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ANNIHILATION OF TWO TRIBES


The four sacred beasts took Jiang Chen’s orders quite seriously. If they’d seen him as a friend and companion before, the potential and fortune he exhibited now induced them to rely on him.

The multiple sorties against the demons had taught them that the young man was a cut above their existence. They couldn't begin to imagine how promising he was.

Without him, would they have been able to win against the golden demons? The monster demons? How about the titan demons?

Certainly not.

Without the Amaranthine Clouddew Fruits that Jiang Chen had given them, they wouldn't have improved so quickly either. Before making Jiang Chen’s acquaintance, Long Xiaoxuan had been sage realm. The Astral White Tiger, an undiscovered cub. Even the Vermilion Bird had been merely on the verge of divinity.

Only the Black Tortoise had been a god in its own right.

After consuming the fruit, their strength and capacity both noticeably increased. In the same way, their bloodlines had been purified. Both undeniable facts allowed them to see themselves in a better light. Jiang Chen was the only one who could help them to continue to improve.

In the fight against the demons, they wouldn't have been able to win by themselves. Jiang Chen had been the foundation in every battle.

The four sacred beasts and the Goldbiter Rats continued to fiercely fight on, the young lord wielding his Great Veluriyam Torch all the while.

The demons knew the huge threat he presented, but they couldn’t do a thing to him—even their forefathers had been powerless. Despite their ferocity, they had met their match and more today. The vicious rats were especially troublesome.

Increasing numbers of demonkind lost their lives.

The same was true of the Goldbiter Rats, but they never lacked for numbers. There were so many of them that they had no problem with a war of attrition.

The land was so devastated that it seemed something had harrowed it all over. The wreckage of war was littered everywhere. However, there was something conspicuously peculiar about the scene—aside from blood here and there that hadn’t yet dried, nothing remained of the dead.

The corpses of demons and rats alike had been cleaned up.

Goldbiter Rats had a habit of eating their own dead. They didn't like leaving the corpses of their kin strewn in the wilderness, and considered the process a kind of honoring their departed comrades.

As such, the rats benefited the most from the victory.

Aside from the demon forefathers’ essences, the sacred beasts cared for little else.

After the battlefield was picked clean, the Flora holdouts opened their defensive formation to receive Jiang Chen. What they witnessed had completely astounded them.

Jiang Chen felt no emotion at the fact that the once-proud Prime Gao had discarded his arrogance before him. He was above petty squabbling now.

“We meet again after many years, Prime Gao,” he greeted the prime with a faint smile.

“Yes. Thank you for your honor and integrity in coming to our aid, young lord Jiang Chen. All of Flora Sacred Land is grateful for it.”

This was polite enough, but distant still.

Jiang Chen maintained his faint smile. “Friends, I thought that Myriad Abyss could at least offer considerable resistance against the demonic invasion. I’m surprised to see that reality hasn’t matched up with my expectations.”

Flora collectively reddened at this statement. Indeed, its members had conducted themselves quite pathetically during the demonic siege.

Though it had always prided itself upon being the strongest of the ten sacred lands, its vaunted strength was nothing before the might of demonkind.

Watching the way that Jiang Chen had fought the demons just now showed a world of difference. Whether they admitted it or not, he and they were in different leagues.

It was a gap that couldn't be filled, no matter how hard one tried.

Shi Xuan stepped forward. “I appreciate your clemency in allowing me to return home, young lord Jiang Chen. We see now that we lack far too much compared to the demons. You, on the other hand, slew them almost trivially. It seems you are in a very favorable position to take them on!”

“If the ten demonic tribes gather together, they will still be far stronger than we are,” Jiang Chen responded coolly. “We only barely won against three tribes’ main forces because we gathered almost all of our best. I’m still unsure whether they’ve kept anything back. Things wouldn't have gone nearly as smoothly if the enemy had been more prepared.”

At this point, he had a rough understanding of the demons’ current capabilities.

They hadn’t recovered their ancient strength just yet, and were far fewer than compared to back then. Most importantly, the demons had no idea what exactly the humans were capable of. This was why they had split up in the first place.

It was common knowledge that the humans’ strength had receded to an immeasurable degree after the ancient demon-sealing war. The fact that Jiang Chen had reactivated the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement and decided to turtle up seemed living proof to the demons.

It was reasonable for them to underestimate their enemy, considering these things.

Even in the ancient era, the demons had been the strong belligerents. A number of other factors had contributed to their defeat, but they had undoubtedly possessed the advantage in raw strength.

Each of Jiang Chen’s victories against the demons in the modern era had been based on the strategy of striking the few with the many. Dividing and conquering through stratagem and trickery, if one would.

He had done this both in the human domain and in Myriad Abyss Island.

In the battle near Rejuvenation, he’d feigned weakness.

At the Immortal Sacred Land against the golden demons, he split up his targets and picked them off one by one. Even so, Goldenhowl had fought them to a standstill.

Against the monster and titan demons, he had used their disagreements to take the initiative.

It was a valid claim that Jiang Chen had never won against the demons in a forthright, pitched battle. The demons were too strong for a victory to be decisive. He couldn't afford an extended war of attrition.
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REQUISITIONING THE DIVINE DWELLING GRASS


Jiang Chen had no reason to conceal information about the ten demonic tribes. In fact, he planned to broadcast their characteristics to the world in order to inform the populace.

He understood the demons better than anyone on Divine Abyss, past or present. Even the ancients, who had a vast wealth of experience personally fighting the demons, didn't know more than he did about their adversaries.

Details about each tribe’s fighting styles, preferences, and special qualities were extremely useful. Knowing the enemy was half the battle, after all.

The demons were perennially successful in invading other planes because of the diversity of their skill sets. There was no end to the deviousness of their trickery.

After grasping their unique characteristics, fighting against the demons would inevitably become much easier.

In order to aid the war effort, making this key tactical information public was a necessity.

In the battle outside the Flora Sacred Land, the giant and monster demons were utterly crushed. Their numbers were all but annihilated. That marked the extinction of three out of the ten.

The news would certainly make many a demonic commander restless.

The wood demons were the only significant force that remained in Myriad Abyss. There were stragglers from other tribes scattered here and there too, of course.

Crushing the rest of the demon vanguard before their headquarters could react would deal the maximum amount of devastation to the demons.

Before then, Jiang Chen needed to extract some benefit out of Flora.

He didn't expect the sacred land to contribute much in the war, but it was the nominal pinnacle of Myriad Abyss Island, with the rarest and best collection of spirit herbs anywhere.

Taking some out of their store as payment for the help was completely reasonable.

“Prime Gao, Master Shi Xuan. I have always heard that the Flora Sacred Land has the most variety in spirit herbs anywhere in Myriad Abyss. I have need of a few herbs and I was wondering if Flora could lend a hand.”

‘Lend a hand’ was the cordial way of putting it.

A wise Flora should’ve taken the initiative to mention compensation.

Alas, Prime Gao was not a wise man. More accurately, he was the kind of man who instantly forgot an act of kindness.

“Flora has exhausted many of its resources over the years on the offworld battlefield, young lord Jiang Chen.” He made a pained expression. “Our stores are nearly depleted.”

He was crying poor!

Jiang Chen’s smile froze and his expression became frigid. “I shan’t bother Flora any longer, then.”

His voice was so lifeless that the temperature instantly dropped to sub-zero.

Everyone who heard him felt chilled to the bone.

Even the rest of Flora hadn’t expected Prime Gao to refuse so adamantly. Jiang Chen had saved them only moments prior—and honestly, their lives and heritage with it. It was unsuitable to refuse his request, whether out of concern for the public good or private decorum.

If Jiang Chen really wanted Flora’s spirit herbs, he could simply take it himself without asking.

That he had asked was a sign of lingering respect. Something that should have been reciprocated.

If Jiang Chen had taken command of Flora using the excuse of wartime emergency, no one would have been able to deny that. As someone who was more than qualified, he had every right to do so without much censure.

The entirety of Divine Abyss bore down upon his shoulders. Their survival was contingent upon his victory, and their demise, his defeat.

Prime Gao knew all this, of course, but he bore a natural animosity toward Jiang Chen. He didn't want him to take what he saw as rightfully Flora’s.

The four sacred beasts all assumed human form at Jiang Chen’s side.

“Prime Gao.” The Vermilion Bird harrumphed. “Do you think that young lord Jiang Chen came here to extort you?”

“No, no, I’m not that ignorant or foolish,” Prime Gao answered hurriedly.

“Then do you think young lord Jiang Chen is powerless to do something about your refusal?”

“No, no.” Prime Gao began to pale.

“Do you understand how much work young lord Jiang Chen puts in every day in planning the war? If he needs materials for some pills that can’t be found anywhere else, why shouldn’t he get them? Are you taking advantage of his courtesy? Do you not see he’s giving you face?” The sacred fowl’s words gave no quarter as its temper had risen.

There was absolute silence from the rest of Flora. No one dared speak a word. The forefather was absent, but his presence wouldn’t have done the situation any good.

Any one of Jiang Chen’s four sacred beasts could slaughter all of them.

Shi Xuan quickly intervened as he noticed the subpar atmosphere. “We’ve all seen young lord Jiang Chen’s efforts on behalf of the greater good.” He coughed softly. “Flora has expended much in our own struggles on the offworld battlefield, but we are more than happy to offer anything that we can still supply.”

Having suffered defeat at Jiang Chen’s hands before, he was much wiser with his choice of words.

The other elders chimed in as well.

“Yes, we should contribute what we can for the sake of Myriad Abyss—for the sake of Divine Abyss. We must prioritize the war against the demons above all!”

“What might you need, young lord Jiang Chen?”

Everyone knew what Jiang Chen’s displeasure meant. If he decided to do some extrajudicial killing, who could stop him?

Not even the ten sacred lands’ alliance had that kind of clout.

Furthermore, Flora had hardly ever been generous or kind enough in its daily dealings to win goodwill from its allies.

“Hmph!” The Vermilion Bird snorted. “Young lord Jiang Chen has great need of Divine Dwelling Grass.”

“Divine Dwelling Grass?” Everyone was jolted by the name.

The Flora Sacred Land did possess this spirit herb—unfortunately, it was one of its most prized treasures.
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AN UNEXPECTED TURN OF EVENTS


Flora’s reaction was a dead giveaway they did, in fact, possess the Divine Dwelling Grass. The question was simply whether they were willing to part with it.

Of course, even if they weren’t, Jiang Chen had his own ways of prying it out of their hands.

But Flora wasn’t so undiscerning. Shi Xuan glanced at Prime Gao, a clear signal they couldn’t afford to offend the young lord again.

The latter stayed silent. He’d blundered earlier, taking his guest’s courtesy for granted and now overflowed with regret. What if the young man occupied their sacred land in a fit of anger?

They’d be powerless to stop him if so.

As for Jiang Chen, he was quite surprised by the quantity of Divine Dwelling Grass in Flora.

He inquired about the way it was utilized, but the answer almost made him choke.

The grass was used in empyrean pills. And not the mainstream ones at that, but the type that produced no noticeable effects on cultivation.

“Mere empyrean pills? And they can’t even noticeably increase cultivation?” He stared at them, disbelief written plain on his face. What a waste of a tremendous treasure!

Flora’s cultivators lost their countenance at his tone. He seemed to imply there was a far better use for it, making them flush with embarrassment at their ignorance.

Master Shi Xuan squeezed out a smile. “Obviously, we don’t understand the herb’s wondrous effects nearly as well as you, young lord. Please, do enlighten us.”

Jiang Chen simply smiled. A free lesson was of course not on the agenda. “They’re wasted in your hands. Their true use is a little beyond you, in any case, so why don’t we make a trade? One Crowning Empyrean Pill for one Divine Dwelling Grass.”

The Crowning Empyrean Pill allowed for an unconditional advancement of a full level within the empyrean realm. Such a pill would be a cherished treasure for the sacred land. Sadly, it was impossible for them to refine, no matter how they longed for it in their dreams.

Even Prime Gao’s face lit up at this proposal. He blurted out, “What a wonderful idea!”

Perhaps, in absolute terms, the scales were tipped too much in Jiang Chen’s favor, but what choice did they have? Could they refuse to hand over the grass, even for free if need be? Not to mention, the Crowning Empyrean Pill was far more useful for them.

It could be put to immediate use and increase the sacred land’s strength substantially, unlike the Divine Dwelling Grass.

Master Shi Xuan nodded in agreement. “I’ve heard of the pill’s miraculous effects. It’s quite a good deal for us.”

Of course, he was no fool. The herb’s true value must far surpass a simple empyrean pill, but he’d used “a good deal” nevertheless. He’d already steeled himself for a far worse outcome. Such a favorable trade was simply heaven-sent.

Hence, both parties came to a happy agreement.

Jiang Chen obtained enough Divine Dwell Grass while Flora received the pills it coveted, a win-win proposition for everyone.

The crowd’s former distress at the prospect of losing the herb instantly melted at the sight of so many Crowning Empyrean Pills.

Quite a few among them were already bending their minds to how to distribute the pills. After all, they were extremely important in the current situation.

Jiang Chen didn’t tarry any more than necessary once his business was completed. Time was of the essence. He had to eradicate as many demons as possible in Myriad Abyss.

“Prime Gao, Master Shi Xuan, you’re both smart men. The demons won’t forget today’s defeat, so you must coordinate your efforts with the other sacred lands and ready yourselves for a fight. Otherwise, help may come too late the next time they come knocking on your door.”

Of course, he didn’t invite them to Winterdraw. He didn’t fully trust this group.

The island admittedly did need defenders, but more wasn’t always better. On the contrary, unreliable people were potential seeds of trouble.

He’d achieved fantastic victories in Everlasting and Flora. The nearly full eradication of three tribes was a huge, perhaps even traumatic blow to his foes.

“Young lord, are we going to Eternal this time?” asked the Vermilion Bird.

“Yes, we’ll use our momentum and deal with the wood demons. Let’s see what they’re made of. But let’s stop by Sunrise first.” Jiang Chen smiled quietly.

Wood demons might have been terrifying foes for someone else, but they weren’t as threatening as golden demons for him. He knew many ways of countering them, by using the Fire of Firstdawn or the Dragonwhisker Water, for example.

As long as he could curb their powers, he was confident he could annihilate them wholesale.

He’d visited Sunrise previously on his tour of the ten sacred lands, and had even rescued them back then.

So he decided on Sunrise as the first leg of his new journey.

The Fire of Firstdawn could be found in abundant amount over there, for one thing. It would make slaughtering the wood demons a cinch, especially when the Vermilion Bird could easily absorb it.

Together with Long Xiaoxuan’s Dragonwhisker Water, these two weapons would soften the wood demons more than enough.

However, his enemies had moved faster and more decisively than he’d anticipated.

Sunrise was already occupied by the time he arrived.

After some inquiries, he learned that the sacred land had succumbed several days ago to the fire demon tribe’s onslaught. Just as Everlasting was a paradise for golden demons, Sunrise was heaven on earth for the fire demons.

He grimaced at this new development.

Had Sunrise ultimately brought the Fire of Firstdawn to Eternal? Was the latter still holding strong? He didn’t know the answer to either question.

He’d sent Divine Kasyapa to Eternal’s rescue early on, but it might not have been in time.

He had to revise his plans now that Sunrise, and the Fire of Firstdawn by extension, was firmly in enemy hands.

Fire demons weren’t the most troublesome of the lot. In fact, they were easily subdued under certain conditions, but they made for harrowing opponents in a favorable environment.

Like Sunrise, for example. The sacred land was the perfect habitat for them.
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THE RADIANCE SACRED LAND


“Young lord, we’ve heard some news. A group from Sunrise escaped the siege before the invasion and have rallied inside Radiance. These two factions are tightly knit, but gathering together in one place makes them too tempting a target. The fire demons are already beating the drums of war to make the two sacred lands fully theirs,” reported the Goldbiter Rats.

About half of the rats had died after a succession of battles, but despite the losses, their overall power had risen by quite a lot, thanks to the strengthening of their bloodline.

The thought of using brute force against Sunrise’s invaders crossed Jiang Chen’s mind, but the time wasn’t ripe for that.

No matter how confident he was, it would be foolish to pick a fight when the fire demons were at their strongest.

“Let’s go, we leave for Radiance.” He suddenly recalled the smiling faces of two holy girls.

These two sacred lands had helped him quite a lot back on Sandplain Island. Although Holy Girl Yao Guang was fond of singing a contrary tune, he knew it was a test at most. They’d never truly meant to embarrass him.

As a magnanimous man, he didn’t resent them for such trifles. Not to mention, with the threat of a great enemy looming large, the Fire of Firstdawn’s whereabouts came first and foremost.

He spotted many demon patrols on the way to Radiance. Fire demons, but also winged demons.

Always accompanied by a strong, lively fire aura, the former were easy to spot, and consequently, to avoid.

But the winged demons came and went like the wind. They hovered high in the sky, and no details escaped eyes that were sharp as a falcon’s.

If not for his exceptional abilities, it would’ve been difficult to escape their attention

It took him three days to finally steal into Radiance’s territory.

He didn’t barge in heedlessly. Everyone must be on edge, and the sacred land must have taken every defensive measure available.

He didn’t want to reveal his presence or cause a misunderstanding, so he opted for a message via transmission instead. For the sake of discretion, he didn’t directly contact the leaders, but chose Holy Girl Yao Guang.

The girl was headstrong, as he recalled. But that was simply due to her straightforward nature. She wasn’t ill-intentioned. Among Myriad Abyss’ sixteen golden hairpins, she was a distinguished figure.

Inside the sacred land’s quarters, she was in Holy Girl Si Tong’s company when she received the transmission. Startled, she murmured, “An old friend from Sandplain Island? Zither music that lingers in the ear? Who is it?”

But she came to a sudden realization, and a blush crept up her charming cheeks.

At her side, Holy Girl Si Tong asked in surprise, “Wise young sister, what’s the matter with you?”

Yao Guang stammered, “Big sister, do you remember that frivolous kid? That jerk Jiang Chen!”

Jiang Chen?

Si Tong’s phoenix-shaped eyes sparkled. “Did he get in touch with you?”

“That’s right. Look!” Yao Guang showed her friend evidence of the message. They were as close as blood sisters, so there were no secrets between them.

Si Tong brightened immediately. “To communicate with us, he must be nearby. To be able to slip his consciousness through the great defensive formation... it seems Brother Jiang Chen’s cultivation must have progressed again.”

Indeed, such a feat was impossible for the two girls. Only a divine cultivator had the sheer power to do so. Did that mean he’d attained such a realm?

The young man had demonstrated superb talent and valiant strength back on Sandplain Island, but he had still been at empyrean realm. To think he’d pull so far ahead in twenty short years!

Yao Guang’s thin lips opened and closed as she fixed Si Tong with a strange stare. “Big sister, you’re quite polite with him. Brother Jiang Chen...? Tut tut, don’t you sound close to him!”

“Silly girl, what are you blabbering about? Remind me, who was blushing just a few seconds ago?” Si Tong feigned anger, but the short-lived squabble ended in fits of enchanting giggles.

It took a moment for Si Tong to compose herself. “Alright, back to the matter at hand. Jiang Chen must surely have pressing matters.”

“Or maybe he came because he missed you?” Yao Guang teased with a laugh.

What was to become of Sunrise’s people after they’d lost their roots?

Si Tong’s heart trembled for no apparent reason, and she couldn’t resist a certain thought. If I truly happen to vanish for good, will Brother Jiang Chen at least miss me a little?

Nothing had really happened between them back on Sandplain Island, she well knew.

But his outstanding display and the strength he’d showcased later against Lightford made him almost irresistible for a girl with standards as high as hers.

Ever since then, a certain unbidden silhouette sometimes flashed in her heart. The image might be vague, or might be clear, and from time to time drove her into a certain mood that haunted her when the night was darkest. She would sigh in self-pity then, or let her imagination run wild.

She’d never own up to these feelings, but she couldn’t lie to herself.

Yet, she knew better than anyone nothing could possibly occur between them. And Yao Guang was in the same boat as her.

As close sisters, how could she fail to notice the deep concern hidden beneath her friend’s loud complaints about the man?

But alas, they were too late. He already belonged to Yan Qinghuang, another one of the sixteen hairpins. They had no choice but to bury their feelings.

Of course, he wasn’t the only young man of note in Myriad Abyss, but his mere existence dimmed the splendor of other talents from the same generation

It was a cause for lament, but also a source of pride for their era.

“Wise sister, stop joking now. He must have serious reasons for coming. The situation at large is urgent. The fire demons have conquered Sunrise, and the winged demons are monitoring all possible exits from Radiance. We’ve collected a decent amount of Fire of Firstdawn, but what use is it if we can’t deliver it?”

“How benevolent of you to worry about the Fire when you’ve lost your own home, big sister. Who cares about Eternal when we’re in such a plight ourselves? With the ten great forefathers gone offworld and the demons so formidable, it’s impossible for us to resist.”
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WELCOMED BY TWO WOMEN


Yao Guang sounded much more despondent than her friend.

“Sage sister, no matter what happens, Eternal is the alliance leader. As long as it survives, there’s hope for Myriad Abyss, but everything is lost if it crumbles. The ten great forefathers will return one day, but how will they strike back if they find all ten sacred lands in enemy hands? How will they exact revenge without their very foundations?” Si Tong always had the bigger picture in mind.

“Foundation? What makes Eternal our foundation?” Yao Guang asked, a little confused.

“They have Jiang Chen, that’s the difference.”

“Jiang Chen?” Yao Guang blinked, her tone turning conflicted. “But from what I hear, he isn’t all that close to Eternal?”

No one would’ve doubted this relationship many moons ago. But many rumors had surfaced after this long a time. If Eternal was truly so dear to the young lord, why had he gone back to the human domain?

Why had he refrained from returning for so many years? Why hadn’t he gone to their rescue after the demonic outbreak?

Quite a few factions in Myriad Abyss secretly suspected a rift between them, or that perhaps they’d never been on intimate terms to begin with.

But for Jiang Chen, the human domain was his true root.

Si Tong responded sternly, “Outsiders like us shouldn’t gossip about what we don’t know. That being said, I’ve had dealings with him and I can tell he’s not the type to forget his friends. He must have his reasons for acting like this.”

“Right, right, he definitely doesn’t forget his friends. Look, big sister Si Tong, you helped him on Sandplain Island. Sure enough, he came back for you, hehe!” Yao Guang stood up lazily and smoothed her skirt. “Big sister, do you want to come with me?”

Jiang Chen waited for roughly an hour outside the defense perimeter before finally spotting Yao Guang coming his way. He also spotted Si Tong at her side, which let him sigh with relief. It seemed that a part of Sunrise really had escaped. Not everyone had perished.

But the two women were all business. They inspected him from head to toe before finally letting him inside.

Si Tong commented, a little apologetic, “Brother Jiang, the treacherous demons can take on a thousand faces. We’ve often fallen for their tricks, so we have to be cautious now. Please don’t blame us for this offense.”

Jiang Chen smiled brightly. “One can’t be too careful. Thankfully, fire and winged demons aren’t that well-versed in transformation. It would’ve been another story if you’d faced yin or monster demons instead, to say nothing of the shadow demons.”

He brimmed with confidence, clearly at ease despite the hardships of his journey, proof that he was undaunted by the rampaging demons. Although he was of the same generation as they, the two girls secretly admired his poise.

But as the conversation veered to Sunrise, Si Tong’s mood became heavier, her tone darker.

Jiang Chen frowned slightly. “It seems you’ve collected a large amount of Fire of Firstdawn, and simply haven’t sent it to Eternal yet, correct?”

“Yes, we’ve collected more than half of the fire. We would’ve brought it all, but the fire demons attacked too suddenly. It’s a shame we let them benefit from it,” Si Tong replied gloomily.

“It’s fine, this much is more than enough. It’s a pity Sunrise fits the fire demons so well. Uprooting them will prove a mighty task.” Jiang Chen’s voice also became somber.

Yao Guang sized him up on the side, then suddenly asked, “Senior brother Jiang Chen, I heard you beat the demons at their own game in the Rejuvenation Isles. Apparently you’ve mowed down many of them, forefathers included?”

She was referring to the clash against the army led by the shadow demons that had included winged and golden demons. It had been his first battle after his return to Myriad Abyss.

Taking in his silent smile, Yao Guang’s willowy eyebrows twitched. “Don’t tell me you made up the story just to look good?”

Si Tong’s charming face lost its smile. “Wise sister, don’t spout nonsense. This event caused a stir throughout all of Myriad Abyss. How can such a famous happening be a fabrication?”

Yao Guang giggled. “Hehe, you’re too naive, big sister. With his unparalleled authority, he can say anything he wants, and others will have no choice but to cover for him.”

Jiang Chen smiled wryly. “Holy Girl Yao Guang, I might be rash sometimes, but I wouldn’t make up such a bald-faced lie, would I?”

“Oh? Does that mean you’ve really killed demon forefathers? They say divine forefathers are so ferocious they can defeat two humans of the same level. Is that true?” she asked, brimming with curiosity.

“It differs on a case-by-case basis. If we’re talking about humans without particular strengths and no powerful defensive items, then it might be so. The world is fair, so that’s entirely normal.”

“Fair? It’s an obvious injustice. Why are demon so good at fighting?” A pout appeared on her small lips.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “True, but what about our wisdom, our survival ability, or our fertility? The demons are far worse in those aspects. Humans excel at exploiting every possible advantage. Formations, pills, glyphs, and so on. Our intellect is far superior. In fact, their only advantage is the strength of their bloodlines.”

He had an impartial view on the matter, thanks to the insight from his former life.

Everyone else on the continent, whether past or present, possessed an instinctive fear of demons that was etched bone-deep.

Demons meant trouble. They brought disaster wherever they went, so humans naturally dreaded them almost on an innate level.

Listening very carefully, Si Tong exclaimed, “To think Brother Jiang understands them so thoroughly! No wonder you’ve achieved so many victories. If only everyone were like you, we would have certainly triumphed against them instead of cowering at their approach.”

Jiang Chen laughed quietly. “I’ve always been convinced the demons will be exterminated one day. This plague will vanish from the Divine Abyss Continent, and peace and order will return!”

His assurance and resolve was contagious. Those in his presence couldn’t help but fall into his rhythm.
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NEW TARGETS


But Yao Guang, ever the killjoy, countered, “Did you let that single victory go to your head?”

Jiang Chen chuckled. “It seems that news don’t travel all that fast right now. After the Rejuvenation Isles, I also crushed the golden, titan, and monster demon tribes at Everlasting and Flora Sacred Land. Their armies lie in shambles, almost all of their troops dead. The wood demons at Eternal are next on the menu. I was simply passing by Sunrise and didn’t expect to find it in enemy hands. It’s fortunate Radiance still holds firm.”

The two women stared at him, dumbfounded, as if they’d seen a ghost in person. Was he human or alien?

“Brother Jiang, you’re saying you’ve routed three more demon tribes? That you slaughtered them to the last?” Si Tong couldn’t resist asking.

“More or less,” acquiesced the young man.

“But…” Si Tong started again before swallowing her words.

However, Yao Guang didn’t have the same scruples. “Beating three demon tribes all by yourself? Brother Jiang, do you think we’re three-year-olds?”

Jiang Chen smiled wryly. “Who said I did it alone? I had help, and much more than you think.”

“Where are they?” Yao Guang stared at him, seemingly searching for said help.

Jiang Chen waved casually. “There are too many ears in this place, so we’d better stay hush-hush. That reminds me, on the way here, I saw the winged demons mobilizing. The fire demons are also stirring. They must be planning an attack on Radiance very soon.”

The atmosphere turned glum and heavy at the turn in topic.

This was a thorny issue for the whole of Radiance. They’d garnered all help available, but life was difficult for everyone in Myriad Abyss. No one had enough force to spare for a rescue. Even Eternal, the alliance leader, was in danger, and couldn’t be relied upon.

Radiance had now reached the end of the road.

“Brother Jiang, weren’t you afraid of being found out by the demons on the way here?” Si Tong inquired.

“They’re troublesome indeed, so I had to be very cautious. By the way, how much of a fighting force can Radiance muster? Do you have divine realm combatants?”

The two girls looked at each other, then shook their heads, a little embarrassed.

“Our forefathers are all away. They didn’t expect the demons to arrive so fast. They thought the battles offworld would be more crucial. Now they’re trapped, the way back blocked. They can’t give up their fight over there either, in any case, so they’re damned if they do and damned if they don’t.” There was some hope in Si Tong’s eyes as she gazed at him. “Brother Jiang, with your shining prestige as Eternal’s young lord, a public call to arms from you will definitely unite the ten sacred lands!”

A beautiful-sounding idea, but alas, the sacred lands weren’t up to the task. More than enthusiasm or youthful energy was needed against demons.

Even put together, how strong an army could Myriad Abyss assemble? Would it be a match for the enemy?

Without the ten great forefathers, there was little fighting potential of note left in the sacred lands. Only Eternal had divine realm prisoners, as well Ziju Min and some other gods, so they were a little better off. But it was all relative.

The young lord winced when he imagined a frontal clash between Eternal and the demons.

In fact, rather than gathering them all in one place, it was better for each of them to stay home. They could at least spread out the enemy forces, as shown by the current situation. The tribes had attacked the sacred lands separately, giving him the opportunity to ambush them at every turn.

Therefore, a call to arms would do more harm than good.

Such a last-ditch stand was a little too premature. It wasn’t time yet to throw all their forces into the fray, at least not until the final battle was upon them.

His silence caused Yao Guang to pout. “Hmph, what a waste. Big sister Si Tong thinks so highly of you, but you’re nothing but the type to weasel out of your responsibilities.”

Long accustomed to her temper, the young lord smiled calmly and declined to comment, opting to ask instead. “Holy Girl Si Tong, who is guarding the Fire of Firstdawn at the moment?”

“Brother Jiang, did you come for the fire so that you can rush to Eternal’s rescue?” Si Tong asked softly, a little disappointed.

Jiang Chen nodded. “It’s the wood demons’ natural bane. It would be a pity not to use it against them. But since I’m already here, I can’t leave without tormenting the demons some. First, we need to lure the fire demons away from Sunrise. Otherwise, killing them will prove a grueling task. Thankfully, the fire happens to be the perfect bait.”

Her eyes flashing, the regalvanized Si Tong asked, “Brother Jiang Chen, you must have a good plan?”

Yao Guang also shuffled closer. “Should I fetch the senior executives so we can discuss it together?”

Jiang Chen waved her off. “No need!”

His firm stance startled the girls. Wouldn’t many heads be better than one? His refusal was rather baffling.

Was it out of pride? Or perhaps the two sacred lands’ decision-makers were merely an afterthought for him?

Jiang Chen responded indifferently, “Before coming in, I noticed faint hidden demonic traces around this place. At a guess, they’ve already snuck inside.”

“What?” The two women blanched in shock. Yao Guang, in particular, couldn’t resist following up. “Jiang Chen, don’t try to scare us.”

The latter quietly replied, “It’s not my style to spew groundless accusations. I wouldn’t have spoken without solid evidence.”

The two holy girls turned grave. “Our circumstances are truly dire if our ranks have been infiltrated. What will we do if they attack us from both within and without?”

Jiang Chen nodded, but his smile remained carefree. “All’s fair in love and war. Since times immemorial, spies are offset by counterspies. If the demons want to test our wisdom, then let’s oblige them. Fire demons, winged demons… Tsk, if we can deal them a critical blow, followed by the wood demons…”

The two women didn’t even dare imagine such a perfect outcome.

If the fire and winged demons were routed, followed by the wood demons, then more than half of the ten tribes would be crippled. The damage would be tremendous. No matter how formidable the celestial demons were, what could they achieve on their own?

Si Tong’s eyes sparkled expectantly. “Brother Jiang, tell us everything. We have full faith in you.”

The young lord sent a teasing glance at Yao Guang. He could see absolute trust in Si Tong’s eyes, but her companion always liked to play devil’s advocate. Who knew what she had up her sleeve?
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THE FIRE OF FIRSTDAWN


Yao Guang snorted. “I have no qualms following your lead if you’re really this amazing. But if you try to pull a fast one... hmph!”

She shook her small fist, ready to beat him up at the drop of a hat.

Jiang Chen grinned. Now certain that she was on his side as well, he turned to Si Tong and lowered his voice. “If you can get the Fire of Firstdawn, I’m around seventy percent certain that we can bait out the fire demon powerhouses. They’ll be sitting ducks by then.”

“Sitting ducks?” Si Tong blinked. “It won’t be as easy as you make it sound. Don’t you know how powerful their forefathers are?”

Jiang Chen smiled indifferently. “I’ve killed their ilk by the bucket on the way here. The fire demon forefathers are admittedly strong, but not necessarily more so than their titan demon counterparts.”

In a fiery environment, and especially Sunrise, fire demons could tap into dreadful potential in combat. They’d easily quash cultivators of the same tier and contend with those one higher.

But without that advantage, they weren’t all that much stronger than humans. At least, the disparity was far from overwhelming.

Si Tong answered lowly, “My martial aunt is the one protecting the Fire of Firstdawn. She loves me dearly. She once told me to take the fire to Eternal, but I tactfully declined in the end.”

Jiang Chen praised, “To insist on perishing together with your sect, your boundless loyalty deserves veneration. ”

Yao Guang rolled her eyes at him. “Loyalty your butt. Her martial aunt meant for her to seek refuge in Eternal, that is to say, with you. Big sister chose not to because she knows you’re a fickle skirt-chaser.”

Her implications visibly jolted Jiang Chen and Si Tong, making both of them feel incredibly awkward.

“Wise sister, don’t talk rubbish. How can a hero like Brother Jiang be that despicable?” Si Tong chided with a glare.

“Fine, fine, let’s just pretend I didn’t say anything. Jiang Chen, tell us then, how are you going to take advantage after obtaining the Fire of Firstdawn?”

“Once the fire demon forefathers are lured away from their lair, I’ll swarm them with all my helpers and kill them before they can react.”

Simply put, it was nothing but an ambush with bait.

“Are the three of us the only ones in the know?” Yao Guang’s expressive eyes fluttered.

“The fewer the better. We don’t want to alert the enemy.” No one knew the identity of the imposters inside Radiance, and the young lord naturally didn’t have the time to play detective. He didn’t want to expose himself in any case.

His only certainty was that these two women hadn’t been assimilated. He could trust them, at the very least.

Si Tong’s eyebrows rose. When push came to shove, she was a match for any man. “Very well, I’ll join you in your madness, Brother Jiang. I’ll get the Fire of Firstdawn by tomorrow morning. But you need a special art to control it. Even I can’t say for certain I can. After all, the amount is no joke, and its power simply too fearsome.”

