Sang Qi. It might even cause a worse chain reaction. The warnings from the Wheel Mirror Deity before he left were still fresh in his mind, and Feng Xiang’s precedent was still before his eyes. He didn’t dare act carelessly, trying to minimize contact with others and change the past trajectory as little as possible to avoid causing greater harm.

As long as he could take Ling’er away from the manor before the incident and prevent her from falling into Sang Qi’s hands, he would have achieved the purpose of this journey.

Gao Fengxu didn’t know Xie Xuechen’s thoughts, but he was deeply scheming and sensitive to suspicion. He vaguely sensed something off about Xie Xuechen. He laughed and walked around the table towards Xie Xuechen, subtly blocking his way, and asked with concern, “Is there any urgent matter in Yongxue City? If Mingyue Mountain Manor can be of any help, please don’t hesitate to ask. We in the Immortal Alliance should support each other. Nephew, if you have any issues, feel free to speak up.”

Seeing Gao Fengxu beating around the bush and avoiding the main topic, Xie Xuechen frowned inwardly but maintained a calm exterior, saying, “It’s just a private matter of Yongxue City. I dare not trouble Manor Lord. May I ask how the spirit-locking ring of that demon slave can be removed?”

“There’s no rush,” Gao Fengxu smiled slightly. “I’ve heard that nephew’s sword skills are unparalleled. It’s rare to meet you, and I’d like to discuss it with you. Please do me the honor. Although our realms differ, today we’ll only discuss sword techniques. I’ll suppress my realm and cultivation to spar with you.”

As Xie Xuechen was about to refuse, Gao Fengxu interrupted, “Once I’ve fulfilled this wish of mine, I’ll hand over the key to the spirit-locking ring to you.”

Xie Xuechen frowned slightly but had to nod in agreement.

What he didn’t know was that Gao Fengxu had secretly sent a message, ordering people to investigate which demon slave Xie Xuechen had taken an interest in.
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In Gao Qiumin’s courtyard, the little demon servant he cherished had been stripped of her luxurious clothes and viciously whipped fifty times. The steward, settling a personal grudge because Xie Xuechen had struck him and taken her away for a day, falsely accused her of stealing a noble guest’s clothes. With Gao Qiumin’s approval, he had the demon servant restrained in Gao Qiumin’s courtyard for punishment.

He rubbed his sore hand, looking at the battered and barely breathing demon servant with disgust. He spat and said coldly, “Quite tough-skinned. My hand’s aching from beating her.”

Just as he was about to have someone drag the demon servant away, he received instructions from Gao Fengxu. The young master of Yongxue City had taken an interest in one of the estate’s demon servants and ordered him to investigate. The steward immediately broke into a cold sweat, suddenly realizing that the mysterious young man in white was none other than Xie Xuechen, the young master of Yongxue City and a peerless sword cultivator born with ten orifices.

The demon servant he was interested in was, of course, Ling Ling, whom he had just beaten black and blue…

Recalling Xie Xuechen’s sharp and cold killing intent, he did not doubt that if Xie Xuechen found out he had beaten this demon servant to such a state, his own life would be forfeit. His mind was in a jumble, thinking only of how to escape punishment, and he hesitated to tell Gao Fengxu the truth he knew.

As darkness fell, the first scream rang out from somewhere, and a faint smell of blood spread through the estate. Soon, the guards of Mingyue Estate realized they were under attack! The cultivators of Mingyue Estate began inexplicably slaughtering each other. The elders were alerted and intervened to stop the fratricide. One of them said with a grim face, “It’s demon possession!”

Those demons had somehow possessed the bodies of cultivators in the estate. With people coming and going these past few days, defenses had been lax, allowing the demon cultivators to sneak in. The cultivators and servants of Mingyue Estate instantly panicked, as they couldn’t be sure if their friends and family standing beside them had already been possessed by demons.

“Quickly, report to the Estate Master!” Elder Song, who was in charge, ordered, them to stay behind to manage the situation. “It seems the demon army’s invasion was premeditated. The estate is no longer safe. Notify everyone immediately to evacuate the noble guests.”

Just as Elder Song finished speaking, more agonizing wails and raging flames could be heard and seen in the distance, casting his face in an even darker and more severe light.

“It’s the War Demons…” Elder Song’s expression changed slightly. Although the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation blocked the War Demons’ true bodies from arriving, their avatars were still as powerful as Fashen realm cultivators. They could also stir up the killing intent in people’s hearts, making them lose reason and turn into indiscriminate killing machines.

The War Demons quickly discovered Elder Song and lunged at him with a vicious grin. The two soon became locked in battle, evenly matched. Elder Song took a few hits from his opponent, his blood and qi surging, while the War Demon was extremely difficult to kill. Elder Song had no intention of prolonging the fight. He set a trap to shake off the War Demon and flew towards Gao Qiumin’s courtyard.

Gao Qiumin had also heard the screams outside and seen the flames rise. Being young, she was too frightened to leave her chamber and sent the steward to call for Gao Fengxu. Just as the steward reached the door, he saw Elder Song enter with a pale and grave expression.

“Elder Song!” Gao Qiumin anxiously went to meet him. “What exactly is happening outside?”

Elder Song said in a deep voice, “Demon and fiend armies have invaded the estate. It’s not safe to stay here any longer. Young Miss, you are precious and must leave this place immediately!”

Gao Qiumin’s face turned pale as she asked, “Where’s my father?”

Elder Song replied, “The Estate Master hasn’t responded. Those demons and fiends came prepared, likely sending formidable experts to keep the Estate Master occupied. Young Miss, come with me now!”

Gao Qiumin bit her lip and nodded firmly, saying, “Alright.”

Just as Elder Song was about to lead Gao Qiumin away, he suddenly stopped, lowering his eyes in thought. He said, “No, I’ve already been targeted by the War Demon. If I take the Young Miss away, it might be more dangerous… Steward Dai, has a cultivator escort the Young Miss through the secret passage. Find a servant girl similar in build to the Young Miss and dress her in the Young Miss’s clothes. I’ll draw away the War Demon!”

The steward jolted, his eyes darting around as he stammered, “There’s a demon servant very similar in build to the Young Miss!”

After speaking, the steward went to the side courtyard and dragged over Mu Xuanling, who had just been punished. Elder Song glanced at her and said, “She seems about the same build as the Young Miss. Dress her in the Young Miss’s clothes. I’ll take her to lure away the pursuers.”

The steward had a maid dress the demon servant in the Young Miss’s clothes, carelessly removing the iron mask on her face, revealing her pale little face and strange demon markings.

The steward said, “She has a demonic aura about her.”

Elder Song dismissed it, “I have ways to conceal it.”

Gao Qiumin looked at the golden markings on the demon servant’s face with disgust. She took out a set of her clothes and had someone dress the demon servant in them. The clothes just stripped from the demon servant were still nearby, so she put them on, frowning as she patted them down, feeling they still carried the demon servant’s aura.

After seeing the steward and several cultivators escort Gao Qiumin through the secret passage, Elder Song picked up the unconscious demon servant, slung her over his shoulder, and flew off in another direction.

Xie Xuechen had agreed to a sword duel with Gao Fengxu, intending to end it quickly. However, Gao Fengxu was eager for victory. Seeing that Xie Xuechen’s sword intent was unexpectedly strong, he feared losing face if defeated by a Yuan Power realm cultivator. He broke his promise and used his Fashen realm might to suppress Xie Xuechen’s sword intent, resulting in a stalemate. Xie Xuechen felt a vague uneasiness, and at that moment, he heard a disturbance outside. With Gao Fengxu’s Fashen realm body and Xie Xuechen’s innate ten orifices, both had keen perceptions and sensed the infiltration of demonic and fiendish auras from afar. Gao Fengxu was filled with doubt, not knowing why demons and fiends were invading Mingyue Estate. Xie Xuechen, however, understood clearly, though he hadn’t expected Sang Qi’s invasion to come so quickly!

Ling’er!

His heart jolted as he thought of Ling’er still in the estate. He immediately withdrew his sword, saying in a deep voice, “Demons and fiends have invaded the estate. The situation is critical. Let’s end our duel here. I request that the Estate Master give me the key to the Spirit-Locking Ring!”

Gao Fengxu’s gaze darkened as he looked towards the flames outside, with endless screams echoing in the distance.

“Xie Xuechen, you don’t seem surprised by the demon and fiend invasion?” He discarded his friendly facade and looked at Xie Xuechen darkly. “How could the noble young master of Yongxue City be so entangled with me over a mere demon servant? Do you have other motives? Is today’s demon and fiend invasion related to you?”

Xie Xuechen sensed the killing intent emanating from Gao Fengxu. His phoenix eyes flashed as he dispersed his spiritual energy to form a protective barrier.

“I have no intention of being enemies with Mingyue Estate,” Xie Xuechen said. Hearing the approaching battle cries, he worried about Mu Xuanling’s safety. His handsome brows furrowed slightly, his voice taking on a colder edge. “But I know that the one leading the army to ambush Mingyue Estate today is the half-demon Sang Qi.”

Gao Fengxu’s pupils constricted. This name stirred up many unpleasant memories, ones that had once made him feel utterly humiliated.

“As for why he chose to attack today, I think the Estate Master should be clearer about the inside story than I am.”

Hearing this, Gao Fengxu’s expression changed. He raised his sword to block Xie Xuechen, who was about to turn and leave.

“What do you know!” Gao Fengxu demanded harshly.

Xie Xuechen, concerned for Mu Xuanling and seeing Gao Fengxu’s stubbornness, no longer wished to waste time with him, fearing Mu Xuanling might come to harm. He gave Gao Fengxu a cold glance, Wan Ren in hand, deflecting the other’s divine sword.

“Gao Fengxu, you shouldn’t be asking me that question!”

Gao Fengxu felt his arm go numb, forced back several steps by Xie Xuechen’s Wan Ren. He watched helplessly as the young man in white flew away, staring in disbelief at his retreating figure—how could a mere Yuan Power realm cultivator possess such strength…

Xie Xuechen’s words stirred up a strong sense of unease in him. His only connection with Sang Qi was Su Ningxi. He had an agreement with Venerable Miao Hua: Miao Hua would marry the Primal Yin Divine Woman into Mingyue Estate to become the next guardian of the pearl, and he would lend the revived Chaos Zhenzhu to Mirror Flower Valley for three hundred years. Unexpectedly, Su Ningxi had an affair with the demon priest Sang Qi and attempted to elope to escape the marriage. After being discovered, she even took poison on her wedding day to commit suicide. With no other choice, he had Su Ningzhen impersonate Su Ningxi, deceiving the world and hiding Su Ningxi’s corpse in the estate to use as a vessel to nourish the Chaos Zhenzhu.

Sang Qi had been surrounded and attacked by the elders of Mirror Flower Valley, barely escaping to hide in the demon realm for years of seclusion. He thought that half-demon had long since died, but not… He chose to invade Mingyue Estate now because…

Because Sang Qi believed that Gao Qiumin’s birthday was Su Ningxi’s death anniversary!

Gao Fengxu immediately thought of a place. His instincts told him that Sang Qi must be there—Su Ningxi’s grave!

With a gloomy face, Gao Fengxu rushed towards the cemetery of Mingyue Estate.

The heavy smell of blood, the scorched odor of burning wood, and the foul stench of demonic and fiendish qi mixed, greatly affected Xie Xuechen’s judgment. He struggled to discern Mu Xuanling’s aura among them, tracing it to Gao Qiumin’s courtyard. There, he found the hairpin he had bought for Mu Xuanling lying on the ground, indicating she had been there.

Xie Xuechen’s keen observation noticed that the eight-immortal table in the hall showed signs of having been moved. He pushed the table aside and saw the stone slabs beneath slowly open, revealing a steep and long secret passage. He leaped into the tunnel, catching the scent of Ling’er’s clothes. His spirits instantly lifted as he rushed forward in pursuit.

His tall figure, slightly hunched, sped through the cramped tunnel. Above his head, the sound of endless wailing could be heard. Xie Xuechen’s face turned pale as he clenched his trembling right hand, resisting the urge to go up and join the battle. He could only keep reminding himself that this had already happened, that it was something he couldn’t change… He had returned for just one person…

After running through the secret passage for a long time, he finally saw the exit. Xie Xuechen leaped out and found himself in a snow-covered pine forest. The thick snow on the ground clearly showed a trail of messy footprints, one set much smaller than the others, likely belonging to a young girl. Xie Xuechen’s figure flitted rapidly between the pine trees, rising and falling. Soon, he heard the sounds of fighting ahead.

In the depths of the pine forest, dozens of demon soldiers, led by a demon general, were besieging a group of cultivators. Among the cultivators, one was a Fashen realm elder, and the rest were Yuan Power realm cultivators—not weak by any means. However, the demon general was even stronger, with endless ghostly techniques that put the cultivators at a disadvantage. After a heavy blow, the Fashen realm elder completely lost his fighting ability and fell onto the snowy ground. The demon general lunged towards the girl in the red cloak. The girl ran forward, stumbling and falling to the ground. Just as she was about to be caught by the demon general, a heavy sword descended from the sky, plunging into the snow behind her, and blocking the demon general’s path.

Xie Xuechen’s figure arrived shortly after, like a descending deity, shielding the red-cloaked girl behind him. He pulled Wan Ren from the ground, coldly facing the demon general before him. At this time, he had not yet broken through to the Fashen realm, nor had he learned the Jade Watchtower Scripture, but with sheer courage alone, he was determined to hold off these demons and fiends! The demon general was initially startled by the sword energy, but seeing that only a Yuan Power realm sword cultivator had appeared, he immediately relaxed.

However, he soon found he couldn’t smile anymore, for this fearless sword cultivator was too terrifying. He was willing to take a sword to the abdomen just to exchange lives with the demon general. The demon general was not a demon god; demons could die, and he valued his life too much to fight to the death with this sword cultivator.

But the more he tried to avoid Xie Xuechen’s sharp edge and retreat, the less of a match he was for him. Xie Xuechen’s final sword shattered the demon general’s demon core. The demon general died with a look of disbelief on his face, his eyes still open. The remaining demon soldiers fled in terror, leaving only Xie Xuechen kneeling on the ground, exhausted.

He panted, allowing blood to drip onto the snow-covered ground as dizziness overcame him. Suddenly, an unfamiliar voice sounded beside him, calling out shyly, “Thank you, Young City Lord, for saving my life.”

Xie Xuechen heard this voice and abruptly raised his head, staring in shock at the young woman before him.

She wore Ling’er’s clothes, a red hood covering half her face, but it wasn’t her!

“It’s you…” Xie Xuechen felt as if all the blood in his body had frozen in an instant. He suddenly understood, comprehending many things… Those inexplicable rumors were true, saying he had risked his life to save Gao Qiumin. So this was the truth! She had exchanged clothes with Ling’er, letting Ling’er lure away the demon pursuers! And he had been deceived. He was here, so where was Ling’er…

Xie Xuechen felt a sharp pain in his chest, groaning as hot blood spurted out, his body swaying. Gao Qiumin tried to step forward to support him, but he coldly and ruthlessly pushed her away.

“Who helped you lure away the pursuers?” Xie Xuechen asked hoarsely.

Gao Qiumin’s delicately painted face turned pale at his coldness. She stammered for a moment before softly saying, “It was Elder Song.”

She didn’t mention the demon slave, as she hadn’t given her a second thought. But Xie Xuechen immediately knew that Elder Song had left with Mu Xuanling.

“Where did they go?” Xie Xuechen asked again.

Gao Qiumin shook her head, “I left first, so I don’t know where Elder Song went.”

Xie Xuechen frowned and turned to leave.

Gao Qiumin stared at his departing figure in shock, calling out, “Aren’t you coming with me?”

But he left resolutely, not even giving her a single glance back.

Xie Xuechen guessed that Elder Song had likely taken Ling’er in the opposite direction to lure away the pursuers. He didn’t dare waste a moment, gathering his strength to fly on his sword, covering a hundred li in no time. The night wind and snow were fierce, and as he flew against the wind, he suddenly caught the scent of blood. Looking down intently, he saw dozens of demon and fiend soldiers surrounding a white-haired Fashen cultivator.

Among the enemy forces were two commanders, one demon and one fiend, with strength comparable to a Fashen cultivator. The two monsters toyed with the human Fashen from left and right, wearing him down. They laughed as they overwhelmed him, pouncing to tears at his body.

Elder Song gritted his teeth, knowing that the demon race, unlike the less intelligent fiend race, was most suspicious. If he easily handed over this fake young lady, they would surely become suspicious. Only by fighting to the death would they believe that the girl he was protecting with his life was truly Gao Qiumin. The demon commander wanted to buy time, which played right into his hands. As long as he delayed long enough, the young miss would be able to escape…

Elder Song held on for a long time, his body torn and bleeding from the bites of the demon and fiend soldiers. Blood flowed everywhere, and he no longer had the strength to maintain his Fashen form. He was killed by the combined forces of the demon and field commanders. Before they could rejoice, another white-robed sword cultivator appeared.

The Golden Tiger Demon Commander impatiently bared his sharp fangs, glaring fiercely at Xie Xuechen, and said viciously, “A mere Yuan Power realm dares to be reckless before us!”

Xie Xuechen carefully cradled Mu Xuanling. In her unconscious state, she furrowed her brows, letting out a painful moan at his touch. Xie Xuechen froze, pulling up her sleeve to see newly added whip marks.

— It was that demon slave overseer!

Xie Xuechen suppressed his regret and heartache, trembling as he lifted her skirt to reveal her slender ankles. Because she had been forcibly taken beyond the binding radius of the spirit-locking ring, it had triggered the restrictions within, causing countless barbs to deeply pierce her bone marrow. Electricity coursed through her meridians, bringing bone-scraping, tendon-pulling pain that made her convulse involuntarily even in her unconscious state. Elder Song naturally wouldn’t have cared about the torment a half-demon wearing a spirit-locking ring would suffer when forcibly taken from Mingyue Mountain Villa. In his view, this half-demon was no different from a dead person.

“It’s a demon slave,” the Golden Tiger Demon Commander also saw the spirit-locking ring and angrily said, “We’ve been tricked by that old man!”

Who could have imagined that a Fashen cultivator would risk his life to protect a demon slave?

“Kill them all,” the Fiend Commander chuckled, revealing a cruel, bloodthirsty smile. “Since they’re here anyway.”

Xie Xuechen suddenly raised his head, a gust of wind and snow blowing back his hair, revealing a pair of phoenix eyes filled with murderous intent, causing both the demon and fiend commanders to feel an inexplicable shudder. In the next moment, a sword strike of ten thousand men broke through the wind, emitting a domineering and sharp sword energy that killed all before it!

“This sword energy!” The Demon Commander dodged the sword light in shock, looking at the young sword cultivator in disbelief. How could someone with mere Yuan Power realm cultivation have such strong sword energy?

A name flashed through his mind — Xie Xuechen, born with ten orifices!

Few demons or fiends knew exactly how those born with ten orifices differed from ordinary cultivators, and few could force him to use his full strength.

Despite the difference between a major realm and being surrounded by dozens of powerful enemies, Xie Xuechen showed no fear or intention to retreat. He held the weakened demon slave in his left arm while wielding his sword with his right, not giving an inch. He fought fearlessly, killing to the point where the enemy was terrified.

The Fiend Commander’s eyes turned blood-red, completely losing his rationality under the pressure. His form suddenly expanded, revealing a crazed battle intent to fight to the death.

Xie Xuechen’s blood dripped down, staining the snow beneath him red, and inadvertently falling on her eye corner.

Her eyelashes, like raven’s wings, trembled lightly as she slowly opened her eyes, her voice softly sounding.

“Big brother…”

Amid the sea of blood and mountain of corpses, he held her tightly, his phoenix eyes losing their killing intent as he looked down at her and said gently, “Ling’er, don’t be afraid.”

The demons and fiends surrounding them were about to pounce, wanting to annihilate the young man who was already at the end of his strength.

Xie Xuechen raised one hand, gently pressing it against the back of her head, holding her to his chest. His voice, trembling, came from within his chest.

“Ling’er, don’t look,” he said.

Between the eyebrows lies the divine orifice. In cultivation, people first open the yin and yang orifices, then the divine orifice. Some say those born with the divine orifice are reincarnations of divine beings, born to fulfill heaven’s will, shouldering the fate of the nation and caring for all living beings.

He had originally thought this was his destined fate. His life didn’t belong to himself but to all the living beings under heaven.

But in the end, he sacrificed this life for one person, wishing only to protect her for the rest of her life, ensuring her peace and happiness.

A dazzling golden light emanated from the divine orifice, more blinding and enchanting than the golden crow. However, all the demons and fiends who looked directly at this light had blood and black qi seeping from their eyes, their hearts and gallbladders shattering as they tried to flee. But it was too late. With a deafening roar, the light that tore through the night engulfed all life, grinding those demons and fiends into dust.

*

“Ling’er, you must leave quickly… Sang Qi will be here soon…”

“Big brother… Big brother, what’s wrong? Are you in pain?”

“Ling’er, be good, leave quickly.”

“Big brother, let’s go together. You promised to take me with you! You can’t lie to me! I don’t want to be alone!”

“Ling’er… you must live well…”

Xie Xuechen knew he was out of time. The vitality of this body was exhausted, and his spiritual form had no place to attach. It was forced out of his body, exposed to the wind and snow. He finally understood the meaning of time grinding. His soul, not belonging to this time and space, was discovered at this moment. A force from the power of time and space almost crushed his spiritual form, compelling him to leave this world.

Xie Xuechen struggled to kneel on the ground, painfully looking at the girl holding his lifeless body.

She couldn’t see him, only knowing that she had lost the only person in her life who had cared for her. The pain in her heart even surpassed the pain in her body.

She cried, saying, “I’m just a demon slave. Except for you, no one cared about me, no one loved me. You said you’d take me away, and I believed you! Just now when they beat me, I wasn’t sad at all. I thought Big Brother would come to take me away soon, and we could be together every day from then on. Just thinking about it made me happy.”

“Big brother, wherever you go, I’ll go with you…”

— Ling’er, leave quickly…

Xie Xuechen silently shouted, tears streaming down his face. He only wanted her to be safe and sound, but he never imagined that the warmth he thought insignificant had become an unbearable weight in her life, making her willing to die for him, and also willing to live for him.

She carried him on her back, her tears surging so she couldn’t see the path ahead clearly. She bit her lip hard, not letting herself cry out, but she couldn’t control her body’s trembling.

“Big brother… don’t go…”

The spirit-locking ring sapped her strength, and she fell to the ground, colliding with the cold corpse.

The wind and snow were fierce and urgent as if holding a grand funeral for someone.

The snow covered his eyebrows, and his body, layer by layer, trying to take him away from her side.

“Ah—”

She clutched his hand tightly, letting out a painful wail, like a cuckoo crying blood, or a young phoenix’s clear cry.

Suddenly, a vast and mighty aura surged from within her body. On her pale face, demonic patterns suddenly emitted a golden light, moving as if alive. Her hair was blown into disarray by this powerful aura, and her dark, moist eyes were covered with a faint gold. That power suddenly broke through the constraints of the spirit-locking ring. The iron ring shattered, and blood spurted from her ankles, but she felt no pain at all.

In her heart, there was only one belief — to let him live!

At any cost, let him live!

Endless power surged from her weak, small body. Faint golden light entered his cold body. She stared unblinkingly at his lifeless face, wanting to give him everything she had, but it seemed to have no meaning.

His body remained cold.

“Big brother…” her young, hoarse voice sobbed as she trembled, caressing his cold cheek.

The commotion attracted more demons and fiends. She stumbled to her feet, dragging her bleeding ankles, using her last breath to run forward, trying to lure away the pursuers.

She didn’t know that there was someone always following behind her, sharing the same pain and sorrow. He witnessed everything that happened but was powerless to stop it. The mysterious power within her body flowed into his body, condensing into a dot of cinnabar between his eyebrows, slowly rebuilding the divine orifice. But she thought she had failed to save him.

She also didn’t know that when that power left her body, it also took away the mysterious demonic patterns on her face.