Jiang Chen smiled calmly. “You need only to obtain it. Leave the rest to me.”

“What should I do then?” Yao Guang couldn’t resist asking.

The Eternal young lord chuckled. “It’s time to put on a show. Use your best acting skills to keep everything under wraps. Once the fire demons are routed, the winged demons will also be in for a nice surprise.”

“Killing two birds with one stone?” Yao Guang’s eyes flashed.

“That’s the plan.”

“I like that ambition. But I’m still a little dubious. Do you really have what it takes? All of Sunrise couldn’t resist them, and you, all by yourself…”

“Didn’t I tell you? I have helpers.” Jiang Chen smiled. “Alright, Holy Girl Yao Guang, I need a place to rest today. I’m counting on you.”

He didn’t expound any further. Too much talk led to trouble and not to mention, arguing with a wilful girl like Yao Guang was nothing but a headache, so silence was truly golden in this case.

Hiding a man in her residence was quite an experience for Yao Guang. She spent the entire night torn between multiple emotions. Sometimes, she was afraid Jiang Chen would suddenly make a move on her, but as time went by without her fears materializing, she found it hard not to feel a little disappointed.

Hmph, that guy’s really full of himself. See if I’ll give him the time of day if he tries to talk to me in the future!

The night passed in silence. Si Tong returned at first light the next morning with the Fire of Firstdawn, as she’d promised. It was entirely sealed inside an earthen-yellow gourd. Looking at the small container, the young lord couldn’t resist asking. “How much fire can a gourd this small possibly hold?”

“Don’t look down on it, Brother Jiang. It’s one of Sunrise’s ultimate treasures, called the Vitality Gourd of Yin and Yang. It can store more fire than you can ever imagine.” Si Tong swelled with pride as she spoke of her faction’s heirloom.

“Very well!” The young man nodded.

“Brother Jiang, let me explain how to control it. Although I’m not very familiar with the art myself…”

Jiang Chen waved her off. “I have my own ways. No need to trouble yourself.”

His confidence was well-founded. In the entire world, few were the manipulation arts unknown to him, not to mention he’d been familiar with the Fire of Firstdawn in his former life.

But there was no need for him to act at all. He had an expert at his side, called the Vermilion Bird.

When it came to fire, even fire demons wouldn’t dare claim superiority over a spirit creature of heaven and earth, born from the world’s supreme flames. Fire was the quintessence of the bird’s being.

As such, his mastery over anything fiery was unmatched.

“You jerk, can’t you tell good intentions from bad?” Yao Guang grunted.

Si Tong herself merely smiled. More confident than her friend in the young lord’s ability, she didn’t take offense. “Wise sister, Brother Jiang is a remarkable genius after all. The fire will be no challenge for him.”

“Alright alright. So you tell me, what comes next?”

Jiang Chen cupped his fists. “Next, you simply need to wait. You’ll hear good news in three days at most.”

“What do you mean? Are you leaving?” Yao Guang huffed, a little unhappy. “Maybe you just came to scam us out of the fire.”

Jiang Chen didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. This girl’s mind was truly one of a kind. Was he that type of man?

Si Tong tugged on her companion’s sleeve. “Be quiet. A figure like Brother Jiang only has to ask to receive the fire. What would he need to deceive us for?”
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FOREFATHER OF THE FIRE DEMONS


Jiang Chen snuck out of the Radiance Sacred Land with the Fire of Firstdawn.

He exercised constant vigilance and dithered in the territory between Radiance and Sunrise, surveying the terrain.

“This is it. From this distance, I’ll be able to attract the attention of the fire demons in Sunrise, and the winged demons won’t be able to come to their aid in time because they’re preparing to attack Radiance. They’ll arrive just in time for me to strike at them.”

It wasn’t the best place for an ambush, but it was very obscure.

He first had to check if there were any demons within a thousand mile radius. There were no humans around, which also meant that very few demons would come to this area. A patrol passed by every once in a while, but they never lingered.

“This is a good place as a resting ground for the forefathers of the fire demons.”

Given the area’s perfect feng shui, it’d be a shame for the fire demons to die elsewhere.

Jiang Chen made preparations for his formation. He laid it deep under, rather than over the ground, in order to tap into the violent yin energy beneath the surface.

Violent yin energy was crucial to defeating fire demons. It was extremely cold, which would suppress fire demons’ power for a short period of time once unleashed.

Of course, the formation was far from Jiang Chen’s only tricks. There were many other things that he would set up. Given his cultivation, it was as easy as lifting a finger for him to set up simple formations. He completed the work in only six hours.

He then summoned the four divine beasts and asked the Vermilion Bird, “Brother Vermilion, I’d like to lure the fire demon forefathers here with the Fire of Firstdawn. Can you enhance the fire so that their attention will be caught?”

“Haha, of course. We simply have to create a resonance to bring them to us. They’ll think there are treasures here waiting for them.”

It was a piece of cake for the bird.

“Ah, what if the forefathers are too cautious to come themselves? Why if they send only some underlings?”

“Then we’ll scare the underlings away. If the forefathers find out that there’s not only the Fire of Firstdawn, but also its companion spirit, they won’t be able to resist temptation. Rest assured, fire element cultivators are all completely obsessed with the strongest source of fire. You need not worry that they’ll stay away.” The Vermilion Bird was confident in its judgement.

Jiang Chen cackled. “That’s perfect then.”

He turned to the Black Tortoise. “There’s a mutual relationship of complementation and counter between the five elements, Brother Black. Some of your techniques are naturally more effective on the fire demons. You’ll play an important role in this fight. Please be prepared for that.”

“What should I do?” asked the Black Tortoise.

“Once a fight breaks out, deploy your festering gas to the fullest and cover the entire area with it. Then, all of you should work together to trap our enemies with your combined domain.

“Brother Long, Little White, you be on the offense.

“Brother Vermilion, you must avoid being infected by the yin energy. Don’t get too close when you fight. I’ll fill in your role when needed.”

Jiang Chen could now rival the bird in battles. In fact, he might be the more powerful fighter. The sheer number of treasures he possessed made him incredibly powerful.

After assigning each of his companions their role, it was the Vermilion Bird’s time to shine.

The Fire of Firstdawn danced elegantly like a fairy under the bird’s command, as the sacred beast had a natural affinity with the fire element.

The incredible power resonated strongly with the fire demons all around Sunrise. A strange sense of excitement agitated within themselves.

This wasn’t going to escape the notice of their divine forefathers.

The fire demons had anticipated great rewards for taking over Sunrise, but found to their great dismay that half of the Fire of Firstdawn, one of the purest fire sources, had been moved by Sunrise’s cultivators, leaving behind only disparate kindling flames for the demons.

That was something, but not enough to satiate the fire demons.

The forefathers were discussing if they should invade Radiance as well. These two sacred lands had always been close allies. Perhaps they would find some loot there!

Their discussion was interrupted by the simultaneous resonation of every fire source around the Sunrise. Strange natural phenomena of the fire element emerged one after another.

The two forefathers gaped in shock.

Forefather Blazingsun, the head of the tribe, ferociously widened his ruthless, red eyes. “What’s going on? Is a powerful fire spirit entering the world??”

An equally ugly red-haired forefather made calculations off his fingers. He was Forefather Glaringflare, and his status was a hair lower than the other forefather’s.

“It’s to the southwest from here, in the area between Sunrise and Radiance Sacred Lands.”

The two forefathers exchanged a look and read surprise and interest in each other’s eyes. There was no doubt that the powerful resonances was a result of a fire treasure or spirit creature.

“Shall we go take a look?” asked Forefather Glaringflare.

“We shall!” Forefather Blazingsun cackled. “Or perhaps you can stay and defend our post, little brother. I’ll check what all that is about. What do you say?”

Glaringflare cackled. “If we work together, we can overcome even the greatest of challenges. I’m too concerned for you to let you go on your own. It’s better that we go together and fight together should anything go wrong, isn’t it?”

They maintained the appearance of civility, but each knew what the other was trying to do. Neither wanted his counterpart to claim all of the benefits. Although they were both fire demons and their interests mostly aligned, neither of them was selfless.

They didn’t want to argue, and there was no convincing the other. Since they couldn’t afford to undermine their alliance, they’d go together.

Without hesitation, they summoned their demigod underlings and ordered them to stay and defend the Sunrise Sacred Land, and wait for their return.

Once that was done, the two forefathers left for the source of the resonance in a rush. They didn’t think they had anything to fear within Sunrise territory.
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THE FIRE LOTUS POND


Most demons possessed the same weakness. In their arrogance, they considered themselves the strongest in the world and instinctively looked down on humans.

True, they’d been sealed away in the ancient war, but that hadn’t been because the humans had bested them. The humans had made use of all possible resources at their hands and plotted and schemed to make everything work.

In straight combat, humans were no match for them.

The current trend in modern times reinforced this belief. The demons had advanced unopposed from the other side of the continent, conquering all of the territories and defeating all factions that stood in their way, until they’d come across a transportation formation leading into Myriad Abyss Island.

Imagine their excitement when they realized that Myriad Abyss could lead them straight to the human domain!

The latter had ever been the biggest thorn in their side. It was the territory they most wanted to conquer, and a tantalizing prize they couldn’t bear to relinquish.

Myriad Abyss was merely a stopover. Their final goal was to overrun the human domain and exact their revenge for the aeons spent imprisoned.

Various tribes dispatched their armies to subdue Myriad Abyss’ sacred lands. But, while everything had gone to plan for some, some met with unexpected resistance.

Traveling as fast as the wind, the two forefathers arrived at their destination in just a few hours.

Slowing down, Forefather Blazingsun’s crimson eyes coldly swept over the area. Avarice and eagerness slowly eased from his face, replaced by a certain gravitas. As one familiar with the ways of the world, he wouldn’t be blinded by pure greed.

They were still within Sunrise territory, but the two demons stayed on their guard nevertheless.

“Brother, fire element doesn’t seem all that active here.” Despite addressing Glaringflare, Blazingsun almost seemed to be talking to himself.

“Indeed. Were our calculations mistaken?” whispered the other demon.

“Impossible. You and me are born of fire. When it comes to fire element, our senses are too keen to be wrong.” Blazingsun shook his head.

“What’s the matter then? Is a trap in play?” Glaringflare asked again.

“Let’s be careful. Myriad Abyss has been strange of late. The golden demons met with disaster, while the monster and titan demons have reportedly slaughtered each other. I hear the celestial demons were furious when apprised of the news and are planning to send reinforcements.”

“Heh, that lot deserves to die. To be mired in infighting when the enemy is just in front of them, that’s as self-destructive as they come!”

“You’re right. That said, Flora was originally assigned to the monster demons, but when the titan demons horned in, what did the celestial demons say? Not a peep, which is obviously tacit approval. After all these years, they’re still up to their old schemes,” Blazingsun grumbled with dissatisfaction.

“Heh, dao brother, not letting another tribe surpass them has always been their greatest concern. We should be thankful our tribe isn’t that powerful, so we don’t need to worry that they’ll look at us sideways.”

While chatting, they didn’t stop sweeping the area for clues with their consciousnesses.

As if in perfect sync, both chose to go in the same direction.

“Found it, it’s not too far away in front of us. Something seems to be dampening the fluctuation of the fire attribute.” Blazingsun’s eyes suddenly shone.

“Yes, the intense activity from earlier has been suppressed. I smell a rat. Is someone afraid of being found out?” Glaringflare mused.

“Let’s go take a look.”

They flew forward. Despite their misgivings, their instinctive greed prevented them from slowing down.

For fire demons, such a lure was fundamentally impossible to resist.

The two old demons inched closer to the ravine. Thanks to the fire-attribute formation Jiang Chen and the Vermilion Bird had laid down, the place burned like the mouth of a volcano. Fiery energy fizzed in the air like rampaging fire sprites freed from their seals.

“Over there!”

Blazingsun turned into a red stream of light and dove at the ground.

Not to be outdone, his companion followed close behind and landed at the mouth of the ravine at almost the same time. The fiery undulations in the air immediately set them at ease.

“Look, what’s that?” Glaringflare’s eyes shone as he looked into the ravine.

Inside, rows upon rows of fire-red lotuses, seemingly in full bloom, swayed in the breeze like soaring balls of flames.

A sea of fire surrounded the flowers, like a lake of water nurturing ordinary lotuses. At the sight of this completely surreal scene, the two forefathers felt their hearts pound madly in their chests.

These lotuses were anything but common, judging by the unique spirit energy they emitted in formidable waves.

“Brother, can you also feel the presence of living creatures?” Blazingsun asked.

“Yes, it seems these flowers have a companion beast hiding nearly.” Glaringflare nodded.

“Why don’t you stand guard outside while I take a look inside?” the former asked tentatively.

“There’s nothing to be wary of out there. Let’s go in together. We’ll be able to help each other if a problem arises, won’t we?” Glaringflare spotted the obvious trick from a mile away.

If left alone, nothing would stop his companion from hoarding all the benefits to himself.

Was he stupid enough to fall for it? Of course not.

“Alright, let’s go together then, since we’re friends who share both hardships and triumphs.” Blazingsun shone with sincerity.

“Indeed, you and me are in the same boat,” Glaringflare replied in kind.

The two of them rushed at the lotus pond even as they spoke. The fiery aura surrounding it was simply too dense. In such a paradise, there was no reason for them to be excessively cautious.

A trap waiting for them inside? It seemed unthinkable.

Only an utter idiot would try to ambush fire demons in a land of fire.

Their figures turned into crimson streaks of light as they charged forward. Just as they’d guessed, the flowers did possess their own spirit energy.

All the lotuses waited for them petals wide open, seemingly fully ready for their approach. Those in the front even tried to attack them with their twining vines.

“Hehe, nice, they can launch attacks on their own. Good, very good.” Of course, this level of strength couldn’t threaten the two forefathers.

They landed amidst the flowers and casually brushed the vines away, as if going for a stroll in their own garden.
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AN EXPLOSIVE MOMENT


They trudged back and forth inside the pond, intent on unearthing all of its riches. The lotuses were extraordinary, but the Fire of Firstdawn’s unique energy permeating the area was even more stunning.

An extraordinary treasure seemed buried somewhere beneath the pond. These flowers were merely companion spirit herbs.

A rustle suddenly came from the cluster of lotuses, immediately followed by a creature shooting out of the flowers and charging at the two demons.

This creature was the Vermilion Bird in disguise. It’d now taken the shape of a tiny bird that stubbornly breathed tongues of flames at the two forefathers.

The offensive potential it demonstrated was more or less equivalent to demigod, just the right level to fool its opponents.

“Hehe, brother, this spirit creature is mine. Don’t fight me for it. You can have the lotuses instead.” Blazingsun grinned.

Glaringflare’s mouth twitched in obvious displeasure. But after ruminating over the division of the war spoils, he nodded reluctantly in the end. “Fine, but if there are other treasures hidden underground, we split them half and half.”

“Of course.” Blazingsun chuckled. He circulated his energy, eager to subdue the creature.

For fire demons, a fire-attribute pet of any kind was worth possessing, to say nothing of a demigod spirit creature. It’d make for a great helper once properly trained, and might even become his right-hand man later down the road.

Blazingsun’s glowing eyes never left his prey as he accelerated. He was fully in his element in this fiery area, and his speed naturally increased in kind.

But, as if sensing danger, the bird dodged among the lotuses, drawing the charging Blazingsun that stormed forward without a second thought into the lotuses the demon had to break in his path. The very sight made Glaringflare’s heart bleed.

“Fellow daoist, take it easy, will you? Do you not care about these lotuses after they’ve been handed over to me?” he protested.

“Hehe, brother, help me a little if it bothers you so much. This creature is a slippery one,” cackled Blazingsun.

The bird was the only thing on his mind. As for the lotuses, they weren’t his in any case. He was truly ignoring all of them.

The nonchalant reply discomfited Glaringflare, but what could he do other than stamp his feet? “Fine, I’ll trap it for you, so stop wrecking everything.”

Like a bull plowing through a field, Blazingsun left a trail of broken lotuses in his wake, indifferent to these treasures.

But for Glaringflare, everything about them was extraordinary, from the purity of their fire attribute to their various offensive abilities. Their flexible vines, in particular, were shockingly tough, and even more surprisingly, could regenerate themselves. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on them.

Both demons ran after the bird, working together to capture it.

Intoxicated by the chase, they failed to notice the slowly declining fire energy in their surroundings, the sea of flames slowly thinning.

A strange scene suddenly occurred.

All of the lotuses abruptly vanished without a trace, the whole cluster completely gone in the space of a breath.

While the forefathers stared blankly, dumbstruck, countless vines drilled again from the ground. But there was a key difference this time.

It was the same shape, lotuses, vines, and everything else. However, the original flaming-red color had turned into an icy blue. In an instant, the sea of fire had turned into a land of ice and snow.

A biting cold seemed to freeze the entire world. The spirit creature they’d been chasing was also nowhere in sight.

The forefathers’ hearts sank. Such a drastic change surely wasn’t a good omen.

Of course, demons with their level of cultivation wouldn’t be seriously harmed by this little bit of cold, but the freezing environment was nothing but the tip of the iceberg, a byproduct of Jiang Chen’s Bewitching Lotus of Fire and Ice.

All of the young lord’s preparations sprang to life at this instant—the Bewitching Lotus, but also the formation connected to the yin energy underground.

Meanwhile, the divine beasts made their presence known by sealing off the area within a hundred miles inside their domain.

The four of them had become increasingly adept at coordinating their powers to empower the domain. At present, unless prepared for in advance, anyone below advanced divine realm would find escaping from its boundaries a very tall order.

The two forefathers were mid divine demons. One was at fifth level, while the other was at fourth. Among all demon forefathers, such cultivation ranked above average, and in a world of fire, they were a match for all but the very strongest of their race. However, all of the fire nearby had vanished, replaced by ice and yin, both energies that countered fire.

As a consequence, instead of seeing their abilities magnified, their powers were now weaker than normal.

If their ordinary strength was a ten out of ten, then it became a twelve in a fiery environment. But when restricted by ice and yin energies, they could only fight at ninety percent of their potential, or even only eighty percent.

Furthermore, their movements were also impaired by the domain’s confining effects.

And that wasn’t the worst of it. As authorized by Jiang Chen, the Black Tortoise also bombarded them with his festering gas while operating the domain.

Since it was a substance of extreme yin, this gas was also a natural enemy for fire and made the two forefathers almost cough up blood. The fearsome attack corroded not only the flesh, but also the soul.

Not the greatest experts in mental defenses, fire demons dreaded attacks of the mind the most.

They could only rely on their inborn fire to gradually offset the encroaching gas, but all of the energy and powers spent to counter it naturally undermined their ability to face other attacks.

As if on cue, Long Xiaoxuan and the White Astral Tiger finally launched their own attacks in perfect tandem at Jiang Chen’s behest.

For the young lord, everything was in the palm of his hand. Every step occurred as planned for, down to the last detail.
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JIANG CHEN MAKES HIS MOVE


The two forefathers felt the urge to break something. They’d had their suspicions, but greed and arrogance blinded them to possible threats.

In their eyes, this was their territory. There was no reason for them to be wary when they were surrounded by the fire element.

Who would’ve thought that the fire element in this area was an illusion created by their enemies in order to lure them in?

They’d foolishly set foot right into the trap, and now had sunk so deep that they couldn’t get out.

“Everyone, a long night is fraught with dreams,” Jiang Chen ordered. “Let’s finish them quickly.”

He couldn’t afford to let the battle drag on. This was demon territory, and the winged demons weren’t far away.

If their forefathers learned of the disturbance and came to their fire brethrens’ aid, Jiang Chen’s plans would fall apart.

He and his companions could take on two to three demon forefathers without much difficulty, but not more than that.

If they had all the forefathers trapped, it might not be that much of a problem. But if the forefathers attacked them from both inside and outside the formation, Jiang Chen couldn’t say for sure who would win.

He planned to kill as many divine forefathers as possible. Therefore, he had to take out the two fire demons before the winged demon forefathers arrived.

Once the two fire demon forefathers were dead, the rest of the fire demons within Sunrise would be left leaderless. They might be a headache for other cultivators to deal with, but not for Jiang Chen.

The four sacred beasts and Goldbiter Rats were more than enough to kill all of them.

The four sacred beasts knew how much the battle mattered and so put everything they had into the fight. They were determined and eager. Such battle was a valuable tempering opportunity for them. Not only would they gain experience, they could also improve their cultivation.

Moreover, they had the upper hand and weren’t in that much danger. Even when things got dicey, Jiang Chen had many contingencies that would allow them to retreat unharmed.

They greatly enjoyed the guerilla warfare.

Jiang Chen observed the two fire demons. They fought as fiercely as the members of other demonic tribes. This reckless abandon for their own safety was the main reason why demons were so unstoppable.

Unfortunately for them, they were facing the four divine beasts, whose bloodlines overpowered even those of fire demons. Their aggression wasn’t going to intimidate the sacred beasts.

Jiang Chen sighed inwardly. Now he knew why the human race in the ancient times had been unable to defeat all the demons, despite their superior numbers.

Demons’ battle prowess was simply too ferocious.

If it were four human cultivators fighting the two demon forefathers, things wouldn’t go as smoothly even if the humans were all at sixth level divine realm.

Firstly, human cultivators couldn’t manipulate a domain like the four sacred beasts. A domain was akin to its own isolated world and could only be created with the combined efforts of the four sacred beasts.

Secondly, human cultivators weren’t able to match the sacred beasts in terms of raw power. Humans relied more on treasures, talismans, and formations. Very few humans defeated their enemies with brute force. As a result, they often fell short in a difficult fight. They might not be prepared to risk their lives, and they weren’t physically strong enough to do so.

Most importantly, human cultivators were as much of a disparate group as demons. Not everyone was dedicated to the war enough to sacrifice themselves.

Therefore, the ancient human race had only been able to rival the demon race despite their great numbers. If not for the foresight of some of the human powerhouses, humanity would’ve been defeated, the domain claimed by demons.

Jiang Chen hovered in the air. A ray of golden divine light shot out from his God’s Eye, raking over all details at the scene. He was ready to strike.

He opened his hand and manifested the Great Veluriyam Torch.

Muttering an incantation, the torch grew steadily more intense. After a breath of time, it became as impressive as the moon and sun.

“Light of the Great Veluriyam Torch, countless forms it may take. Go!”

Sheer brilliance radiated from the torch, like dragons dancing and twisting through the air.

Under Jiang Chen’s refinement, the Great Veluriyam Torch became increasingly powerful; it was showing hints of its past glory as the signature treasure of the top ancient sect.

The light enhanced the four sacred beasts’ attacks by at least sixty percent, and it hit the enemies with its restraining power.

The two fire demons felt a heavy pressure bear down on them.

The four divine beasts were making things difficult enough for them. The Great Veluriyam Light broke their spirit further.

Jiang Chen didn’t stop there. As he activated the Great Veluriyam Torch, he manifested the True Dragon Rope of Water and Fire in his other hand. Left by his father from his past life, not even the average heavenly plane cultivators could resist the rope.

Hiding within the Great Veluriyam Light, the rope morphed into two dragons and charged at the forefathers.

Forefather Glaringflare suddenly felt his body go numb.

The rope wrapped itself around him; the strange light gradually enveloped him.

Scared out of his mind, Glaringflare put all his might into breaking free, but the more he struggled, the tighter the rope became.

“Dao brother, help me!” he cried out.

However, Forefather Blazingsun’s situation wasn’t that much better than his companion’s. Hearing Glaringflare’s call for help provoked Blazingsun further. The flames around him flared and danced wildly.

“Holy fire blaze, immolate me and give my body unto holy fire!” chanted Blazingsun, his red eyes glinting violently. It seemed he was going to pull out his trump card.
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STRUGGLES OF A CAGED BEAST


As a divine forefather, Blazingsun had seen his share of conflicts and participated in battles large and small. But today was his first time witnessing such a bizarre sight.

With his companion out of commission, he immediately found himself cornered. Without hesitation, he circulated all of his mental reserves, ready to lay his life on the line as he entered a berserk state. His body was a volcano that had stored an enormous amount of energy, ready to erupt at any moment.

Jiang Chen keenly sensed this impending, suffocating explosion of violence. He immediately transmitted, “Everyone, be careful. This old fogey is willing to sacrifice his life, so don’t get too close to him.”

Why were demons so hard to deal with? Because rational thought no longer applied to them once in battle. For them, terrible forbidden arts were far from taboo.

Possessing monstrous destructiveness, such arts brought about nothing but cruel devastation.

Blazingsun’s attitude screamed he was ready to use such a method to take down his enemies with himself. He wasn’t genuinely intent on suicide, of course, but merely using the threat to wrangle his way out of an impasse.

He who fought without regard for his life often cowed his enemies into making mistakes and giving him an opportunity to survive.

It wasn’t the forefather’s first time with his back against the wall. He’d already experienced dangers in this life that were so pressing he’d been forced to use his own life as a gambling chip.

Due to the beasts’ absolute trust in Jiang Chen, they grew even more vigilant after his warning. Their control over the domain didn’t falter, but they did maintain a certain distance from the enemy, in case the latter tried to detonate his soul. The intensity of their attacks suffered as a consequence, substantially decreasing the pressure they exerted on the forefather.

But the restrictive domain was still in place, so the demon’s movements were as impeded as before.

Since the sacred beasts had drawn back, Jiang Chen had to fill in for them and contribute even more. Over his head, the Great Veluriyam Torch pelted the battlefield with an ever-increasing number of bright, dazzling rays of light.

He was naturally aware that the demon’s aggressiveness was aimed at creating a gap to allow for an escape.

But of course, the young lord wouldn’t tolerate such an outcome. Driving the torch to its full power, he swathed the domain in layer after layer of blinding light curtains that challenged the demon ever further.

Like flower petals, the curtains overlaid each other and endlessly magnified the domain’s power. The demon tried multiple times to charge through its boundaries, only to be bounced back each time by its formidable defenses. He approached within inches of success several times, but the torch’s pressure ultimately caused him to fail.

The forefather was at his wit’s end. Facing the enemy alone after his companion’s capture, he struggled for dear life like a trapped beast making its final stand.

He held nothing back and used all of the skills and techniques he’d learned in his long life. Now and then, he transformed into a raging blaze in an attempt to burn a hole in the domain’s space with the absolute power of fire.

However, being controlled by all four divine beasts, the domain contained the highest laws of heaven and earth. Jiang Chen had simulated some of the most profound mysteries in the heavenly planes to impart this method to the beasts. Its intricacies far exceeded the continent’s knowledge.

The more Blazingsun fought, the more apprehensive he became.

He’d fought against the human domain in the past and had seen mankind’s greatest ancient powerhouses, including some that were slightly stronger than him. None had been able to gain the upper hand once he threw caution to the wind. Some had even fallen back on the spot.

After all, human cultivators couldn’t match a demon’s brute force or his level of control. However, today’s events fully went against this lifelong preconception.

He’d never felt as great a pressure as now. His opponent was baffling, his fighting style multi-faceted, his powers unpredictable, and his bag of tricks seemingly bottomless. A human like no other, this young man suppressed him in every aspect.

No matter how much like a daredevil the demon fought, the domain’s restrictions rendered him as powerless as a prisoner in a cell. His arsenal included many mighty arts, but he couldn’t fully bring them to use. He was willing to die fighting, but he couldn’t even approach the enemy.

Such helplessness was the greatest tragedy.

Demons had always been the ones to toy with their opponents. It was his first time on the receiving end instead.

While operating the Great Veluriyam Torch, Jiang Chen brandished another object, the Scrutiny of Existence. Like all the other items sealed in his consciousness by his father, it was a feigned-mundanity treasure.

The Scrutiny was similar to the Great Veluriyam Torch in some aspects, but its firepower was on a different level. After all, forged by a celestial emperor, it was a treasure truly blessed by creation.

A forbidding beam fired from it like an arrow, instantly causing the surrounding space to tremble from its awe-inspiring energy. This was one of the item’s abilities, deemed the World Ending Light.

It erased all dirt and impurities from the world with its tyrannical power. In the hands of an immortal, it could sometimes pierce through the very fabric of the universe to attack one plane from another.

Of course, Jiang Chen didn’t have the cultivation yet to use it to that degree. But even a modest tap into the light’s potential was terrifying enough.

The ray raced toward Blazingsun with unstoppable momentum, carrying with it a madness that engulfed everything in its path.

Of course, the demon noticed the incoming danger. An unparalleled sense of crisis made all of the hairs on his body stand on end, as if he were a hedgehog. The blinding brightness of the dreadful beam burned into his retinas.

He’d never felt as close to death as he had in this instant. The unprecedented threat seemed to bring with it a terror that could consume his very life.

He howled at the sky, roaring his grief. The flames enveloping him suddenly raged with quintuple the intensity, forming a blaze that pierced the dome of the sky. At this moment, his figure resembled that of a burning mountain.
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THE MIGHT OF THE WORLD-ENDING LIGHT


“Lowly human! I swear on the name of the ancestor demon gods that I’ll kill you today, no matter what you’re scheming!”

Now fully berserk, Blazingsun’s figure resembled that of a red flower in full bloom. He gave off an utterly alien sense of beauty.

Boundless flames emanated from him to pool into an ocean of fire. His figure belched flames like a volcano, as if he had just returned from the depths of hell.

“Go to hell, human!” As he yelled, he waved his vigorous arm and threw a punch that screamed with a terrifying aura. The explosive energy shattered the very fabric of space and drew myriads of cracks in the air.

The domain itself inflated like a balloon, seemingly on the edge of breaking apart.

The pressure on the divine beasts was immense. They could tell that Blazingsun had ignited his life essence to do battle. He was hell-bent on taking his enemies down, even if he had to burn his life away!

They couldn’t let him escape from the confinement of the domain, else the frenzied forefather would become an all but unstoppable force for the four of them.

They feared no demons under normal circumstances, but the berserk Blazingsun was more than they could handle.

They were still lacking in comparison when it came to genuine cultivation. They had to rely on their coordination and the vast power of their bloodlines to pin him down.

With the penetrating sight of his God’s Eye, Jiang Chen saw the domain weakening by the second under the forefather’s frantic onslaught, like reins cracking from a wild beast’s flailing. It could break at any second, so he boosted it even further with the Great Veluriyam Light.

At the same time, he fired the Scrutiny of Existence again. The formidable World Ending Light morphed from blue to purple, and ultimately to a golden radiance that rang with the roar of a dragon, or perhaps the cry of a phoenix, as it shot straight at the forefather with frenzied speed.

Blazingsun’s bloodshot eyes followed the aureate beam coming from above with great trepidation.

A direct hit would immediately compel him back into his original shape, or worse, utterly annihilate him on the spot.

He had to escape from the domain and regain full mobility before the attack landed. Otherwise, his odds of dodging while still hindered were marginal at best.

Of course, he could be utterly foolish or suicidal enough to try to weather it head-on, but he instinctively knew he wouldn’t escape unscathed. It would be a stirring, tragic end for sure.

An ominous glint sparkled in his bloody eyes. He ravaged his body and spilled his blood with his own hands. It was self-harm, yes, but also a way to awaken his full potential.

The effects were instantaneous. The area covered by his demonfire expanded immensely as soon as his blood came into contact with it, as well as its density.

“Break! Break, I say!” He shouted himself hoarse.

Terrifying demonfire crashed against the domain like the tidewaters. The entire space inside fissured ghastly, a portend of its imminent collapse.

“It’s going to break soon!” Delight shone in the forefather’s eyes.

Jiang Chen observed the process, his face grim. This battle had far exceeded his expectations.

Blazingsun still resisted against overwhelming odds, a testament to his stubborn resilience.

The young lord made a prompt decision. Imitating his opponent, he also threw caution to the wind and poured his entire reserve of consciousness into the Great Veluriyam Torch and the Scrutiny of Existence.

The renewed support from the torch stabilized the domain’s defenses for a little longer while he drove the Scrutiny of Existence’s offensive firepower to new heights.

He and Blazingsun were in a race against time. If the demon could break free, he would unleash the full force of his wrath upon the four sacred beasts.

Of course, they could weather it, but the forefather would escape in all likelihood, destroying the greater part of his plans in the process. Blazingsun was a threat far greater than Glaringflare.

Of course, the demon would be gravely injured after igniting his life essence. But with the extraordinary self-healing ability of his race, he might well return to full strength in a few years, as if nothing had happened, and become a thorn in Jiang Chen’s side.

Did he want one more enemy at large, especially one so dangerous?

Of course not. His motto had always been to nip potential trouble in the bud.

Hence, come hell or high water, he had to stop his opponent here and now, no matter the price.

The four beasts observed the development of the battle with great apprehension. They had already fought as hard as they could, and would have had no qualms going into melee range to gain some time for the young lord. But, wary of a final stand of mutual destruction, the latter had ordered them to fall back. In any case, they were fully aware they couldn’t withstand the brunt of the forefather’s power right now.

True, Long Xiaoxuan and the Astral White Tiger were experts in frontal combat, but it was too soon to pit initial gods like them against a frenzied Blazingsun.

In a few short breaths, Jiang Chen augmented the World-Ending Light no less than six times. A divine beam fired from the heavens, the aureate ray’s fearsome pressure weighed down on the forefather’s chest like a mountain range the closer it drew.

By the time the attack finally reached him, its energy was far greater than it had been at the start.

But, in the same instant, his raging flames also reached the pinnacle of their power. With a rumbling of the earth, his relentless blows finally caved a hole in the domain.

Almost simultaneously, the golden World-Ending Light penetrated through this very gap.

Blazingsun’s eyes contracted violently. Many fragmented thoughts surfaced in his mind. The next moment, the beam finally struck true.

Boom!

The World-Ending Light swallowed him whole.
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CAN YOU STILL FIGHT?


The World-Ending Light proved mightier than Jiang Chen imagined. It tore Blazingsun to pieces and annihilated both flesh and soul.

Strength drained from the young lord as soon as he put down the Scrutiny. His body felt so limp he swayed on his feet.

He was utterly worn out after using the True Dragon Rope of Water and Fire, the Great Veluriyam Torch, and the Scrutiny of Existence in quick succession. His consciousness was almost entirely dried up.

His mentality was already powerful beyond compare. Although he was a third level divine, his consciousness could rival anyone in the mid divine realm. In fact, a sixth level cultivator would be his equal at best, or perhaps a little inferior.

Even so, such a severe rate of consumption was too much for him to bear. His entire body felt empty, an obvious symptom of excessive mental drain.

He immediately swallowed several pills to finally recover a hint of vigor. Still, he had to abstain from straining himself any further in the short term.

The four beasts looked at him, heads hanging in shame. They knew the price he’d paid. Although their combined domain had played a role, the demon forefather had broken free in the last moments. They absolutely could’ve slowed him down for longer, but they’d put their own safety first instead of showing as much determination as Blazingsun.

In fact, they couldn’t be blamed for it. No one was keen to perish together with their enemies. Survival was a fundamental instinct.

Still, guilt assailed when they saw Jiang Chen’s sorry state.

The young lord had given them his full trust. He’d always cared for them with wholehearted sincerity. They were never left out when it came to treasures or any opportunities.

Even a miraculous item like the Amaranthine Clouddew Fruit had been theirs to enjoy.

By right, they should have contributed more. But they’d hesitated, and the young lord had been the one to pay for it. They definitely had their share of responsibility for the current situation.

“Young lord, will you be alright?” the Vermilion Bird asked, a little ashamed.

Jiang Chen waved it off with a sigh. “It was my mistake. I hadn’t expected Blazingsun to be this hard to deal with. He’s probably almost on par with Goldenhowl.”

Back then, he’d shied away from a direct confrontation with the golden demon forefather’s fearsome power.

But a fire demon shouldn’t have been this troublesome. Victory seemed assured with all his preparations. He hadn’t anticipated such an arduous fight.

Truly, one could never underestimate a demon’s strength in combat.

Rather guilt-stricken as well, Long Xiaoxuan offered, “Young lord, we failed you this time. We aren’t worthy of your care.”

Despite his usual arrogance, the dragon greatly valued relationships in his heart of hearts. He felt more guilty than anyone for the young lord’s current condition.

The White Astral Tiger was young, his mind not yet mature. He was often thick headed and a little slow on the uptake. In fact, this was cute in his own silly way. But seeing everyone with such a heavy conscience, he also realized they hadn’t lived up to their status of sacred beasts and the human’s care of them.

Even the Black Tortoise, the one who’d contributed the most, knew deep down he could’ve done more.

“It’s fine. There’s no need to blame yourselves. In following me, you often have to risk your lives, so I naturally have to lead by example. That’s the natural order of things. How can I ask you to put yourselves in harm’s way if I do nothing but protect my hide?” Jiang Chen wanted to put this matter to rest.

The Vermilion Bird exclaimed, “It’s unfathomable for a human to be so empathetic, young lord. This battle is a warning for us, but it’s also a good lesson. At the very least, we’ve become closer to each other. We can be certain now you aren’t exploiting us, but see us as true friends.”

“That’s right, the young lord is entirely different from other human powerhouses. The Black Tortoise couldn’t help but agree.

Long Xiaoxuan’s gaze was resolute. “This is the last time. From today on, I’ll fight every battle as if it were my last. I’ll never retreat again.”

“Hehe, you think I’ll lose to you? Bring it on!” The Astral White Tiger licked his lips.

“You can count me in as well,” the Vermilion Bird added solemnly.

The Black Tortoise sighed. “Everyone is of the same mind. Count me in too. If all four of us fight without holding back, few beneath the heavens can stop us.”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Don’t worry, you’ve taken the Amaranthine Clouddew Fruits, so you’re still far from fully reaching your potential. More battles await us in the future, and you’ll witness even grander miracles by my side.”

“Ahh, we’ve really gained a lot this time.” The Vermilion Bird sighed with emotion, but its face suddenly sank. “Bad news, there are other demon forefathers rushing over.”

“Is that so?” Long Xiaoxuan’s eyes shone with eagerness as he looked at Jiang Chen. “Young lord, shall we fight again?”

Jiang Chen thought it over and nodded. “It must be forefathers from the winged demon tribe. The fighting here was too frenetic for them to miss.”

“Hehe, winged demons aren’t as ferocious as titan demons, or as sharp as golden demons, or as explosive as fire demons. Their only advantage lies in their agility.” The Vermilion Bird also burned with an intense fighting spirit.

The young man nodded. “There’s nothing remarkable about them other than their mobility. They’re as swift as the wind and are good at dodging, but if we can reduce their speed, they’ll have no choice but to fight us toe-to-toe.”

Restless, the four beasts all itched to erase the shame from the previous battle as soon as possible.

“Young lord, can you still hold on?” The divine bird looked earnestly at Jiang Chen.

The other three also looked at him with hope, their desire for battle almost palpable.

The young man had recovered some energy thanks to pills, but his consciousness couldn’t be so easily restored. Another intense bout would be an enormous ordeal for his depleted consciousness.

But the winged demons would soon be upon them. It was too late to sneak away in peace, at any rate. They would be dogged by enemies hot on their tails. Speed was a winged demon’s specialty, after all.

Furthermore, it was the best chance to deal with that particular tribe and weaken the enemies even further. A few more dead forefathers would be an enormous blow for the demons.

Jiang Chen was truly tempted.
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THE WINGED DEMON TRIBE


With a sudden thrill, an idea sprang into the young lord’s mind.

“It seems everyone’s still hungry for battle. Very well, let’s test the winged demons’ mettle in that case!” He too felt enlivened by the prospect.

The kills seemed ripe for the picking. What if such an opportunity never arose again? He had to seize the moment.

He’d crushed several tribes by now. A few more winged demon forefathers would make a nice addition to his list.

He’d run into more than half of the ten tribes so far and thwarted the demon resurgence at every single turn. This had surely knocked the celestial demon tribe down a peg.

To weaken the enemy was to strengthen oneself. Little by little, the balance of power might shift in his favor. And more importantly, alleviating the demon rampage might give Myriad Abyss enough space to recover from the current devastation.

“Get ready, everyone. Same old plan, we’ll catch them while their guard is down.”

When fighting demons, one had to be more cunning and brutal than them. The slightest show of weakness would reinvigorate them.

Demons weren’t invincible. If one could seize the initiative from the very start and keep them on the backfoot, never allowing them a chance to strike back, demons could also be intimidated and made to despair.

His successive run-ins with the tribes were proof enough.

No matter how ferocious they were, they could be forced to bleed like everyone else, given sufficient preparations.

He’d killed many demon forefathers so far without a single defeat to his name. Yes, he had the requisite strength, as well as immense help from the divine beasts and the Goldbiter Rats, but his planning deserved the lion’s share of the credit.

Every engagement had been meticulously thought through. He’d always acted with a clear strategy in mind, which enabled him to run circles around his enemies.

He was more devious than his enemies, commanded greater battle prowess than they, and understood them like the back of his hand. His existence was a natural scourge for the demons. No humans in the history of the continent had ever possessed this kind of superiority against them.

The first winged demon to arrive was a fifth level god. Transformed into a roc, he flew with terrifying speed, traveling thousands of miles with a single flap of his wings.

A short few breaths after Jiang Chen’s group vanished from sight, this forefather, called Demonroc, arrived in the vicinity.

He was extremely cautious by nature. He circled a few times in the sky, in absolutely no rush to descend and land. The obvious aftermath of a harrowing battle astonished and horrified him.

Hovering high above, his frosty eyes were filled with vigilance as he surveyed the lay of the land.

“Why were the fellow daoists from the fire demon tribe in this place? It’s not particularly rich in fire elements. Why were they fighting here?”

Many questions nagged at him, but there were no obvious answers.

The aura of a devastating confrontation still permeated the air, yet he couldn’t spot the beginnings of a shadow.

“Daoists Blazingsun, Glaringflare, are you two nearby?” He probed with extreme caution, transmitting his demonic voice via consciousness.

However, no answer was forthcoming.

His eyes swept left and right over the area, but he ultimately chose not to go closer.

Instead, he remained in the sky and slowly extended his consciousness downward in a search for clues.

“Hm? What’s this?” Suddenly noticing something, he directed his attention at a pile of rocks. Unexpectedly, he spotted a storage ring among them.

It was imprinted with a mark unique to demons. Moreover, only a cultivator at the same level as him was entitled to wear it.

If alive, why would one with the power of a divine forefather leave his storage ring behind? And if defeated, why hadn’t the victors claimed it yet?

Despite a sudden, intense greed, cold logic told him there was something strange about the presence of this ring.

Struck by a sudden thought, he whistled at the sky and summoned his companion.

Not long after, a reply that rumbled like a landslide travelled back from a location not too far away.

Judging by the sound and the distance, his tribesman finally arrived.

“Daoist Demonhawk, you’re a little late.” Demonroc smiled in obvious happiness. He was much less nervous now that he could count on a companion to back him up.

A blue figure shot through the sky as fast as lightning. It briefly dimmed the clouds, then reached Demonroc in the blink of an eye with a speed even greater than the latter’s.

It was precisely Forefather Demonhawk. Like Demonroc, he was a preeminent leader of the winged demon tribe. Both were about equally matched in strength. His face dark, Demonhawk was noticeably in a very bad mood.

“Fellow daoist, what’s the matter? You don’t look very happy,” asked his companion with surprise.

Demonhawk clenched his teeth. “I’ve asked around. The one who killed my brother Bluefalcon at the Rejuvenation Isles turns out to be that kid from the human domain, Jiang Chen!”

“Eh, wasn’t that our guess from the beginning?” Demonroc blinked.

“Guesses are one thing, and clear evidence another. You probably haven’t heard yet, but the celestial demons have ordered the tribes to stop all of their operations in the other major territories. They’re to gather all of their forces in Myriad Abyss within seven days. Forefather Celestial seems very displeased with those who came here first.”

“Isn’t that to be expected? He knows full well the human domain is key to our conquest of the Divine Abyss. The other territories won’t influence the outcome of the war.” A little bemused, Demonroc blurted out, “But what does it have to do with your dead brother?”

“Everything! I’ve offered to spearhead the attack, but they’ve turned me down. It looks like the celestial demons are as selfish as ever. They won’t let anyone take the spotlight away from them!” Demonhawk huffed in anger.

“What does it matter if they refuse? Are you really so keen to be their cannon fodder? This Jiang Chen won’t be so easy to deal with, let me tell you that. He allegedly eliminated the golden demons at Everlasting, and something also happened recently with the titan and monster demons at Flora. I’m really worried he might come for us,” Demonroc said, a little troubled.
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THE TWO FOREFATHERS


“Hmph! I’d like to see him try. I’ll tear him to pieces if he does!” Demonhawk seethed viciously.

He had ample reason for this hostility. Forefather Bluefalcon had been one of the leaders at the Rejuvenation Isles and met his end at the hands of the young lord and four beasts.

Seeing his eyes bloodshot in anger, Demonroc advised urgently, “Fellow daoist, as members of the same tribe, I urge you not to look down on the kid after everything he’s done. Why have so many forefathers like us fallen at his hands? There must be something peculiar about him.”

“Aren’t you glorifying him a little too much? Humans can only come up with some scheme or another, or tinker with formations and talismans. What else can they do? During the ancient times, only a handful of them were worth our attention. The situation on the continent has only deteriorated since, especially in the human domain. I’ve heard that, at its lowest, the domain didn’t even have a single empyrean cultivator!”

Contempt for humans was deeply ingrained in Demonhawk.

“Well, maybe it was a ruse to appear weak? Without empyrean cultivators, how did they rout our tribes time and again?”

Demonhawk snorted coldly. “You’re well aware of our bad habits. Things are manageable if everyone belongs to the same tribe, otherwise… It’s either infighting, or more infighting. There were three tribes in the Rejuvenation Isles: golden demons, shadow demons, and us. Why were the shadow demons made leaders? What’s their claim to fame? The outcome is proof enough that their ineptitude was the fundamental reason for failure. Perhaps some serious internal friction arose between them.”

Well aware of his companion’s stubbornness, Demonroc gave up trying to convince him. Instead, he pointed at the scene below. “Let’s put that aside for now. Look, a heated battle has obviously taken place here. The two forefathers from the fire demon tribe must have been involved. I suspect Jiang Chen’s party has already snuck into Sunrise and Radiance territory.”

Demonhawk’s eyes shone. “Is he really here?”

“Very possibly.” A hint of nervousness was still visible in the cautious Demonroc.

His companion couldn’t help but mock him for it. “Daoist Demonroc, why are you so spineless when you possess the great bloodline of a winged demon? We’re among the stronger tribes. Where’s your courage? Are you that scared of this Jiang Chen?”

A little unhappy, Demonroc snorted quietly as his face darkened. “Fellow daoist, I’m warning you for your own good. Feel free to mistake my good intentions for cowardice, but don’t blame me if you suffer in the future.”

Demonhawk grinned toothily. “Am I supposed to thank you then? My only question for you is, will you dare fight by my side and take down the kid if we really run into Jiang Chen?”

“That kid is a deep thorn in our side. Of course I won’t let him escape if the opportunity presents itself.” Demonroc wasn’t actually afraid of the young man, but simply thought the human unusual. He favored a sound plan and better understanding of this enemy before engaging in a fight. That was much preferable to rushing headfirst and possibly succumbing to one of his sinister traps.

Were the keen golden demons, the towering titan demons, or the savage monster demons any weaker than Jiang Chen? So then why had all of them been defeated in the end?

This issue was well worth pondering. If Demonhawk were to persist in his contemptuous ways, he might ultimately emerge the loser!

“Good! That was what I was waiting to hear.” Demonhawk sneered. “I really hope he hands himself to us on a silver platter!”

Demonroc sighed inwardly. There was truly no changing his fellow’s attitude. Instead, he pointed down at the scene below. “You should take a close look at the aftermath over there.”

As Demonhawk did so, his expression gradually turned solemn. “The fire demons really did fight here. The fire elements are so agitated they haven’t dispersed entirely yet. I fear Forefather Blazingsun even ignited his life essence. There’s no other possible explanation for this appalling atmosphere.”

Although irascible, obstinate, and opinionated, Demonhawk was nevertheless extremely discerning. His companion replied, equally solemn, “And what kind of enemy do you think compelled him to such extreme measures?”

They looked at each other, a sliver of dread flashing in their gazes. After igniting his life essence, Blazingsun would be a fearsome existence that even the two of them fighting in tandem might not be able to withstand.

They narrowed their eyes in concern.

Demonhawk said, “In the ancient times, you could count on one hand the number of humans capable of suppressing him outright.”

“But most of those human masters ignited their life essences in the last decisive battle and went down fighting. They surely can’t possibly come back to life after such a long time, right? I don’t think humans possess this kind of resurrection art.”

When mentioning human powerhouses, the ones that first came to mind were the few ancient figures that once stood at the peak of mankind.

“Fellow daoist, can’t you admit it yet? All of this is more than likely related to Jiang Chen,” Demonroc warned again.

“Jiang Chen? Jiang Chen?” Demonhawk repeated this name, obviously conflicted.

Admit the possibility? He could, but simply didn’t want to. From what he knew, the youngster hadn’t reached divine realm yet. The only reason he could contend with the demons was the presence of several strong sacred beasts by his side. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be qualified to face a forefather even with a thousand years more of training.

“Stop being so vague. Just spit it out.” Demonroc’s humming and hawing was starting to get on Demonhawk’s nerves.

“What I mean is, we don’t know whether the two fire demons are still alive. If they’re dead, then what comes next is…” This train of thought was simply too terrible to pursue.

If dead, then the winged demon tribe would surely be the young lord’s next target.

“You mean he’ll come for us?” Demonhawk sucked in a breath. The seriousness of the situation had finally dawned on him. No longer so arrogant, he observed the area in earnest. “The fire demons shouldn’t have died, no? We rushed here as soon as we noticed the fighting. Not much time has elapsed since.”
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THE START OF ANOTHER CHAOTIC FIGHT


Indeed, they hadn’t been very far from the battleground to begin with. It seemed too short a window to expedite a fight against two demon forefathers.

Under the same conditions, even Forefather Celestial might not have been able to dispose of them so easily.

After all, Blazingsun could exhibit fearsome destructiveness when cornered. At the very least, the two winged demons would rather avoid facing him.

“Shall we go down and take a look?” Demonhawk no longer exhibited any sign of conceit.

Demonroc remained utterly vigilant. “There might be traps waiting for us down there.”

“Heh, what if there are? What’s our tribe’s greatest trait? Speed, of course! We’ll have no problem avoiding whatever traps there might be.” Demonhawk was very confident in that department.

But Demonroc merely nodded and stayed noncommittal. “Stick close to me so we can have each other’s back. Don’t ever be careless.”

“Alright, I’ll do as you say.” Demonhawk knew it wasn’t time to act presumptuous.

Turning into streaks of light, the two of them dove at the ground, keen as they were to obtain a better understanding of what had transpired.

“It, it was indeed them.” Demonroc sounded torn. “The fire demon forefathers were definitely here, but I also sense many other presences. I’m certain it was Jiang Chen’s group. Fellow daoist, do you feel the lingering aura of sacred beasts?”

Demonhawk gnashed his teeth. “That means it really was him! He’s challenging our race and provoking our tribe!”

He immediately blew up at the mention of the young lord.

“Fellow daoist, please keep it in for now. There’s certainly a reason he dares be so rampant. And I suspect…” Demonroc hesitated again.

“What? Why can’t you stop beating around the bush?” Demonhawk grumbled.

“I suspect our peers the fire demons have been defeated. Their situation must be grim right now.” There was an audible chill in Demonroc’s voice born from fear. “Fellow daoist, we’d better go back. Let’s gather our troops and play it safe. We’ll defend our territory and wait for the main army to arrive.” He was definitely unsettled.

If the two fire demons had fallen, then the enemy was far more terrible than they’d imagined.

Even with his tribe’s absolute superiority in speed, he didn’t want to touch such an opponent with a barge pole.

Demonhawk stared at his tribesman in anger. “You forget yourself! Who are we? When have demons ever been afraid of others? Do you know how humiliating your words are right now? You bring dishonor upon our entire tribe!”

Demonroc was of roughly equal status to his companion, so he naturally was incensed by the rebuke. If not for the urgency of the situation, he would’ve never tolerated it.

But right now, he didn’t have the heart to yell back. Instead, he focused his entire attention on the surroundings, afraid every breeze or blade of grass could spring into sudden ambush.

How can he be such a wuss? Demonhawk fumed. “I finally see today your courage is smaller than a sesame seed. Whatever, if you’re this afraid, you can go back by yourself first.”

“Fellow daoist…”

“Stop wasting my time, I’m not interested!” Demonhawk interrupted with a bellow. “I’ll make some inquiries in the fire demons’ territory. I have to get to the bottom of this matter in any case. How can someone like Blazingsun be this easily taken down, even after igniting his life essence? I find that hard to believe.”

Demonroc tried to compromise. “Fellow daoist, we absolutely have to stay together right now, else we’ll play into our enemy’s hand and end up being picked apart one by one.”

“Haha, what a joke! There might be existences we can’t defeat in this vast world, but none we can’t flee from. Picked apart? Let him try,” Demonhawk said in derision. “You’re too frightened to be of any use, so hurry up and go back. I can’t stand to look at your face any longer.”

A tangible rift had formed between the two forefathers.

One thought his tribesman an easily spooked weakling. For the other, his companion was a fool who’d humiliated him on purpose.

Demonroc took a deep breath and nodded. “Very well, I’ve said everything I could, but continuing the conversation is pointless since you think it’s nonsense coming from a coward. I’m taking my leave!”

About to depart, he brandished his sleeves and siphoned the storage ring he’d noticed sometime ago among the rocks.

But in that precise moment, the stones suddenly flew in his direction. In an instant, countless flying boulders mobbed him from every direction, each of them as fast as a cannonball.

The attack began without any sign whatsoever. In the span of a breath, rocks covered the entire sky like a swarm of locusts, dimming the sun and darkening the land below.

The two demons turned pale with fright at this unforeseen development. They’d never imagined the situation would take such a sudden, strange turn.

“Damn, so it really was a trap!” Demonroc spread his wings, the aura from his wings sweeping away the oncoming storm of rocks.

This type of attack wasn’t all that useful against them. An ordinary cultivator might have suffered grievous wounds or died outright, but the projectiles couldn’t approach winged demons once they flapped their wings, to say nothing of hurting them.

However, the rain of stones was merely a prelude, a harbinger of worse things to come. The atmosphere immediately changed as the four sacred beasts came out of hiding. They joined hands to recreate their domain, covering an area within a few hundred miles that immediately impeded the winged demons’ movements.

“It’s a divine domain that impacts our agility!” Demonroc immediately noticed the danger.

Demonhawk stood back to back with his companion, his face ashen. Gone was his previous arrogant cockiness.

The fearsome energy of the domain came in layered waves that sealed the air inside like a surging tide.

Demonroc reacted promptly. “Damn it, they’re trying to isolate this space and negate our speed advantage. Fellow daoist, we must break out before it’s too late, or we’re as good as dead!”

“Yes, let’s do that!” Demonhawk was no longer in a position to act tough.
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AN ATTACK THAT SURPASSES ONE’S LIMITS


Both forefathers were highly decisive by nature. As soon as they decided on the course to take, they reached the limit of their speed in the next second and used their momentum to crash against the domain’s barriers.

Sounding a retreat when the domain was still in its infancy was their best opportunity. Once it grew to completion, or enhanced beyond that, their advantage in speed would be entirely nullified, making any escape much more difficult.

Currently, it was still progressively gaining in strength. Not yet at peak condition, it wasn’t steady enough yet to face the simultaneous charge of the two demons.

Either forefather would have been helplessly trapped if alone. Thankfully, fighting side by side gave them enough power to hopefully create a breach while the domain’s nascent defenses still remained weak.

The Vermilion Bird clenched its teeth. “I’ll go and stop them!”

It fluttered its wings and blurred into a same streak of light, barring their way forward. Its energy rumbled menacingly as it breathed its fearsome skyfire. That resulted in a sea of flames that stopped cold the demons’ escape attempt.

The skyfire’s heat was too terrible for either forefather to weather directly. As a result, both chose to fall back in the face of the inferno churning their way like a dragon.

At this sight, the Black Tortoise chanted something under his breath and sprayed the familiar festering gas.

This attack eroded the body and invaded the mind. Supplied with a constant stream of energy from the divine beast, the fog rolled forward ever faster and reached the demons in an instant.

“Damn it, it’s an ambush. I knew it!”

Thankfully, the two forefathers also had tricks up their sleeves. Thanks to their experience, they confronted the encroaching danger without a hint of panic.

No sooner had they barely dodged the skyfire than was the gas cloud upon them.

“The fog is dangerous, don’t touch it!” Demonhawk growled. Like an enormous pair of fans obscuring the sky, his wings blew a biting-cold wind that seemed to sweep away everything beneath the heavens, forcefully diverting the path of the fog.

The four beasts attacked in turn. Together, they might have stood a chance to injure their opponents, but with their current strength, fighting one by one would delay the demons at best.

After all, they had to keep an eye on the activating domain. Before the latter had reached its final shape, some of them had to stay in control of it, preventing them from fighting freely.

As a result, while the situation looked dire for the forefathers on the surface, they had in fact regained their bearings to batter the barrier once again.

Hiding high above, Jiang Chen observed the battle with great anxiety.

The sacred beasts would have had strength to spare if they had faced either forefather by themselves, but suppressing both at the same time seemed a step too far.

“Do we have no choice but to let them get away today?” Unwilling, Jiang Chen tentatively tested his reserve of consciousness.

“It might prove too little for the Scrutiny of Existence, but if I force myself, it’s probably just enough for one use of the True Dragon Rope of Water and Fire or the Great Veluriyam Torch. But even I don’t know what will happen once I push my limits.”

He was a third level god. His consciousness far exceeded that of cultivators of the same level, but it wasn’t infinite nonetheless, especially when each fight at this level required such an enormous amount.

“That doesn’t matter. It’s worth taking some risks if I can kill their forefathers and weaken the demons further!” He clenched his teeth, spread his hand, and once again grasped the True Dragon Rope of Water and Fire.

His mind stretched taut, as if poised to infuse all his strength into the next attack. Since his mind was set, he had to make certain his strike landed. He only had one shot.

Displaying his consciousness in the full, he stared fixedly at the battleground with his God’s Eye. Every minute detail of the fight seemed to unfold in slow motion.

“True Dragon of Water and Fire, bind the heavens and bridle the earth!”

Two streams of air, one yin and one yang, one blue and one red, merged into a dragon that shattered the void and swirled toward Demonhawk in a dazzling display of light.

The latter already had his hands full attacking the domain while defending against surprise sallies from the divine beasts.

To focus on two things at the same time was already arduous, and three things turned out to be one too many.

He instinctively tried to avoid the oncoming rope, but the treasure possessed extreme reach. It coiled after him when he fled in one direction, folded his way when he ran in another, and stayed in hot pursuit no matter how hard he tried to shake it off. Like an inescapable net, it left no gaps for him to escape through, dogging him until the very end.

And when it finally came close enough to its target, it twisted itself, as if drawing a rune in the air, spreading wave after wave of water and fire in his surroundings.

Before he could blink, the rope securely wrapped around Demonhawk, rendering the demon unable to lift a single finger.

A dumbstruck Demonroc stared in openmouthed horror.

He’d started the fight shaken to begin with, perhaps even afraid. Now that his tribesman had been taken captive, his anxiety soared to a new level. How he wished to escape far away, never to face this group of monsters ever again!

Unfortunately for him, the pressure on the sacred beasts eased off significantly with Demonhawk out of the equation.

Their spirits roused, they focused their entire attention on completing the domain, successfully achieving their goal not long after.

The space inside was now a prison. No matter how Demonroc tried to ram it open, he couldn’t put a single dent in it. Not everyone possessed Blazingsun’s formidable abilities.

Jiang Chen stooped exhausted on the ground, his eyes tightly screwed shut. His mind reeling and teetering, his consciousness ran amuck. His vision grew hazy. Merely staying awake at this point was a struggle, to say nothing of attending to the battle.

But at this stage, the full might of the four divine beasts ought to be more than enough to deal with Demonroc.

Furthermore, the forefather had been scared stiff, his will to fight seemingly all but gone.

And sure enough, he ultimately ended up defeated a few minutes later, becoming the final victim of this battle.
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COMA


Jiang Chen had been lying unconscious for the past three days in Radiance Holy Girl Yao Guang’s secret room, ever since the end of that risky confrontation.

Radiance and Sunrise had been in an uproar during this time. The demons previously occupying their territories had sounded the retreat for unknown reasons.

As if a calamitous plague had suddenly descended upon the two divine nations, both winged and fire demons had fully withdrawn in a matter of two short days. Not a single soul remained behind, leaving the inhabitants utterly baffled by the turn of events.

They’d first suspected some kind of trap, but as scouts constantly brought back the same news, they were forced to accept the stunning reality. The demons were truly fully gone!

“He really did it. Big sister, how is that possible? How did he manage it?” Yao Guang’s tender heart trembled with shock.

When the young lord had taken away the Fire of Firstdawn, she’d been convinced he’d mount a rescue on Eternal at first light.

She’d never expected him to bait the fire demon forefathers instead. And then, he’d truly eliminated them, as he’d promised!

Not only that, but he’d also rid them of the winged demon forefathers on the same occasion.

If not for the four sacred beasts dragging back one of the winged demon forefathers, she might still be in denial.

In fact, Si Tong wasn’t any less shocked. Only, she had been more confident in the young man. The Fire of Firstdawn shouldn’t have been the sole reason for him to seek her out.

But, deep in her heart, she hadn’t held too much hope either. She’d only prayed for him to stay safe and sound against the fire demons.

To think he had truly succeeded! It was no less than a miracle.

The demons towered so far above the strength of the two sacred lands, but were easy targets ripe for the picking when they ran into him.

Whether fire or winged demons, a single forefather of theirs would’ve jeopardized the two sacred lands. And four of them to boot!

Such was the enemy Jiang Chen had vanquished, capturing or killing them outright!

Who said he had no helpers? Then what were the four sacred beasts? The sacred lands could only dream of such help.

Reality had finally dawned on her. The young lord was at such a high level that he eclipsed Myriad Abyss entirely. He’d become an existence to look up at, or even worship.

The ten great forefathers might return one day, but so what if they did?

Dealing with one or two demonic tribes would be a crowning achievement enough for the combined force of the sacred lands. A joint offensive from all ten tribes absolutely possessed the power to crush everything in their path and raze Myriad Abyss to the ground.

For example, the fire demons’ campaign on Sunrise had been a one-sided trouncing that would’ve resulted in its total annihilation, if not for the sacred land’s contingency plan.

The demons were proven to be more terrible than anyone had ever imagined.

They were objects of fear, even for the sacred lands, an enemy that seemed entirely impossible to withstand.

But Jiang Chen had appeared out of nowhere to demonstrate they weren’t invincible. Not only that, they could be easily killed.

How could the two women not be astonished? How could they not revere such an existence?

They’d once been at his level during the competition of geniuses, but he’d now grown far beyond them.

It was an injustice one could die from.

“Big sister, why aren’t you saying anything?” Yao Guang couldn’t resist asking when she noticed her friend’s internal conflict.

“Wise sister, what do you want me to say?” Her eyes betrayed her agitation. “I only hate myself for being powerless to help Brother Jiang.”

“Don’t be silly. Even our leaders can’t rival his ferocious power, so why compare him to younger generation like us?” Yao Guang didn’t feel all that guilty.

“Perhaps so, but consider, his strength wasn’t all that different from ours in the past, but now he… he’s become the lone pillar of resistance against the demons. To be frank, I’m a bit ashamed of Myriad Abyss. We’ve occupied these lands for so long, enjoyed the best of resources, and benefited from the ultimate cultivation environment. But when push comes to shove, we turn out to be so utterly useless...”

True to her words, she’d secretly reassessed her worldview after the recent turmoil.

The sacred lands had truly been found wanting. At the very least, their fighting potential or contributions were too meager compared to the blessings they’d enjoyed.

“Stop it, stop it. I’ll feel like a sinner at this rate. Big sister, I know you fancy this fellow. I have to admit he is reliable. I hear the demon invaders evacuated the two divine nations in a hurry.”

Si Tong nodded. “Yes, how can they not be alarmed when their leaders are slain? They’re also made of flesh and blood. Just like us, they are no strangers to fear.”

“Maybe they aren’t as terrible as everyone says?” Yao Guang murmured to herself.

“You’re wrong.” Si Tong frowned lightly. “That’s nothing but a false impression born from Jiang Chen’s achievements. Can anyone else defeat two demon tribes, even with all of the strength in Myriad Abyss combined? I’m not so certain of that.”

Yao Guang didn’t reply out loud, but she knew full well that the two demon tribes would more than likely send the sacred lands running away with their tails between their legs.

“Big sister, this Jiang Chen is a real rascal. Look at him all passed out. When do you think he’ll wake up?” She glanced at the hidden room.

“I don’t know.” Si Tong shook her head weakly. “As soon as possible, I hope. Many challenges lie ahead of us now that the war is in full swing. Neither Myriad Abyss Island nor Divine Abyss Continent can afford his absence. The four sacred beasts did mention something about the main demon army in the desolate wildlands revising their plans. They’ve given up the other territories and will point their spears solely at Myriad Abyss, then use us as a springboard for an offensive on the human domain!”

“How’s that possible?? Why is the human domain so important that our Myriad Abyss is merely a stepping stone in comparison?”
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THE MIND YET LIVES ON


The four sacred beasts were immensely anxious that Jiang Chen was still in a coma.

From the conversation between the two forefathers, they’d discovered something important: the demonic army were gathering to invade Myriad Abyss in droves after seven days.

Three days had passed since then. Perhaps the demonic army was already prepared to march into Myriad Abyss. If Jiang Chen remained unconscious, they couldn’t even return to Winterdraw, let alone the Eternal Sacred Land.

If demons took over Myriad Abyss, the four sacred beasts wouldn’t be able to turn the tide without Jiang Chen. None of them was much of a leader.

All they hoped was for Jiang Chen to wake up as soon as possible and take the reins.

Gains abounded after the battles with the demon forefathers, both in terms of material gain and in cultivation. The sacred beasts wanted to immediately return to Veluriyam Palace through Winterdraw, and enter closed door cultivation in order to make their breakthroughs.
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Jiang Chen’s consciousness wasn’t dormant in the coma. In fact, after three days of recovery, his consciousness had fully reinvigorated itself.

However, he hadn’t yet awoken. Countless thoughts about both his past and current life swarmed in his mind.

One moment, he was the son of the Celestial Emperor, reading classics by his father’s side.

The next, he was back in Sacred Peafowl Mountain, gazing upon the vast starry sky with Huang’er.

Sometimes, thoughts from his past life clashed with those from his current life. Both forces wanted to pull Jiang Chen into their camp.

They were at a standstill. Neither side was willing to let go of him, which prevented him from sorting out his mind and regaining consciousness.

One single thread of thought in his mind remained in control and called for him to break out of the trance, but it wasn’t enough to overpower the remainder of his consciousness.

Unconscious, he didn’t know this was his personal divine tribulation. He’d never encountered any difficulties in pursuing a perfect constitution and martial dao. As a result, his divine tribulation didn’t manifest as a physical trial, but a trial for his one weakness—his unconsolidated questions about his two lives.

His bifurcating fate resulted in two diverging strands of thoughts in his consciousness, which became his own unique divine tribulation.

If he could come to, his tribulation would be overcome.

If the tribulation was too overpowering, he might just remain unconscious forever.

During his fight with the demon forefathers, Jiang Chen had pushed himself completely beyond his limits, which in turn struck a fatal blow on his mentality. His weakened autonomous thought made it difficult to keep the two opposing perspectives in check, which resulted in a coma.

Without understanding his condition, not even the four sacred beasts could help him.

There was nothing wrong with Jiang Chen’s physical condition. In fact, his physical strength improved substantially after the fight, thanks to all the tempering imparted during the battles.

He simply couldn’t wake up.

Fortunately, his remaining strand of consciousness nagged at him every now and then, reminding him that he mustn’t stay asleep and abandon everything.

He had to push forward both for the sake of his past life and his current life.

“Jiang Chen… Jiang Chen! The demonic butchers are about to rest their blades upon your neck. Are you going to keep remaining asleep like this?” A voice cut through his coma and called out anxiously.

“Chen’er, the heavenly planes have shattered, and I have been trapped in this secret realm for millions of years.” Another fatherly voice murmured in his consciousness. “I have been tormented for aeons. When will I greet your arrival to my aid?”

“Brother Chen, Brother Chen… You promised you’d be with me until death do us part. Are you really going to abandon me and have me face a life of isolation?” The voice sounded like Huang’er.

“Haha, you’re the legendary human genius Jiang Chen, aren’t you? I’ve fought many ancient cultivators, and the only human who has made me suffer such a defeat is you. Good, very good. Your life is mine from now on, boy!”