Those weren’t demonic patterns at all, but an overflow of chaotic energy out of control. Now, she had given him the power that everyone in the world coveted.

Xie Xuechen could only watch helplessly as she exhausted her strength and fell into the snow, unable to rise again.

The silver-haired, black-robed half-demon slowly walked to her side, kneeling and extending his slender index finger to brush away the black hair half-covering her small face, revealing an extremely weak, pale countenance.

“Ning Xi…” As if sensing a familiar aura, he lowered his eyes and murmured, lifting her light body into his arms.

Xie Xuechen wanted to chase after them but was held back by a hand on his shoulder.

“Do you truly wish to die here?” came the soft sigh of the Wheel Mirror Deity from behind.

As soon as the words fell, he felt a pulling force taking him away from that icy, snowy land. The pain that had almost crushed his spirit suddenly dissipated, but he was too weak to support himself and fell to his knees.

The Wheel Mirror Deity looked at him with eyes full of compassion.

“Xie Xuechen, seven years ago, I saw you in the Wheel of Reincarnation,” the Wheel Mirror Deity spoke.

Xie Xuechen’s shoulders shook, but his lowered head didn’t rise. His black hair fell, concealing his pale and cold features, hiding the deep sorrow and regret in his heart. After a long while, a hoarse voice sounded, “You knew early on that I couldn’t save Ling’er by returning to the past, yet you deliberately lured me back to repeat the same mistakes.”

The Wheel Mirror Deity reached out, lightly touching the cold Wheel of Reincarnation, feeling the sands of time passing through his fingertips. “Do you know what time means to me?”

He didn’t wait for Xie Xuechen’s answer but continued on his own.

“The beginning is the end, the starting point is also the endpoint. I can freely travel between the past and future, but can only be an observer, unable to make any changes to the past or future. Every change would produce a different world.” The Wheel Mirror Deity’s words were profound, touching on the essence of this world, emitting a sound like a great bell, enlightening like sweet dew. “Similarly, for the Fate Official, this is also the essence of destiny. All endings are written before the beginning, and all actions against heaven are also within heaven’s will.”

Xie Xuechen slowly raised his head, staring at the unfathomable deity, and asked hoarsely, “What wrong have I done, what wrong has Ling’er done, to be arranged such a fate by heaven?”

The Wheel Mirror Deity slightly raised his eyebrows, his black eyes seeming to absorb all light, dark enough to make one’s heart tremble.

“I am the Time Keeper, yet I cannot see through heaven’s will,” he said slowly, lowering his head to gaze at the blood-soaked Xie Xuechen. “But there was once a ‘person’ who told me to wait here, saying that someone would come to unravel heaven’s will for me.”

“I believe you are that person.” The Wheel Mirror Deity slowly moved, walking to stand before Xie Xuechen. “You possess the power of chaos. The power of chaos can reverse cause and effect.”

“But I couldn’t even save Ling’er,” Xie Xuechen closed his eyes in pain.

“You can save her.” The Wheel Mirror Deity lightly pointed at the cinnabar mark between Xie Xuechen’s eyebrows. The mark glowed faintly, and a vast spiritual power surged from the divine orifice. “The Chaos Zhenzhu gave its remaining power to you, thus it cannot awaken. If you destroy your divine orifice, the power of chaos will return to her body. However, if you do this, you will die completely, body and soul destroyed.”

Xie Xuechen’s phoenix eyes brightened, a wild joy surging in his heart. He asked in a trembling voice, “I only need to destroy my divine orifice to save her?”

The Wheel Mirror Deity nodded, “Did you hear clearly what I just said?”

Xie Xuechen smiled faintly, “I heard clearly. It’s just returning what belongs to her.”

“Alas…” the Wheel Mirror Deity sighed softly, “Those who can walk past the God-Slaying Platform are all fools.”

A faint smile appeared on Xie Xuechen’s lips as he slowly closed his phoenix eyes. The cinnabar mark between his eyebrows gradually brightened.

His Way was to bend but not break, to forge ahead. His heart was selfless and detached, without emotion or love.

But in the end, his dao heart still crumbled.

The divine orifice emitted a dazzling light, engulfing his blood-stained figure. That blood-stained white robe gradually blurred in the light, as if ground into golden dust by an invisible force, floating in the air, and finally turning into light smoke, no longer existing.

In this world, there was no longer an Xie Xuechen.

And that strand of chaotic energy, flowing with golden light, also descended to the lower realm, returning to where it came from.

The person atop Snow-Embracing City opened his eyes, a tear sliding down from the corner of his eye. It seemed as if a piece was missing from his left chest.

In this world, there was no longer an Xie Xuechen.
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Soft light fell upon his eyelids, and a faint voice gradually became clearer in his ears.

“Shao Ming Sheng Jun…”

“Shao Ming Sheng Jun…”

— Who was calling him?

His eyelashes trembled slightly, and his phoenix eyes opened a crack. Everything before him seemed to be shrouded in a halo of light, blurry and indistinct, making it difficult to see clearly. Within this hazy vision, a particular light caught his attention. As he focused his gaze on that point, the misty halo slowly dissipated, and the warm light gradually became clearer.

A pearl, small enough to fit in the palm of his hand, floated in mid-air. Inside the pearl was a mass of primordial energy, breathing in and out spiritual essence, emitting a soft, warm glow that warmed the heart.

It gently fell into his palm, rolling back and forth as if trying to please him. A slightly childish and coquettish girl’s voice emanated from within the pearl.

“Shao Ming Sheng Jun, you’re unhappy today,” she said with certainty. “Why?”

The man smiled faintly, closing his fingers around the pearl. His warm, calloused fingertips caressed it as he spoke softly, “Just some trivial matters.”

He didn’t want to say more.

The pearl enjoyed being cradled in his steady, strong palm, allowing his long fingers to press and stroke her. Through this physical contact, she could sense his inner joys and sorrows. She liked him and didn’t want him to be sad, but she was still just a severely injured primordial pearl, unsure of what she could do for him. She could only act coquettishly in his palm to please him.

A warm aura enveloped his hand as he nourished her with his spiritual power. This nurturing had been going on for a thousand days. Thanks to his attentive care, she had recovered most of the injuries sustained during the sky-mending incident, and her consciousness was gradually becoming clearer. He often told her about things happening in the outside world. He was the Human Sovereign, the first transcendent being in human history to naturally develop divine apertures, revered and loved by all people. But he rarely had moments of happiness. Every time she was in his palm, she could feel the boundless sorrow and heaviness in his heart.

This day was different from others. He drew a line of blood on his forehead with his index finger, and a drop of crimson blood wrapped in golden light was extracted from his brow. His handsome face instantly turned pale, as if he were enduring intense pain. His trembling fingertip guided the blood drop into the primordial pearl, which flashed with a golden-red light, seemingly becoming stronger and more substantial.

That drop contained a strand of his soul essence—his lifeblood. He had forcibly separated part of his soul and extracted most of his power to complete the primordial pearl’s revival ritual. The cracks in the pearl were gradually filled with his soul essence, tracing out faint golden patterns—the power and aura of Shao Ming Sheng Jun.

The pearl let out a comfortable sigh. The dazzling light once again became soft, as if countless layers of gauze enveloped her. Beneath these layers of light gauze, a slender and graceful figure slowly emerged. Raven-black long hair cascaded down, and the layers of light transformed into silk clothes, covering her jade-like body. She knelt on the ground with her knees together, her skin like warm jade emitting a sweet fragrance. She looked down at her white, soft fingers in confusion, then slowly raised her eyes to look at the man standing before her, allowing him to see her as well.

Though her face was beautiful enough to captivate the three realms, her eyes were innocent and unworldly.

He was slightly dazed by the sight. She smiled, her vermilion lips parting slightly as she called out, “Shao Ming Sheng Jun!”

The mist completely dissipated. She reached out with her slender arms and clung to his neck, nestling against his chest affectionately.

He was slightly startled, lowering his eyes to conceal the complex emotions within them. His right hand gently stroked the back of her smooth, dark hair.

— “Your Holiness, the three thousand boys and girls have been sacrificed. It’s finally raining in Dongze.”

He stood on the high platform, his phoenix eyes staring blankly at the heavy rain before him. The subjects were cheering, wild with joy at the long-awaited rain after the drought. Only he felt a heart full of sorrow.

In this land ruled by the Divine Clan, he, as the sovereign, was merely a puppet. The divine right of kings—whatever the gods said, he had to obey. He had personally sent those three thousand boys and girls into the misty Xihe Divine Palace, turning his back, unable to bear hearing the children’s desperate cries.

The subjects believed that the gods were blessing this land, completely unaware that while the gods had brought the rain, they had also caused the three-year drought that left Dongze barren, with corpses everywhere and people resorting to cannibalism.

The Divine Clan fed on faith. They created fear, then bestowed grace, using absolute power to rule the three realms, making all beings bow down and worship, thus gaining the power of faith.

He was born extraordinary, different from ordinary people. He could absorb the spiritual power between heaven and earth, his divine spirit and body far stronger than normal. At eighteen, he was honored as Shao Ming Sheng Jun, worshipped by all. But the longer he sat in this position, the clearer he saw. The masses were ignorant, unknowingly enslaved, and manipulated by the Divine Clan. They burned incense and prayed, offering their sincere faith, even willing to harm their flesh and blood to please the gods. The Divine Clan, well-versed in human greed and fear, firmly controlled the hearts of countless people, leaving him to watch helplessly as innumerable fellow humans lost themselves in the abyss, living like insects, their lives as worthless as grass, their fates decided on a whim.

To the gods, all under Xihe were mere insects.

But even insects have unyielding hearts and the will to slay gods!

In the eternal night, if there was no torch, let him be the first light.

At some point, a naive and carefree young girl appeared at Shao Ming Sheng Jun’s side. She wore plain gauze clothes, her face beautiful, with a shimmer of light in her every movement that unconsciously captivated onlookers.

Shao Ming Sheng Jun was always particularly patient with her. Whether cultivating or handling official business, she never left his side. Her little mouth was full of endless questions. When he was dealing with affairs of state, she would curl up in his arms, listening to him patiently read word by word to her, earnestly answering her innocent and childish questions. She learned extremely quickly, had a photographic memory, and could draw inferences. Like a child, she would proudly seek his praise. Seeing this, he would smile slightly and reach out to gently pat her head, as if she were still that round little pearl.

His deep voice softly called her “A Zhu,” and his cold, serious handsome face would only show a smile for her alone. Yet behind that smile lay a bitterness unknown to others.

In the deep night of Changming Palace, she ran barefoot to his bed, unwilling to be apart from him. He told her that men and women should be separate, but she stubbornly said she was just a pearl. Saying this, she rolled back and forth on the bed, rolling into his arms.

Like the thousand nights before, she loved the warmth of his palm and the rough caresses on her body, but she no longer wished to turn back into a pearl. She liked being held in his palm, but she preferred to take human form and embrace his body with her arms.

“Shao Ming…” Her head nuzzled against his chest. Hearing him sigh softly, he tightened his arms, holding her close.

Occasionally, Shao Ming Sheng Jun would take her out of the palace to play. They would change their appearances, and he would hold her hand, showing her the bustling temples, the devout yet numb common people, girls with straw in their hair, and old people dying by the roadside.

Her black, innocent eyes seemed to understand yet not understand. She held his hand, only feeling the heaviness and suppressed anger in his heart.

“Shao Ming, why aren’t you happy?” She only cared about him.

Shao Ming Sheng Jun lowered his head, looking into her clear, mirror-like eyes. Instead of answering her question, he asked in a low voice, “A Zhu, why did you mend the sky back then?”

Years ago, during the great war of the Divine Clan, the sky was torn and the earth sunken. The three realms were on the brink of destruction. It was the primordial pearl that transformed into the sky-mending stone, filling the tears in the sky. Because of this, she was severely injured and dormant for ten thousand years, only regaining consciousness after meeting Shao Ming.

Shao Ming Sheng Jun thought that perhaps she was also kind-hearted and compassionate, willing to sacrifice herself to repair the sky.

However, she said, “The Heavenly Dao ordered me to do so.”

Shao Ming Sheng Jun was slightly startled: “The Heavenly Dao?”