Jiang Chen didn’t know who the voice belonged to, but it troubled him greatly.

One after another, different voices sounded in his consciousness, coming at him like whip lashes.

“No, I cannot fall deeper into slumber. I can’t lose to myself. I must wake up, I must. There is so much unfinished business waiting for me!”

The one stand of consciousness remaining under his control insistently pushed and motivated him. Little by little, his thoughts found their way back to where they should be, and his mind slowly recovered from its chaotic state.

His mind was a pond in which sediment gradually filtered and sank to the bottom. His consciousness began to clear.

“I am Jiang Chen, both in my past and in my current life. I’m Jiang Chen both to my father, the Celestial Emperor, and my family and friends in this life. I do not live for myself alone. Both lives are my fate. Both fates run on the same path. My past life is the cause, and my current the effect. I must wake up. Wake up!”

The one strand of consciousness continued to grow stronger, as if enhanced by a mysterious power, while the intrusive thoughts sank deeper and deeper, like rocks and sand sinking in a lake.

Suddenly, he shuddered as an electric shock went through his body and cleared it of all intrusive thoughts. He opened his eyes, his gaze clear and focused.

Another chain seal had lifted in his consciousness.

“Huh? I’ve ascended to fourth level divine realm in my coma?” That was his first discovery after waking up.

Another breakthrough, another seal unlocked.

With his thoughts sorted, his consciousness went back to normal operations. Everything about his two lives became much clearer to him. His consciousness was a mirror that allowed him to inspect every minute detail about his lives.

“Ah, I fell unconscious due to overtaxing my mind during the fight against the winged demon forefathers. I didn’t expect to ascend to mid divine realm during my coma!”

Jiang Chen immediately sorted through his thoughts.
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FOURTH LEVEL DIVINE REALM!


The faint light hovering in front of him was yet another treasure from his chain seal. Each link of the nine contained a feigned mundanity treasure—or at least, that was the case for the previous three.

“What gift has my father left me this time?” Jiang Chen grew expectant. Not for the power of the treasure itself, but that he didn’t want to miss anything that might have to do with the father of his previous life.

The memories of his past seemed almost unrealistically distant. Anything that reminded him of his previous father would help him reorient reality.

This time, it was a feathered robe.

Just like the others, this was a treasure that looked ordinary and mundane. The robe looked incredibly common at first glance, perhaps even unremarkable. However, a little communication with his consciousness shook him to his core.

“The Immaculate Robe?” The name of the treasure flickered across his mind, as well as how to make use of it.

The Immaculate Robe is a miracle of creation that encompasses all aspects of nature. It remains immaculate from all things around it, separate and without, allowing its wearer to remain completely undetected wherever they may be. They can stoop by the enemy’s side, yet remain wholly invisible.

If this was its only effect, it wasn’t much better than a high-quality stealth talisman.

However, the robe was much more powerful and distorting than that. It functioned by virtually plucking its wearer away from the patch of space he stood in. No matter the destructiveness of an enemy’s attacks, a calm and unfettered mind allowed one to remain hidden and unaffected.

An opponent that could recognize and counter the Immaculate Robe was an exception, of course. Otherwise, there was no solution to the powers of the robe.

“Father…” Jiang Chen teared up. The amount of effort his father had spent on refining these treasures was incalculable.

The Measure of Heaven, True Dragon Rope of Water and Fire, Scrutiny of Existence, and Immaculate Robe were all individually worthy of being called any ordinary plane’s highest treasure. Even in the heavenly planes, they would’ve been sought after by countless cultivators.

And yet, his father had prepared all of these things for him.

“There was a reason for my reincarnation from my previous life! My father undoubtedly has high hopes for me.”

Suddenly, Jiang Chen recalled hearing his father’s voice on the border of unconsciousness. His father was suffering and waiting in a secret realm among the heavenly planes. Waiting for his only son… waiting for him.

“Can he still be alive? Is he summoning me? Is there something he wants to tell me?”

The idea rekindled his hope.

He had a feeling that the unraveling of his previous life’s mystery was at hand. The nine-linked chain seal was sure to contain more information.

“I need to hurry and reach ninth level divine realm, then I might become a godking myself and create a plane of my own among the heavens. Only then can I hope to delve into the secrets my father left me. In my previous life, I couldn’t cultivate, but each step in this one has my father’s help and planning behind it.”

Jiang Chen was invigorated and mobilized.

There was sure to be some cause and reason for his new existence. Understanding these things required him to continue cultivating.

“Wait for me, father. The day of our reunion is at hand!” After reaching fourth level divine realm, Jiang Chen could already see an incredibly smooth path ahead of him.

His strength and perception had both vastly increased once more.

What could the demons possibly do to him?

They were an opponent fit only for Divine Abyss. A touchstone on his way to celestial divinity.

His previous wariness was gone; he could finally see the demons as an ordinary opponent.

Jiang Chen noticed that he was becoming more and more like the son of a celestial emperor in every aspect. His aura, bearing, and way of seeing the world were all shifting.

In the eyes of a celestial emperor’s son, the demons were only a race among myriad others in the heavenly planes. They were prone to causing trouble here and there, but they had never been a notable threat to the Taiyuan Plane. Before his father, what were they worth?

To put it bluntly, his father could have crushed them at the drop of a hat.

The enemy responsible for the destruction of the heavenly planes in his previous life was far stronger than any demon.

Jiang Chen didn’t have the right to know that enemy’s identity just yet. He needed to grow stronger. He was on his way there, but not entirely mature.

The young man put away his Immaculate Robe, immensely eased by the gift.

“The Immaculate Robe will serve as another safeguard in my battle against the demons,” he asserted confidently to himself.

The four sacred beasts were overjoyed to see him depart the secret room.

“Young master Chen, you’re finally awake!”

“You… you broke through, young master Chen?”

Though not prone to exaggerated astonishment, they were nevertheless astounded by the amazing change in their human friend.

Jiang Chen was progressing inconceivably quickly. The sacred beasts possessed some of the best bloodlines in the heavenly planes, but the young man was cultivating faster than them. That in itself was more than enough cause for shock!

Jiang Chen smiled a little. “Sorry about the trouble. How many days was I out?”

“Three,” replied the Vermilion Bird truthfully.

“Three days?” Jiang Chen’s eyes lit up. “We still have four days left before the demon armies fully convene in Myriad Abyss. Is that not so?”

The bird nodded. “If you woke up two days later, we’d be in a lot more trouble. Thank heavens that we still have time.”

“Come, we’ll head for the Eternal Sacred Land immediately!”

“We’re still going to Eternal?” the Vermilion Bird gasped. “We could be cut off from Winterdraw by the demons then. Did you consider that risk, young master Chen?”
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ETERNAL SACRED LAND, STALWARTLY HOLDING ON


The holy girls weren’t too surprised by Jiang Chen’s resolution to depart for Eternal, though they were reluctant to see him go.

Despite the brevity of their time together, he had won them over with his miraculous feats time and time again. It felt much safer to have him around, given the delicacy of present circumstances.

However, neither girl asked him to stay. They knew Eternal was much more important to him than they were.

“Brother Jiang, aren’t you going to say your farewells to our two sacred lands’ executives before you leave?” Si Tong’s willowy eyes gazed at the youth.

“There’s not much time. I’d rather spare the formalities this time.” The man waved them off. He had no intention of delaying his trip.

If Forefathers Sunrise and Radiance were here, he would’ve spoken to them before he left, but they were stuck alongside the rest of Myriad Abyss’ main force on the offworld battlefield.

The others were hardly important enough to warrant his special attention. He didn’t know them particularly well in the first place.

Si Tong was a little disappointed by the refusal.

“The executives still have no idea why the winged and fire demons retreated,” she lamented, “and I don’t think they’ll ever find out. If I told them that you had come to help, they would be disappointed at not seeing you in person, wouldn’t they?”

Jiang Chen smiled smoothly. “There’s nothing to be disappointed about. We are cultivators in pursuit of a higher truth, are we not? Oh, I do want to remind you that the ten demon tribes’ main force is gathering in Myriad Abyss very soon. The days ahead are going to be even more difficult and arduous. As much as it pains me to say it, you need to brace yourselves for things getting worse.”

Si Tong knew about this already, since the four sacred beasts had talked about it. Worry clouded her face. “The ten forefathers are on the offworld battlefield, and there’s barely anyone here who can take charge. If the demons launch a full-scale invasion, what is Myriad Abyss to do?”

“Myriad Abyss lacks the strength to compete flat-out,” Jiang Chen replied with uncharacteristic bluntness.

“Do you have any advice for us, Brother Jiang?” Si Tong asked expectantly.

“My opinion is: avoid them the best you can,” Jiang Chen suggested sincerely.

“Avoid them?” Si Tong looked even sadder. “The world is a big place, but the demons are everywhere. Where can we go?”

“The offworld battlefield isn’t a bad idea. You can rejoin the sacred lands’ main force. Or, you can go to Winterdraw. That place will be the site of a decisive battle against the demons in the near future.”

“Winterdraw? The island that you’ve stationed a lot of men on, yes?” Si Tong grew curious.

Jiang Chen nodded. “Indeed. The battle there will decide whether their invasion of the human domain gets off the ground or not. This time, Myriad Abyss Island will be the arena for our contest.”

“Okay! I’ll tell the executives exactly what you’ve said here.” Si Tong nodded.

Jiang Chen swiftly said his goodbyes before absconding.

It was a long way to Immortal Sacred Land from Sunrise, but there were already noticeably fewer demons roaming Myriad Abyss.

The golden demons were almost entirely wiped out, and the monster and titan demons were seriously injured. As for the winged and fire demons, they’d been forced to retreat with their leaders all gone.

In the time before the demons fully gathered in the desolate wildlands, there was a brief spate of peaceful idleness for Myriad Abyss.

Jiang Chen didn’t use Starfate to fly anymore. The Measure of Heaven had replaced it. It could not only accelerate, but tunnel through the fabric of space as well. Covering vast distances was even quicker upon it.

“All of my father’s treasures are really amazing. If I was stronger, I could very well travel from plane to plane with the Measure… I really would be measuring the distance between heaven and earth with this ferule then!”

Jiang Chen knew that his father had been extremely strong in his previous life, but he had never known exactly how to quantify that strength.

Using the treasures his father had left him helped him understand the astounding extent of his father’s abilities—power enough to warp creation itself.

Even the best treasure refiners in the heavenly planes couldn’t necessarily create so many masterpieces. That was limited to Taiyuan’s celestial emperor alone!

Currently, every expert from Martial and Abyssal was gathered in Eternal. These two sacred lands had been forced to take shelter from defeat after defeat.

The wood demons’ ravages had turned their divine nations into hell on earth. There had been, in fact, wood demon parasites upon some of Abyssal’s refugees. Those had already begun to spread in the half-month before Divine Kasyapa’s arrival.

Thankfully, he brought with him Jiang Chen’s antidote and Dragonwhisker Water, as well as a plethora of methods to deal with wood demons.

The latent threat was luckily neutralized, which allowed Eternal to just barely survive until now. The divine nation as a whole had wood demon infiltrators within it, but it hadn’t fallen entirely yet.

The appearance of An Kasyapa as well as the presence of Ziju Min meant that Eternal had multiple gods. Because of that, the wood demons couldn’t conquer Eternal via parasites or a frontal assault.

The situation was at a standstill.

The wood demons were dissatisfied with this; they felt that the Eternal Sacred Land was the toughest nut to crack in Myriad Abyss, and success would earn them a great deal of credit.

Therefore, they had persistently tried one trick after another over the past few days.

No matter what they did, however, Eternal held firm under its defending gods’ leadership. It was far stouter than any other sacred land had proven.

The wood demons hadn’t been able to obtain a decisive advantage. This upset every member of the tribe.

They were used to leaving a trail of devastation in their wake. How could they be held up for so long here at Eternal? What could they even do?
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THE TERRIFYING WOOD DEMONS


Wood demons cultivated rather differently from each other. Some possessed an affinity for pure wood attribute, which gave them a natural gift when it came to spirit herbs.

Others were masters of poisons and toxins, and as such were markedly more fearsome than their compatriots.

Of course, the parasite experts were the scariest ones of all.

The wood demons who were masters of these arts gained prominence among their kinsmen via their mastery.

There was no clear-cut separation between these disciplines, and many wood demons were skilled at multiple fields. They might be poisoners, spirit herb experts, and parasite users at the same time.

Moreover, they didn’t prefer fighting toe-to-toe as a rule, since that wasn’t their specialty.

After conquering Abyssal and Martial, the wood demons had retained almost all the spoils from the battles. That was an absolutely enormous gain.

They had incurred a few casualties in the process, but nothing major. They still had more than enough numbers to besiege the Eternal Sacred Land.

If not for the comparative difficulty of the latter, they would have three divine nations under their tyranny. Indeed, it could be said that they had done the best out of all the tribes so far.

Recent troubles marred their record, however. The latest news informed them that the celestial demons were about to arrive upon Myriad Abyss, as were the main forces of all ten tribes.

Apparently, the celestial demon forefather was dissatisfied with the tribes’ progress. Aside from the wood demons, the other tribes were having significant trouble.

Some had been seriously injured, while others had suffered devastatingly total losses.

There wasn’t much time left for the wood demons to conquer the Eternal Sacred Land. If they tarried any longer, the main force would come in to take over their efforts and their credit.

If they wanted the bountiful resources that Eternal held, they needed to move quickly.

As the leader of the ten sacred lands’ alliance, Eternal was no doubt a veritable treasure trove. Wasn’t that Jiang Chen from there, too?

If they could capture him, they would be handsomely rewarded.

Two forefathers were among the wood demons presently, as well as a smattering of demigods, empyrean cultivators, and emperors. It was a formidable lineup by any measure.

“We’ve at most three days left to us. The main force is about to arrive under Forefather Celestial’s leadership any day now. I’m sure all of you know what that means,” hoarsely stated a forefather with strange markings on his entire head.

His tone was rather unique, almost as if there was a different voice that sounded from within his throat. It was a peculiar sound: like that of silkworms chewing on mulberry leaves.

“Daoist Kingspot, we took only three days to take over Martial, and barely more than that for Abyssal. Why has Eternal wasted so much of our time? We’re still outside. I don’t think that we lack the strength—no, what we need to do is channel our natural fervor and bloodlust. Do you agree?”

The demon who responded was green-robed and green-haired. His whiskers and eyebrows strangely resembled the elongated leaves and branches of a willow tree.

This was the other forefather of the wood demons, Ghostbranch.

Kingspot and Ghostbranch were the commanders of this campaign. They were similar in status, though the former was slightly elevated due to experience.

A smile cracked upon Kingspot’s ugly face, one that evoked more disgust than any look of sorrow could.

“Eternal has stubbornly held on because of its gods and ways to deal with our parasites. We’ve tried attacking them many times using our parasites, but nothing has worked. It’s an irksome state of things,” bemoaned Kingspot. “We already lost some demons when attacking Martial and Abyssal. If we forcibly assault Eternal, we will certainly add more casualties to the tally. That’s why I haven’t ordered an all-out attack.”

Kingspot’s concerns were quite valid. If the wood demons used all they had to attack Eternal, they stood a pretty good chance of success.

However, Eternal had the antidote to their parasites. If they simply sent in their parasites wholesale, most would die in the attack. That would be a tremendous disaster for their tribe.

Cultivating wood demon parasites wasn’t easy. The strongest ones were results of long-term breeding and training.

The death of just one of these would be a quantifiable loss. Ten or a hundred, a catastrophic one. So what if they got their hands on Eternal’s resources? That wouldn’t make up for what it would cost them.

Raising a new parasite would take several millennia or more. Ten thousand years were needed at minimum for them to evolve to their highest states.

Kingspot was a master of breeding parasite mothers. He had a plethora personally on hand, as well as an uncountable number of normal parasites.

Even so, he didn’t want to risk his parasites on such a worthless gambit. After Myriad Abyss was fully conquered, the tribes’ relative strengths would inevitably come into comparison.

The future authority the wood demons possessed was based on how strong they remained, not how much they had already done.

Though demonkind cared about merit, absolute strength was more important. Weaklings were worthless, regardless of their prior contributions.

Strength was the law of their race.

Ghostbranch was a different kind of expert from Kingspot. He was a master poisoner, a charmer of plants, and a grower of spirit herbs. He viewed Kingspot’s conservative strategy with disdain.

“Dao brother, you just said that the main force would gather together in three more days. This is the only chance we have left. We’ve crushed two divine nations already! Eternal has gods, yes, but they’re not hopelessly strong. We should just push in with brute force. You can send out your army of parasites, and I’ll back you up with my plant abilities. Let us break Eternal wide open in an invasive siege.”
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GREED


There were different factions within the wood demon tribe, and Forefathers Kingspot and Ghostbranch’s relationship wasn’t entirely free of tension.

They remained on civil terms for the common interest of their tribe. Greater good did come first in their eyes. They had yet to take over Eternal because the sacred land demonstrated superior resilience compared to the other two sacred lands.

Moreover, neither of the two forefathers wanted to make too big a sacrifice.

If they stopped at nothing to take down Eternal, not even An Kasyapa would be able to help the sacred land defend itself. Jiang Chen’s antidotes could prevent the parasites from spreading, but there weren’t enough for every Eternal member.

If Forefather Kingspot deployed all of his parasites to infect the sacred land, Eternal would be doomed. No amount of antidotes would be able to deal with all of the parasites.

Once infighting broke out within Eternal and the antidotes concentrated in the hands of a few individuals, the wood demons would be able to conquer the sacred land in one fell swoop.

However, Forefather Kingspot wasn’t willing to make such a sacrifice. The hugely negative impact on his power wouldn’t be worth it. His status within his race would also be undermined.

Worse still, the wood tribe would be at a disadvantage in the fight to come over the continent’s resources. The richest land on the continent was the human domain. Many of the ancient sects had left treasure troves that were yet to be discovered.

Humans had been the demons’ biggest threat during the ancient war.

Both humans and demons had suffered great losses in that war. Although the humans had sealed away the demons in the end, they’d paid a terrible price. Many of the human powerhouses fell and enormous swathes of their territory destroyed, leaving not even the race’s foundations intact.

One thing was for certain however: The heritage of the ancient factions hadn’t disappeared for no reason. They must be hidden in some obscure parts of the domain, awaiting discovery.

The heritage and resources from the ancient times were what the demons were searching for most eagerly.

Forefather Kingspot didn’t immediately respond. He was deliberating over whether Forefather Ghostbranch’s proposal was viable.

“The other sacred lands may not be worth our full effort, dao brother, but Eternal has raised a remarkable genius—Jiang Chen. According to intelligence reports, that one’s rise in power is too remarkable to be explained by common sense. Moreover, his achievements are lauded throughout Myriad Abyss.

“He’s multi-faceted and a genius in martial dao, pill dao, and formations… More importantly, his talent in pill dao is the stuff of legends. No genius has ever reached his height in the history of the Divine Abyss Continent.”

“Yes, I’ve heard of the remarkable pill recipes of his, such as the Crowning Empyrean Pill and the Taiyi Skymender Pill. They’re touted as legendary creations.” Forefather Kingspot sighed almost with awe. “Hearing the news makes me want to capture the young man and thoroughly interrogate him.”

The wood demons were deeply interested in spirit medicines, especially those made from spirit herbs, which propagated into their interest into pills.

The wood demons had always admired the human race for their knowledge in pills. Demons often weren’t predisposed at all to become pill masters. The ten demonic tribes each had their strengths, but in the end, they focused more on making the individual more powerful.

They seemed to lack the natural talent in areas such as pills, talismans, and formations. No geniuses of such discipline had emerged.

There were pill experts within the demonic race, but overall, demons fell short in their understanding of this field of study compared to humans.

Therefore, pills had always been something demons sought out. They were also a major reason why the demons invaded human territory. Wood demons were especially passionate in this area.

Forefather Ghostbranch cackled. “I’ve heard about the pills as well. It’s said that the Crowning Empyrean Pill and Taiyi Skymender Pill are the real deal. Think about it. If Eternal possesses the recipes, how tremendously useful will they be once we obtain them?”

Acquiring the valuable pill recipes would significantly boost the overall strength of the wood demons.

The effect might not be visible in five to ten years, but after centuries or even millennia, the differences the pills made would be pronounced. The Crowning Empyrean Pill, especially, would make a great contribution to their tribe’s overall level of strength.

Kingspot could tell that Ghostbranch was trying to sway him.

“Just tell me what you have in mind, brother,” Kingspot said with a smile.

“The riches you steal are the ones that make you wealthy, dao brother. This is a rare opportunity for our tribe. If the other tribes conquer Eternal, we won’t be able to get the pill recipes. Who knows who will be the ones benefiting then?”

Forefather Kinspot’s eyes flashed. Greed overtook him and made his heart race. He remarked pensively, “We may not be able to get the pill recipes we want even after taking over the sacred land.”

“Haha, what wouldn’t we get with the entire sacred land under our control?” Ghostbranch was unconvinced.

“That’s not necessarily true. It’s said that the pills were invented by Jiang Chen. He didn’t share them with the sacred land.” Kingspot remained level-headed.

“Jiang Chen has a strange relationship with Eternal and isn’t particularly close to it, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have any leverage. Some of the sacred land members are close to the human. Ziju Min, a new divine forefather spearheading the defense, is a loyal supporter of the young man. If we capture him alive and use him as a hostage, Jiang Chen can’t possibly abandon the forefather now, can he? He’s known for loyalty and caring for his allies,”

Ghostbranch responded in a ruthless tone. It was obvious that he’d been planning this for a while.

“Ziju Min...” Kingspot was warming up to the plan. He made the calculations in his head. Suddenly, he slapped the table hard. “Alright, we’ll put Jiang Chen in a dilemma. If he doesn’t give us the pill recipes in exchange for Ziju Min, his reputation will be tarnished. Young men often care about their image. He’ll give in to our demands.”

They grew more animated as they talked and eventually reached an agreement.
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LARGE-SCALE INVASIONS


The wood demons’ rank and file quickly gathered at the two forefathers’ summons.

“As the alliance leader of the ten sacred lands, Eternal is a tough opponent. However, victory will also award us the greatest merit among all the tribes in Myriad Abyss. We made no great contributions to the ancient war, so now’s our chance to make a name for ourselves!”

Forefather Kingspot marshaled the troops while Ghostbranch added, “After some discussion, we’ve decided to initiate the attack even if we are to pay some price for it. The gains will outweigh whatever losses we suffer. All of you are outstanding children of our tribe. Do you have the confidence and determination to wage a glorious battle for the sake of the wood demon tribe? To write a new chapter in our history??”

Every demon tribe possessed an ingrained love for the bloodshed of war.

The wood demons were no exceptions. They thirsted for battles, not merely for mindless slaughter, but also for the many opportunities that conflict offered.

In particular, they were well aware of the potential gains to be seized from a sacred land. Many among them had reaped considerable benefits from Martial and Abyssal.

Some loot could be stuffed unseen into their own pockets, without the need to hand it over. No one wanted to miss out on such an opportunity.

“Forefathers, order the assault! We’ve long waited for this day to come!”

“That’s right, what’s so special about Eternal? Two sacred lands have already yielded before the might of our tribe. What’s one more?”

“With the two forefathers at the helm, a trivial Eternal will crumble at first blow.”

“Right, now is the time for them to experience the full power of wood demon parasites!”

“Even if they have the antidote, what can they do? There must be a limit to their supply. Don’t tell me every last of them is equipped with a vial of it?”

“True, there’s no way in hell they can resist us once swamped by a legion of parasites!”

Their eagerness was heartwarming for the forefathers to see. Their troops were primed and motivated, their battle spirits sky-high. Every sign pointed in the right direction.

Forefather Kingspot laughed delightedly. “Wonderful! I expect no less from the brave warriors of our tribe! Other than their main treasury, you can keep whatever you find. First come, first served!”

“Of course, if you run into pill recipes and the like, you can’t hoard it for yourselves,” Forefather Ghostbranch added.

All of the demigods nodded. “Forefathers, please be at ease. We don’t need recipes or formations, only resources that can be used directly for cultivation. The rest we’ll naturally hand over to you, for the sake of our clan’s future!”

“Good, let’s celebrate together after taking down Eternal!”

The wood demons’ majestic army rolled out.

The tribe’s all-out assault was a terribly imposing sight to witness. Though they numbered less than one-tenth of the human forces, they were either specialists in parasites, poisons, or manipulation of spirit herbs...

All in all, their areas of expertise were all extremely hard to deal with for humans. The army currently stationed at Eternal had strength to spare in frontal combat, but defending against these unconventional methods was a much greater ordeal.

The sacred land had yet to witness the full strength of the wood demons. As a consequence, they couldn’t accurately assess the full extent of this enemy’s capabilities.

But they immediately felt an immense pressure once the demons initiated the offensive.

Strange sights surfaced in many sectors that very morning. Plants grew without restraint over large areas, shooting wildly from the earth and quickly growing to epic proportions.

In no more than half a day, the assorted greenery had fully taken over the territories and established a flora kingdom. But that wasn’t all.

These were no ordinary plants. Most possessed tremendous offensive potential. Even the most common willows evolved their branches into murderous weapons, as if demonized.

The most ordinary grass or flower had become alien, to say nothing of previously unheard-of species.

In a short half-day, the flora attacked too many cultivators to count, swallowing some and sucking dry others of their life essence.

Some species seemed rather harmless, but as soon as their victims lowered their guard, they secreted all kinds of poisons through every way imaginable. Some used liquid poison, some a toxic fog, and others coated their flowers and branches in venom.

These strange plants now ruled over an extended amount of Eternal’s outer territories. All of the inhabitants were either dead or fled. There was almost no other outcome.

Human cultivators were deprived of their entire living habitat. Survival was no longer possible where the eerie flora reigned supreme. Worse, the dreadful vegetal kingdom’s boundaries expanded ever further as it spread toward Eternal’s core areas.

Of course, this development didn’t remain obscured from the sacred land’s core leadership.

The weight on Ziju Min’s shoulders was tremendous. Divine Kasyapa had brought the parasite antidote at Jiang Chen’s behest, but there was no easy way to counter the flora invasion.

Only, every pair of eyes in Eternal was on him. No matter how enormous of a headache it was, he had no choice but to confront it by himself, without the support of the ten sacred lands’ main combatants, busy as they were elsewhere.

If the current force could resist, then all the better. But if they faltered, Eternal was doomed to fall.

“Daoist Kasyapa, the wood demons have shied away from a full-strength attack thus far, so what’s driven them so crazy today? It’s well worth mulling over this question.”

An Kasyapa was the picture of serenity. “They must have been wary of something previously, but an unknown cause has driven them over the edge today. They no longer seem bothered by the price to pay for storming us.”

“Alas, apart from their parasites, wood demons are also experts at manipulating plants and using poison. It seems the rumors are well-founded. Daoist Kasyapa, with your experience and insight, can you offer some wise counsel?”

The latter smiled wryly. “In this vast world, I’m afraid only young lord Chen can offer a sound plan. At a guess, he’ll be here soon.”

“I hope so. These old bones of mine have no confidence we can hold strong otherwise,” Ziju Min responded with a soft sigh.

Fresh news came in just then.

“Forefather Ziju, all of the sectors to the south are under a large-scale invasion from parasites. The executives of the various territories and factions all request large quantities of antidote from us!”
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BATTERED ON ALL SIDES


Ziju Min immediately fell silent. Large quantities of antidote... that was much easier said than done. They did have some thanks to the young lord via An Kasyapa, but the supply was limited.

Jiang Chen had also taught them the way to manufacture it, but refining large batches was beyond their capability and wasn’t a realistic option.

They could provide a part of their current stock, but would it be enough? The answer was a resounding “no”, especially when the parasite tide had erupted in so many places.

They could bridge a gap or two, but couldn’t fill up every crack.

“Daoist Kasyapa, did you bring enough antidote for all of us to use?” Ziju Min looked at the latter with a rueful smile.

An Kasyapa remained coolly composed. “Of course not. We can only forfeit the surrounding areas, especially those that aren’t of critical importance. The demons hold the upper hand at the moment, while we’re caught on the backfoot. We aren’t in a position to defend all of our territories, so we need to strategically give up some.”

Such a decision wasn’t difficult for an outsider like him.

But Ziju Min was a local. He’d always been a benevolent elder. To give up even a fraction of the divine nation was the same as gouging out his heart. However, he knew full well that the divine nation’s core was the sacred land. As such, its survival was of utmost importance.

“Old brother Ziju, the sacred land’s center is our safest stronghold. The elites from Abyssal and Martial are all gathered here. Your numbers are greater than the enemy. No matter how relentless their assault, it’ll be difficult for them to breach our fortifications as long as we defend them to the death,” suggested An Kasyapa.

He also thought the wood demons a harrowing enemy, yet he remained unflustered. He had little attachment to Eternal, so its fate ultimately mattered little to him. If not for Jiang Chen’s wishes, he might not even have stayed behind to help.

Furthermore, thanks to the Great Veluriyam Talisman from the young lord, he had a way to leave even if the defenses were shattered, perhaps even bringing Ziju Min with him by the same token.

He understood the young lord well enough to know that the human domain outweighed the oath of alliance he’d sworn to Eternal.

In fact, few in the sacred land were truly important to Jiang Chen. Ziju Min was the most significant of the lot, so An Kasyapa could confidently report his mission completed as long as he delivered the latter safe and sound.

Of course, he had a clearer view of the situation as an outsider, adding wisdom to his advice.

Ziju Min clenched his teeth. “That’s our only choice. Daoist Kasyapa, I’ll be relying on your help and guidance in the battle to come.”

An Kasyapa smiled calmly. “I’ll give it my all. However, I’ll leave if things turn out for the worse. Old Brother Ziju, forgive me for being blunt, but what path will you choose then? Will you stay foolishly loyal and perish with the sacred land, or will you opt to live and fight another day instead?”

Ziju Min mulled over the difficult question for a moment before sighing. “The answer would be obvious if the venerated forefather was here. But all of the responsibilities now squarely fall on my shoulders alone. Will I be able to live with myself if I don’t fight to the last?”

“Heh, it’d be a waste of the young lord’s regard if you think this way. Of course, this much pessimism isn’t warranted so early on. My intuition tells me the demon assault will fail.”

“Ah? Are you so confident in Eternal?”

“Hehe, it’s the young lord I’m confident in. I feel he’s playing a game of chess, one with a multitude of ramifications. Haven’t there been many rumors in Myriad Abyss these past few days? Many demon tribes in the other sacred lands have been attacked, one after another.”

“I’ve also heard such rumors. It’s hard to distinguish the truth from lies, but these tales are wonderful for morale at least!” As the one in command of Eternal, Ziju Min had naturally heard the some of the gossip.

Reports continued to pour in during their conversation, none of them favorable for their side.

Increasingly anxious, Ziju Min gathered all of the decision-makers from the three sacred lands to discuss their next steps.

Combined, they made for a tremendous lineup.

Other than one divine forefather in Ziju Min, there were seven demigods, advanced, mid, and initial empyrean realm elders, as well as talents from the younger generations.

All in all, it was a force powerful enough to face the wood demons in frontal combat.

“Forefather Ziju, the enemy is progressing very fast. Their demonic plants are already within a thousand miles of our borders. I’m afraid they’ll surround us by nightfall. We must find a way to slow down this dreadful vegetation, or it’ll become a mortal threat to our defenses.”

Although alarmist-sounding, it was an accurate assessment of the situation.

“We’ll surely crumble swiftly if the demonic plants encroach upon our lands. The parasites will certainly use this opportunity to raid us as well. The consequences would be too dire to contemplate.”

Naturally, Ziju Min knew this better than anybody.

“Gentlemen, any good advice? A way to neutralize the plants, perhaps?”

But were the wood demons so easily dealt with?

In a sea of silence, somebody suddenly offered, “Forefather, didn’t young lord Jiang Chen once mention that the Fire of Firstdawn can hamper the parasites?”

“It can, but with the amount in our possession, it’d be like pouring a cup of water on a burning wagon. Not to mention, simply hampering them isn’t nearly enough at this stage.

“We need to curb the plants’ growth first. These are too horrifying and spread too fast. We need a treasure that can destroy the foundations of their survival and obliterate them wholesale.”

“Where can we find such a treasure?”

An Kasyapa chuckled. “Since times immemorial, metal is said to constrain wood. Treasures with metal properties should be very suitable in our case. Does Eternal have such items?”

The crowd looked at each other, seemingly stuck for ideas.

When had the sacred land ever possessed such a formidable treasure? Even if they did, it would be in the venerated forefather’s hands, beyond the knowledge of mere subordinates.

“Fellow daoists from Abyssal and Martial, do you own that type of item?”

The leaders of the aforementioned sacred lands didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The ten sacred lands were wealthy, but something with such overwhelming power was beyond them.

The crowd had no good solution to provide.
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A HEROIC HELPING HAND


The senior executives of the three sacred lands failed to come up with any solutions. Without ultimate treasures, it was next to impossible for them to extricate themselves from the situation, given the level of their strength.

Prime Puresmoke from the Martial Sacred Land spoke up at this time.

“The demonic invasion is upon us, fellow daoists. There is no way out. Why don’t we call upon our inner fires and make our final stand against the demonic army? Whether we win or lose, we at least will have made the most out of a lifetime’s worth of cultivation. Our deaths will be worthy in our ancestors’ eyes!”

Though she was a woman, she demonstrated unparalleled grit at this critical time. Everyone knew there was no other way out for the three sacred lands.

They might have had a chance to flee the sacred land if the wood demon tribe had yet to embark on their mass invasion. But with the entire tribe on their doorstep, and Martial and Abyssal conquered, it was too late for them to retreat.

Since there was no other way out, why shouldn’t they fight the wood demons to death?

If they couldn’t live with dignity, then they would go down fighting!

Puresmoke’s suggestion caused the cultivators from the three sacred lands to tense. They didn’t want to face reality, but the ugly truth was staring them right in the face.

Indeed, they could no longer escape.

Would they die with a whimper like mewling cowards, or would they go out in a blaze of glory?

When all was said and done, they were warriors of the sacred lands. Even the least headstrong cultivators felt the blood boil in their chests.

The decision was clear. One after another, they turned their gazes to Ziju Min.

Despite his usual calm temperament, the Eternal forefather’s eyes turned steely beneath the influence of the tragic atmosphere.

“It seems that trying times are the catalyst to resolving our differences and working as one. So be it! I possess only meager power, but will fight to the death with all of you. With the elites of all three sacred lands combined, we shall cripple the wood demon tribe, even if we can’t destroy them.”

“That’s right. Every demon we kill will be one less enemy for the continent. Our sacrifice won’t be forgotten by history!”

“Say no more. We fight to the bitter end!”

At the end of the day, the sacred lands were superior to second and third tier factions in both heritage and foundation. They had been established by cultivators from the human domain to begin with, and had inherited the ancient cultivators’ conviction and sense of duty.

Although Myriad Abyss’ constant decline over the years ate away at morale and spirit, they were still valiant enough to sacrifice themselves for the cause when the time came.

“I am willing to lead a group of deathsworn to destroy the demonic flora, Forefather Ziju,” volunteered Puresmoke. “We’ll do our best to cut out the roots and stop them from spreading!”

“I volunteer to do the same!”

“And I!” People spoke up one after another.

An Kasyapa shook his head slightly, but had to respect their conviction. No matter what decision they ended up making, at least they’d won his respect.

He sighed. He could no longer stand idly by. “Brother Ziju, the plants are advancing very aggressively. I believe that’s the work of a divine forefather from the wood demon tribe. Without a divine cultivator on your side, your volunteers will only be marching to your deaths without accomplishing anything.”

His words were harsh, but the truth.

Without a divine cultivator, the human cultivators wouldn’t be able to deal with the wood demons. There was certainly a demon forefather behind the terrifying plants.

“Then I’ll just do it myself,” Ziju Min responded solemnly.

“You’ve only just ascended to divinity,” An Kasyapa replied coolly. “Your cultivation is decent, but not enough to rival a demon forefather. I’ll do it.”

“That doesn’t seem right, dao brother. You were only here to deliver the antidotes. We’re already grateful to you for making the delivery in time. How can we let you take on another dangerous mission?”

Ziju Min wasn’t being disingenuous. He wanted An Kasyapa’s help, of course, but he’d never considered sending the divine master to the frontlines.

It was much too risky.

An Kasyapa waved a dismissive hand. “I’m not biting off more than I can chew. You’re but a first level god, while I’ve encountered good fortune and ascended to fourth level. My cultivation may still fall short against that of the wood demon forefather, but I’m certain I’ll be able to escape from him. It would be ideal if I can destroy the plants’ roots. But if not, I’ll at least be able to distract the forefather. I’ll lure him away if possible. You can then contact young master Chen, and the Eternal Sacred Land will be as good as saved.”

The cultivators from the three sacred lands perked up at his words. Sacrificing their own lives was the last resort.

What kept them hopeful wasn’t that the divine forefathers would return from the offworld battlefield, but that Jiang Chen might come to their aid from Winterdraw.

Wood demons were too powerful for even the forefathers of the sacred lands, but not for Jiang Chen.

Ziju Min met An Kasyapa’s eyes. He could tell that the god meant what his words.

The Eternal forefather sighed. “The three sacred lands will never be able to repay you for your help, dao brother.”

An Kasyapa smiled slightly. “Haha, consider this payment for young master Chen’s generosity.”

“Stay in the sacred land and wait for news. If I manage to destroy the plants, you should charge out and push forward. If you hear nothing from me, stay inside and don’t sacrifice yourselves for nothing. Try to persist as long as you can with the great defensive formation. I’ll return with the cavalry as soon as I can.”

An Kasyapa wasn’t going to take anyone with him.

When fighting demons, the more wasn’t the merrier, but more trouble. On his own, he could move quickly. Not even the wood demon forefathers would be able to trap him.
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THE WORLD OF DEMONIC PLANTS


Watching An Kasyapa depart Eternal, the sacred lands’ cultivators felt torn between multiple emotions.

When the god and his four followers extinguished Eternal Divine Nation’s House Yan, that act had been a case of extreme provocation.

Though the investigation afterwards had revealed that it was merely revenge for oppressing his daughter and son-in-law, it’d still left a bad taste in Eternal’s mouth. Such action in their own territory was a blatant slap to the face.

Unfortunately, their divine forefather wasn’t his match in cultivation. Jiang Chen had also personally intervened, eliminating the possibility of overt conflict.

After all, he was grandfather in name to Yan Qinghuang, Jiang Chen’s dao partner. How could they fall out with him?

Thus began the antagonistic relationship between the two parties.

But later on, when Lightford attacked while the main force was away on Sandplain Island, Divine Kasyapa had rushed to their rescue and helped them withstand the first wave. Their alliance against Lightford had continued afterward, easing their troubled relationship. And this time, the antidotes he’d brought at Jiang Chen’s behest had massively alleviated the pressure on them.

Now that they stood between life and death, he’d once again stuck by them. Perhaps this man’s conduct was more admirable than they’d first believed. At the very least, he’d done everything he could in the name of righteousness.

But could he destroy the roots of the demonic plants? It was hard to bear hope. To their knowledge, every single one of the wood demon forefathers was an extremely troublesome existence.

Though he was a fourth level god, such a cultivation level wasn’t enough for a decisive advantage against the enemies he would face.

[image: ]


An Kasyapa traveled through the bleak wilderness, seemingly alone in the world.

This piece of land had been just as deserted in the past, but the scenery nowhere near as alien. The omnipresent vegetation had seemingly swallowed it whole. It was difficult now to spot vestiges of its former self.

Plants wrapped around each other or twisted into piles. Even finding a foothold proved to be a challenge.

Vines enveloped the wilderness as far as the eye could see, woven into an inescapable net between heaven and earth that dominated the entire space.

Light as a swallow, An Kasyapa skipped his way past them.

He was rather pleased with his increase in cultivation after reaching fourth level. He might not be able to outright defeat a wood demon forefather, but he was confident he could go toe-to-toe against one of them.

Of course, there was a reason for him to trek amidst this desolation. He wanted to observe the flora and find its core. There was certainly a nucleus controlling the growth of this vegetation.

Destroying it might be a way to put an immediate end to the calamity of demonic plants.

Naturally, the task would be far from easy.

In all honesty, without the Great Veluriyam Talisman he’d obtained from the young lord, he might not have been bold enough to venture so deep inside.

He hadn’t used the talisman yet, but every time he probed it with his consciousness, an ancient power answered him, its energy so boundless that it inspired awe and reverence.

He traveled for roughly eight hours in the area. As the sky began to darken, his mood also became more complicated. His instincts told him he wasn’t far from happening upon the core. In fact, he might well be only a whisker from it.

He brandished his weapon. It wasn’t his usual halberd, but a blade brimming with a harsh aura.

Its edge was streamlined to perfection. Long and slender, it tapered off thinly and was supported by a thick back. It seemed to merge into the wind as he shuttled back and forth.

He suddenly halted. In the next moment, his eyes shone with astonishing intensity as he viciously swung his right arm and slashed behind him in a blinding flash of light.

Swish swish swish!

The weapon’s blade hacked into vines that’d simultaneously appeared out of nowhere. Like a myriad of slender arms neatly sliced off, the vines dropped listlessly on the ground, completely sapped of their energy.

But Divine Kasyapa didn’t lower his guard in the slightest. Instead, he observed his surroundings, the longsword in his hand maintaining a flowing arc of marvelous readiness. At a moment’s notice, he could strike without hesitation in any direction, proof that his skill with the blade had reached a sublime realm.

Sure enough, dense curtains of vines squirmed his way like the arms of numerous evil spirits.

The surrounding vegetation seemed to awaken under the impulse of a mysterious energy. There were flowers and petals resembling bloody mouths opened wide, countless branches punctured through the air like a rain of sharp arrows, tree stumps rammed his way as if gone mad, and vines slithered like vipers, seemingly intent on taking his life...

Demonic plants of every shape and form launched a deluge of attacks in his direction.

But he had little to fear. Lesser cultivators might have been overwhelmed, especially those beneath divine realm, but it wasn’t enough to hamper a fourth level god like him.

Petals scattered with every sweep of his weapon. Its blade bit into every plant, no matter the shape, dicing them and spraying their pieces in every direction.

“Hmph, isn’t it time to get serious? Do you dare to come out and fight?” He sensed the presence of a wood demon divine forefather somewhere in the vicinity.

Silence descended again on the scene as the storm of vegetation died down, as if everything had been naught but a fleeting dream.

But he remained poised, well aware the demon forefather was readying another fearsome offensive.

Sure enough, as he waited with bated breath, the shrubs in the local area started to oscillate in a strange rhythm. As if obeying someone’s command, the trees and flowers transformed into metaphorical well-trained soldiers that formed an army several thousand strong, marching forward with a somber momentum that darkened the mountains and the rivers, robbing men of their sanity.

An Kasyapa took a deep breath, an intense glint erupting from his eyes. “Your attacks may be ever-changing, but I will sunder it all!”

He wielded his longsword in a hail of blades. One slash, two slashes. In the blink of an eye, the blade delivered a flurry of thousands of strikes.
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ONE HIDDEN AND ANOTHER IN THE OPEN


An Kasyapa attacked as fast as the wind, but the vegetation transformed even faster. The plants agitated with the vigor of hot-blooded youngsters, as if a curse had breathed life into them.

His longsword danced in the air. Whether attack or defense, his form was perfect.

Yet, no matter the destruction he wrought, the enemy remained staunch, obstinately emerging one after another. They revived endlessly, no matter how he chopped them down.

His attack and defense almost reached an unprecedented state, but even so, he was under ever-growing pressure.

The enemy’s numbers were simply too great. The green legion was a boundless ocean that one could never hope to see the end of.

However, he remained calm and steady. He was surrounded, but his consciousness still wandered, continuing its search. He’d been looking all around for the core in order to carve a path to victory.

But no matter where his consciousness probed inside this green ocean, he could only perceive the same uniform rhythm. In other words, the roots of the green invasion were too well-hidden.

He couldn’t hone in on its location despite his formidable abilities. It was a depressing turn of events. He’d expected the fight to be long and arduous, but not to such an impossible degree.

If he couldn’t find the core and destroy it, then it was impossible for him to break out of this green siege. Put another way, there was no hope for him to attain his goal in this clash.

Anxiousness slowly started to gnaw at him. Against this endless green onslaught, it was only a matter of time before he suffered wounds.

After all, no matter how outstanding his attack and defense, he was still made of flesh and blood. He would tire sooner or later, unlike his floral enemies that seemed to possess infinite stamina. Their momentum hadn’t diminished in the slightest. On the contrary they seemed even more ferocious as time went by.

He could still hold on at first, but as the fight dragged on, he clearly felt himself under increasingly greater strain. He simply couldn’t cut down them all.

“It seems it’s my loss this time.” Although reluctant to yield, his fighting spirit was finally shaken.

The moment he felt his determination waver, he knew it was time for him to leave.

He slashed across and swept away at the demonic shrubs in front of him, then clutched the Divine Veluriyam Talisman, ready to activate it. However, a transmission reached his ears at this precise moment. “Divine Kasyapa, hold on a little longer.”

Appearing without a sign, the message roused his spirits. The very familiar voice impressively belonged to the young lord.

“Jiang Chen?” he transmitted, taking care not to make a sound.

“I’ve been hunting this wood demon forefather and looking for the core. Hold on a little longer while I pinpoint his location,” Jiang Chen urged again.

Overjoyed, An Kasyapa could confirm that the voice had come from the young lord. He stowed away the talisman, all thoughts of leaving evaporated.

“It seems you demon thugs are nothing but clowns in the end. Other than these shameful tricks, do you have the guts to come and fight me in the open? Are all demon spineless buffoons like you?” He swore his head off in an attempt to provoke the demon forefather.

The one manipulating the plants was certainly a leading figure of the wood demon tribe, and had to be hidden nearby.

The demon must be using outstanding manipulation to merge his body into the greenery, making his position impossible to discover.

But, though An Kasyapa couldn’t find him, that didn’t mean Jiang Chen was equally powerless.

From the sound of it, the young lord had arrived long ago. He’d simply concealed his tracks, staying in the dark while he waited for a mistake from the demon.

This heartening conclusion immediately restored Divine Kasyapa’s confidence. His fighting spirit also soared thanks to the young lord’s presence, a sudden change that secretly astonished Forefather Ghostbranch.

The one behind the demonic vegetation was naturally Forefather Ghostbranch. He didn’t have Kingspot’s talent with parasites, but when it came to plants, his level of mastery exceeded the latter’s.

This time, he hadn’t hesitated to employ his strongest arts to set up a fearsome demonic plant formation, even at the risk of injury to his very essence of existence.

The formation leveraged his arts and abilities to demonize ordinary plants, bestow life upon them, and orchestrate their movements. Full of hostility like evil spirits, the vegetation attacked with strange, ever-varying methods.

However, most fearsome of all was their incredible resilience. As long as their roots lived on, they could revive in a short time even after being destroyed.

In some aspects, these wood demon plants resembled Jiang Chen’s Bewitching Lotus of Fire and Ice. Both possessed outstanding regeneration abilities.

Of course, the lotuses were ancient treasures of the heavenly planes, not something that trivial demonized grass or shrubs could compare to. But in some respects, both achieved the same results through different means.

Ghostbranch’s strongest ability was to fuse his body and consciousness inside this floral formation, integrating himself with the plants and completely hiding his existence amidst a vast, green ocean.

Such hiding skills were truly fearsome, so much so that even Jiang Chen couldn’t locate him in the short term, to say nothing of An Kasyapa.

In fact, the young lord had arrived earlier than An Kasyapa. He’d simply endured in silence and remained still, refraining from any action. He knew with the latter’s arrival that an opportunity presented itself.

Letting his senior fight was the only opportunity to amplify the minute fluctuations of power and allow him to glean a clue.

It was truly an exercise in patience, but his efforts finally bore fruit!

Against the full might of An Kasyapa’s abilities, Forefather Ghostbranch was also forced to resort to his strongest cards.
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FOREFATHER GHOSTBRANCH


As Ghostbranch used an ever-increasing amount of energy to direct the plants, the aura surrounding him gained in intensity, finally giving Jiang Chen a rough estimate of the demon’s position.

“Now’s my chance!” rejoiced the young lord. His consciousness firmly latched onto an area roughly ten miles in radius. The demon powerhouse he’d been hunting for so long was certainly hiding there.

Without panic or hurry, he slowly inched closer.

The Immaculate Robe concealed his figure. Even though he strolled among the demonic vegetation, it seemed entirely unable to sense him, as if he had been cut off from this world.

Although formidable, the plants were nothing but puppets controlled by the forefather and weren’t particularly perceptive.

To discover the young lord once he was clad in the robe, one needed greater cultivation than him for a start, and also mastery over powerful spatial arts.

Otherwise, it was impossible to perceive the existence of a peculiar pocket of space within a sea of nothingness, or sense the unique fluctuations within that pocket. Following his trail was a hopeless proposition.

Naturally, the demonic vegetation was far from meeting these conditions, as was Ghostbranch.

Jiang Chen progressively made his way closer to his target. The denser demonic presence in the vicinity was an even stronger hint of the forefather’s presence.

Absolutely worthy of a treasure left behind by my father. With this robe on, the enemy can’t detect me even at such close range!

There were many ways in which he could destroy the demon if he could sneak up on the latter.

No matter how strong the opponent, if one could stand under his nose undetected, it would be mere child’s play to take him by surprise. One was simply spoilt for choice when it came to killing blows.

Ghostbranch indeed hadn’t sensed anything, but he had a strange premonition at this precise moment. An Kasyapa had been on the verge of retreating earlier, but he’d suddenly changed his tune, opting to stay behind and prolong the bitter fight.

For one as vigilant as Ghostbranch, such a strange turnaround naturally triggered the alarm.

But what exactly was wrong here? He couldn’t tell.

“Did backup arrive?” He immediately strengthened his defenses while sending his consciousness into the vicinity, attentive to any detail that might hint at danger.

Yet, despite scanning the area repeatedly with his mind, he found no threat in the surroundings.

Although extremely suspicious, he fully trusted his own judgment.

He pursed his lips and made up his mind. “This human must be an extraordinary cultivator among his race. He doesn’t seem to fear for his life, so he must possess a secret art or a method that allows for immediate escape. To kill him, I must make sure to instantly seal his surrounding space for a moment to stop him from fleeing.”

This plan could’ve easily been put into motion against an initial divine realm opponent, but this was a mid divine realm cultivator. Some extra steps were needed to lock the man into place.

Still, Ghostbranch was confident in his eventual victory.

He hadn’t gone in for the kill yet out of a desire to probe the human’s limits. He’d also held back, unwilling to use up all his trump cards in a single battle. After all, his greatest moves came at the cost of injury to himself.

But here and now, the intuition of a powerhouse insisted that he had to kill this human by any means necessary. He would more than likely come to regret it otherwise.

He didn’t know where this hunch came from, but it was too insistent to ignore. Hence, he started to gather his power.

But at the same time, Jiang Chen stealthily arrived within a few hundred meters of him. The demon’s presence was almost palpable at this range.

“So I really can hide this thoroughly.” He kept his consciousness in check. The robe prevented him from being discovered, but the demon might sense an unbridled surge of mental activity.

All his efforts would be down the drain if the enemy forefather was to bolt. The young man had no assurance he could locate this particular demon a second time in the midst of his green ocean.

It would be very troublesome if his enemy was determined to flee. For that reason, he bided his time.

Against the demonic vegetation, the True Dragon Rope of Water and Fire was of no great use, and neither was the Measure of Heaven.

But the Great Veluriyam Torch and the Scrutiny of Existence were another story.

He planned to use only one of those two treasures. There was another item more suitable in the present situation: the magnetic golden mountain.

The mountain combined magnetic energy with the incomparably sharp power of metal; the latter was precisely the best counter for these demonic plants.

The magnetic golden mountain and the Great Veluriyam Torch were his ultimate combination for this fight.

The torch would enhance the metal-attribute attacks, while the Great Veluriyam Light could also pin down the opponent’s consciousness, momentarily blinding his senses and buying enough time for the young lord to finish him.

A golden beam abruptly pierced the air. Without the slightest warning, the magnetic golden mountain shot to the sky and flashed into an enormous golden mountain that towered in the air. Its aureate radiance illuminated the entire area within a few hundred miles.

Countless magnetic storms roiled toward the ground from the peak of the mountain, sweeping up everything in their path and flattening the plants into dry, broken twigs.

On top of the mountain, balls of keen, golden light transformed into every kind of weapon. They pelted the heart of the area like a hail of ten thousand arrows shot in unison.

In the meantime, Jiang Chen’s figure emerged from the void. With a clap of his hands, the Great Veluriyam Torch’s divine light tightly shrouded the battlefield.

Not giving an inch, the plants snarled in anger, an army of ancient fiends struggling madly to escape from their shackles.

Unable to stay hidden any longer, Ghostbranch’s figure shook as he jumped out furiously.

Wielding a green bamboo staff, his hair and beard stood upright from the aura flaring around him, imparting a strange, eerie appearance.

Like the fires of the underworld, his two eyes burned a lush green.

As he murmured an incantation, a prismatic fog manifested in front of his staff and crawled through the air.
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GHOSTBRANCH EXECUTED


Bowing beneath the weight of the magnetic force, the plants unyieldingly lifted skyward again when the mist spread. The demonic miasma had reignited their will to fight.

The native plants in the area weren’t the only ones that had surged back to life. Demonic plants in all directions swarmed to Jiang Chen like they’d been summoned and lunged at him.

The young lord’s eyes turned steely. He knew this was the enemy’s death throes.

With a snort, he slammed a hand seal on the surface of the magnetic golden mountain, which prompted another great transformation. Its aureate radiance grew even more blinding and active. The magnetic storm surged and doubled in power.

Under Jiang Chen’s command, countless golden monsters swarmed out of the mountain, brandishing sharp weapons. They formed their own army and charged at the demonic plants.

The five elements naturally countered each other, and the metal element was inherently destructive to the wood element.

The golden monsters crashed over the plants like a golden tidal wave, decimating them.

Seeing his plants annihilated made Forefather Ghostbranch’s heart burn. His eyes turned bloodshot as he glared at Jiang Chen.

Realization dawned. He knew who his opponent was.

“You… are Jiang Chen, aren’t you?” he asked with a slight tremor in his voice, his heart sinking.

He didn’t expect to be targeted by the legendary young lord.

All of the rumors that had been circulating among the demonic tribes flashed through Ghostbranch’s head, cracking his confidence.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly but didn’t react. There was only one thought on his mind—end the forefather. It was now or never.

The golden monsters had overwhelmed the plants, and the magnetic storm was destroying the forefather’s defenses.

More importantly, the holy light of the Great Veluriyam Torch had locked onto Ghostbranch.

Ghostbranch shuddered when the light hit him. The resulting shock temporarily distracted him, which proved to be a fatal mistake.

The magnetic storm devoured the demon forefather like a ravenous beast from the halls of history before he had the time to react. The tremendous metallic energy materialized as countless deadly blades and churned him into nothingness.

All of this happened in the blink of an eye. There was barely a breath of time between Ghostbranch’s realization of his circumstances and death. His reflexes were quick, yet he hadn’t been able to resist at all before being wiped from the face of the earth.

His death tolled the death knell for the core of the demonic plants, which substantially decreased the battle strength of the plants in the premises. Energy drained from the plants enchanted by the forefather, and they slowly reverted back to their original form, flopping pathetically.

Meanwhile, plants that were demonic in nature lost their fierceness without a puppet master pulling on their strings.

Jiang Chen sighed in relief. He stowed away the torch and the magnetic mountain and landed in an open expanse ahead of him, as graceful as a swallow.

An Kasyapa dropped to the ground as well. He was visibly delighted to see Jiang Chen. “You’re here, young master Chen. I knew you’d come.”

Jiang Chen greatly admired An Kasyapa for searching out the wood demon forefather on his own.

“Thank you for your hard work, Divine Kasyapa. I have to shamefully admit that I arrived before you did. However, I didn’t let you know and instead used you to eliminate our enemy.”

“Haha, one can’t kill a demon without breaking some rules. You made a very proper decision. I welcome you to use me in such a manner whenever you want.”

It delighted An Kasyapa to eliminate a wood demon forefather. Although he wasn’t the one to make the killing blow, he’d contributed greatly to the fight. The part he played was undeniable.

However, he didn’t care about the credit. He simply found it exhilarating to fight demons. Who would have thought that he could stand toe-to-toe with a demon?

Such an experience helped him realize that the demons weren’t as terrifying as they were said to be. They were painted as invincible monsters only partly because of their fierce nature. Their might had actually been exaggerated due to human fear.

Jiang Chen took stock of the environment after decimating his enemy.

The demonic forefather must have used a treasure to manipulate the plants. The demon might be no more, but the item should remain.

The young human located the forefather’s storage ring and broke into it with his powerful consciousness. There was indeed a valuable treasure and a book on manipulating plants inside.

The other items Jiang Chen wasn’t interested in. He chucked the ring to An Kasyapa. “Finders keepers. The rest is yours.”

There were a lot more objects in the ring. As a divine forefather, Ghostbranch had accumulated a reasonable amount of wealth.

From the cultivation resources kept in the ring, it was clear that the late forefather had amassed a great fortune after the wood demons took over Martial and Abyssal Sacred Land.

An Kasyapa hadn’t expected Jiang Chen to be so generous. The young man had not only given him the credit he was due, but also an ample amount of rewards.

“Young master Chen, the demonic plants aren’t going to be much of a threat after his death, are they?” asked An Kasyapa.

“The plants were never much of a threat to the more powerful cultivators. He was targeting the mid to low level cultivators with his tricks. That is how the wood demons conquered Martial and Abyssal. His method was unfamiliar to us. With him dead though, the demonic plants should be easy to deal with.”

An Kasyapa further briefed the young lord on the current situation of the Eternal Sacred Land.

Jiang Chen had held his speculations. He therefore wasn’t that surprised by An Kasyapa’s words.


32


THE NEXT TARGET


Eliminating Ghostbranch wasn’t the be all and end all of the young lord’s plan. He had much greater ambitions concerning the wood demon tribe.

Like the other tribes, this one counted two forefathers among its ranks, according to his previous inquiries.

Compared to Ghostbranch, the other forefather possessed a higher cultivation and specialized in parasites and poisons. Named Kingspot, he might prove an even thornier opponent.

The young lord was fully ready to tackle this challenge. Now that he’d reached mid divine realm, he was confident he could entrap all but the most powerful demon forefathers.

Bluntly put, it was a contest between brains and brawn.

A demon forefather, no matter his tribe, was a wall for other humans, but the young lord was the exception to the rule. He had too many cards up his sleeves, and enough strength to gain the upper hand in straight combat if need be.

But more crucially, he’d studied every tribe in great detail and was intimately familiar with all of their unique traits. He was never caught unawares and always had a plan at the ready.

As the saying went: know thy enemy and know yourself. Information was key in war, but the demons possessed mere outdated intelligence about him. They had no idea about the full extent of his power.

Therefore, while all the demon forefathers acknowledged him as a thorn in their side, almost no one took him seriously.

He was simply too young, after all. The demon powerhouses saw him as nothing but raw potential at most. He didn’t have the tangible fighting prowess to match his talents yet.

Unfortunately for them, their assessment was far off the mark.

“Kingspot is our next target.” Jiang Chen disclosed his plan to An Kasyapa, declaring solemnly, “We don’t have much time left. We have to kill him within a few days, then try to annihilate the wood demon tribe to clip another wing off the demon race.”

“What do you mean, there isn’t much time left?” An Kasyapa wondered.

The young lord immediately told him about the main demon army soon landing in full force on Myriad Abyss.

Unsettled by the news, the older man’s expression flickered and his chest heaved.

“Wasn’t the demon outbreak supposed to be in its initial stage? Shouldn’t they still need time to recover? How can they be back to full strength in such a few short years? Also, are they determined to make Myriad Abyss the stage of the decisive battle?”

“Back to full strength? They need a few more centuries, to say nothing of the resources required.” Jiang Chen smiled indifferently. “But it’s too late now for them to ever regain their past strength.”

An Kasyapa was intrigued by the firm conviction in his voice. The young lord he knew wasn’t one to swagger about in boasting, so there was surely a reason for his assurance.

“Why so, young lord? Is it because the casualties they’ve suffered in the ancient war were too heavy?”

“They were sealed for a long time in the ancient times and barely managed to make a comeback. Their substantial decline goes without saying. Though free again, they haven’t spent nearly enough time to mitigate their losses, since, as you’ve pointed out, they did suffer considerably in the previous war.

“Top-tier demons are hard to kill, hence they were sealed instead. But they did lose many mid and lower tier fighters. Furthermore, far away from their native lands, it isn’t easy for them to replenish their numbers other than enslaving new lackeys.”

Every argument was sound and impartial, but the young lord wasn’t done yet. An uncanny smile crept across his face.

“Moreover, I’ve been clobbering them left and right of late. Other than one forefather, I’ve destroyed almost the entire golden demon army. I then played the monster and titan demons against each other to eradicate their main force. I also lured the two fire demon forefathers away from their lair and killed them, then slayed two winged forefathers with the same method. Ghostbranch is only the latest in a long line of victims. Even the celestial demons should be feeling the heat by now.”

This was the most crucial part.

Misfortune had befallen the various demon tribes in Myriad Abyss. One by one, the losses they’d suffered added up to a ridiculous tally.

He didn’t know the exact number of troops at the enemy’s disposal, but the deaths of so many forefathers was a definite blow. There was a limit to the number of demon gods. Each of them was precious. Every death was an irreparable loss.

An Kasyapa stared dumbly, as if listening to a story from the legends. He was stunned speechless by the young lord’s string of victories.

Five to six battles fought consecutively, every single one of them a victory? Jiang Chen was simply the demons’ greatest nemesis.

“Young lord, there’s no time to lose. Let’s go and deal with this Kingspot. It’s entirely possible he might be more of a pain than Ghostbranch, isn’t it?” An Kasyapa also chomped at the bit.

“Yes, Kingspot’s cultivation is a little higher. But he doesn’t have Ghostbranch’s stealth abilities. As long as he doesn’t avoid us, I naturally have ways to handle him.”

It might have sounded full of hot air, but against Ghostbranch, the young lord hadn’t even called upon the four sacred beasts, the trump card he most relied on.

Parasites were the most annoying part about Kingspot. But in this vast world, Jiang Chen was the only one entirely undaunted by the prospect.

Meanwhile, Kingspot was in a smug mood while preparing for the offensive against Eternal. As planned, Ghostbranch’s demonic plants had occupied the enemy defenders and greatly lessened the resistance in his parasite legion’s way.

He could almost taste the sweetness of Eternal’s heritage. But he didn’t lose himself for too long inside this daydream. All of a sudden, his consciousness spasmed for no apparent reason.

An extremely dire premonition interrupted his thoughts. Where did it come from? He earnestly examined his surroundings.
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FULL-STRENGTH ASSAULT


For cultivators at Kingspot’s level, their minds were rarely perturbed for no discernible reason. They were mostly impervious to violent passions, and ordinary events rarely disturbed their serenity, if ever.

In other words, their mentality was staunch and unwavering.

A strange ripple like the one he’d just sensed was usually an unfavorable omen. Not necessarily a portent of fatal danger, but it was much better safe than sorry.

Currently located a short distance away from Eternal’s main base, he’d been observing the human defenses while considering how best to overcome them. Pressed for time, he had to launch the attack before the main army’s arrival. If not, this fat prize would no longer be theirs to claim.

“I still don’t understand why. The fortifications aren’t too shabby, but they’re not enough to threaten me. What was this ominous sensation just now?”

Cautious by nature, Kingspot was the type who cherished his life. Or put bluntly, he was afraid of death. Fully alert, he ordered, “Everyone, be on the lookout. Don’t relax your guard!”

He had strong demigod demons under his banner, a host of parasites he’d nurtured, and his own expertise with poisons. Whether in attack or in defense, he was a force to be reckoned with.

Therefore, although vigilant, there was little reason for him to overreact.

At this time, a demigod demon offered, “Forefather, the children’s preparations are complete. We’ve found three weak spots in their defensive perimeter. If we focus our attention there, we’ll overcome them in no time.”

With a wide sweep of his hand, Kingspot shouted, “What are you waiting for then? Charge!”

As the warhorns sounded in the air, the entire army surged onwards and clashed against the Eternal defenses.

Kingspot frowned lightly. “What’s ole brother Ghostbranch doing? With the speed of his advance, he should’ve been here by now. Why can’t I see his demonic plants yet?”

Doubts lingered in his mind.

The two of them had agreed to march through different areas and meet outside Eternal’s base.

Ghostbranch would use the plants while his companion attacked with the demonic parasites in a lethal, two-pronged onslaught.

Yet, despite the long wait, Ghostbranch was nowhere in sight.

The agreed-upon time was long past by now. Such lateness was rather unbecoming on such a momentous day.

While annoyed, Kingspot also felt a faint anxiety. His frown deepened as he made calculations on his fingers. There was something amiss.

“I need to contact him.” Without waiting another minute, he used a secret wood demon art to call his tribesman.

Wood demons naturally had their own methods of communication. As long as the target wasn’t too far away, getting in touch wasn’t too difficult.

But, like a stone sinking into the ocean, his message was met with absolute silence.

His heart sank. “Impossible! What’s going on?”

He might not have been close friends with Ghostbranch, but they were on cordial terms. There was no reason for his call to be ignored.

Was his tribesman too busy at the moment to issue a reply?

That didn’t sound right either. Manipulating the plants shouldn’t be this taxing, unless he was in the middle of a fight.

Kingspot’s heart sank even more at this possibility. Obviously determined to protect its home to their last breath, Eternal couldn’t possibly have dispatched an eminent figure against Ghostbranch.

Not to mention, no cultivator of theirs was strong enough for that task. Resistance was possible thanks to their fortifications, but away from them, the humans’ strength was simply laughable.

Kingspot’s vague premonition badgered him ever more insistently as the army sounded the charge. Led by the demigod commanders, the troops crashed against the sacred land’s defenses.

Demonic parasites drilled out from every nook and cranny; a malevolent, blood-chilling cloud of locusts.

Inside Eternal, Ziju Min bit his nails in anxiety at the demons’ unrelenting push. Their fortifications weren’t strong enough to last for long, especially after demon forefathers entered the fray.

Fortunately, the human cultivators knew their backs were against the wall. Their resolve unshaken, they remained determined to fight to the last.

An ominous feeling lingered in Kingspot’s heart, sweeping away the last of his hesitation. “Onward, children! Eternal shall be ours!”

His battlecry inspired his men, parasites included, seemingly injecting them with a fresh dose of energy as they fought with increased violent zeal.

Under the pressure of the re-energized assault, the three weak areas instantly tottered on the brink of collapse.

Yet, the human defenders didn’t despair. They fought back tooth and nail as parasites surged nearby like a tide, eager to swallow them whole. Any break in the three weak spots of the defenses would herald apocalypse.

The impending doom seemed inexorable. They did have some antidote, but the amount in their possession was like a comparative drop in the ocean, not to mention the numerous demigod demons on top of the divine forefather leading the army.

“Forefather Ziju, something’s afoot. They’re attacking recklessly without regard for their lives. Our lines will soon give way at this rate!”

When hell-bent on victory, demons could fight with terrifying momentum.

Ashen, Ziju Min realized there was no way to escape once the defenses were broken. They could only perish together with their faction.

“Everyone, I, Ziju Min, will go down by your side. I swear there won’t be a moment of peace as long as there’s a single demon still breathing!”

Boosting his men’s morale was the only thing he could do at this dire hour.

This was no fault of his. He’d been a simple elder among many twenty years ago, far below the three great primes, not to mention the venerated forefather.

He was a man without riches or foundations. To suddenly thrust him into the limelight and ask him to shoulder the fate of three sacred lands was too heavy a responsibility.

While not so obvious during the previous lull, the disparity between Myriad Abyss and the demons was laid bare for all to see as soon as the fighting began. Not even Eternal’s divine combatants could fill up the ever-growing number of cracks. The sacred land’s survival hung by a thread.
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THE PANIC-STRICKEN KINGSPOT


The demigod demons spearheading the offensive were in high spirits. Eternal didn’t put up as stiff an opposition as they’d expected. For these demons who’d once participated in the ancient war, a battle at this level was little to write home about.

“Children, forge ahead! Fight your way inside and loot to your heart’s content!” shouted the commanders. Victory was almost within grasp. Their enemy was struggling at death’s door. It was a simple matter of time before the sacred land crumbled.

The swarm of parasites darkened the earth as it surged forward, obscuring the sun behind black clouds and heralding the end of days.

However, something cleaved the sky in twain at that moment.

Whoosh!

Dazzling light shone from a gap in the dark sky. A holy beam illuminated the land and warmed Eternal with its brightness. The wood demon parasites cowered under this blinding light and whined with dread, seeming to perceive extreme danger.