She nodded: “At that time, I didn’t have my consciousness. It’s because of you that I started to become human, having a human appearance and emotions.”

Shao Ming Sheng Jun was silent for a moment, then asked, “A Zhu, if it were the current you, would you be willing to sacrifice yourself to save all living beings?”

“Hm?” A Zhu was somewhat surprised, but she refused without hesitation, “I wouldn’t want to. Why should I sacrifice myself to save people who have nothing to do with me?”

“In your view, are all these living beings unrelated to you?” Shao Ming Sheng Jun asked.

A Zhu smiled and said, “Of course. Whether it’s the Divine Clan or the human race, they all come from chaos. My existence, along with the Book of Destiny, is only to maintain the order of this world. As for whether the beings in this world live or die, it’s of no concern to us.”

The primordial pearl and the Book of Destiny were formed from the primordial essence of chaos, embodiments of the Heavenly Dao, transcendent existences. She was not part of the three realms, not belonging to any faction. He selfishly wanted her to understand this human world, to feel compassion for the human race, and even hoped that she would be willing, like him, to fight and even sacrifice for the suffering human race.

But she said she was unwilling…

Later, he never mentioned it again. He left without saying goodbye for some time and returned from the abyss with a divine artifact, which he named Jun Tian. In the following ten years, Jun Tian became a weapon that struck fear into the hearts of the Divine Clan. The high and mighty gods never imagined that among the mortals they viewed as insects, such a powerful and terrifying being would appear. With just one man and one sword, he ascended to the Xihe Divine Palace, trampling countless temples and shattering divine statues everywhere, causing the Divine Clan to lose their support of faith.

How could a mortal defy heaven and slay gods?

But he was no ordinary mortal. He was the first and only person in the human race born with divine apertures, carrying a heavy mission from birth, shouldering the rise and fall, honor and disgrace of an entire race on his shoulders, tearing open this sky-covering dark curtain with his own hands. He was the chosen one born to fulfill destiny, Shao Ming Sheng Jun, a threat that the Divine Clan found difficult to deal with.

Finally, the enraged Divine Clan had no choice but to summon the Book of Destiny, using the power of destiny to suppress the chosen one.

On that day, a bamboo scroll appeared above the Xihe Divine Palace. Two large, black characters were written with vigorous strokes and a desolate aura. The primordial aura emanating from it made even the gods bow and tremble.

— Destiny!

A slender, powerful hand reached out from the void, gently grasping the bamboo scroll. His figure slowly materialized.

The man wore a green robe, as tall and straight as a pine tree, as precious as jade. His eyebrows were like distant mountains, his eyes like an autumn moon reflected in a calm lake, showing neither joy nor sorrow, neither anger nor serenity. He walked out as if from a painting, completely out of place in this world.

“Who has summoned the Book of Destiny?” The man’s thin lips parted slightly, his deep voice devoid of emotion.

The gods lowered their proud heads, their eyes filled with a fierce intent. “We, the Divine Clan, summon the Book of Destiny to slay the Evil Sovereign!”

The gaze of the God of Destiny fell upon the handsome man holding Jun Tian, his pitch-black, profound eyes momentarily pausing.

“The Son of Destiny can be restrained but cannot be slain,” the man said indifferently.

The gods continued, “We summon the Book of Destiny to restrain the Evil Sovereign! Let him never emerge again, so that the human race will be rid of this sovereign!”

They sought to erase the existence of Shao Ming Sheng Jun, to wipe away the shame of the Divine Clan’s defeat. In doing so, they could restore the unquestionable glory of the Divine Clan, making all beings once again bow to them, offering sincere worship and lifelong faith!

The God of Destiny nodded slightly. “Very well.”

The bamboo scroll flew from his hand, transforming into a massive canopy that obscured the light of the sun and moon.

The voice of the God of Destiny echoed in the darkness: “Shao Ming, the Evil Sovereign, who defies heaven and slays gods, has fallen into darkness and shall be sealed in the Melting Abyss.”

No force in this world could counter the Book of Destiny. The Book of Destiny, infused with primordial power, wrote the cause and effect, redefining the universe.

What the God of Destiny spoke was the truth.

The God of Destiny, with the power of the heavenly laws, bound Shao Ming Sheng Jun. A wave of dark energy surged from his heart, and a dark red hue appeared over his left chest. This dark color spread, staining his golden armor crimson, causing his jade crown to shatter and his ink-black hair to fly. Shao Ming Sheng Jun trembled as he gripped his sword, resisting the encroaching power of the laws. He struggled to lift his head, his handsome face was no longer dignified and pure, his phoenix eyes swirling with crimson killing intent.

The Sovereign had ultimately fallen into darkness.

At that moment, the perception of all living beings was altered; no one in the world remembered Shao Ming Sheng Jun, only knowing of a fallen god sealed and suppressed beneath the Melting Abyss.

That man had given everything for the human race, yet left nothing behind.

No, he had left behind much.

In his final moment, he dissipated his entire cultivation, like a meteor scattering across the sky, falling into the sea of mortals. From then on, the human race began their path of cultivation, no longer living like ants, subject to the whims of the Divine Clan.

He did not become a torch; a single light extinguished, yet countless sparks remained.

One could say he had no regrets…

If there were any, it would be her…

His phoenix eyes closed, and it felt like ten thousand years.

When his phoenix eyes opened again, it was ten thousand years later…

Before him lay a sea of lava and flames, raging fire burning in his phoenix eyes.

He was Shao Ming Sheng Jun.

He was a fallen god.

He was also Xie Xuechen.

Yet now, he was none of these; he was the Demon Sovereign!

Dressed in fiery garments, his phoenix eyes like torches, demonic energy surged into his body, his robes billowing with the force of the demonic aura. Beneath the Melting Abyss, terrifying changes were occurring.

The crimson moon shone brilliantly, shaking the entire demon realm, the sea of void swirling with demonic energy. Countless demons looked on in terror as disaster unfolded.

“The Melting Abyss is collapsing—”

The demons fled in all directions, panicking and unable to find an escape. A horrifying aura surged from the depths of the Melting Abyss, the pressure from his divine spirit causing their legs to weaken, rendering them unable to run, trembling in fear as they watched.

They saw a red figure slowly emerge from the collapsing Melting Abyss, the brilliance of the crimson moon illuminating his handsome yet cold features.

— Xie Xuechen?

— No!

— I am the Demon Sovereign!

*

On this day, the Two Realms Mountain trembled violently, and demonic energy surged westward, causing the world to be filled with unease.

The old Demon Sovereign was dead, and a new one had risen.

The emergence of the new Demon Sovereign was unprecedentedly powerful, even surpassing Sang Qi. However, Xie Xuechen had resigned from his position as the sect leader, disappearing without a trace, his life or death unknown.

Only Nan Xu Yue knew that Xie Xuechen was dead, his destined star extinguished completely. On the same day, Mu Xuan Ling awakened.

She opened her lifeless eyes as if realizing something. Her mind was still in chaos, yet tears fell unbidden.

After waking for three days, she neither ate nor drank, spoke nor made a sound. The primordial energy returned to her body, and her physical form gradually revived, but her heart remained in a state of dead silence. No matter what Nan Xu Yue or A Bao said, she did not react at all.

The Immortal Alliance was thrown into chaos due to the disturbances in the demon realm. Xuan Xin Zun Zhe kept a close watch on the changes in Yong Xue City. Upon learning of Mu Xuan Ling’s revival, a strong sense of unease surged within him, prompting him to rush to Yong Xue City.

“Nan Zhuang Zhu, Mu Xuan Ling has revived. Has Xie Xuechen met with misfortune?” Xuan Xin Zun Zhe asked gravely.

Nan Xu Yue, dressed in a simple blue robe, nodded heavily.

Xuan Xin Zun Zhe lowered his gaze, pondering for a moment. “If that’s the case, Mu Xuan Ling truly is the reincarnation of the primordial pearl…”

Nan Xu Yue raised her eyes to look at him, seeing through his thoughts. “Xuan Xin Zun Zhe, you want to use the power of the primordial pearl to deal with the Demon Sovereign.”

Xuan Xin Zun Zhe nodded. “With Xie Xuechen gone, the Demon Sovereign is invincible. We can only rely on the power of the primordial pearl to defend the Ten Thousand Immortals Array. These days, the demonic energy has surged, and the gap in the Ten Thousand Immortals Array is widening. I fear we cannot stop the Demon Sovereign. I wish to appoint Mu Xuan Ling as the new sect leader of the Immortal Alliance, and He Xian would do the same.”

Nan Xu Yue scoffed lightly. “This position of sect leader is better left unheld. In the past, when she was the Holy Maiden of the Demon Clan, she was treated with disdain and tormented in every way. Now that they seek her help, they merely wish to use her as a weapon for the Immortal Alliance.”

Xuan Xin Zun Zhe sighed. “The past is the past; the Immortal Alliance was blind. But if Xie Xuechen were here, he would also wish to protect this world.”

“That’s because he was foolish, guarding this unworthy world,” Nan Xu Yue said indifferently. “Ling’er is the primordial pearl, not belonging to this world. Why should she sacrifice her life for it?”

His protective tone was evident, and Xuan Xin Zun Zhe frowned slightly. “I wish to speak with her in person.”

Nan Xu Yue closed her folding fan, her voice cold. “Xuan Xin Zun Zhe, you are a wise man. I thought there was no need for further words; you should understand.”

Xuan Xin Zun Zhe replied, “In my position, I can only do what must be done. I believe Mu Xuan Ling will understand and will be willing.”

Nan Xu Yue replied unhappily, “She is unwilling.”

Xuan Xin Zun Zhe said, “It was she who invited me here.”

Nan Xu Yue was taken aback.

Nan Xu Yue found Mu Xuan Ling alone at the Snow Cliff, standing beneath a snow-covered pine tree, gazing at the towering yet desolate snow peaks.

“Ling’er, you are indeed here…” Nan Xu Yue slowly approached her from behind, looking at her back with a complex expression. “Xuan Xin Zun Zhe said you requested to go to the Two Realms Mountain to slay the Demon Sovereign and guard the Ten Thousand Immortals Array.”

Mu Xuan Ling did not turn around or respond but instead asked, “Nan Xu Yue, do you still wish to practice the Jade Que Sutra and restore your divine apertures?”

Nan Xu Yue was taken aback.

Mu Xuan Ling turned her head to look at him, her clear peach blossom eyes filled with affection for another, leaving him with only indifference.

Nan Xu Yue smiled bitterly. “You only wish to clear the air between us, to owe nothing to each other.”

“Nan Xu Yue, in this life, I can only, and only wish to owe one person,” Mu Xuan Ling lowered her eyes, hiding her sorrow. “But he is no longer here. I promised him that I would accompany him to guard the Ten Thousand Immortals Array for the rest of my life.”

At that time, he was still by her side. She thought they would have a long life together, but in the blink of an eye, she was left alone, guarding the world in solitude. She wished to pluck the Lotus of Eternal Life and ask the divine official on the Heavenly Ladder what price Xie Xuechen had paid to exchange for her rebirth, but that would take at least two hundred years for the Lotus of Eternal Life to bloom again…

Two hundred years… that was the lifespan of many people, but she could wait.

“He is no longer here, yet your life is long. The primordial pearl shares the same lifespan as heaven and earth. Will you guard the Ten Thousand Immortals Array for eternity?” Nan Xu Yue stepped forward, his outstretched hand paused in mid-air, then slowly curled into a fist, holding back from resting on her shoulder. “I do not care about the length of life; a thousand years of solitude is not as good as a hundred years of companionship. Ling’er, if you feel indebted to me, I do not want the Jade Que Sutra. I only wish for you to give me a hundred years of your long life. Is that acceptable?”

She saw his deep affection and humility, not that it did not touch her, but it was merely a touch and a sense of regret.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly, then raised her hand, her pale, cool fingertips touching his brow, pure primordial energy flowing into his nearly destroyed divine apertures.

Mu Xuan Ling said, “You deserve someone who loves you wholeheartedly.”

Nan Xu Yue closed his eyes in sorrow. “But if it’s not you, it has no meaning.”