Despite its frenzied momentum moments prior, the demonic assault came to a sudden halt. Some demons froze in place and keened with fear, while others seemed to lose their minds. Smarter ones simply fell back or fled in a panic-stricken, bizarre turnabout.

On tenterhooks to begin with, Kingspot paled immediately.

Before he could react, an inferno suddenly erupted from the light. Reborn from the fire, the Vermilion Bird emerged triumphantly from the fiery sea to rain scorching flames upon the parasites between beats of its wings.

The Fire of Firstdawn was the parasites’ natural enemy, and the divine bird’s control brought out a hundred and twenty percent of its power. As the legion of parasites shivered together in unprecedented terror beneath the Great Veluriyam Light, the fires engulfed them whole.

This is bad!

Kingspot instantly realized the battle had taken a turn for the worse. He hissed, “Forward, everyone! Attack this monster spirit!”

A vague outline and a certain name emerged in his mind when he witnessed the extent of the beast’s devastation: the Vermilion Bird!

Its presence signified that Jiang Chen was here as well!

Jiang Chen!

This was a name that terrorized all the demonic tribes on Myriad Abyss of late. To think he’d appear here and now!

Kingspot’s thoughts were in turmoil. In fact, his sole worry had been the possible appearance of this genius who’d triumphed again and again over the demon tribes.

So he’d always stayed cautious, never erring. Truth be told, he’d been relieved by the many pieces of news surrounding the young man.

Jiang Chen wreaking havoc elsewhere meant his tribe would be left in peace, at least.

But it was too beautiful a dream to last for long. Hot on their tail, the human had arrived in Eternal all the same. Was Kingspot going to suffer the same fate as his fellow demon forefathers?

The forefather’s fighting spirit evaporated at this thought. Paying no attention to his troops, he did an about-face and flashed into a blue beam of light to run for dear life.

His army stared at his departing figure, dumbstruck by this shocking scene. Was this the same forefather who’d been directing the battle a moment ago? To think he’d opt to flee by himself and throw his troops to the wolves!

Alas, the plans of mice and men often go awry.

No sooner had he begun to pick up speed than a beam of light pierced the sky like a shooting star and crashed in front of him, exploding with an energy that shook the air.

Once bombarded, the sky filled with chaotic fluxes that disrupted his flight and obstructed his path.

Meanwhile, Jiang Chen’s figure dropped in front of him.

With a subtle smile on his lips, the young man gazed upon the frantic forefather with faint derision. This Kingspot was quite the shrewd and perceptive one. If not for the young lord’s fast reactions, this fellow might well have succeeded in his escape.

A demon god was almost impossible to catch if determined to bolt. The key was to stop him cold before he could break away from the immediate vicinity.

Therefore, Jiang Chen had elected to use the Scrutiny of Existence to cut off all means of retreat.

This was testament to the item’s power. How could an ordinary attack fray the very fabric of space and counter Kingspot’s movement art?

The demon forefather fixed Jiang Chen with a malicious glare, a savage beast ready to devour its prey, but the latter flashed back a smile as free as the breeze. “Tsk tsk, so you’re the one directing the parasites? That means Martial and Abyssal’s ruin was mostly your doing?”

Kingspot rolled his eyes and snorted coldly. “Kid, I don’t need to hide what I’ve done. You must be the one called Jiang Chen?”

The young lord shrugged. “You know me?”

“Hmph! Everyone in the ten tribes has your name on their lips. It’s hard to be deaf to it even if I wanted to. What, they say you’re not that close to Eternal. Did you come to play the hero?”

Jiang Chen smiled casually. “Eternal is my ally, so its business is naturally mine as well. In any case, don’t you think this juvenile question is quite comical coming from a forefather? Or are you stalling for time and waiting for backup?”

“Why would I need reinforcements for a kid still wet behind the ears?” Kingspot sneered contemptuously.

“Fantastic! At least you have a backbone, unlike the one called Ghostbranch.” Despite the barely veiled taunt, it was mostly an intimidation attempt.

Sure enough, Kingspot’s face turned cold. “You’ve seen Forefather Ghostbranch?”

“I have. I borrowed his head to kick it around. But then I heard there’s another eminent figure in the wood demon tribe, so I made the trip especially to borrow your head as well!”

Kingspot’s chest tightened at his opponent’s composure. Things were truly going from bad to worse!

“Borrow my head? Do you have what it takes?” he asked coldly.

“Do you think I’d be here if I didn’t?” Jiang Chen riposted, carefree as always.

He ferociously brandished the Great Veluriyam Torch all of a sudden. Like the brush of a calligrapher, the torch outlined rays of light to surround the demon, attempting to lock him within their midst.

But against all odds, Kingspot sensed the danger and avoided the trap by immediately darting high into the sky. He had to avoid a frontal confrontation at all costs!
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CRUEL REALITY


However, everything since the start of the fight had gone according to plan, including Forefather Kingspot’s reaction.

Kingspot soared through the sky, searching for escape.

None was to be found, given how the four divine beasts had long since set up their domain. They’d left a pocket of space open, all in readiness for him to dart in.

Kingspot might be powerful, but the divine beasts had improved continuously thanks to their clashes with various demonic forefathers.

They were much stronger compared to when they’d first set foot in Myriad Abyss. Their progress was especially pronounced when it came to deploying a domain together. Their techniques had advanced another step towards perfection and easy cooperation.

As soon as Kingspot set foot into the domain, it felt like a completely sealed off area snapped shut behind him. Earth, air, fire, and water elements acted together to trap him inside.

He struggled futilely, like a caged beast.

Jiang Chen manifested the True Dragon Rope of Water and Fire without hesitation and cast a dense web around the demonic forefather. Kingspot was quickly trussed up.

Like a well-rehearsed act, everything went according to plan, the ending written long ago. The young lord landed before a fearful and desperate Kingspot.

No matter how the forefather struggled, the rope wound tighter and tighter around him.

Jiang Chen smiled slightly. “Stop wasting your energy. You aren’t the first forefather to be caught by this and you won’t be the last. Struggling will only increase your pain.”

Like he said, it wasn’t that painful for the captive if they didn’t struggle against the restraints. If they tried to break free, the rope would bind more tightly and bite into their flesh, even into one’s soul. The penetrative force of both water and fire was a worse torture than anything one could encounter in hell.

Kingspot realized the truth in Jiang Chen’s words after some struggle. His face paled and his eyes shone with despair.

Jiang Chen snapped his fingers. “It’s time to eliminate the wood demon tribe, everyone!”

The four divine beasts, An Kasyapa, and members of the three sacred lands led by Ziju Min charged out. They’d spotted the opportunity to fight back and overwhelmed the wood demons.

Although there were a few demigod demons leading the tribe, they didn’t last long in the face of the four divine beasts’ attacks.

Once they fell as well, the wood demons teetered even more on a knife’s edge. This tribe wasn’t particularly adept at fights to begin with and the fierce retaliation forced them to continuously retreat. However, it was impossible for them to do so without incurring any casualties, since the four divine beasts were coming after them.

The battle was over in less than an hour.

Almost all of the wood demon parasites were transformed into ashes by the Fire of Firstdawn. Ninety percent of the wood demons had been killed as well, only the lucky ones were able to escape.

With the leadership of the four divine beasts, the fight finally came to an end.

Even with the conclusion of the fighting, cultivators of the three sacred lands still wore looks of disbelief. Everyone had made peace with the impending end. They’d been prepared to fight to their deaths and greet the gates of the underworld.

Once Jiang Chen showed up however, the tide was quickly turned.

Thank heavens they were still alive.

Ziju Min approached Jiang Chen with the cultivators from the three sacred lands.

The young lord looked at them with a smile, pleased to recognize a few of them. Many of his old acquaintances had become casualties after the demons invaded.

It was always good to see a few familiar faces. They’d faced sure death and survived.

“I always believed that you’d be able to persist until I arrived, Forefather Ziju.” Jiang Chen cast an encouraging smile at the forefather. “You’ve lived up to my expectations.”

Ziju Min was warmed and thrilled by the smile.

“If not for your timely arrival, young master Chen, we would’ve all died in the battle,” lamented the elder.

Prime Puresmoke echoed his sentiment. “I’ve seen my fair share of geniuses in my life. I’ve also heard numerous tales of geniuses from the ancient times. However, no young genius in human history has ever achieved what you’ve achieved, Jiang Chen.”

It was unprecedented for someone of the young man’s age to achieve all that he had done. There was no telling if someone else would be able to reach his heights in the future, but there’d certainly been no one like him in the past.

Jiang Chen didn’t deny the claim with unnecessary humility, yet didn’t get ahead of himself either.

“The danger has passed for the moment, but it’s not time to celebrate just yet. I have some bad news for everyone. You should prepare yourselves.”

Hearing his serious tone, everyone’s delight at surviving the invasion withered, leaving worry behind in its place.

“What else is going to happen, young master Chen?” Ziju Min asked solemnly.

“I’ve been informed that the demonic army will invade Myriad Abyss soon. Two to three days if they’re quick, and five to six days if they take their time. Myriad Abyss is going to fall.” Jiang Chen didn’t want to share such dire news, but he had to.

Everyone, including Ziju Min, reacted strongly. They’d climbed out of the frying pan only to fall into the fire.

“The entire demonic army?” asked the forefather heavily.

“That’s right,” admitted Jiang Chen. “Under the command of the celestial demon tribe, they’ll be a most formidable foe.”

“Does that mean the ten sacred lands are doomed to fall?” someone asked quietly.

Jiang Chen didn’t respond, but his silence spoke volumes.

A heavy atmosphere permeated the Eternal Sacred Land. They hadn’t yet had the time to celebrate driving the wood demons away before fresh bad tidings plunged them to new lows.

This would be worse than the earlier invasion. They could fight to their death against the wood demons, but not against enemies as horrifying as the main demonic army. The ten sacred lands didn’t even have the right to muster a resistance.

Such was the ugly truth.
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ALL HEARTS AS ONE


An overwhelming sense of loss and despair struck Ziju Min. Nothing would change even if their forefather was present. Faced with an army of powerful demons, the ten forefathers combined didn’t amount to much. The demonic army wasn’t a threat that Myriad Abyss could resist.

How much damage had the demons done to the Divine Abyss Continent in the ancient times? Back then, the various domains on the continent had been at their peak, but still they’d failed to defeat the demons. The human victory had been a pyrrhic win.

If the demonic army invaded Myriad Abyss en masse, then not even the ten sacred lands combined would be able to delay them.

They were a colony of ants trying to face an elephant.

Hope dimmed in Ziju Min’s heart. But he looked at Jiang Chen, the young man’s bright eyes lit up the shadows like a lamp and drove away the dejection from his soul.

He had no solutions, but Jiang Chen did. From the young man’s recent track record, it was obvious that Jiang Chen possessed the power to fight demons.

Everyone turned to look at the young man.

He was their savior from the abyss, the beholder of hope for humanity. All Jiang Chen had ever striven for was to preserve a sliver of hope for their future.

Now came their most trying time. Who were they going to trust but Jiang Chen?

Ziju Min swept his gaze over the Eternal members. He read trust and hope in their expressions, which further cemented his resolve. “Is the ultimate battle between the Divine Abyss Continent and the demon race going to break out early?”

Jiang Chen sighed. “I hope not, but I can’t change what is to come.”

He knew that the losses the various tribes had suffered in Myriad Abyss must’ve alerted the celestial demons and the demon race at large.

They’d come to realize that dividing their people was a mistake and how much of a threat Jiang Chen was.

Therefore, the demons had gathered their forces to launch the final assault ahead of schedule.

While the demons weren’t exactly ready for that, neither were the humans.

Humanity’s one advantage was that Jiang Chen had taken care of a number of demonic tribes over the course of several fights in Myriad Abyss, striking a heavy blow at the demons.

Divine forefathers of many tribes had been captured or killed, which significantly lowered the demons’ overall strength.

According to Jiang Chen’s estimations, he’d eliminated one-third, or close to, of the demons’ forces.

Moreover, their enemy hadn’t yet recovered to half of what they’d been in the ancient times. Due to their decision to start the ultimate fight prematurely, their overall strength was about one-third of their previous level as well.

As a result, the demons didn’t pose as much of a threat as they had in times of eld.

However, Jiang Chen still wasn’t going to underestimate them. The demon race might be weaker now, but the same was true of the Divine Abyss Continent.

What made things different were him, the four divine beasts, and the treasures of feigned mundanity from his father. Those were the advantages the human race hadn’t possessed during the ancient demonic war.

In other words, he was the only wild card.

The changes he brought caught the demons off-guard, and not just once. When the enemy finally realized their mistakes, the different tribes had already suffered great casualties.

The demon forefathers sealed in the human domain were only the start. Their three peers who’d attacked Rejuvenation had died for nothing.

Then came the vanguards in Immortal, Flora, Radiance, Sunrise, and Eternal. Golden, monster, titan, fire, winged, and wood demons had all eaten severe losses at Jiang Chen’s hands.

Forefather Goldenhowl was the only one Jiang Chen hadn’t been able to deal with due to the forefather’s superior might. The other forefathers leading their tribes had either been slaughtered or captured alive.

The only ones that had been spared were the blood demons, who had yet to ramp up to activity, and the celestial demons.

The series of wins strengthened Jiang Chen’s confidence in the face of demons, and bequeathed onto him an accurate estimation of their strength.

Since the ancient times, people had always believed that demons were invincible.

After engaging the demons himself, he could see the belief for what it truly was—hearsay. The Divine Abyss Continent simply had yet to find a way to defeat demons, or it wasn’t resolute enough to defeat the enemy yet.

Jiang Chen relayed his recent feats to his grandfather-in-law. In turn, An Kasyapa didn’t pass up the opportunity to convey the information to the members of the three sacred lands.

They were shocked and awestruck.

Jiang Chen’s improbable winning streak ignited their will. The young man hadn’t suffered any losses!

After his victory in Rejuvenation, Jiang Chen emerged victorious from various sacred lands, triumphant over seven demonic tribes. All forefathers to cross his path were no more, except for Forefather Goldenhowl. This win rate was ridiculously high.

“You are indeed the chosen one, a gift the heavens have bestowed onto the human race. You are the genius sent to defeat the demons. The divisions between factions no longer matter. There is only the Divine Abyss Continent against the demons. The war can only end with one side exterminated.”

Ziju Min went on in a heated tone. “I don’t know what you think, fellow daoists, but I, Ziju Min, will follow young master Chen and fight the demons to the death! I’ll help defend the continent and my home! Only after the demons are defeated can we talk about factions and territories. In the face of their invasion, there is no point in holding onto the idea of the Eternal Sacred Land or the ten sacred lands. No one will be spared when they attack!”

There was no denying the truth in Ziju Min’s words.

Prime Puresmoke smiled wisely. “The Martial Sacred Land has been destroyed by the wood demons. It only makes sense for us to follow young master Chen.”

Members of the Abyssal Sacred Land had no place to call home, either. They spoke up one after another. “We’ll follow young master Chen to fight the demons and protect our homeland!”
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THE GREAT DEMON ARMY


The three sacred lands were close-knit to begin with and had once formed a strong, unified bloc. However, Abyssal and Martial now laid in ruins. It would be centuries before they could regain their footing, to say nothing of rebuilding their factions.

Eternal was now the sole stronghold left, but not much of one, alas, as demonstrated recently. Its defenses had improved markedly after being reinforced time and time again, but a single demonic tribe had been enough to almost bring it to its knees. What use would it be against the might of the entire demon army?

Without a doubt: none. The sacred land’s barriers would crumple like paper.

They had to abandon it!

Difficult words to utter, but everyone was deeply convinced there was no other choice at this juncture. There was no reason for both the sacred land and its members to perish.

Reality was cruel, and none of them could deny that Myriad Abyss was no longer the heart of the continent nor the key battlefield.

It might see significant action between humans and demons, but it was no longer vital to the final outcome. The human domain, where the ancient war had once taken place, was the key to victory.

After spinning through the eddies and turns in the river of time, Divine Abyss’ history had ultimately returned back to its starting point.

The three sacred lands’ decision wasn’t without its dissenters. Some elders from Eternal, in particular, were tempted to defy it, but they couldn’t turn the tide all by themselves.

Jiang Chen showed zero interest in convincing them, simply stating, “Ladies and gentlemen, if you choose to stay behind, I’ll gladly provide whatever assistance I can.”

Ziju Min urged, “We’re not abandoning our roots. It’s simply a strategic retreat in the face of the situation at large. When the war ends, we’ll need everyone hale and hearty in order to rebuild our home. What’s the point if everyone’s dead?”

In fact, the protesters weren’t all that eager to stay either. But, afraid of being marginalized after seeking refuge in the human domain, they’d dramatized their reluctance to obtain guarantees about their future treatment.

However, it went without saying that no such promises were forthcoming. This bunch mainly consisted of people who weren’t all that friendly to him. Some of the young talents under their wings might have been overshadowed by him, perhaps they’d suffered at his hands.

In short, those who’d objected had never embraced him wholeheartedly, so throwing themselves under his banner now was too much of a psychological hurdle for them.

The young lord was fully aware of their thoughts, but was he supposed to simply kiss and make up with them? His attitude was clear: go or don’t go, it’s all up to you.

In any case, it was nothing but a trifling interlude.

The majority was keen to retreat as soon as possible. The wood demons’ offensive had been such a close call. It would be suicide to face the entire demon army.

As for the offworld battlefield, they didn’t even dare think about it.

Meanwhile, Jiang Chen disseminated the news of the enemy’s main force arriving to all of the other sacred lands via the local communication formation, but didn’t force them to take a particular stance.

The first sacred land he’d rescued, Everlasting, had retreated back to the Rejuvenation Isles some time ago already.

But Flora remained hesitant still, due to the past tense history between them and the young lord.

Radiance and Sunrise were much more straightforward. They’d long been prepared to follow him and wait in the Rejuvenation Isles where he would gather all his forces.

Every passing second was precious, but thankfully, Jiang Chen had flown to Eternal’s rescue as soon as possible. He hadn’t wasted a single second, and so had greater leeway at this stage.

The great demon army would likely land in Myriad Abyss in the next couple days, but the enemy couldn’t possibly assess the local lay of the land so quickly.

Therefore, the human side still had ample time left.

A certain islet in Bluesmoke Islands, after being deserted for more than a hundred thousand years, had begun to spike in activity as of late.

Dark miasma shrouded the place, but demons could be frequently spotted going to and fro.

The cause of this sudden liveliness was a transportation formation newly unearthed. It allowed for transit between the desolate wildlands and Myriad Abyss, and was the beachhead where the demons had previously poured in to wreak devastation upon Myriad Abyss’ boundless sea domain.

Bluesmoke had once been second only to the sacred lands. Later on, it’d been oppressed by the latter for its collusion with Lightford.

But merely a few years later, the region was once again firmly back in demon hands, owing to the emergence of this transportation formation.

However, the formation was so well hidden Myriad Abyss’ local cultivators remained entirely in the dark about the enemy’s landing point.

Many tribes had retreated there after their defeats, or at least what had been left of their forces. Their presence turned Bluesmoke into a nigh-impregnable fortress.
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The demons on the island seemed more energetic than usual on this day, their attitude much more solemn. All of them had been notified that today was the day the main demon army would finally arrive in Myriad Abyss!

Under their watchful eyes, abnormal fluctuations appeared in the midst of the formation while a strange, ever more blinding light shone at the exit, as if a spatial gate had opened within. Airboats unique to their race darted out from this rift in the sky.

A few smaller airboats flew at the forefront, escorting an enormous one radiating a foreboding presence. At least four times the size of ordinary airboats, its surface was covered in eccentric designs in a magnificent, intimidating display.

Every demon bowed respectfully at this airboat’s arrival, solemn deference written plain on their faces.

“Greetings to Forefather Celestial!”

“It is an utmost honor to be graced with your presence!” they roared in unison, welcoming the celestial demon tribe with a strange, almost hysterical ceremony.

Naturally, the enormous airboat belonged to the celestial demons. It represented their race’s highest authority, a symbol of the supreme existence among them.
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THE CELESTIAL DEMON SEVEN


The enormous airboat halted above the island, while a procession of smaller airboats stopped in its vicinity. These were unmistakably the main battleships that housed the demons’ core fighting force.

Under the crowd’s watchful eyes, someone pushed open the giant airboat’s cabin door. Escorted by celestial demon elites, a cultivator clad in golden robes and a tall crown made his entrance, his eyes full of solemn dignity.

He radiated the aura of a monarch, and his eyes sparkled like rivers of stars. They seemed to encompass the mysteries of the universe. Lightning danced within irises as glorious as the sun and the moon.

“Forefather Celestial! Forefather Celestial!” All of the demons prostrated themselves.

This demon was indeed the supreme leader of the demonic invasion in Divine Abyss. He possessed the noblest of bloodlines among all ten tribes, and was the supreme forefather of the celestial demons.

The other airboats’ cabin doors also opened. Several demon forefathers, escorted by a host demon cultivators, emerged in turn.

There was a clear demarcation between the ten tribes at this moment.

Six other celestial demon divine forefathers surrounded Forefather Celestial. Like the latter, the six of them possessed a subtle mark on their foreheads unique to their tribe, called the Celestial Demon Mark.

It only appeared on those possessing the tribe’s bloodline. Its existence was the reason for their superiority to the other tribes. Like the bloodlines of the four sacred beasts, one could inherit the race’s heritage memories thanks to it.

Every time this mark resuscitated, it brought with it some of the tribe’s legacy that dated back to the most primordial times. It even purified their bloodline.

Collectively, the seven forefathers of the celestial demon tribe were called the Celestial Demon Seven.

Their existence was the reason for their tribe’s supremacy. In the past, other tribes had also counted seven or eight divine forefathers among their ranks, but an obvious gap in strength and versatility had existed nonetheless.

Most of all, none of the Celestial Demon Seven had fallen in the ancient war. They’d been sealed away, but none had been grievously wounded. Now free, they still numbered seven.

In contrast, all the other tribes had lost forefathers to the humans, leaving three or four alive at most.

The center of attention, Forefather Celestial’s gaze swept across every tribe, a frown instantly marring his brows.

“Where are the others?” His voice possessed a unique metallic timbre. It was forceful and sonorous, but wasn’t without its own charisma.

Goldenhowl shrugged. “If they’re not here by now, they probably won’t ever make it.”

He sounded a little mystifying, but the crowd paled as soon as they understood the implications.

Forefather Celestial’s voice turned somber. “What?”

Goldenhowl heaved a long sigh. “We’ve been careless. We’ve never suffered such heavy losses, not even in the last war.”

Forefather Celestial already knew of the battles at the Rejuvenation Isles and Everlasting, as well Flora’s siege.

But time had been pressing and the army already en route to the transportation formation, so he hadn’t been apprised yet of later confrontations at Sunrise, Radiance, and Eternal.

Therefore, the main force was still unaware of the bitter fate the fire, winged, and wood demon tribes had suffered.

“Old Brother Goldenhowl, what do you mean?” A fire demon forefather couldn’t resist piping up. He was also freshly arrived with the main force and had yet to learn of his tribe’s misfortune.

Goldenhowl chuckled tragically. “How do I say this? Out of the forefathers who came first to Myriad Abyss, I’m the only one still alive.”

The sky was clearly blue, but his words struck like a clap of thunder, making the forefathers blanch in shock.

The only one alive?

How was that possible? The demons had invested several tribes into Myriad Abyss, alongside more than ten divine forefathers. And they were all dead? Why did that sound so ludicrous?

Even Forefather Celestial’s indifferent face darkened. He’d sensed danger after the defeats at Everlasting and Flora. That had been precisely why he’d ordered the main army to move earlier than scheduled, in order to force a decisive battle against the human domain.

But what was this? In a few short days, the fire, winged, and wood demons had also fallen prey to treacherous ambushes?

When had the humans become so powerful?

The scene was deathly still. Demons were ferocious, but they weren’t entirely immune to fear. When they were suddenly pitted against an existence that could threaten their existences, they fretted and cowered all the same.

Forefather Celestial took a deep breath. “Is everything that Jiang Chen’s doing?”

“We still haven’t reached a definite conclusion yet, but I’m afraid he’s deeply involved if the rumors are anything to go by. The fire and winged tribe survivors have returned recently, but they didn’t fight in a battle to begin with, so they can’t say for certain. The wood tribe survivors haven’t arrived yet, so no one knows the exact cause of their downfall.”

Jiang Chen had ambushed the two fire demon forefathers away from prying eyes, and no one had witnessed the battle against the winged demon forefathers.

So, while the two tribes knew they’d lost their leaders, they didn’t know the perpetrator’s identity. They’d merely assigned the blame to Jiang Chen by force of habit.

That wasn’t unreasonable either, of course. Who else could threaten them time after time and massacre their forefathers, other than this human kid who’d mysteriously appeared from nowhere?

There was an unprecedented gravity on Forefather Celestial’s face. He’d faced humanity’s greatest cultivators in the past, but had never experienced a situation this severe.

The current state of affairs had already developed beyond his understanding.

In the ancient times, no leading human figure had been able to withstand him in single combat.

Two or three of them together might have withstood his power for a short time, but they could only flee with their tails between their legs in a more drawn-out confrontation.

This fighting prowess was the root of their subconscious superiority over their human counterparts from the moment they invaded Divine Abyss.
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HIGHLY ACKNOWLEDGED


The sudden intrusion of Jiang Chen’s name in the conversation left a profound impression on the demons.

Forefather Celestial stayed silent for some time. His unreadable eyes swept past his fellow forefathers. Other than the Celestial Demon Seven, the other nine tribes had suffered grievous losses and totalled a mere twenty-something forefathers when put together, well short of thirty.

Such a paltry number simply beggared belief.

The golden tribe had been almost entirely eradicated. Forefather Goldenhowl was the only one left, other than a small group coming from the desolate wildlands. Busy with missions in other territories, this group hadn’t followed the rest of the tribe to Myriad Abyss, or they would’ve been slaughtered as well.

Out of eagerness for fame, the golden tribe had turned out in full force and led the charge in Myriad Abyss. For this precise reason, they’d been struck down the most.

But the wood tribe wasn’t far behind. To this day, not a single one of them had returned from Eternal.

A spare force had stayed behind in the desolate wildlands, but it was nothing more than a single divine forefather leading a handful of soldiers. It wasn’t nearly enough to salvage their authority among the ten tribes.

Not to be outdone, the monster and titan tribes’ fighting potential had also been cut down to a third.

The blood tribe was far better off. Having stayed away from Myriad Abyss’ turmoil until now, they’d been spared similar disgrace.

The yin tribe likewise hadn’t been involved thus far. As a result, other than Forefather Stonefiend sealed in the human domain, they were mostly unscathed.

Jiang Chen had killed another demon sealed in the human domain: Forefather Evilshadow of the shadow tribe. However, this tribe had also lost Forefather Shadowless as a result of his participation in the battle at the Rejuvenation Isles.

As for the winged and fire tribes, their rank and file was mostly safe and sound, but the first batch of their forefathers had died to the last.

All in all, those were staggering casualties.

The celestial and blood tribes were the only ones entirely intact. Everyone else had been hit to some degree.

Forefather Celestial gravely said, “This is my cross to bear. This disaster stems from my misjudgment. To think a single, untried young human would end up wounding us more severely than the entire previous war combined!

“Something else must be afoot. Summon everyone who’s seen him. Their cultivation matters not, we need to learn every single detail about his fighting abilities!”

He’d realized by now this youngster could shake the very foundations of his race and was prepared to take every precaution in reply.

As it turned out, not many had seen the young lord in person, but thankfully there were some exceptions. Goldenhowl was one of them, but he’d been thoroughly played, taken on a merry chase and denied the opportunity to fight the runt until the very end.

Hence, as the first one questioned by Forefather Celestial, he could only offer a ghastly smile.

“I’d recognize him anywhere, even if he was a pile of ash, but don’t ask me how he fights. He ran circles around me. Damn it, I’ve been smart my entire life, but walked straight into this brat’s trap!”

In fact, most at the scene could more or less empathize with him.

They all knew of his outstanding strength. He’d been the most powerful demon to previously set foot on Myriad Abyss and ranked in the top five, arguably top three among their race.

His misfortune secretly amused the other tribes, but the situation was too grim for them to rejoice.

Subsequently, the other demon cultivators narrated their own tales, gradually painting together a detailed picture about Jiang Chen and his battle characteristics.

Counting off his fingers, Forefather Celestial summarized, “First, powerful divine realm sacred beasts fight by his side. Second, he has a treasure that can paralyze his opponent. Third, he possesses another item that shines with a divine light as blinding as the sun…”

A blood demon forefather suddenly opened his eyes at the third factor, crying out despite himself, “A divine light as blinding as the sun? Can it be… the Great Veluriyam Torch?”

Forefather Celestial himself showed a reaction at this name.

The Ancient Veluriyam Palace had been one of the most powerful human sects in the past, the number one leading faction. Other than Celestial himself, no demons could match the Great Divine Veluriyam in strength.

The torch itself was this human’s supreme treasure and had caused no small amount of grief to many demon gods, so they weren’t unfamiliar with it.

“It’s very likely, very likely!” Forefather Celestial murmured, an intense glow in his eyes. “To think there are people left who can still use it! Old man Veluriyam seems to have found a successor.”

Not even he could dismiss the Great Divine Veluriyam’s strength. This human was the prime reason mankind hadn’t been conquered.

But his extraordinary power was the least of his qualities. More prevalent were his charisma, discerning eye, his logistics insight, and most of all, his prestige among his kin.

He’d rallied what had been a fragmented lot and unified mankind into an organized whole. Resistance would have been a pipe dream without his presence, but humans had ultimately weathered the demonic onslaught, before luring them step by step deeper into a trap before ultimately sealing them.

Before that, the Great Divine Veluriyam had also eliminated quite a few demon forefathers with his own hands. If demons were to have nightmares about humans, this man would definitely take center stage.

“The kid seems to possess a miraculous escape skill as well. Not even Daoist Goldenhowl could capture him. He’s probably obtained the Divine Veluriyam Talismans,” someone added.

“But he shied away from a direct confrontation with Daoist Goldenhowl. It’s proof he can’t match Daoist Goldenhowl in strength. This gives us a rough idea about his ability.”
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KNOW THYSELF, KNOW THINE ENEMY


These lofty demon forefathers had never imagined they’d one day be so hounded by a mere youngster that they’d have to gather together and analyze him in detail.

In the past, the Great Divine Veluriyam had been the only one deserving of such attention.

But everyone knew of humanity’s sharp decline after the ancient war, so by right, the second demonic war should’ve made short work of them. However, the promised victory lap had been plagued by snag after snag.

The previous conclusion wasn’t met with unanimous agreement. Someone immediately countered, “Jiang Chen’s strength is hard to measure. At first, he was supposed to be an empyrean cultivator. Now, apparently he’s weaker than only Daoist Goldenhowl. We won’t really know for sure without fighting him in person.”

“True, this is one slippery kid. It’s hard to see through him.”

Forefather Celestial responded gravely, “If he can match Daoist Goldenhowl in power, then we need to keep a close eye on him. If he can exceed that one day, then he’ll be our greatest nemesis.”

Goldenhowl’s strength deserved his respect. Though a bit inferior to his own, no one else would dare claim absolute superiority over the golden demon.

“Raw strength alone is one thing, but this kid has guts and wits. His schemes are what ensnared our fellow forefathers one after another. That alone is a warning signal for us.”

One could be forgiven for succumbing to a ploy once or twice, but four or five different tribes in succession? This hundred percent success rate was frankly a terrifying number.

Clearly, strength was only one facet of this young human. His courage, his insight, and his unpredictable tactics all made him a dangerous threat.

None of these traits could be glossed over.

The forefathers repeatedly went over the previous debacles.

They could somewhat understand the defeat at the Rejuvenation Isles, at least. Their forces had been negligent. They hadn’t expected Jiang Chen to be so formidable and were punished for it by a surprise attack.

But a powerhouse like Goldenhowl had personally been in command at Everlasting. Even so, he’d been lured away, leading his tribe to its doom.

These two confrontations should have served as a lesson for the other tribes, but Jiang Chen had scored yet another victory at Flora thanks to the demons’ incessant infighting. In the end, none of the four forefathers from the monster and titan tribes made it out alive.

Internal friction was half the issue. The other half resided in the enemy’s excessive cunning.

Later down the line, the fire and winged tribes had jumped feet first into a trap. The two fire demon forefathers, in particular, had brought about their own demise after being thoroughly duped, but the winged forefathers hadn’t been much more discerning.

Such an outcome could’ve been fully avoided with some semblance of communication between the fire and winged tribes.

Again and again, the lack of internal cooperation proved to be the root of their downfall. There was no love lost between the tribes, or put more bluntly, each had their own selfish designs.

As for the wood demons, there was still no concrete information about them. Not a single soul had returned as of yet.

Forefather Celestial sighed after reviewing these elements. “In short, there’s nothing special about his strategy. He simply resorted to surprise ambushes. Or perhaps I should say he turned our carelessness and infighting against us. Had we been a little more united, how would we have suffered such a string of tragedies?”

“Forefather Celestial speaks truly. We can roughly guess his strength from the pattern of his actions. He can handle two demon forefathers at the same time at most. At least, there are no instances of him going against four. Instead, he’s opted to play tribes against each other, or take advantage of small gaps in time. What does that tell us?”

“Fellow daoist, there is truth to your words. Two is probably this brat’s limit. More would be too rich for his appetite.”

A very sensible deduction. Even Forefather Celestial nodded in approval.

Indeed, there must be a certain limit to Jiang Chen’s strength. He wouldn’t have required such elaborate strategies otherwise.

This preliminary conclusion boosted the demon camp’s confidence.

“Our tribes need to be more tightly knit,” suggested someone. “We can’t continue to look down on our enemies. Humans are weak, lowly creatures, but they’re crafty and will exploit every advantage to its fullest. So, a little less selfishness from our part, a little more unity, and the kid will be powerless, no matter how many tricks he has up his sleeve.”

“Indeed. Since time immemorial, a strongman is worth ten bookworms. Starting from today, we must move in groups of four or more. Avoid acting by yourselves at all costs.”

Everybody joined in the lively conversation, but loud voices coming from outside interrupted them. A report came in. “Forefathers, several wood demons have returned from Eternal.”

Forefather Celestial immediately shouted, “Show them in!”

There were many uncertainties about the wood tribe’s failure. After seizing Martial and Abyssal, the tribe had advanced unimpeded through its third sacred land. Every sign pointed to a swift victory, yet disaster had struck before they could blink.

It had been an enormous blow to their plans, so he had to fully understand what underhanded schemes Jiang Chen had resorted to.

Rather than superior strength, the survivors’ escape was merely the fruit of serendipity. They’d found a chance to flee amidst the chaos of battle and slip through the net, but alas, very few had been this lucky. The rest of the tribe had been decimated.

Summoned, these demons quivered in fear at the sight of so many demon forefathers in one place. Deep down, they dreaded being labeled as deserters and executed for it.
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AN OPPORTUNITY


Forefather Celestial pacified their anxiety with a calm, amiable expression. “Don’t be so alarmed and tell us everything that transpired from beginning to end. You’re not to blame for the defeat. Escaping and bringing information back to us is a great contribution already.”

But the survivors still trembled in fear despite his soothing tone, regaining their wits only when the lone remaining wood demon forefather encouraged, “What are you afraid of? Forefather Celestial has absolved you of all blame, so make amends by reporting back. What are you waiting for?”

At long last, admonishment by a leader of their own tribe slowly brought these fellows back to their senses. They reeled off their experiences. They weren’t especially highly-placed and didn’t fully understand the whole picture. Nevertheless, they could describe the battle as they’d personally witnessed it.

Important or not, they narrated all of the events following Jiang Chen’s arrival. Once someone was done, another took up the reins.

The survivors slowly pieced together the original scene through multiple points of view.

The crowd fell deadly silent. How fearsome were the wood demon parasites? They’d been the greatest scourge of mankind during antiquity. They’d caused the destruction of more than one human sect, but the enemy had never found an effective way to deal with them.

“Strange, strange.” The only surviving wood demon forefather was full of questions. “It seems that a troublemaker’s appeared among them. How can a later generation find a solution when his ancestors used to be so powerless? How did they notice the Fire of Firstdawn’s restraining effect on the parasites?”

He wasn’t the only one to be bewildered. The other forefathers shared his astonishment. Their enemy shouldn’t be this strong. From what they could recall, mankind had never fully adapted to the demons’ diversity.

Each tribe had its own style and abilities. It had been a cause of endless perplexities for the humans, a constant source of headache.

Human heritage should’ve become weaker with time, rather than stronger. How had the younger generation cracked what had been an unsolvable puzzle in the past?

Therein resided the true mystery.

“Who first started spreading rumors about the Fire of Firstdawn’s effects?”

A one-eyed survivor said, “We don’t know either. Like the others, Eternal looked powerless at first, but a human cultivator showed up and seemed to bring the antidote. Then the parasites’ advance met with all sorts of complications. Nothing went to plan. They were invincible against Abyssal and Martial and swept everything in their path. I don’t understand. It must have to do with that Jiang Chen!”

One couldn’t go wrong blaming the young lord for every inexplicable ill.

Moreover, the one to ultimately bring the Fire of Firstdawn and eradicate the bulk of the parasites had been the Vermilion Bird, Jiang Chen’s follower. Once refined by a divine realm sacred beast, the fire had exhibited a power they simply hadn’t been prepared for, ultimately leading to thorough eradication of the parasites.

Kingspot’s defeat had been even more bizarre.

He’d clearly been seen running away, but Jiang Chen had destroyed the space in his path and stopped him cold in his tracks. Then he’d been restrained by some sort of mysterious energy, and ultimately been helplessly tied up by a strange rope.

The entire process hadn’t taken very long.

The concordance between multiple recountings gave credence to the tale. Now that they’d obtained a clearer idea of the events that led to the wood tribe’s undoing, the demon forefathers fell silent.

“Sure enough, there’s something odd about that rope. Was there an ancient sect that owned this kind of treasure?”

This question stumped them all. None of them remembered fighting against a notable human figure using such an item. Where did it come from?

Had it perhaps simply never come to light in the past? If so, where on earth had Jiang Chen dug it out from?

Too many questions remained unanswered for their peace of mind.

“There are indeed many mysteries surrounding the kid. The torch shouldn’t have been enough to outright dispose of someone of fellow daoist Kingspot’s caliber, unless he ran into the Great Divine Veluriyam himself. How did Jiang Chen win so easily?”

“In short, there’s more this kid than meets the eye, so all of you must remember to always stay vigilant if you fight him in the future.”

Such a mystifying opponent was indeed very irksome.

These forefathers weren’t greenhorns inexperienced in the ways of the world, yet more of them had died in the recent past than against the myriad of human powerhouses during the entire ancient war.

Could Jiang Chen be even more formidable than the Great Divine Veluriyam?

Why did a heroic figure always have to appear in mankind’s darkest hour? Where did this good fortune come from?

A blood demon forefather who’d remained silent thus far suddenly said in a muted voice, “Forefather Celestial, these survivors ran back here without rest. This means Jiang Chen is likely to be still in Eternal right at this moment.”

“Hm? And what of it?” muttered Forefather Celestial.

“Isn’t that an opportunity for us? They’ve been strengthening Winterdraw’s defenses. They’re clearly intent on keeping us out of the human domain. But the kid isn’t on site for now. It looks to me like an extremely rare opportunity, whether to deal with Jiang Chen or the human domain.”

His reminder opened the crowd’s eyes to the possibilities.

Their faces brightened. True enough, the kid couldn’t have returned so soon after resolving Eternal’s siege.

Without the presence of its leader, wouldn’t Wintedraw crumble at the first blow if they were to launch an attack straight away?

Their thoughts stirred at this prospect. Everyone pondered the feasibility.

His eyes flashing, Forefather Celestial asked, “Those who’ve just returned from Eternal, what say you? Is Jiang Chen still there?”

“He’ll certainly stay to celebrate his victory. They might cut the festivities short, but he can’t have rushed back yet.”

“The ten sacred lands’ forefathers are still trapped offworld. Who knows, he might even go there to rescue them?”
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DEMONS ON THE MOVE


Forefather Celestial perked up.

As long as Jiang Chen was out of the picture, Winterdraw wouldn’t be able to withstand the demon army, no matter how resilient their defenses were.

The human race was able to survive to this day only because of Jiang Chen. Without him, the human domain would be still as weak as they’d been a hundred years ago.

Their intelligence reports painted a clear enough picture.

Forefather Celestial felt the key to conquering the Divine Abyss Continent wasn’t the territories they claimed, but the pivotal human leaders they took out.

That was where the demons had gone wrong in the ancient war.

Since their invasion, they’d allowed greed to get the better of them when they glimpsed the wealth of the continent.

They’d formulated the wrong strategies, concentrating on expanding their territory as much as possible. The enlarged battlefield resulted in insufficient manpower and control.

Troubles followed in turn.

The continent was too vast for them to take over with their limited forces. Their focus in the ancient war had been wrong from the beginning. They couldn’t repeat the same mistake this time.

There was no need to expand the battlefield, nor did they need to occupy too many regions.

They simply had to seize key human strongholds and conquer the race step by step.

Without their leader, the human race would end up destroying itself. The demons wouldn’t even have to do anything then.

That was the conclusion that Forefather Celestial had come to while he’d been sealed over the past three hundred thousand years. Rather than pitting all of their forces and resources into attacking the human domain, it was better to eliminate the domain’s leader—Jiang Chen.

With him dead, the human domain would fall apart without a fight. Of that, the forefather was certain of.

There might be a few stragglers refusing to give up the fight, but they wouldn’t be able to achieve much without Jiang Chen.

Forefather Celestial’s brain flitted rapidly between thoughts.

He swept his solemn gaze over everyone in attendance and proclaimed slowly, “It is unlikely for Jiang Chen to have returned to the human domain in such a short period of time. This is our best opportunity to eliminate him. If we allow him to return to the human domain, our fight against the humans will drag on, which is something we don’t want given our lack of numbers.”

They were the invaders. They had no roots on the continent. Their remaining forces were limited to begin with after the ancient war. It wouldn’t be easy for them to complete their conquest.

If they fought the human domain with no regards for casualties, what were they going to do afterwards even if they did take over the domain? Would the remaining demons be enough to reign over the entire continent?

Highly unlikely!

That was why they had to minimize casualties.

“Please give the order, Forefather Celestial. I volunteer to lead the charge against the Eternal Sacred Land!” Forefather Goldenhowl was the first to speak up.

His hatred for Jiang Chen ran bone-deep. The young man had tricked him into allowing the total annihilation of the golden tribe. This was the worst possible humiliation he could’ve suffered!

He would never be able to hold his head high if he didn’t take his revenge. He had to kill Jiang Chen himself to resolve the knot in his heart.

“Count me in.” The remaining divine forefather from the titan tribe stood up as well.

“Count the winged tribe in!”

“The fire tribe too!”

The volunteers were the main troops who had come from the desolate wastelands. Their comrades had been taken out after entering Myriad Abyss. Naturally, they had more personal grievances against Jiang Chen.

Soon, eight divine forefathers had taken a stand, eager to join the fight. It was clear from their gritted teeth how deep their hatred for Jiang Chen ran.

Pleased, Forefather Celestial nodded. “The young man is cunning. You might be strong enough to overpower him, but I’m still worried. Ole Third, accompany them on this mission. You’re the leader of this skirmish.”

Forefather Celestial turned to one of the celestial demon forefathers behind him. The demon ranked third among the forefathers in the tribe, which gave him the title “the third forefather”.

The third forefather served as Forefather Celestial’s tactician. He was intelligent and cunning, and a good judge of situations. He was also adept at formulating battle plans.

Among the demon race, he was one of the few clear-headed individuals. With him spearheading the team, the demons would be even more difficult to deal with.

The third forefather cupped his hands. “Understood.”

No one other than Goldenhowl had any objections to the third forefather being assigned to lead the charge. He was displeased, but also wasn’t strong enough to oppose the celestial tribe. He could only put aside his grievances after considering his own level of strength.

At the moment, what mattered to him the most was revenge. Everything else came second.

Eight divine cultivators, the third forefather included, set out with tens of thousands of elites for Myriad Abyss via four demonic airboats.

With the third celestial demon forefather’s leadership, this troop of demons was not to be underestimated.

The celestial forefather unfolded a map and surveyed Myriad Abyss. After a while, he spoke up. “Pass down my orders. Tell the other three airboats to halt. I have some words for our men.”

He was in charge of the mission. The others dared not defy him.

The four airboats gathered together once again. The eight divine forefathers convened again.

“After studying the map, it’s clear to me that Jiang Chen will have to pass through the Bluesmoke Isles on his way back to Winterdraw. Why should we travel all the way to the sacred land if there’s a closer target?”

“He has to pass Bluesmoke? Is there no other route back to Winterdraw?”

“There is, but it’ll be a long detour,” the third forefather said gravely. “I wouldn’t waste the time if I were Jiang Chen.”

“What do you propose?” Goldenhowl asked nonchalantly. He wouldn’t listen to the celestial demon’s nonsense if not for his revenge.

“We may not be able to find him if we go to the Eternal Sacred Land now. Accidents may happen that will result in us missing him. It’s better to wait for him to come than us making the long journey.” The third forefather made a reasonable speculation.

However, Goldenhowl snorted. “What if he doesn’t show up?”

“Then that tells us he’s returned to the human domain, or he hasn’t departed. As long as he’s going to return to Winterdraw, he will pass through Bluesmoke.”
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DISCRETION IS THE BETTER PART OF VALOR


Goldenhowl’s analysis was sound. Based on Jiang Chen’s past traveling patterns, he was bound to journey through Bluesmoke on his way back. This route was the shortest that also ensured the greatest safety possible.

“I agree with the third forefather. Jiang Chen doesn’t know our main army’s nearby. But even if he does, he can’t be aware of our presence on Bluesmoke in general. There’s no reason for him to avoid this route.” The forefathers from the other tribes also nodded in agreement.

Noting their unanimous approval, Goldenhowl shrugged. He could only swallow his anger for now. “You’re the leader, so whatever you say goes. Everything works for me as long as we get that punk.”

“Good, then let’s find a place to hide and lay down an ambush. We’ll set up several observation points within a few thousand miles. As long as he passes through the monitored area, we’ll have ample time to spring our trap. And just in case that fails, we have our army behind us. He’s doomed the moment his position is exposed!”

This wasn’t overconfidence; Bluesmoke would indeed be a deathtrap for the young lord if he ever were to set foot on it. Countless demonic soldiers were deployed there, alongside numerous forefathers. A single strike from each demon god combined was enough to obliterate him ten times over.

The third forefather’s plan instilled hope in everyone.

Setting off from Eternal on Starfate, Jiang Chen chose the most direct path for travel. After a series of battles, there was nary a demon in sight on Myriad Abyss. Sunrise and Radiance were deserted when he passed by, their men packed up and left for the Rejuvenation Isles long ago.

“Strange, even if I’ve driven them off, there should’ve been some stragglers here and there. Why has there been absolutely no sign of them along the way? Where are they gathering instead?”

He knew the demons would soon arrive in full force on Myriad Abyss, but where exactly? That remained a mystery.

After all, Myriad Abyss was too vast. He couldn’t possibly cover its entire area, so there was no possible way for him to figure out their rallying point.

What if he carelessly flew right into their clutches? The chances were slim, but it was a worry nonetheless. He had no desire to find himself suddenly surrounded.

Getting off might be possible if alone, but casualties were all but certain with so many people on the airboat.

He decided to stay hypervigilant.

Examples of his caution included using the Great Veluriyam Torch to scout the way ahead during the journey. The item was extraordinary at uncovering demonic traces, especially as they were always accompanied by a dense, characteristic aura, making them easy to spot from afar.

Still no trace of them. They must be somewhere else to welcome the bulk of the army. Perhaps their main force has already arrived by now. I must keep my eyes peeled.

Some might believe he could simply steamroll his enemies after his string of victories, but he knew better than anyone that he’d built his success by swarming his opponents by surprise.

His triumph wouldn’t have been nearly this resounding otherwise. If unwittingly besieged by a host of enemies, he had no confidence he could save anyone but himself.

Perhaps, apart from the four sacred beasts, no one would be able to escape the deathtraps either. As a consequence, he chose to slow down instead of pursuing blind speed.

Haste made waste. Safety came first and foremost.

Everything remained peaceful on the way, with no sign of the dangers he’d feared.

But the closer he drew to Winterdraw, the more frequently he spotted signs of demonic presence. He fell into deep thought at this discovery.

The enemies in this area were merely groups of strays, but precisely for that reason, he had a hunch the main army was stationed somewhere nearby.

Meticulous by nature, he immediately analyzed his situation. His heart sank slowly as he stared at his present location on the map. The Bluesmoke insignia was prominently depicted.

It was the largest island territory in this sea region and most suitable as a stopover for the demon army.

Rich in resources, especially in ancient jade, Bluesmoke had a tradition of collaborating with demons. Most importantly, its zone of influence spread nearly as far as that of a sacred land.

“Can that be their rallying point?” His heart pounded despite himself.

The islands lay straight ahead. If the enemy was truly stationed there, wouldn’t he be carelessly headed straight to his death?

There was no place for complacency at this stage.

“Rest here while I do some scouting. The airboat is too noticeable, it’s impossible to hide it from scouting eyes.”

Once covered by the Immaculate Robe, there was little chance he’d be found out if acting alone. If he were to come across the demon army, he could easily retrace his steps and steer the airboat away on a large detour.

It’d add a little time to the trip at most, a far better choice than to rush headfirst to their demise.

He found a place to hide the airboat, flung on the Immaculate Robe, then used his movement arts to approach the islands.

Even without the help of the Great Veluriyam Torch, he smelled something unusual in the air a few thousand miles away from Bluesmoke. His powerful consciousness alone could sense the overwhelming demonic miasma in the area. In fact, it was directly visible to his God’s Eye.

The area seemed on the verge of exploding from the terrifying concentration of demonic energy. He would be blind to miss it.

“Well now!” he tutted secretly. There was no need to proceed any further. The great demonic army had indeed arrived in Myriad Abyss, and more precisely, in Bluesmoke.

Sure enough, discretion was the better part of valor.

Relief washed over him. He’d thankfully been quick-witted enough. Had he brashly flown ahead instead, the demons certainly wouldn’t have let such a good opportunity slip by.
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RETURNING TO WINTERDRAW


Something abruptly registered on Jiang Chen’s consciousness. There was a sudden surge of demonic energy less than a hundred miles away. They’d erased their tracks almost to perfection, but it was definitely a trap.

Confident in the Immaculate Robe’s stealth abilities, he decided to see his mission through to the end and ventured even deeper inside.

He admired the robe once more. How else could he casually slip within a dozen miles of demons lying in wait?

The whole enemy force, from the third celestial demon forefather to Goldenhowl, was wholly ignorant of his presence. However, he sweated bullets the moment he sensed them.

By his estimates, there were eight gods in hiding, all of them with respectable cultivation, including his old acquaintance Goldenhowl and someone else that didn’t pale in comparison.

One single Goldenhowl was enough of a headache. He certainly wasn’t keen to deal with another.

Demons sure are wily. The wood tribe’s survivors must have arrived. How else would they know of my itinerary? Judging from their trap, they look certain I’ll pass by here.

Once again, relief washed over him.

Eight gods were too many to touch, not to mention those he’d left behind were waiting for him to escort them to Winterdraw.

Repressing his urge to turn their ploy against them, he retreated furtively, only hastening his steps once out of enemy range and quickly making his way back. When Ziju Min and An Kasyapa saw his expression, they realized something was afoot and made inquiries.

Jiang Chen ordered with a sweep of his hand, “We can’t go through Bluesmoke. We have to circle around. There’s no time to lose, we leave right this second!”

There were many possible routes for a detour. They simply had to travel a little longer inside the sea mist, perhaps experience a little more trouble and waste a little more time, but they’d reach their destination in the end nevertheless.

Sure enough, it took them more than half a day and a wide detour before they finally returned to Winterdraw.

Once close to the island, Jiang Chen chose not to approach immediately, worried as he was by another possible ambush nearby.

Fortunately, the demons had seemingly decided against it, opting to focus their attention elsewhere. Or perhaps they’d been worried he was already back within Winterdraw’s walls. Their ambush would then serve no purpose but to raise the alarm or result in casualties.

“They seem genuinely wary of me now. In the future, I’ll need to find better ways to deal with them.”

Many signs pointed at the demons keeping a closer eye than ever on him and going so far as to alter their plans. Even someone as arrogant and unyielding a figure as Goldenhowl had agreed to cooperate with others. What did that signify?

The answer was self-evident. His enemies had realized the menace he represented. They’d no longer give him easy chances to kill their forefathers.

Bad news to be sure, but at the very least, they’d finally reached Winterdraw without a hitch.

The island bustled with activity. Many forces from the various sacred lands had arrived ahead of him.

The first item on the agenda to tackle after his return was an inspection of every newcomer. Not that he was a bad host, but that he couldn’t afford the tiniest speck of negligence in current times.

A single demon slipping inside the island would have unimaginable repercussions for their defenses.

Thankfully, no spies had infiltrated the sacred lands’ ranks. It seemed that these factions had carefully combed through their own people.

Winterdraw’s fighting potential increased explosively with the new arrivals.

Out of the ten sacred lands, a total of six were in Winterdraw as of this moment. Everlasting had been the first to turn up, followed by Radiance and Sunrise, and lastly, those from Eternal, Martial, and Abyssal that the young lord had brought with him.

In the end, Flora decided against joining.

The young lord had no regrets. It had been their decision to make.

He reorganized the sacred lands’ troops and put Ziju Min in overall charge of them. Eternal was the nominal alliance leader and the man, a divine realm cultivator. No one would object to his nomination.

The group of divine cultivators led by An Kasyapa was undoubtedly the island’s primary strike force, but he wasn’t satisfied with this little bit of battle capability.

He secretly ordered Xia Tianze and the other ancient cultivators to come and reinforce the island as well.

There were currently quite a few gods in the human domain, including the ancient founding elders such as Xia Tianze, Jiang Chen’s followers, Lan Tianhao, and the group that had escaped from Boundless Prison. All put together, it was a group considerable enough to perhaps rival the demons in number, if Jiang Chen and the four sacred beasts were to be added into the mix.

Still, there was a considerable disparity in combat strength. Perhaps three to five initial gods like Lan Tianhao were required to face a single ordinary demon god.

Other than Xia Tianze, humanity’s true supreme fighting force consisted of the young lord and the four sacred beasts. The others fell short of that standard.

An Kasyapa already ranked at the top of the group, but an ordinary demon forefather was his limit. Stronger opponents were beyond his ability to handle.

Of course, not everything was doom and gloom. The young lord gifted away many of the divine decrees at his disposal to those who showed promise.

In time, more and more human gods would swell their ranks.

And now that all of the ingredients for the Divine Transcendence Pill were ready, the pills would enhance the strength of the human gods as well.

At his command, Everlasting’s cultivators refined weapons. It was time to work the pentacolor crystals he’d obtained from Eternal’s Cloud Camel Mountain into anti-demon armaments.

Once crafted, they’d be a tremendous help in curbing the demons’ abilities in battle.

Of course, he didn’t put all his eggs in one basket. He summoned all of the gods and prompted them to find a way to incorporate the crystals into their favored weapons and treasures.

Their equipment would then be likewise strengthened with anti-demon properties.

He wasted no time after putting everything in order. Every second mattered in his race to reach ever higher cultivation.
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FIFTH LEVEL DIVINE REALM


Jiang Chen had subdued more than ten demon gods in various battles on Myriad Abyss. He’d killed some and captured some. Of those he’d executed on the spot, most of their divine essences had gone to the sacred beasts. Those he’d taken captive, he naturally squeezed them dry. He refined their life essences, but also fed their flesh to the Goldbiter Rats.

The body of a demon god was incredible nutrition for the tribe. The rat king, in particular, had seen his cultivation soar in recent years and had finally leapt past the threshold of the divine realm. Most importantly, he’d completed his evolution into an ancient Goldbiter Kingrat.

His temperament made a complete turnaround almost overnight.

The presence about him no longer paled in the least compared to the sacred beasts, even when in their presence. And now today, he was overjoyed by the gift of fresh divine corpses.

His tribe could yet again exceed its limits thanks to this gift. As his kin rose in strength almost beyond recognition, he felt an ever deeper reverence for Jiang Chen.

It was a pity he hadn’t been able to follow the young lord on his battles across Myriad Abyss, or he and his descendants would’ve obtained a greater share of the rewards still. Their path of evolution would be even more perfect.

Of course, the sacred beasts had reaped substantial spoils as well. Each of them went into seclusion to pursue greater cultivation heights.

Jiang Chen wasn’t to be outdone. He’d gained more in the recent fighting than through several decades of labor, a bigger haul than expected. But, since he’d reached fourth level not too long ago, he was still a little distance away from the next breakthrough.

Therefore, he had to borrow external help.

He wasn’t interested in demonic life essence, of course, but he recalled the three divine relics among the gifts bestowed by the Great Divine Veluriyam.

If memory served correctly, those were mid divine treasures. Perhaps he could reach his goal with their assistance.

He took out one of them and observed it for a moment before refining it. There was nothing groundbreaking about the process. He’d refined empyrean relics before, and the steps were the same this time.

Divine relics were the condensed martial essence form of ancient divine cultivators. Like miraculous pills, they produced near instantaneous effects.

A single relic overflowed his veins with a surge of divine power. The excess of energy filled him with an indescribable urge to break through.

Whoosh!

The divine power within him coagulated into a mighty river that circled forty-nine times around his consciousness before loudly ramming open a brand new gate.

Fifth level divine realm!

To think stepping into the fifth level would prove this easy!

He inwardly gasped in admiration. Worthy indeed of treasures left by the Great Divine Veluriyam, the relics were clearly no ordinary items and worked much faster than expected!

He’d been prepared for a certain period of gestation, but to his surprise, he’d succeeded on the spot.

Once at fifth level, another link of the chain seal broke. It transformed into a ball of light that landed in front of him before shattering into tiny stars that twinkled brightly before slowly fading.

Another object appeared the next moment. Like the previous ones, it felt intimately familiar. By now, he was well acquainted with the ways of his celestial emperor of a father.

Like the others, this treasure was surely a feigned mundanity.

It took the form of a zither he’d often played in his previous life when lonely and weary. Although exquisite, its exterior wasn’t particularly conspicuous, but he’d never mistake it for a run-of-the-mill item.

Feigned mundanities might look lackluster, but how could treasures forged by a mighty celestial emperor be anything but extraordinary?

Jiang Chen probed at it with his consciousness.

“The Cloudsurge Zither. Clouds surge as music rises from its chords. As the clouds gather, the life and decay of all things living coalesce into a single thought.”

The Cloudsurge Zither!

A very overbearing name, one he’d never learned of when he’d played it in his former life. Nevertheless, the instrument felt like an old friend in his hands.

Most of all, it came with several melodies in different styles, all grand and imposing. Some screamed of conflict and some devoured the soul, others dazzled the mind and some roused the spirit...

It was a zither to encompass the entire universe.

Father truly loved me dearly. From the Measure of Heaven, to the True Dragon Rope of Water and Fire, the Scrutiny of Existence, the Immaculate Robe, and now this Cloudsurge Zither, every item must have been a fruit of boundless love.

To refine a mundane-looking object into a supreme treasure was exceedingly difficult, even for a celestial emperor. His father must have spent countless sleepless nights to pave the way for him.

Four links were left in the seal, the items hidden within probably each more wondrous than the last, the fruit of his father’s sweat and blood.

A mix of emotions welled up from his heart.

He gently caressed the zither. If only he could charge right this instant into the demons’ den and slaughter them all!

He still had two relics left, but they were no longer of use to him. Like realm-enhancement pills, they could only be used once within the same realm.

More would produce no additional effects, so he could only award them away.

At the present stage, apart from the four sacred beasts, Xia Tianze and An Kasyapa’s groups were the most entitled to them.

Xia Tianze’s cultivation had already reached the sixth level. Rather than a mid divine realm item, he’d be better served with a Divine Transcendence Pill.

In consequence, An Kasyapa was the most suitable candidate.

Jiang Chen had been waiting for the Divine Dwelling Grass to refine the Divine Transcendence Pill. After obtaining it from Flora, he decided to immediately tackle this task. Time waited for no man, after all.

The pills were of utmost importance. A single one allowed for an unconditional increase of a full level within the divine realm. Such a pill was a tremendous blessing. It even worked on those in possession of a divine decree.
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RETURNING EMPTY HANDED


The Amaranthine Clouddew Fruit was the main ingredient of the Divine Transcendence Pill, and Divine Dwelling Grass, the main supplemental ingredient. The others were long since readied. Now that Jiang Chen had ascended to fifth level divine realm, his cultivation might not have reached perfection, but it was enough for him to live a carefree life in even the heavenly planes.

With all of the treasures in his possession, he’d be among the top cultivators of the heavenly planes. There would be some individuals who could overpower him, but not many.

It would’ve been extremely difficult to refine the Divine Transcendence Pill without ascending to mid divine realm. Naturally, this hardship no longer existed with Jiang Chen’s new breakthrough.

He went over the details for refining the pill many times before he decided to get to work.
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At this moment, more than a hundred thousand human cultivators were gathered on Winterdraw Island. They were all elites of the human race, with more than twenty divine cultivators numbering among them.

It was an unprecedentedly powerful group, a fact which imparted great confidence. It wasn’t improbable for the sheer number of gods to rival the demonic army by also utilizing the island’s mighty formations.

The foundation of the formations had been established by Pei Xing, the top wandering cultivator of the ancient times. Back then, the man’s formation prowess had rivaled the Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect and the Earth Bodhisattva Sect, an extraordinary feat considering his faction-less background.

Winterdraw was his life's work. There were a plethora of powerful foundations here. Back when the island was still part of Rejuvenation territory, Warden Ding had tapped into only twenty percent of Winterdraw’s potential.

Now that Jiang Chen had taken over and unleashed the full potential of the formations, Winterdraw was an absolutely impenetrable fortress.

The more he explored the true power of the formations, the more he admired Pei Xing. He had a theory that the ancient senior had set his eye on Winterdraw deliberately because of the portal. Perhaps the senior had long predicted that Winterdraw would become a strategic point for the human race in the future!

No matter what Pei Xing’s true intentions were, the island had become the human race’s most resilient stronghold.
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The celestial demon third forefather and Forefather Goldenhowl had been waiting outside the Bluesmoke Isles for half a month. They were at the end of their patience, yet Jiang Chen hadn’t shown up at all.

Goldenhowl had had enough. He complained, “It seems you’ve made the wrong call, Third Forefather.”

The third forefather’s face clouded over. He wasn’t too concerned about making the wrong decision. That happened to the best of them.

What worried him was the notion that Jiang Chen had plainly chosen the route through Bluesmoke, but detoured because he’d seen through their plan.

If that was truly the case, then the young man was a much more formidable foe than they’d imagined.

The forefather’s mood plunged.

Goldenhowl interpreted the celestial demon’s silence as guilt and yammered on. “I say the young man is still in the Eternal Sacred Land! We should charge in and destroy everything and everyone. There will be no Eternal Sacred Land after we raze it to the ground!”

Hatred had overtaken and compelled him to focus solely on revenge. He’d lost sight of the grand plan. He wanted nothing but to murder Jiang Chen and redeem himself.

The third forefather huffed. “We won’t find him in the Eternal Sacred Land now.”

“Oh? Aren’t we wasting our time staying here as well?” Goldenhowl retorted. “Are you still unwilling to admit your mistake?”

It was the third forefather he was talking to, not Forefather Celestial. Goldenhowl wasn’t scared of the man. If the golden tribe hadn’t suffered a crippling defeat and thus lacked manpower, Goldenhowl wouldn’t have shown the celestial demon the slightest of decorum.

“I can admit my mistake,” the third forefather said faintly. “However, haven’t you all realized that our foe may be more terrifying than we’ve expected?”

He didn’t think it was a mistake for them to set up an ambush here. His oversight was his underestimation of Jiang Chen’s capabilities.

A shadow demon god spoke up suddenly. “Third Forefather, we seem to have overlooked something important.”

“What is it?” The third forefather wasn’t too prideful to ask.

“With all of us gathered here, our demonic presence must paint a prominent sign in the sky. Jiang Chen is a cunning man. If he guessed beforehand that danger would be in his way, he wouldn’t come near us when he senses so much demonic energy, would he?”

His words were a wakeup call. Everyone’s face fell.

The third celestial demon pulled a face and let out a long sigh. “We considered everything but that. If Jiang Chen flew an airboat, he might have sensed our demonic presence. If he took flight himself, our presence wouldn’t have escaped his notice. He must’ve taken a detour.”

The group’s mood hit rock bottom.

Goldenhowl’s expression turned sardonic. “Did you neglect such a simple issue beforehand, Third Forefather? You really don’t deserve Forefather Celestial’s trust.”

The third forefather didn’t lose his composure. “Do you know why we demons have suffered a series of losses, Daoist Goldenhowl?” he responded calmly. “Are we any inferior to the human race? No! It’s because we fight unnecessarily among ourselves. The monster and titan demons were powerful. If they’d worked together instead of squabbling like children, Jiang Chen wouldn’t have been able to defeat them.”

Goldenhowl scoffed. “Isn’t that exactly what the celestial demon tribe wants? If every tribe is on friendly terms with one another, you celestial demons would be the first to worry.”

The celestial demons had been enabling the internal clashes. The tension between the monster and titan demons, at the very least, had been the celestial tribe’s doing.

Their argument was interrupted when the third celestial demon forefather sensed something with his consciousness. He grabbed at the air to snatch at a celestial brand.

“Oh?” He said pensively, “Forefather Celestial has summoned us.”

“He has? Has something happened?”

It didn’t matter if something had happened. Forefather Celestial had summoned them. They had to return even if the world was ending.

This operation had yielded nothing. The demons were displeased, but they knew there was no use in complaining. If they’d been the one making the call, they wouldn’t have done any better than the third forefather.
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THE DIVINE TRANSCENDENCE PILL


Forefather Celestial glumly looked over his troops assembled below him and declared, “Everyone, there’s an abundance of evidence proving that Jiang Chen has returned to Winterdraw. According to scouting reports, the island has seen a lot more activity lately, and the aura around the area has strengthened substantially.

“This tells us a large group of human cultivators has gathered there. It seems that the humans have discovered our gathering of troops and been readying themselves for our invasion. Unfortunately, we’ve been in the dark the past half month and allowed them the time to prepare.”

Anger boiled in his belly. He’d made yet another mistake. He’d planned to kill Jiang Chen first, but his people hadn’t seen even a shadow of the young man after half a month.

Perhaps Jiang Chen had already safely returned to Winterdraw.

“What if he hasn’t arrived at Winterdraw, Forefather? Without him, any preparations the humans make will be futile.”

“That’s right. As long as we take Jiang Chen out of the picture, the human race will pose no threat to us, no matter what they do.”

“Perhaps we should test the island’s defenses with a probing attack, Forefather. Maybe the humans have simply put up a front and will fall easily.”

Speculations were thrown all around.

Forefather Celestial fixed a dark glare on the third forefather and the others. “I sent you to ambush Jiang Chen. You whiled away half a month without achieving anything. You should receive a demerit for this failure, but I’m willing to give you a chance to redeem yourselves. I’ll entrust the attack on Winterdraw to you. Do you have the courage to take on this mission?”

The third forefather asked, “Just the eight of us with ten thousand something men, Forefather? That can’t be enough, can it?”

“Hmph, I’m ready to attack Winterdraw as well. You’re but the vanguard. I’ll take charge and deal with that Jiang Chen myself!” He’d run out of patience.

He wasn’t interested in playing hide-and-seek with the human. He would kill the young man, invade Winterdraw, then the human domain, and destroy all of humanity!

“Prepare the troops,” he ordered. “We’ll divide our army into three and attack Winterdraw with all we have!”
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Winterdraw bustled with positive energy as of late, especially since three days ago. After exiting closed door cultivation, Jiang Chen summoned all of the divine cultivators on the island and gifted each person with a Divine Transcendence Pill.

The exquisite, perfect pill and its tremendous energy was mesmerizing to behold.

“No one can predict how the war against demons will end or what the future entails. As leaders of the human race, we inherit the duty of those who came before us. We must be able to face the future generations with our head held high. The Divine Transcendence Pills are rewards not only from me, but also the human race. I expect only one thing from all of you; when we finally fight the demonic army, I want you to give it your all. We will not allow any demons to enter the human domain unless it’s over our dead bodies!”

Most of the cultivators gathered here held similar beliefs. There were no rotten apples among them. The divine cultivators, especially, had undergone several trials.

Jiang Chen’s solemn tone put a serious expression on everyone’s face.

“We follow the young lord to death against the demons!”

“To the death, to the death!”

Their expressions varied. Some were serious, some smug, others calm, and some had a carefree grin on their faces. Nevertheless, they all agreed on one thing. If they failed to defend Winterdraw, the war would be lost!