The primordial energy surged into his limbs like a warm current, yet his heart remained cold. Nan Xu Yue felt a sudden piercing pain in his brow, the old scars ruthlessly torn open. In the unseen places, blood flowed freely, yet it made him more awake, as if a glimmer of light ignited in his mind, suddenly awakening memories that had been dormant deep within his soul.

Nan Xu Yue’s body shook, and he suddenly opened his eyes. A tremendous force surged from his divine apertures, pushing Mu Xuan Ling’s hand away. Mu Xuan Ling’s fingers tingled slightly, staring in shock at Nan Xu Yue, who knelt with his head lowered, his ink-black hair cascading over half of his handsome face, obscuring his expression.

Mu Xuan Ling thought he was injured and hurriedly approached to check, reaching out to touch his brow, but he grasped her wrist with his cold hand.

Nan Xu Yue slowly raised his head, his eyes meeting hers, dark and deep like an endless starry sky. His usually elegant and gentle features now appeared exceptionally cold and unfeeling.

“Nan Xu Yue?” Mu Xuan Ling called out in confusion.

Nan Xu Yue’s gaze shifted slightly as if regaining some vitality, yet his expression was very strange as he looked at her.

“Nan Xu Yue… ha.” Nan Xu Yue tightened his grip on her wrist, the corners of his lips curling up in a smile that was neither a smile nor a frown, his unfamiliar expression causing Mu Xuan Ling to feel a sudden unease.

“Have you forgotten me?” he asked her as if speaking to himself. “Indeed, the injury is too severe… for that person, time and again…”

“You are not Nan Xu Yue!” A sharp light flashed in Mu Xuan Ling’s eyes. She forcefully broke free from his grip, striking her palm against his chest.

Nan Xu Yue did not dodge or evade, taking the blow head-on, his body retreating a full yard. She controlled her strength to avoid hurting him, but unexpectedly, her attack not only failed to harm him but was absorbed and neutralized by him.

Nan Xu Yue smiled faintly, his figure suddenly vanishing from sight, reappearing behind her, his hands pressing down on her slender shoulders, his voice gentle and low as it whispered in her ear.

“Forget me? That’s fine.” Mu Xuan Ling panicked, realizing she was completely restrained by him, unable to move, only allowing him to pull her into his embrace, his cold fingertips brushing against her cheek. “Let’s get to know each other again.”

“I am Destiny.”

Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Chapter 61
At Yunxiu Manor.

Measured footsteps echoed outside the tightly closed door. Mu Xuanling’s eyes flickered as she met the gaze of Nan Xuyue, who pushed the door open and entered.

No, it was Tianming.

His handsome face held a hint of a smile, exuding an aura as refreshing as a cool breeze under a bright moon. After the awakening of Tianming Shu’s memories, his power rapidly recovered, even suppressing Mu Xuanling and confining her within Yunxiu Manor, cutting off all contact with the outside world. With his memories and power restored, Nan Xuyue appeared as gentle and refined as ever, but a closer look at his eyes would reveal no trace of warmth or mirth in those clear pupils. Instead, they held a detached indifference to everything, looking down upon all from on high.

He was as unreachable as a deity.

“Ling’er,” the deity called her name with a smile.

Mu Xuanling coldly looked at him. “Nan Xuyue, what exactly do you want to do?”

These past few days, she had tried hard to recall, but could never remember the memories from ten thousand years ago. Where she came from, why she fell into slumber – everything was shrouded in mist. She naturally knew of the existence of Tianming Shu; they were both primordial treasures, but one was in heaven and one on earth, seemingly never having met before. Since she couldn’t remember Tianming, she still called him Nan Xuyue. But she also knew that the Nan Xuyue before her was no longer the gentle and kind young master of the past, and she could no longer smile at him.

Nan Xuyue didn’t mind her coldness. He sat down in front of her and reached out with his beautiful, slender hand towards her cheek, but she turned her face away to avoid it. Nan Xuyue smiled faintly. “Why do you resent me? What I’m doing is to protect you. The Immortal Alliance merely wants to use you against the Demon Lord. What do the lives of humans have to do with you? Even if it’s because of Xie Xuechen, he’s already dead. Why bother doing those meaningless things for a dead man?”

Mu Xuanling responded coldly, “What I want to do is my business. What does it have to do with you?”

Nan Xuyue said, “Don’t you understand my feelings for you yet?”

“Tianming is emotionless, treating all beings as straw dogs. How could you possibly understand what feelings are?” Mu Xuanling scoffed.

Nan Xuyue smiled, playing with a lock of her hair, and said meaningfully, “If the Primordial Zhenzhu can have feelings, why can’t Tianming Shu?”

Mu Xuanling was momentarily speechless, her face cold as she tried to snatch her hair back from his hand. Nan Xuyue released the strand of hair but instead grasped her wrist, saying in a husky voice, “Ling’er, originally, all I asked for was a hundred years together.”

Mu Xuanling froze. The person before her seemed to have turned back into the Nan Xuyue of the past…

“Humans have short lifespans, yet they can have reincarnation after reincarnation. I only ask for one lifetime. Is that too much?” He gazed at her, questioning softly.

After a moment of silence, Mu Xuanling said, “Tianming, you still don’t understand feelings.”

Nan Xuyue silently looked at her.

Ten thousand years ago, she had said the same thing.

To help that man take revenge, she stormed the Heavenly Palace. Atop the Xihe Divine Palace, the gods, terrified, had pleaded with Tianming, but that time, he had not agreed.

He had only coldly said – This is the price for suppressing the Son of Heaven’s Mandate.

Gain and loss, this was the way of heaven. The price of fate was never his decision; everything was arranged in a heavenly way.

He had watched coldly as she nearly overturned the divine realm, finally killing her way to him. It was also the first time he saw her appearance. The Primordial Zhenzhu, which should have been untainted by worldly dust, was deeply entangled in love, hatred, and obsession, making the bright pearl tarnished, no different from mortals.

What a pity, what a shame.

“I want you to rewrite fate, release Zhaoming!” She stood before him, coldly threatening him.

The laws of Tianming Shu could only be broken by Tianming Shu itself. Even if she was the Primordial Zhenzhu, she couldn’t modify the fate he had written.

“I cannot, nor do I wish to,” Tianming refused indifferently. “In this world, there is no longer a Saint Lord Zhaoming, only the fallen god Zhaoming, forever imprisoned in Rongyan.”

“Don’t force me,” killing intent surged from her body. “If I perish together with you, then Tianming Shu will cease to exist, and fate can be reversed, right?”

Tianming looked at the tears in her eyes and said emotionlessly, “Why go to such lengths? He nurtured your wounds with spiritual power, repaired your cracks with his soul, all just to refine you, to use you against the divine race.”

“But he didn’t,” she closed her eyes, a crystal tear sliding down her cheek, falling into the clouds beneath her feet, into the mortal world below. “Even unto death, he never used me, just because I said I didn’t want to… Zhaoming didn’t know how special he was to me. If it was for him, I would be willing even if it meant death!”

Tianming looked slightly dazed at the tear she shed.

“I don’t understand…” He didn’t understand her feelings or her choices.

She smiled desolately, “Tianming is emotionless, naturally not understanding the word ‘feeling’. I understand now, but it’s too late. Since you’re unwilling to rewrite fate, then I shall write his fate myself!”

In that battle, they both suffered heavy losses. The Heavenly Book was burned, and the Primordial Zhenzhu lost its light. His consciousness fell into the mortal world along with her. Fate decreed that they would be forever entangled, even if they both forgot the past.

He, like her, was tainted by human emotions, making one weak, lowly, and lost.

Yet she said he still didn’t understand.

If Tianming didn’t understand, did Nan Xuyue not understand either?

If this wasn’t love, then why did his heart ache so? Where did this pain come from?

The Immortal Alliance and the Demon Alliance simultaneously received invitations from Yunxiu Manor. Just as everyone was in a frenzy over the Demon Lord’s descent, Yunxiu Manor was about to hold a joyous event.

Manor Lord Nan Xuyue was to be married, with the bride being Mu Xuanling, in just three days. Those who knew Mu Xuanling’s identity were all shocked, especially Venerable Xuanxin. He knew very well that Mu Xuanling and Xie Xuechen were in love, and she would never marry Nan Xuyue. Moreover, now that Mu Xuanling had regained the power of the Primordial Zhenzhu, how could Nan Xuyue force her if she was unwilling?

Everyone harbored their thoughts as they rushed to Yunxiu Manor. Since Nan Wugou’s passing, Yunxiu Manor had been removed from the Immortal Alliance’s roster and hadn’t been this lively for a long time. Immortals and demons gathered together, each with different expressions, whispering in hushed tones. Despite the festive decorations, there wasn’t much of a celebratory atmosphere in the manor.

As the auspicious hour approached, the maids looked at the bride in plain white clothes with a frosty expression, distressed. No matter how they pleaded, she refused to wear the wedding attire.

Nan Xuyue entered from outside, and the maids immediately knelt, trembling as they said, “Manor Lord, Miss Mu refuses to dress up and change clothes.”

Nan Xuyue smiled faintly and waved his hand, saying, “It’s alright, you may all leave.”

Mu Xuanling kept a stern face, seeing Nan Xuyue walk behind her in the bronze mirror. She gritted her teeth and said, “You’ve gone mad.”

“I’m very clear-headed,” his hand gently fell on her shoulder as he said softly, “I know you won’t be willing to wear wedding attire. You want to mourn for Xie Xuechen, and I won’t force you. If you wear white, I’ll wear white too. It’s quite fitting.”

“You’re Tianming. How can you believe in mortal marriage rituals?” Mu Xuanling said coldly.

Nan Xuyue chuckled lightly, “Of course, I don’t believe in them, but I know that in your heart, you’ve always wanted to have such a ceremony with Xie Xuechen. You wanted to be united with him, with heaven and earth as witness, till death do you part.”

Mu Xuanling’s heart quivered, and a dense, stabbing pain surged up, involuntarily bringing tears to her eyes.

“What Xie Xuechen could give you, I can too,” Nan Xuyue said softly by her ear. “I don’t ask you to love me as you loved him, I only ask that you know my heart and comfort my longing.”

He was the lofty Tianming, who shouldn’t have fallen into this mortal world, tainted by dust, entangled in emotions. Only now did he understand that those drowned in love die without regret.

They were meant to be a pair from birth. She was so soft-hearted; given time, she would surely be moved by him. He firmly believed this.

On this day, the Immortal Alliance and Demon Alliance witnessed such a strange wedding.

Both the groom and bride were dressed in white. The bride’s face was frosty, while the groom smiled like a spring breeze. Anyone could see that the bride was unwilling.

But they also saw that Nan Xuyue, whose divine aperture had been crippled, had not only recovered from his old injuries but even surpassed Mu Xuanling in aura! In just a few days, even if he had cultivated the Jade Watchtower Scripture, it was impossible to reach such heights unless… he was originally heaven itself!

“First bow to heaven and earth!” the officiant’s voice trembled. Both newlyweds stood straight, showing no intention of bowing to heaven and earth.

Nan Xuyue smiled faintly, “I am heaven, you are earth. Why bow to heaven and earth?”

The officiant called out again, “Second bow to the parents…”

Nan Xuyue looked at Mu Xuanling, who was pursing her lips in anger and smiled, “All things are born from chaos. We have no parents to bow to, so let’s skip it.”

The guests looked at each other, feeling increasingly strange. These two didn’t seem to want to get married at all; they had a grudge…

“Bow to each other…” the officiant’s voice weakened.

Nan Xuyue slowly turned to face Mu Xuanling, his voice softening, “Ling’er, just this one bow, for my lifelong wish.”

Mu Xuanling lowered her eyes, her fists clenched within her sleeves. She was frozen in place by him, stiffly turning under his control, forced to meet his gaze.

“Nan Xuyue, don’t force me to hate you,” she said hoarsely.

“You’ve hated me for a long time,” he sighed lightly. “It’s just that you’ve forgotten… even your hatred.”

He slightly bent his long neck, a force simultaneously pressing on her nape, forcing her to complete this ritual with him. However, at that moment, an unexpected change occurred – the earth began to shake violently!

Demonic qi surged from the west!

Everyone’s face changed as they stood up, turning to look towards the horizon. A sky-covering black mist of demonic qi raged wildly, shooting up into the heavens. Above Liangjie Mountain, the space began to distort strangely, like a crumpled painting. The desolate mountains and vast sky twisted and inverted. Suddenly, a vortex appeared, its powerful suction creating a fierce wind. Countless plants tilted and were even uprooted, flying towards the vortex.

Everyone’s face changed as they shouted, “The Ten Thousand Immortals Formation has been broken!”

Nan Xuyue’s face darkened, and the force suppressing Mu Xuanling suddenly disappeared. He flew out, his gaze somber as he looked toward the direction of the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation. In the vortex, heavenly fire raged one moment and lightning flashed wildly the next. Various magical phenomena from the formation surged forth, turning the mountains into scorched earth and changing the colors of heaven and earth!

Spiritual power was being sucked into the vortex, while demonic qi was frantically spilling out. Strands of dark demonic qi, like tendrils or vines, grew from the vortex, constantly expanding it. The vortex became a black eye, and within that black pupil, a crimson moon was reflected.

“The gate to the Demon Realm has opened…” Venerable Xuanxin looked at the scene before him in disbelief. “Is that Demon Lord truly so powerful?”

Could he, with his power alone, tear open the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation and open the gate to the Demon Realm?

All who witnessed this scene felt a deep despair rising in their hearts. Such power was simply impossible to resist.

A figure in red appeared above the crimson moon. That red was like a fusion of blood and ink, dark red and piercing to the eye. Just one glance caused pain in the eyes, making it unbearable to look directly at. Legend had it that only deities couldn’t be looked at directly, but this was a demon!

Venerable Fashen could endure the pain and look directly at the gradually approaching figure but still shed two lines of bloody tears.

Mu Xuanling stared blankly at the figure on the moon, inexplicably feeling a sense of familiarity. In an instant, that figure had descended from the crimson moon to the mortal world, passing through the eye of the storm-torn open by the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation, and gracefully landing on Liangjie Mountain. The wild wind blew his clothes and ink-black hair, and even just his silhouette made Venerable Fashen tremble. An eerie black mist shrouded his body, making his features unclear. With every movement, he stirred up surging demonic qi. The demonic qi was so dense and substantial that Mu Xuanling even suspected this Demon Lord had devoured an entire void sea.

Nan Xuyue’s cold gaze fixed directly on that person. His thin lips parted slightly, and in an icy voice, he slowly uttered two words: “Zhao Ming.”

Upon hearing this name, Mu Xuanling’s entire body suddenly froze. It was as if a hand had violently gripped her heart, making her ache and struggle to breathe.

Who was Zhao Ming, who was Zhao Ming…

Why did hearing this name make her so sad…

With the Demon Lord’s descent, all cultivators showed expressions of shock and fear. Venerable Xuanxin and He Xianwo, as leaders of the Immortal and Demon Alliances respectively, led all the Fashen Venerables to confront the Demon Lord. Venerable Xuanxin had thought Nan Xuyue wouldn’t lend a hand, but surprisingly, he flew towards the red-robed Demon Lord without any hesitation, his speed extremely fast, leaving everyone else behind.

Mu Xuanling took the opportunity to break free from Nan Xuyue’s magical restraints and flew towards Liangjie Mountain close behind.

The two white-robed figures were like two beams of light, their faint golden glow breaking through the blockade of the black demonic mist, leaving two beautiful arcs.

Nan Xuyue waved his wide sleeve, and primordial qi materialized from the void, like heavenly punishment, slashing down towards that red figure with space-shattering force. Dozens of Fashen Venerables joined forces, Buddhist chants echoed on Liangjie Mountain, golden light from formations flickered, heavenly thunder fell, and flames rose. The combined power of the layered formations was incredibly grand. For a moment, the sky darkened, the sun and moon lost their light, and everyone only heard a buzzing sound, nothing else.

When the formations retreated, all was silent, and there was no one there.

Mu Xuanling was stunned and then felt a tightness around her waist. A pair of hands reached out from behind, tightly embracing her waist. The person lowered his head, his chin resting on her left shoulder, his low, hoarse voice like a sigh.

“Ling’er…”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes suddenly widened as she turned her head to look at him.

Familiar features, yet an unfamiliar aura. He was Xie Xuechen, yet not like Xie Xuechen!

“You…” She reached out a trembling hand, gently touching his features.

His usually cold and sharp phoenix eyes now surged with deep, intense emotion. His sword-like eyebrows flew diagonally into his temples, even more sharp than before. Her fingertips traced his brow bone, slid down his straight nose, and fell upon his thin lips.

It wasn’t an illusion conjured by the Demon Lord. He was Xie Xuechen. Even with his body full of demonic qi, she wouldn’t mistake him!

“Xie Xuechen…” She choked out his name, turned around, and threw herself into his embrace, her arms tightly hugging his body, afraid he would disappear like a dream. Surging tears wet his clothes. He gently held her trembling, thin body, lowering his head to kiss the top of her head, allowing her to release her grief and wild joy in his arms.

“Ling’er…” His deep, slightly hoarse voice responded tenderly.

She was Ling’er, and also Azhu. Only, for some unknown reason, she had lost her memories and forgotten that he was originally Zhao Ming.

Saint Lord Zhao Ming, Fallen God Zhao Ming, Demon Lord Zhao Ming – no matter who he was, no matter how many years had passed, she was always the one he couldn’t let go of in his heart.

During the ten thousand years of being sealed, he endured the pain of tempering his body day and night. His memories were altered by Tianming, making him forget who he originally was, only knowing himself as the Fallen God Zhao Ming. It wasn’t until the memories belonging to Xie Xuechen merged with his primordial spirit that he vaguely understood many things. Xie Xuechen was a strand of his soul that he had cut off back then, a tribulation that Zhao Ming had experienced in this mortal world. He inherited Saint Lord Zhao Ming’s aspirations, prioritizing humanity and caring for all beings, but like Zhao Ming, he also deeply loved Azhu. It was a bond from past lives, an entanglement that couldn’t be untied. Even Tianming couldn’t separate them.

Everyone looked at the embracing couple in shock. They too recognized that the red-robed Demon Lord was Xie Xuechen…

“Sect Leader Xie…” someone murmured.

Xie Xuechen raised his slightly cold eyebrows, and those swept by his gaze all trembled in fear.

“Demon Lord Zhao Ming.” Only Nan Xuyue coldly called his true name.

Xie Xuechen’s phoenix eyes gazed deeply at Nan Xuyue. Since awakening in Rongyan that day, he had remembered everything. Nan Xuyue was the Tianming Shu he had seen in the Xihe Divine Palace that day.

“Lord Tianming,” Xie Xuechen said coldly, “I didn’t expect you would also fall into the mortal realm.”

After Zhao Ming was suppressed by Tianming Shu, he knew nothing of what happened afterward. Naturally, he didn’t know that Azhu had stormed the Heavenly Palace to save him, resulting in both her and Tianming being grievously injured. He didn’t even understand how he had broken free from the constraints of Tianming’s laws and escaped from beneath Rongyan. He vaguely felt that it had something to do with Azhu, but Azhu had also lost her memories.

“Even after falling into the mortal realm, I am still Tianming,” Nan Xuyue’s aura suddenly became countless times stronger. His handsome and refined face became as cold as if frozen in ice. He raised his chin proudly, looking down at Xie Xuechen. “I suppressed you once, I can suppress you a second time!”

Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Chapter 62
Venerable Xuan Xin and He Xian Wo led the other cultivators to retreat far from the battlefield. Everyone looked at the three intertwined figures with confusion and bewilderment in their eyes.

They couldn’t distinguish who was friend or foe anymore…

“Nan Xu Yue, it’s the Book of Destiny…” Venerable Xuan Xin gazed at the white-robed figure with a complex expression. “Born with ten orifices, truly a reincarnated divine being.”

“Then what’s the background of Xie Xue Chen?” He Xian Wo looked at the red-robed Demon Lord in confusion. “Nan Xu Yue called him Demon Lord Zhao Ming. How come we’ve never heard of someone so powerful?”

Venerable Xuan Xin looked towards the wide-open gate to the Demon Realm. The crimson moon hung high in the night sky, yet there was only silence within – not a single demon soldier could be seen emerging. Feeling something was amiss, Venerable Xuan Xin exchanged a glance with He Xian Wo before flying towards the Demon Realm’s gate.

Shortly after, the two figures flew back, bringing perplexing news.

“The Demon Realm is empty.”

Empty? What did that mean?

It meant there were no demon soldiers, no demon generals, not a single one…

The entire Demon Realm was desolate, dead silent.

“Maybe the Demon Lord devoured all the demons, that’s why he’s so powerful,” He Xian Wo offered his guess.

Venerable Xuan Xin suddenly smiled, though it was a mix of amusement and disbelief.

“I never imagined that the number one demon slayer would be the Demon Lord himself.”

He Xian Wo was also confused. “So is he the Demon Lord or Xie Xue Chen?”

“It should be Xie Xue Chen,” Venerable Xuan Xin said confidently. “Otherwise, Jun Tian wouldn’t still recognize him as its master.”

Nan Xu Yue, wielding his pen knife, maintained a cold expression as he unleashed waves of fierce Chaos energy. No matter how strong the demonic energy was, it was naturally suppressed by the Chaos energy. The knife’s intent corroded the demonic energy, leaving wounds on Xie Xue Chen’s body. But now that he had a Demon Lord’s body, he no longer bled. Instead, demonic energy seeped from his wounds, bringing waves of pain. Mu Xuan Ling helped block the attacks for him. Nan Xu Yue intentionally avoided her, but she kept throwing herself in the path of his blade, causing her white robes to be stained with blood.

Nan Xu Yue frowned slightly and angrily said, “Ling’er, move aside!”

Mu Xuan Ling ignored his words. Nan Xu Yue’s eyes flashed coldly, and a bamboo scroll appeared in his left palm.

“The Book of Destiny!”

That was Nan Xu Yue’s true form, as well as his magical weapon. When the pen-knife fell upon the bamboo scroll, it could write fate and reverse destiny.

The Book of Destiny was a Chaos artifact belonging to the divine race. If a divine being requested destiny to be changed, then that divine being would bear the price. But if destiny was changed for oneself, one had to bear the consequences. Back then, he didn’t agree to A Zhu’s request to rewrite Destiny, because the price of rewriting Destiny was not something they could bear.

Nan Xu Yue unrolled the bamboo scroll and gripped the pen knife tightly, poising it above the scroll.

Mu Xuan Ling was shocked to her core. She flew towards Nan Xu Yue without regard for anything else. A stroke of the pen-knife fell on her chest, and blood immediately soaked through her white robes.

“Ling’er!” Xie Xue Chen cried out in alarm, chasing after her.

Nan Xu Yue looked up and saw the blood on her chest. His pupils contracted instantly. Mu Xuan Ling’s attack arrived in the blink of an eye. He raised his pen knife, Chaos energy condensing at its tip, aiming at her forehead.

He wanted to force her back, using this attack with all his might.

She wanted to stop him from rewriting destiny, also holding nothing back in this move.

Both would be injured, and destroyed together!

A scene from ten thousand years ago flashed through his mind. Nan Xu Yue’s breath caught. Mu Xuan Ling’s attack landed on his divine orifice, the powerful and domineering Chaos energy suddenly bursting open his divine orifice, sending him flying.

Nan Xu Yue fell to the ground, coughing blood, clutching the Book of Destiny tightly. He looked up at Mu Xuan Ling and gave a bitter smile, saying hoarsely, “You were unwilling to wear a wedding dress for me, yet you’re willing to stain your white robes with blood for him…”

Mu Xuan Ling withdrew her hand in a daze, looking at Nan Xu Yue lying motionless on the ground. She asked, “Why did you withdraw your pen-knife?”

She had felt the knife’s intent pierce her skin, yet at the last moment, he had completely withdrawn his attack. He didn’t even try to dodge her attack, taking her full-force strike without any defense.

Nan Xu Yue continuously coughed up blood, the Book of Destiny disappearing from his palm.

“Wounds from Chaos energy… aren’t so easy to heal…” he said in a hoarse voice. “That knife strike to the heart… you would have died… I couldn’t bear it…”

“Ling’er!” Xie Xue Chen embraced her swaying body, but saw her shake her head and say softly, “Don’t worry, I’m fine.”

Nan Xu Yue looked at the two leaning on each other. They were so close, without the slightest gap for him to intervene. She had felt hate towards him, gratitude, apology, pity, but never a hint of love. He thought the long passage of time would be enough for her to forget the past, but it had been ten thousand years… Even for a god, ten thousand years meant several changes of mulberry fields into the sea. Yet time and reincarnation still couldn’t erase the feelings between them.

Was it that he didn’t understand?

He just didn’t understand the sweetness of being in love, only tasting the bitterness of longing.

“Ling’er… That day in Mirror Flower Valley, it was out of selfishness that I didn’t save Xie Xue Chen… I always thought that without Xie Xue Chen, you would eventually see me… But I never imagined you would die for him…” He coughed lightly, spattering drops of blood like red plum blossoms. His clear, moist eyes were full of bitterness. “During the days and nights I watched over you, I was filled with regret…”

Mu Xuan Ling suddenly realized that the person before her was not Destiny, but Nan Xu Yue.

But Destiny and Nan Xu Yue were the same person after all…

“I didn’t want to hurt you, yet I ended up hurting you the deepest… Ling’er, you once promised me a bit of affection, but in the end… even that little bit of affection was taken away… Leaving me with only an apology.”

Nan Xu Yue raised his head to look at Mu Xuan Ling, his wet, gentle brows and eyes reminiscent of when they first met in the forest. He stood before her, smiling and lowering his head, carefully raising his fan to shield her from the scorching sun.

— When I first met you, it felt like an old friend returning. The bright moon in the sky is new, yet morning and night I think of you most…

“Nan Xu Yue…” Mu Xuan Ling walked to his side and knelt, sadly gripping his increasingly cold hand. She could only say sorry, but she knew he didn’t want to hear it.

Nan Xu Yue weakly gripped her fingertips and gave a low laugh, his eyes sparkling with a fragmented smile. “Since there can only be an apology… why not make it a bit more? If I die by your hand… you’re so soft-hearted, perhaps you’ll remember me forever…”

Mu Xuan Ling’s heart ached, tears spilling from her eyes and falling onto his palm.

“Ling’er… tell me… does this… this count as… love?”

Nan Xu Yue died, but the Book of Destiny wouldn’t die. He returned to his divine position, back to Luo Wu Mountain.

“Si Ming is the Book of Destiny. He has the same lifespan as heaven and won’t die, but will only fall into slumber, perhaps for ten thousand years, perhaps for twenty thousand…” Mu Xuan Ling said gloomily. “If heaven had feelings, heaven too would grow old. He should have been sitting high in the clouds, untainted by earthly dust, not ending up like this.”

“He wanted you to remember him, so his wish was granted in a way,” said Xie Xue Chen.

Mu Xuan Ling looked at him carefully and said softly, “Are you angry?”

Xie Xue Chen chuckled and held her soft little hand in his palm, kneading it. “Not exactly angry, but a bit bothered.”

He had scattered his cultivation and died to save Mu Xuan Ling, his dao heart shattered as he turned to demons. Now with a Demon Lord’s body, without the restraint of a dao heart, his words and actions were more casual and heartfelt. Sometimes influenced by demonic energy, he was easily swayed by emotions, unrestrained in the seven emotions. At other times, when the spirit of Saint Zhao Ming dominated, his consciousness would be clearer, and his behavior would appear more cultured and restrained.

Mu Xuan Ling learned from him about what happened after he took the Changshou Lotus, and only then did she realize that the one who saved her seven years ago was the future Xie Xue Chen!

No wonder he had forgotten, it was because he never had those memories in the first place…

At that time, when he breathed his last in front of her, she had only one thought: to save him at all costs. She still didn’t understand what that power surging from within her was, thinking it was just demon energy. How could she have known that her true form was the Chaos Zhenzhu?

“After you scattered your cultivation and turned to demons, why did you become the Demon Lord?” Mu Xuan Ling asked, puzzled. “I’ve never heard of such a thing happening.”

Xie Xue Chen asked in a deep voice, “Ling’er, do you remember what happened ten thousand years ago?”

Mu Xuan Ling shook her head in confusion: “I don’t remember anything… My earliest memory is at Bright Moon Manor.”

Seeing Xie Xue Chen’s solemn expression, she asked nervously, “What exactly happened ten thousand years ago?”

Xie Xue Chen sighed lightly and said, “Ten thousand years ago, the divine race ruled the three realms, viewing all living beings as ants. I killed my way to the divine realm and was suppressed in the Melting Abyss by Destiny at the request of the divine race. Destiny erased my identity and name, and from then on, the world knew not of my existence. I was originally the Human Emperor, Saint Zhao Ming.”

“Zhao Ming…” She softly murmured his name, as if cat claws were gently scratching her heart, causing a slight pain and itch.

Hearing her familiar call, Xie Xue Chen lowered his eyes and smiled, planting a kiss on her forehead.

“It feels so familiar, yet I can’t remember…” Mu Xuan Ling frowned in frustration. “Could it be because Destiny tampered with my memories? But… that shouldn’t be possible, his power isn’t enough to affect me.”

“I have other doubts. What happened after I was sealed, why did the divine race disappear, and where did the demon race come from?” Xie Xue Chen’s gaze darkened, lost in thought. “I think there’s one person who might know the answers.”

Luo Wu Mountain.

The Upper God of the Wheel Mirror was polishing non-existent dust off the Reincarnation Mirror when suddenly, he raised a smile.

“You’ve come.”

He turned around without surprise, smiling at the two people standing side by side behind him.

The red-robed Demon Lord and the white-robed Celestial Maiden.

With their powers restored, the Demon Lord and the Chaos Zhenzhu could easily ascend the God-Slaying Platform.

“Supreme God Lunjing, when we last met, I remember you saying someone had covered the world’s truth with lies, even deceiving you. Have you remembered now?” Xie Xuechen asked.

Supreme God Lunjiang nodded slightly, smiling, “A few days ago, the Book of Heaven’s Mandate returned.”

Mu Xuanling’s eyes flickered.

Supreme God Lunjiang looked at her: “The Book of Heaven’s Mandate fell silent again, but I managed to take a peek. You should know that all written mandates remain on the bamboo slips forever, so I saw everything and remembered everything.”

“What does ‘everything’ refer to?” Xie Xuechen pressed.

“First, naturally, the existence of Holy Lord Zhao Ming, which you know best,” Supreme God Lunjiang said with a smile.

Xie Xuechen nodded: “I want to know what happened after I was sealed. And why Ling’er lost her memories.”

Supreme God Lunjiang’s gentle gaze swept over Mu Xuanling, sighing: “After you were sealed, the Chaos Zhenzhu stormed the Celestial Palace, forcing the Book of Heaven’s Mandate to reverse-write fate to release you. But reverse-writing fate requires an unknown price, which the Book of Heaven’s Mandate was unwilling to pay. The two fought, both were injured, and both fell silent. After the Book of Heaven’s Mandate fell silent, there was a chance to switch heaven and earth – this was the only way to save Holy Lord Zhao Ming.”

Supreme God Lunjiang turned his back, his long sleeve brushing over the Samsara Mirror. A silver light flashed across the mirror, its surface rippling like a lake, gradually becoming clear.

In the mirror, a young woman who looked exactly like Mu Xuanling was covered in blood, barely breathing. She leaned weakly against the Pillar of Heaven, reaching out her right hand to press against her brow. Enduring excruciating pain, she forcibly extracted a golden-red soul from her brow. She was in so much pain that her face turned pale, covered in sweat, almost fainting.

That drop of golden-red sacred blood was gently wrapped in chaos energy. She looked at that drop of soul with lingering affection, softly calling out – “Zhao Ming”…

But even though she was so reluctant, she still let go, allowing that drop of soul to fall into the mortal world.

A round mirror appeared before her. She reached out her right hand, drops of fresh blood falling onto the mirror, which emitted a strange light. After a long time, the figure of a man in green robes appeared in the mirror. The man’s face was handsome and solemn, slowly walking out of the mirror – it was none other than Supreme God Lunjiang.

“From today on, your name will be Lunjiang,” she said in a hoarse voice. “I have given you the power to reverse time and space. You are now the Time Keeper.”

The Time Keeper knelt before her, respectfully calling out: “Lunjiang pays respects to the Supreme God.”

She coughed lightly, extremely exhausted: “My time is running out, listen carefully… The divine race has been destroyed by me, fallen into demons, and suppressed in the Molten Abyss. I’m about to fall into slumber, losing all my power and memories, unable to save Zhao Ming anymore. The only way is to cast his soul into the cycle of reincarnation. After thousands or tens of thousands of years, when the time is right, his soul will enter the Molten Abyss and merge with his physical body, regaining his past life’s memories. This is the only chance of survival I’ve seen after looking through thousands of years of reincarnation cycles…”

The Book of Heaven’s Mandate controlled the laws of fate, while the Chaos Zhenzhu controlled the power of time and space. But fate couldn’t control her destiny, and she couldn’t reverse the laws of fate. Only after mutual destruction could they find a glimmer of hope.

“You’ll probably forget these words soon… Everything about Zhao Ming will be erased by Heaven’s Mandate. You only need to remember to wait here. Many years later, someone will come here. No matter what wish he makes, you must agree and help him.” She frowned, not daring to say too much, fearing it would touch upon fate and be erased, which would ruin everything.

The Time Keeper didn’t dare to ask more. He bowed his head in agreement.

“If the Supreme God loses her memory, what if she finds his soul again?”

A gentle and confident smile appeared on that pale face: “After thousands of years, among the sea of mortals, the one I fall in love with will be him.”

Everything in the Samsara Mirror gradually blurred, only that voice still echoing in the temple.

The Time Keeper’s ethereal voice slowly said: “So I’m not a god, just the embodiment of the Supreme God’s time and space power. The original divine race is now the demon race. Water overflows when full, and the moon wanes – this is the way of heaven. The divine race declined at its peak, one thought makes a god, one thought makes a demon.”

He turned around, slowly bowing to Mu Xuanling. A faint blue smoke emanated from his body, his figure gradually becoming ethereal and misty.

Strands of time and space power floated towards Mu Xuanling, entering her divine aperture. Power filled her divine aperture, and memories gradually became clear.

The Time Keeper respectfully said: “Welcome back, Supreme God.”

As the Time Keeper’s voice sounded, his figure returned to the mirror surface, finally disappearing. The miraculous Samsara Mirror slowly fell into Mu Xuanling’s palm. The sands of time no longer flowed, the mirror surface calm and lightless. Turning it over, one could see drops of fresh blood seeping into the mirror, leaving layers of rouge color, resembling thousands of blooming peach blossoms.

“Zhao Ming…” her voice softly sounded, heavily falling on his heart.

“That day I told you I came from chaos, and that the life and death of all beings meant nothing to me. So you hid it from me, went to the Celestial Palace alone, facing death alone, thinking you were no different from other beings in my heart.”

“But Zhao Ming, I didn’t understand then. You’re different from all other beings in this world. I don’t care about others, I only care about you.”

“I waited for you for ten thousand years, searched for you for ten thousand years, just to find you and tell you this in person.”

“Whether as Ah Zhu or Ling’er, for thousands of years, I want to be with you, never parting in life or death.”

“Do you understand now?”

Her response was a warm embrace. Behind her was his solid chest, his hands covering the back of her hands, his fingertips caressing the peach blossoms on the mirror. Each petal was a thought of love, quietly growing in a place unknown to others, just waiting to bloom in this life.

======================================

The main story ends here~

Thank you to all the readers who have followed the serial, and to those who have actively commented, giving me a lot of motivation to write~~!

The endings of some supporting characters were not addressed in the main text and will be supplemented in the form of extra chapters.

Tentatively planned are the daily lives of the Demon Lord couple, and the future of the Bao-Sheng CP. Because Ah Bao was too young in the main text to fully develop the CP, the extra Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Chapter will start when Ah Bao grows up. For Sang Xi’s reincarnation extra, check my Weibo, there’s an extra Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Chapter the length of a story outline for you to imagine.

With this, except for the main characters, everyone else has a Bad Ending!

Qian Duo Tao Hua Yi Shi Kai – Epilogue
At the invitation of Demon Lord Xie Xuechen, the Immortal-Demon Alliance traveled to the Demon Realm’s Zhushen Palace to attend the first birthday celebration of their second child. After the banquet, the Sect Leader of Xuanxin brought back two unfamiliar faces: a vivacious young girl with twin buns and lively eyes, and a delicate, fairy-like child with phoenix eyes and handsome brows.

“Sect Leader, who are these two?” Everyone looked at the child’s face, which bore a striking seven or eight-tenths resemblance to that person. Could it be…?

Venerable Xuanxin smiled helplessly: “This is the Demon Queen’s adopted sister and the Demon Lord’s eldest son.”

The young girl smiled radiantly, like a blooming mountain flower: “Everyone can just call me Jiang Bao.”

The fairy child shyly lowered his head, clutching Jiang Bao’s sleeve and hiding behind her. He timidly revealed half of his small face and said in a low voice, “I… I’m called Hao Yi.”

The small face, so similar to Xie Xuechen’s, wore a shy and pitiful expression. His slightly rounded phoenix eyes were watery, melting everyone’s hearts. Involuntarily, they compared the child’s face to the Demon Lord’s cold and handsome visage, instantly finding this little one even more adorable.

Their fingers itched, wanting to pinch those cheeks…

Venerable Xuanxin sighed, “Cultivator Jiang, did the Demon Lord and Demon Queen know you brought the young prince out like this?”

Ah Bao grinned: “Big sister naturally knows. I left a note when I left.”

Venerable Xuanxin looked exasperated: “So, it’s asking for forgiveness rather than permission?”

Hao Yi said softly, “Father said I could go out with Aunt Ah Bao to broaden my horizons… staying with demons for too long makes people stupid.”

Ah Bao nodded vigorously: “We’ve come to the Immortal Alliance for further cultivation!”

Ever since the Demon Lord descended to the mortal realm a hundred years ago, the situation in the lower realm has changed dramatically from the past. Although Xie Xuechen destroyed the Ten Thousand Immortals Formation, his presence kept the newly born demons of the Void Sea in check, not daring to encroach upon the human realm in the slightest. The relationship between the Immortal Alliance and the Demon Alliance had reached a delicate balance through gradual reconciliation.

Humans no longer feared or were hostile towards demons, while demons were attracted to human civilization, not only learning human cultivation techniques but also their etiquette and morals, using their dao hearts to restrain their bestial nature. The five sects of the Immortal Alliance and the thousand gates of the Demon Alliance often exchanged students, strengthening the integration and friendship between the two races. The effects were quite remarkable, giving birth to a large number of half-demons with noble parentage on both sides…

The earliest batch of half-demons all became disciples of Mu Xuanling, who personally taught them and opened their divine apertures. When the number of half-demons with divine apertures reached a certain level, a miraculous thing happened… All half-demons born thereafter naturally possessed divine apertures. Half-demons with divine apertures could practice both demon and human cultivation techniques, with aptitudes surpassing ordinary humans and demons. They received attention from various major sects and were strongly cultivated. Naturally, the concept of demon slaves no longer existed.

Venerable Xuanxin had repeatedly invited Xie Xuechen to come out of seclusion and take charge of the Immortal Alliance again, but Xie Xuechen always declined. Using his identity as the Demon Lord as an excuse, he said it was inappropriate for him to involve himself in the affairs of the human Immortal Alliance. He lived in seclusion, residing in Zhushen Palace year-round. The existence of Zhao Ming had been erased by Heaven’s Mandate. Although Xie Xuechen had recovered his memories due to the protection of the chaos energy, he couldn’t change others’ perceptions. So he let go of Zhao Ming’s past and started a new life as Demon Lord Xie Xuechen.

No one in the world knew that today’s demon race was once the glorious divine race. The divine race created fear to cultivate faith, and this so-called faith was heart demons – greed, anger, and delusion. One thought could make a god, one thought could make a demon. Ten thousand years ago, the divine race used the Book of Heaven’s Mandate to seal away Zhao Ming, the Son of Heaven’s Way, erasing his existence and denouncing him as a fallen god.

They never imagined that the price they would pay would be the entire divine race accompanying him in his fall, degrading into demons, suppressed in the Molten Abyss, and ultimately coming under the control of Demon Lord Zhao Ming. As long as human heart demons do not perish, demons will continue to be born endlessly in the Void Sea, but all demons must obey the Demon Lord without exception. And the Demon Lord must obey the Demon Queen – this, too, has no exception.

At this moment, chaos erupted in Zhushen Palace as the Demon Queen chased after the Demon Lord.

Mu Xuanling pounced on Xie Xuechen, her two hands clutching his collar, fuming: “It must have been you who encouraged Ah Bao to take Hao Yi and run away from home!”

Xie Xuechen’s lips curled in a helpless smile as he lay flat, allowing her to straddle him.

“Ling’er, Hao Yi has grown up. It’s time for him to go out and see the world,” he said, his slender fingers resting on her slender waist, massaging skillfully. His cool voice continued calmly, “The Demon Realm is full of brainless demon soldiers. They only know how to please Hao Yi. If he stays with them for too long, he’ll become silly all day long. It’s better to let him go to the Immortal Alliance to broaden his horizons. With Ah Bao accompanying him and Xuanxin watching over them, what are you worried about?”

Xie Xuechen’s massage made Mu Xuanling’s tense body unconsciously relax. She loosened her grip on his collar, but her eyes were still full of reluctance and worry. “But Hao Yi is still so young…”

Xie Xuechen chuckled softly, pulling her into his embrace: “He’s not that young. If he were human, he’d be old enough to be a father by now.”

Mu Xuanling glared at him: “But he’s not human!”

Although it had been thirty years since he hatched, Hao Yi still looked like a five or six-year-old child. No one had ever known if the Chaos Zhenzhu could bear children. It wasn’t until she was pregnant with Hao Yi that Mu Xuanling realized the Chaos Zhenzhu could not only reproduce but do so quite randomly.

She and Xie Xuechen had demon qi, demon qi, and human bloodlines, so they had no idea what kind of mixture would be born. Her first pregnancy lasted ten months, but what was born was a round pearl, about the size of a watermelon, white and misty, with its contents unclear. She hugged it every day, like a hen incubating an egg, talking to the little pearl daily.

After a year, it finally hatched. Wrapped in spiritual fluid was a plump white baby boy, with handsome brows and phoenix eyes, looking just like Xie Xuechen. He was born with ten apertures, demon sinews, and demon bones, with chaos as his qi. His cry was loud and clear, like the chirp of a young phoenix. Xie Xuechen named him Hao Yi.

Mu Xuanling thought that “Hao” meant the sun high in the sky, and “Yi” meant the beginning of all things.

It wasn’t until their second child was born that Xie Xuechen said, “Let’s call him Hao Er…”

She had overthought it!

Xie Xuechen said softly: “Hao Yi has grown up and can be independent. You can focus more attention on Hao Er… and on me.”

As he spoke, he quietly drew closer, his thin lips brushing against her fragrant cheek. His fingers skillfully untied the sash at her waist. Just as he was about to kiss those cherry lips, the person in his arms suddenly pushed him away and sat up.

“Oh yes, Hao Er should be waking up soon. I must go check on him!”

As soon as Mu Xuanling stood up, Xie Xuechen grabbed her wrist and pulled her back into his arms. He pressed her soft body beneath him, burying his face in her neck to inhale her fragrance. His high nose bridge nuzzled against her cheek, and a trail of dense, delicate kisses spread from her earlobe, lingering between her collarbone and throat.

“Mmm…” The ticklish sensation made her squirm involuntarily. She panted lightly, “What are you doing?”

Xie Xuechen said in a husky voice: “Isn’t it obvious what I’m doing?”

The tables had turned. The one who had been straddling him earlier was now beneath him. Her peach blossom eyes, misty with desire, glared at him without much intimidation. Instead, it ignited the fire in his heart, making him want to tear off her thin, obstructing clothes and see her cry and say “no” with a red face and tears in her eyes.

“Ling’er, I’ve endured for two years…” Xie Xuechen’s lips enveloped her earlobe, his voice hoarse and low with restraint. “I’m not the Xie Xuechen of the past. A demon’s nature is to indulge and act willfully. It’s only for you that I restrain myself. But you only see the children and don’t know to pity me.” His fingertips pulled down her silk robe, revealing smooth, milky-white skin. His slightly rough fingertips caressed her sensitive skin, causing a slight tremor. “Were the words you said back then all lies to deceive me?”

A faint hint of grievance flashed in his phoenix eyes.

Mu Xuanling turned her head away, looking at the flush on his cheekbones and the surging emotions in his eyes. She couldn’t help but swallow, her heart beating fast and urgently. Even though she knew he was pretending to be aggrieved, she still couldn’t help but soften her heart, moved by his actions.

She leaned in to kiss his thin lips, her hands clinging to his neck. She licked his lips, only to have him capture her tongue. His palms pressed tightly against her back, as if he wanted to meld her into his embrace. The thin silk robe couldn’t withstand the Demon Lord’s tugging and tore into petals of fallen flowers, blown to the bottom of the bed. His kisses were scorching and domineering, bringing not only tingling sensations but also slight pain. She writhed her waist uncomfortably, letting out fragmented moans, but didn’t resist, allowing him to plant vibrant peach blossoms on her delicate skin.

“Xie… Xuechen…” Her voice was a mix of crying and panting, tears welling up in the corners of her eyes as she looked down at him with a mix of shyness and anger. “Hurry…”

“Heh…” His hands cupped the backs of her knees, spreading her legs apart as he pushed in slowly and deliberately. She held her breath, her toes curling, her slender legs tensing tightly as tears slid from the corners of her eyes.

His wet tongue licked away the tears from the corners of her eyes. He embraced her back, holding her entire body in his arms. She was suddenly thrust deep inside, letting out a whimper as her rounded fingertips dug into the muscles of his back.

“How fast?” he asked in a low, laughing voice, his large hands roaming her back.

With the Demon Lord’s personality in control, he became indulgent and wicked, insatiable, always enjoying making her cry and beg for mercy. When he regained Xie Xuechen’s mindset, he would be much more restrained, and extremely gentle, speaking little in bed, with only low, suppressed breathing, making her want to tease him into losing control. But if he lost control, she would be the one crying again…

Mu Xuanling angrily punched his shoulder lightly, her voice soft and sweet: “Hao Er will wake up soon!”

“Don’t worry, someone’s watching him.” Demon Lord Xie Xuechen was at the height of his excitement and wouldn’t let the children ruin his good time. A dark smile flashed across his phoenix eyes. He had gone to great lengths to send away the troublesome people – Ah Bao had taken Hao Yi away, and someone was watching Hao Er. Now, with his heart demon firmly pressed beneath him, her face flushed with emotion and eyes misty with desire, she certainly couldn’t escape. He wouldn’t let her go for at least seven days and seven nights.

Mu Xuanling, held by her slender waist, her hands clinging to his neck, was like a small boat tossing up and down in a stormy sea. The surging passion clouded her reason, and she didn’t know how long he had tormented her. Not hearing the child’s cry for a long time, she simply gave in and sank into oblivion with him.

It wasn’t until seven days later that she hazily came to her senses – that bastard Demon Lord had set up a barrier in the room, blocking out all outside sounds!

Seeing her anger, Xie Xuechen feigned innocence, saying coolly, “The Demon Lord did it. What does it have to do with me, Xie Xuechen?”

Mu Xuanling choked, fuming, “Stop pretending to have amnesia. You’re still you!”

Xie Xuechen spread his hands helplessly, saying, “Then what do you want to do?”

A stream of chaotic energy transformed into a white silk ribbon, tightly binding his hands and tying him to the bed. His cold phoenix eyes looked up at the Demon Queen pressing down on him. Her soft little hand caressed his handsome face as she gritted her teeth, “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth…”

Xie Xuechen was slightly stunned, inwardly smiling – was there such a good thing?
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