Only by blocking the demons at the island would the human race have a chance to survive.

Jiang Chen was pleased with everyone’s reaction. He lifted a hand. “Take your pills. The effects will be apparent within three days.

“Don’t be so pessimistic either. Winderdraw’s defensive formations are more powerful than we thought. Even the demonic army won’t break through that easily. Besides, we aren’t going to sit idle and wait for them to take down the formations either.”

Winterdraw’s defenses might not rival the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement, but it was Senior Pei Xing’s life’s work. Jiang Chen had explored the full extent of their potential.

The formations would at least be able to withstand the demons’ all-out attacks for a couple of months. More importantly, Jiang Chen wasn’t going to just let them do that.

As soon as the demons attacked, he would find a way to retaliate.

Time passed quickly. One after another, the divine cultivators emerged from seclusion with bright smiles.

The pill had done their job. All of the gods had ascended to another level. There were no longer any first level divine realm cultivators on the island.

The third level gods took longer to cultivate since the leap between the third and the fourth level was much more significant. Their progress was substantial on a qualitative level as they entered mid divine realm.

The one who improved the most was An Kasyapa. He’d ascended to fourth level divine realm under Xia Tianze’s guidance, and the pill further pushed him to the fifth level.

That was quite a pleasant turn of events for him.

He felt he’d be able to fight Lightford head-on if the old man had still been alive. In fact, only top level demons could intimidate him, and he was able to rival mid level demons.

The four sacred beasts hadn’t taken a Divine Transcendence Pill. They didn’t need any after each of them consumed an Amaranthine Clouddew Fruit.

Their progress, however, was much more remarkable than that of the regular human cultivators.

After returning to Winterdraw, the Vermilion Bird and Black Tortoise both reached peak fifth level divine realm. They were just one step away from ascending again.

Meanwhile, Long Xiaoxuan ascended to fourth level divine realm, and the Astral White Tiger was very close to making the same breakthrough as well.

The main reason for their tremendous progress was the life essence they’d gained from the demons. The divine beasts were much more efficient in consuming the ridiculously nutritious life essence than humans.

The true dragon, especially, benefitted the most from the life essence. Jiang Chen had a feeling that Long Xiaoxuan would soon catch up with the bird and the tortoise in cultivation, which he was most pleased with.

The four sacred beasts had finally matured. They would play an essential role in his future plans. He was another step closer to implementing the next phase of his plans.
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ENEMIES AT THE GATES


“Little White, try a little harder to reach mid divine realm as soon as possible. Once all four of you are there, I’ll teach you another formation that’ll enhance the foundations of your domain. Apart from restricting the enemy, it’ll also boost your attack and defense.”

Jiang Chen took the Astral White Tiger aside to motivate him one on one.

Frankly speaking, the tiger was already progressing at a startling pace. He wasn’t any slower than Long Xiaoxuan; he’d just simply started much later.

Little White grinned. “Hehe, no sweat. Maybe I’ll wake up from a nap one day, and tada! I’ll be at fourth level. Don’t worry.”

The young lord handed him a mid divine relic, unconcerned about this show of favoritism. “Little White, I’m giving you special treatment, so keep it hush-hush. With your bloodline and your constitution, you should be able to endure refining this relic. Breaking through will be child’s play then. Maybe you’ll even reach fifth level at the same time as Brother Long.”

The tiger’s eyes sparkled. “Awww young lord, I knew you loved me most.”

Look at this fellow acting cute after profiting.

Long Xiaoxuan chuckled with no hint of jealousy. “Little White, if you can’t catch up to me after all this special attention, it’ll mean you astral tigers are worse than us true dragons.”

“Poppycock! As if! I’ll definitely catch up to you, just you watch!” The tiger strutted around.

There was no need to worry about the sacred beasts’ cultivation. Their bloodline contained tremendous power, to say nothing of their unique abilities. They barely needed advice from him to begin with.

The Goldbiter Rats had also made considerable headway recently. The rat king’s cultivation, in particular, had skyrocketed.

“Young lord, the children of my tribe have recently noticed unusual activity on the outskirts. You need to be careful,” Old Gold warned.

“Ah? Are the demons finally on the move?” Everything was well within his calculations.

“They are. In the past few days, we’ve sensed a continuous stream of unfamiliar but dreadful energy approaching the surrounding islands. They’ve hidden themselves well enough, but there’s clearly a tremendous backer behind it all. I suspect it’s the demonic army. They must be approaching in small groups to avoid attracting our attention.”

Jiang Chen nodded, his expression grave.

He wasn’t too surprised by his enemy’s movements. It made perfect sense for them to start their operations now. In fact, he was rather pleased with their prudence.

Resorting to small movements clearly spoke of their fear of him. Why would they begin their offensive so furtively otherwise?

In any case, whether a straightforward charge or an ambush from the shadows, it was all the same to him. Winterdraw wasn’t entirely impregnable, but it was fully capable of resisting for three to five months, enough for the sacred beasts to reach mid divine realm and exponentially boost their fighting potential. By then, he gave himself a forty percent chance of victory in a frontal clash.

He knew better than anyone in Divine Abyss how fearsome the sacred beasts could become. Why else had he made sure to gather all four of them?

He knew their potential. Fully grown, they’d hold the absolute power to refine the earth, water, fire, and wind to create their own heavenly plane. By then, they could rampage through the universe unopposed if they so wished, to say nothing of swatting away some demon invaders.

Other than the items left by his father the celestial emperor, the four of them were his mightiest trump card. Not even the Veluriyam Sect’s legacy could compare.

“Old Gold, tell your children to keep an eye on the demons, but don’t fight them directly. Preserve your strength. You simply need to report on their movements.”

In the heavenly planes, Goldbiter Kingrats didn’t pale in the least compared to demons. A single rat wasn’t much of a threat, but an entire tribe was a swarm-like existence that wreaked terrible carnage wherever they went.

Everyone steered clear of their path, demons included. To provoke such a race was to stir up a terrifying hornet’s nest.

The demon army on Divine Abyss was only a small detachment from their race in the universe at large. Even their other brethren avoided falling afoul of the Kingrats.

However, no matter how the Divine Abyss ones feared the young lord, they still were unaware that he possessed such a dreadful weapon. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have been so optimistic about their conquest of the continent.

Time and time again, they’d increased their assessment of his abilities, but they’d yet to taste the full extent of his power.

In other words, they were blissfully ignorant of their enemy’s terrifying potential. If they’d known his past and the strength hidden within him, they’d do a one-eighty and depart this world without regret, rueing the day they’d set foot on Divine Abyss.

Only, there was no turning back once they launched their campaign.

On this day, Forefather Celestial scouted Winterdraw alongside several forefathers from his tribe They hid behind the clouds and observed their enemy in silence.

A haze lingered above the island, born from the sea mist. They could see through the layer of clouds, but all they could make out on the island itself were vague outlines.

“Damn it, it’s a smokescreen. Our physical eyes are useless, but probing with our consciousness will definitely alert them,” swore Celestial.

“Heh, so what if they know we’re here? What’s there to fear? Our army’s only a few thousand miles away, ready to attack with a word from us. Forefather, aren’t you being too cautious?” said the sixth celestial demon forefather.

“Heh, Old Sixth, keep looking down on them. They might come out the victors in this battle at this rate. You don’t believe me?” Celestial said, his tone a mix of emotions.

“Isn’t our army powerful enough to break them by brute force? Jiang Chen might be strong, but he’s at Goldenhowl’s level at most. He’s still a ways away than you.” The sixth forefather seemed flabbergasted.

“Have you learned nothing from our past mistakes? Fighting against humans is never about raw strength alone. Why are you still so conceited?” Forefather Celestial rebuked, a little resigned.

It seemed not even he could remedy his race’s bone-deep complex of superiority toward the humans.
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A SLAP TO THE FACE


An entrenched mindset was difficult to budge, much to Celestial’s chagrin. The demonic army was less than a third as strong as it had once been. Nevertheless, he was still confident in a frontal assault.

However, military strength wasn’t the only form of power. Some facets of power were intangible and invisible, but decisive all the same.

For example, mankind should’ve been in dire straits after its prolonged decline, but a savior in the form of Jiang Chen had emerged to become the pillar of their resistance.

Such was humanity’s good fortune. Luck was also a facet. Moreover, humans had mastered formations and a multitude of other strange arts.

Celestial held the conviction that the battle at Winterdraw would quickly go awry if his men thought of it as a foregone conclusion. The worst case scenario was a devastating defeat, but even a narrow victory would exact its price in blood.

More than ten demon gods had fallen so far. This sort of destructive power commanded respect. One had to stay wary of such an enemy. Overconfidence was no longer tolerated.

Celestial sighed inwardly. Despite long surveillance, he’d failed to spot anything of note on Winterdraw. “From what we know, the island used to be an insignificant place, but it’s become nigh unassailable in Jiang Chen’s hands. This child is truly a monster.”

As an opponent, the youngster loomed increasingly larger over them.

All of a sudden, more than a dozen vortexes appeared around the island’s formations in a swirl of clouds. Each one continuously fired beams of light, quickly raining a barrage in their direction.

Celestial had left the army behind on this reconnaissance trip. His concealment should have been perfect, yet the rays of light aimed at them with unerring accuracy.

It would seem the enemy knew of their presence long ago.

“Stay sharp, everyone!” he shouted. With a casual clap of the hands, myriads of scenes materialized from his palms. There were suns and moons and stars, or was it mountains and rivers and creeks? A single gesture seemed to encompass the entire world to manifest nature’s every phenomenon.

“Hahaha!” A strange laughter sounded. The light instantly split into millions of strands that fanned out in every direction.

“Hmph, this is the Great Veluriyam Light. Stay on your toes.” From his past fights with the Great Divine Veluriyam, Celestial was intimately familiar with the torch’s abilities.

It could, for example, divide itself ad infinitum like now. It was an extraordinary evasion skill, as he recalled.

However, it looked to him as if Jiang Chen was using it to create mere chaos, presumably to confuse their senses and befuddle them.

Be that as it may, Celestial stayed vigilant. He threw a silent glance at his companions. They immediately caught his drift and drew closer to his position, clearly wary of the young lord. The boy wasn’t an easy opponent, especially not with the Great Veluriyam Torch in his hands.

In the past, Celestial himself had never found a good way to handle this treasure. They were currently on enemy soil, without a number advantage. Trying to hunt down the youngster would be sheer folly.

The forefather sneered, “He’s playing with smoke and mirrors. Something must be afoot. We’re done here in any case, so let’s leave for now and come back with our army!”

He remained self-possessed at this juncture. Even celestial demons weren’t invincible. The thought of recklessly chasing his enemy’s shadow didn’t cross his mind at all.

Disregarding the net of light woven in the sky, he readied his escape skill, about to leave when the surrounding air vibrated strangely. His keen consciousness immediately perceived an impending threat.

He shouted, “Look out!”

However, from less than a hundred meters away, a searing beam shot in his direction without warning before his voice finished echoing.

The blinding light seemed to be born from the highest heavens, perhaps from another plane altogether. It streaked his way with a speed and power that could devastate the earth and pierce through the very existence of the world.

Even for celestial demons, an attack from this up close was a daunting prospect.

He dodged to the side without a shred of hesitation and avoided the fearsome light by a hair.

As the beam’s power brushed past him, he could almost see a grand tangible vision of chanting Buddhas delivering just retribution from the heavens.

No matter how unyielding his defense, he would’ve been turned into minced meat had the ray landed.

Fear palpitating his heart, a ghastly cry reached his ears.

As it happened, the beam had squarely hit the sixth forefather. The demon had been running his mouth moments prior, but he couldn’t even react before the light swallowed him whole, dissolving his consciousness and body into nothingness. Only a heartbreaking shriek clung to the air.

Damn it!

Without another word, Celestial threw a punch and projected the boxing aura toward the spot the beam had originated from.

But the culprit had fled the scene of the crime long ago, as if his strike had merely been a fluke.

Celestial persevered with his attack, fully covering the surrounding with a deluge of explosions as he growled, “We’re leaving!”

How would his tribesmen dare stay one more second? They all chased his retreating figure, fleeing Winterdraw like the devil was on their tail.

They traveled several thousand miles without rest before finally stopping.

Celestial panted lightly, his expression dark. He’d perfectly hidden his tracks. How had he been discovered? One of his companions had even been killed right under his nose!

None of the Celestial Demon Seven had died since their arrival on Divine Abyss.

And yet, one of them had been lost today, all for the sake of a long distance scouting mission. From now on, the group of seven would never be whole again.

Most of all, he’d been personally present, but had been helpless to prevent his tribesman’s death. It was a blatant slap to his face, and a naked insult to the demons’ prestige.

It was hard to fathom what had happened even now. He’d proceeded with extreme caution, fully aware of the potential threat posed by the Great Veluriyam Torch.

But it was impossible for the torch to have produced such a terrible attack. The item simply didn’t have that sort of firepower!
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A RUDE AWAKENING FOR THE DEMONS


The rest of the group traded solemn glances with each other, quite alarmed by the sixth forefather’s unexpected demise.

“Forefather, none of our evaluations seem to have done the boy justice,” remarked the fifth forefather, his confidence rock bottom.

Huffing with rage, Celestial’s face turned malevolent. “To think he was hiding a treasure with greater offensive abilities than the Great Veluriyam Torch!”

Why was humanity so strong? Not because of their individual power at all. Instead, they relied on their intelligence, or on treasures, pills, and formations they created. They were a polyvalent and opportunistic bunch.

In comparison, demons weren’t nearly as adaptable. Most of the time, they simply relied on the superiority of their bloodlines.

“Forefather, was that strange light not produced by the torch?” wondered his companions.

“It wasn’t.” Celestial’s voice was grim. “I’ve traded enough blows with the Great Divine Veluriyam to know this torch inside out. It has a variety of uses, like enhancing other abilities, or invading the soul and binding the flesh, but nothing like such a formidable direct attack!”

His familiarity with the treasure in question was the very reason for his doubts.

But that wasn’t his greatest conundrum. How could their assailant have been this close without being detected by the sharp consciousness of his tribe?

Not even the Great Veluriyam Talismans could provide this sort of stealth.

If an enemy could creep up on them to less than a hundred meters away, then… For gods, this distance was simply a death sentence.

They were many possible ways to rob someone of their life at this range. An unseen opponent would have their pick of the litter. Divine realm cultivators, in particular, could attack from several thousand meters away.

At less than a hundred, they could land a strike before their victim could draw another breath.

Jiang Chen’s maneuver shook Celestial to the core. The kid’s seemingly inexhaustible bag of tricks made him impossible to predict. What was he even supposed to do against that?

“Perhaps he’ll be a tougher opponent than the ancient Great Divine Veluriyam himself. Humans… What’s the deal with them? Where did such a perverse monster spring from?”

His dejection was easy to understand. Despite his efforts in the past, he’d ultimately been sealed away, his victory snatched from him at the last second.

Now that he was free again, he’d expected his second expedition to sweep through Divine Abyss and break the humans like rotten twigs.

Yet, a youngster stood in his way at every turn.

He’d once despised Goldenhowl and the others for succumbing to repeated ambushes. But now, he finally understood they weren’t to blame. The boy’s cunning was simply out of this world.

Most of all, his boldness defied all reason. To dare appear in front of the mighty Forefather Celestial himself?

The kid possessed the pluck to match his ploys.

At first, he’d used the Great Veluriyam Torch to confuse the celestial demons and make them think the boy was merely taunting an ancient enemy.

How would they have expected the torch to serve as a simple diversion for the true killing move to follow?

It’d seemed as unlikely as a punching bag punching back.

The rest of the army couldn’t believe their eyes when the group returned to the camp. Several celestial demon forefathers had left earlier, but one less returned.

Seeing Celestial’s ashen face, no one had the gall to approach or bring up this touchy topic. Nonetheless, they could come to their own conjectures.

Even one who usually delighted in schadenfreude like Goldenhowl avoided stirring the pot.

To tease Celestial at such a time was to make life hell for himself.

Be that as it may, their campaign had been dealt a disastrous blow on the eve of the assault proper. It had an unmitigable effect on the morale of the army, from the upper crust down to the humblest soldier.

Fortunately, Celestial promptly regained his composure. Like an arrow in flight, the offensive couldn’t be halted at this stage. To scrap his plans for the sake of one measly setback would be even worse for morale. Demons were a fierce race that knew no fear.

If they were to dull their edge and combativeness for mere trifles, how would they preserve their aura of dominance?

So, rather than delaying the assault, he had to launch it, come rain or shine.

But the same issue remained. To conquer Winterdraw, they had to overcome Jiang Chen.

The demonic forefathers organized a meeting to find a solution to this very problem. Each tribe had its own abilities and hence its own methods, but none had proven very effective against the young lord so far.

For example, shadow demons dealt with ambushes and assassinations, while wood demons were poison experts.

But past experience had shown Jiang Chen could counter them all. It was the most troublesome dilemma for them. The little devil was too well-rounded.

In the past, even the strongest of humans were often at their wits’ end against the manifold tricks that the demons had up their sleeves.

“Gentlemen, you’re the backbone of our army, so feel free to speak up. When Wintedraw becomes ours, I’ll make your contribution known to all.” The picture of openness, Celestial encouraged them to air their views.

But the tribes looked diffidently at each other.

Jiang Chen had trounced most of them by now, including the celestial demons who’d just lost a forefather.

The blood and yin tribes were the only ones yet to clash with him, and thus the only ones with a clean record.

However, the yin tribe’s Forefather Stonefiend was in human hands, allegedly killed by Jiang Chen according to their intelligence. Technically speaking, only the blood tribe remained undefeated.

For that reason, everyone subconsciously glanced that tribe’s way.

The blood tribe’s force was relatively intact. In total, they had four forefathers.

Seeing every pair of eyes on them, the four of them smiled reservedly. Clad in a crimson robe, their leader resembled an enormous blood smear at first glance. One couldn’t help but be terrified at his appearance.

Known as Bloodreed, he was the strongest of his tribe. In fact, he ranked higher than Goldenhowl in strength. Among all demons, he was second only to Forefather Celestial.
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FORCED ONTO THE BATTLEFIELD


The blood demon tribe was, without a doubt, the current subject of the most attention and expectation.

Other than the celestial demons, no demonic tribe could rival the blood demons at the moment. In fact, the blood demons had always been the closest to threatening celestial demon authority. Even the celestial demons had to be wary of them.

Celestial demons had their heritage brands, while blood demons possessed the power of faith.

The latter’s bloodline was effective in demonizing and brainwashing enemies, turning them into the tribe’s followers and loyal servants.

The other tribes could do similar things. Monster, yin, and wood demons all had ways to turn enemies into demonic puppets. Celestial demons possessed the same power too.

What set the blood demons apart was that their manipulation worked not only on the body, but also the soul.

In other words, their thralls didn’t lose autonomy. They knew full well what they were doing, but were willing slaves to the blood demons nonetheless.

Controlling the body made the thralls fight mechanically as puppets. Mastery of the soul turned them into ardent worshippers. The Resplendent Emerald Veranda master all those years ago was one such example. He’d been under the manipulation of Demon Emperor Bloodmalva.

Bloodmalva had been but a demon emperor; Forefather Bloodreed was the supreme forefather of the tribe. Once he assimilated a human cultivator, they’d never be able to break free of the manipulation.

In addition, the blood demon art was highly potent. They could demonize their enemies’ bloodline during battles, with their enemies none the wiser.

Many regular divine cultivators had fallen victim to the blood demon tribe in the ancient times. Only the most powerful human powerhouses had been spared. Humans had been forced to kill close companions whom had been assimilated.

Such tragedies happened all the time in the ancient war.

To some degree, if the blood demons tried hard enough, they could surpass even the celestial demons in terms of destructive and ruling power.

Everyone’s attention remained on the blood tribe.

Forefather Bloodreed smiled and responded casually, “Everyone knows what we are capable of. If anyone can send us into Winterdraw or break the defensive formations, I guarantee you that we will turn every cultivator on the island into our thralls. However, frontal attack isn’t our forte.”

That was the naked truth. Charging into battle wasn’t blood demons’ strength at all.

The most powerful attackers among demons were the golden, titan, and winged demons.

At the moment, the golden tribe had little enough strength to matter. The titan demons retained some strength, but not much.

This meant that the two best groups of frontliners had little to offer. The winged demons had suffered a serious blow to their fighting power as well.

“We all know how powerful your demonic mist is, Forefather Bloodreed. If you surround Winterdraw with it, the island’s formations and restrictions will be corrupted and lose effect naturally.”

“That’s right. Your mist is the most potent corrosive agent. As long as you envelope the island with it, the human race is doomed to fall.”

Forefather Celestial perked up and smiled. “Only a few of the ten demon tribes have yet to suffer a defeat against the humans, Brother Bloodreed. Your tribe is one. The celestial tribe counts as well, given that we’ve suffered some casualties, but our foundation remains strong. If you cover the island with your corrupting mist and we launch an all-out attack with our celestial sound waves, Winterdraw’s defenses will fall sooner or later!”

The celestial demons hadn’t become royalty of the demonic race without their own strengths.

Most of the other nine tribes had one specific strength, while the celestial demons were skilled in every aspect.

They had powerful offensive and defensive techniques, such as the celestial brand and the celestial method. They were remarkably resilient; they could recreate bodies and souls and come back to life as long as a single strand of their spirit remained.

They were formidable foe in more ways than one.

A forefather from the yin demon tribe smiled. “If Brother Bloodreed is willing to take on the mission, my tribe volunteers to attack Winterdraw with millions of phantoms.”

They took their stand as well. These three tribes had the most well-preserved forces among the demons.

Attention sharpened the blood tribe.

Bloodreed scowled inwardly. He knew what his fellow demons were doing. They were forcing the blood demons to take on the mission by using the greater good against them.

He scoffed, “Are you trying to force this on us?”

A demon chuckled. “Our very future is under an existential threat. If the blood tribe does nothing, we won’t be able to take over Winterdraw, and our grand conquest will be nothing but an empty dream.”

“Agreed. No other tribes can launch an attack on Winterdraw other than yours, dao brother.”

Losing the bulk of the golden and titan demons had significant repercussions. They had no choice but to utilize alternative plans in order to take Winterdraw.

The blood demon forefathers were displeased. They knew the other tribes were determined to force their hand.

The sheer amount of demonic mist that would be required to cover the entire Winterdraw Island was too great. The four forefathers would have to strain themselves to even try to reach the goal. They also had to order their army to contribute to the cause.

This would take a heavy toll on the tribe.

More importantly, members of their tribe would be on the frontlines while their demonic mist surrounded the island. They would take the brunt of Winterdraw’s retaliation.

In theory, their mist should be able to corrupt any treasure, but that was just in theory. Given Jiang Chen’s monstrous track record, it was a possibility that their mist wouldn’t work on him.

Therefore, Bloodreed was extremely reluctant.

Under the emotional blackmail from the crowd, however, the blood demons had no other choice available to them. They had to take on the mission no matter what.
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FINGER ON THE TRIGGER


Bloodreed contemplated the proceedings for a moment. “Our tribe can take to the field, but we need certain guarantees. As the main contributors, we need our pick of the spoils after we capture Jiang Chen and make Winterdraw ours. Three first-pick choices should do it. Also, credit for the accomplishment goes to our tribe.”

“That’s a little too greedy, don’t you think?” someone immediately opposed.

Of course it was. It was no secret by now Jiang Chen was a walking treasure trove. Everyone lusted after his possessions.

Bloodreed had started with a sky-high opening price, fully ready for the ensuing negotiation.

Celestial smiled equivocally. “Younger brother, you’re asking for quite the lion’s share when you aren’t the only ones to fight.”

Bloodreed chuckled. “You have to keep us fed if you want us to do the dirty work.”

“You can pick one item ahead of everyone else. How about it?” responded Celestial gravely.

“Not good enough!” Bloodreed shook his head. “Winterdraw is a large place. All four of blood demon forefathers will need to act in concert to fully cover it with our mist. I trust I don’t need to elaborate on the dangers that that entails.”

“One priority pick is already a tremendous reward. Younger brother, what of the other tribes who arrived in Myriad Abyss ahead of us? They’ve made sacrifices without any promise of reward,” Celestial countered calmly.

Bloodreed cackled. “Forgive me for being blunt, but were they as selfless as you make it sound? Weren’t they trying to nab their share before the rest of us?”

The thin veneer of altruism was torn to pieces. Or rather, the entire race knew of the first movers’ ulterior motives, Bloodreed was simply the first one to point it out so unceremoniously.

“Hmph, old fart, what do you mean?” Goldenhowl immediately grunted in dissatisfaction. The blood demon had hit a raw nerve.

Bloodreed would have paid it no heed had it been someone else, but Goldenhowl was well-known for his violent temper.

The golden demon was marginally weaker than him on paper, but in a real fight, the outcome was far from certain. What if the demon went ballistic and attacked the blood tribe? He had very little left to lose, after all.

“Hehe, Old Golden, calm down. I wasn’t talking about you. I wouldn’t have objections if you asked for an item as well. Your tribe’s paid high enough a price.” He smartly diffused the conflict and tried to rope in Goldenhowl at the same time.

Sure enough, startled by the unexpected offer, the latter stared eagerly at Forefather Celestial, clearly giving serious attention to the possibility.

A refusal would go down with difficulty at this stage. Therefore, while swearing inwardly at Bloodreed’s underhanded ruse, Celestial kept a straight smile on his face. “Alright, it’s a win-win for everyone in that case. Daoists Goldenhowl and Bloodreed will both be awarded an item. Daoist Bloodreed, by nobly giving up one of your own opportunities for someone else’s sake, you embody the solidarity between our tribes and open the way to a brighter tomorrow. Let’s not argue further, lest we sour the mood.”

Further talks would only waste saliva and complicate matters even more so, so he opted to decisively settle the negotiations. Otherwise, everyone would clamor for their own share. He couldn’t let things descend into chaos.

Putting words in my mouth? Inwardly glum, Bloodreed watched helplessly as Celestial turned the situation to his advantage. What was he to do? Everyone was looking at him with complicated expressions.

Haggling further would only anger the other tribes, so he sighed. “The golden tribe deserves it. They’ve toiled hard for our cause, and Daoist Goldenhowl is someone I’ve always admired.”

If there were no more benefits to had, he might as well cajole the lone forefather and try to recruit him. The golden demon would be a tremendous asset. He was without a tribe to speak of, in any case.

Celestial glanced meaningfully at Bloodreed, then smiled coolly. “Good, so it’s decided. You will cover Winterdraw with your blood mist while the celestial tribe attacks with our sound waves. With millions of soldiers, the yin tribe is the most suited to battering their formations. The rest will bring up the rear and offer support as needed.”

The overall goal remained the same, but the specifics had been slightly altered.

“We march tomorrow morning! Winterdraw will be ours!”

The forefathers stood up. No matter the conflict and hidden schemes between the tribes, everyone was on the same page regarding the humans.

[image: ]



Jiang Chen made his way back to Winterdraw after felling a celestial demon with a sneak attack. He’d gained a clearer idea about the celestial tribe’s strength, but it’d also served as a warning. The enemy was ready to launch their final assault on the island.

Fortunately, the island could rely on strong defenders and stout fortifications.

More importantly, the Astral White Tiger had reached the fourth level earlier today, and Long Xiaoxuan, the fifth.

With all four beasts in the mid divine realm, they could practice the Four Sacred Beasts Formation and attain a greater mastery over their domain.

Once proficient with the formation, even advanced divine opponents might not be their match.

At a rough guess, Celestial should be the only advanced demon god they had to face. No matter how close, the others shouldn’t be at that tier yet.

While the enemy gathered their forces, Jiang Chen also summoned all of the cultivators on the island.

“Everyone, the enemy encroaches on our borders. The decisive battle is upon us. But fear not! You have all been enhancing your strength, and we have mighty formations on our side. Moreover, repeated encounters have demonstrated that the demons aren’t nearly as terrible as we’d first imagined. Victory shall ultimately be ours!”

He spared no effort to inspire his men. Morale was essential at such a time.

His fearless figure filled the crowd with renewed determination. How could they, as elders, lose to their junior in courage? How could they even think of shrinking back at such a time?

Xia Tianze grinned from ear to ear. “Come at me, demons. It’s high time I gave you the works. I couldn’t participate properly in the last war, so I have to make up for lost time.”

As the Great Divine Veluriyam’s most trusted confidante and the guardian of his legacy, Xia Tianze had been safely tucked away from the ancient war. But now was his turn to shine!
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ON THE EVE OF BATTLE


“Old Gold, how much fighting strength does your tribe possess right now?” Jiang Chen privately asked the rat king.

“Young lord, are we fighting in the final battle against the demons?” The rat king’s eyes shone bright.

After surpassing his limits again and again, the rat king’s temperament had changed entirely. In the past, even as the leader of his tribe, he’d been a cowardly mouse. But now, there was an imposing air about him. Not even the four sacred beasts outshone him.

He’d finally gained the bearing of the ancient Goldbiter Kingrats.

“There’s no avoiding the decisive battle. However, your tribe will be our surprise troops, so I need to understand your current battle capabilities,” Jiang Chen said resolutely.

“Hehe, don’t worry. Of course, we can’t go head-to-head against the ten demon tribes, but there’s absolutely no problem with causing trouble and disturbance through ambushes and guerrilla warfare.” The rat king licked his lips, quite fierce and eager. There was a certain bloodthirstiness about him.

Jiang Chen smiled. “Your tribe needs continual battle experience to evolve ever further. The repeated clashes are very useful for your descendants. You might sacrifice a great many this time, but the survivors will lead your tribe to the true glory of the ancient Goldbiter Kingrats. Do you believe me?”

The rat king rushed to protest. “Of course I believe you. In fact, I’ve already awakened the heritage memories of the Goldbiter Kingrats. Both my bloodline and my soul have evolved into that of a Goldbiter Kingrat. Now it’s time for me to lead the entire tribe on the same path!”

Such a sentiment was proof the rat tribe’s thought process was on the right track.

Jiang Chen nodded. “The demons will certainly deploy all kinds of tricks and methods in this fight and call upon all of their powers. I’m confident I’ve already seen all their tricks though, and have fought against all of them. The only ones I have yet to meet in battle are the blood and yin demons. Perhaps the celestial demons count as well. This time, I think the blood demons will be the spearhead of their offensive.”

“Blood demons?” The rat king blinked. “Didn’t Demon Emperor Bloodmalva in Great Scarlet belong to that tribe?”

“He did, but his cultivation was nothing to speak of. The blood demons we now have to face will be their main strike force, their genuine elites!”

“Who cares! Young lord, I’m sure you have a way. Should our rat tribe handle them?”

“No need. They possess a terrifying corrosive ability. It’s not a threat to you, but I can’t say the same for your kin. Just wait for my orders and focus on ambushing their backline.”

The rat tribe was his stealth team. He had to use them as such in order to tilt the balance in mankind’s favor. Merely turtling inside Winterdraw wasn’t the path to victory.

If he had another decade or so of peace, he, the four beasts, and mankind as a whole would’ve shrunk the gap in strength enough to catch up to the demons.

The war would be much more straightforward then.

But aware of this potential threat, Celestial had launched the offensive ahead of time to cut their growth short.

After arranging for the rat tribe’s mission, Jiang Chen privately summoned the four sacred beasts.

They’d been practicing the new formation he’d taught them. Although not yet touching upon the core mysteries of a plane’s creation, the formation faintly alluded to the rules of the heavenly planes.

The four beasts were now all mid divine realm. Every single one of them a force to be reckoned with in their own right, they were strong enough to overpower ordinary demon gods in single combat, apart from the elite few like Celestial. They could now fight their own battles.

However, he had no plans to have them fight alone. Too much risk was involved. No matter how mighty their bloodlines, it made little sense to gamble with their lives.

Every detail mattered in war. One ought to maximize one’s chances.

The beasts’ greatest strength lay in their coordination. Together, they were twice as powerful, or possibly more. The four of them had been delighted to learn the formation, clearly sensing it’d elevate their battle prowess to new heights.

“Young lord, now that the final battle draws near, will we be able to fight to our heart’s content?” asked Long Xiaoxuan.

“Not necessarily. It’ll be a scrappy, hard-fought affair, but there will be opportunities nonetheless. Just follow me as you’ve always done, alright?”

They didn’t refuse, of course. To fight at his side was always a pleasure.

Jiang Chen apprised them of his latest conjecture.

Long Xiaoxuan snorted with contempt. “The blood demons’ mist is powerful, but a sacred beast won’t be affected, don’t worry.”

True enough, their bloodlines were too noble to be so easily corroded.

The young human responded with a smile, “That’s just my guess. Perhaps the celestial tribe will spearhead the attack in person, who knows? We must be ready to react to whatever they throw our way.”

“Hehe, we’ll leave the battle plans to you, young lord. Just point us to something we can whale on,” the Astral Tiger interjected candidly.

Soon after, Jiang Chen called Xia Tianze, An Kasyapa, and the others, patiently warning them of what might come. In a momentous battle of this magnitude, he couldn’t afford to neglect any details.

As the dark of night slowly receded to give way to the light of dawn, he pronounced, his voice clear and sonorous, “Everyone, the human domain stands right behind us. Winterdraw is our last rampart. We must stop the enemy here, or they will invade our homeland. Will you let the demons make slaves out of your children and descendants?!”

“Young lord, we’re ready to fight to the last breath!”

“We fight!”

The shouts of the crowd merged into one deafening hurrah that rang pleasantly in his ears. “Everyone, follow the two seniors Xia Tianze and An Kasyapa and defend our all-important formations. I’ll harass them with sneak attacks in the meantime to disrupt their offensive. We’ll have ample opportunities to strike and thin their ranks. Remember, the demons are nowhere near as strong as they were in the ancient war, not to mention more than a third of their forefathers have already been slain. Never doubt our chances to prevail!”
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THE BATTLE BEGINS


The demon army finally set off at the first hint of dawn. Like a cloud of demonic locusts, they surged onward, darkening the sky over Winterdraw. With forbidding momentum, the ten tribes encircled the sea around the island so tightly that not even a mosquito could slip through.

They’d meticulously prepared the positioning of their various forces. Everyone knew the role they had to play.

Learning from past failures, the six forefathers of the celestial tribe deployed their tribe’s domain as soon as the army was in place. This was both to safeguard their forces and to prevent Jiang Chen from using possible confusion to spring an ambush, as he’d done the last time.

The young lord was indeed hidden somewhere unseen. He observed the demons’ movements, waiting for a chance to catch them unawares. But judging from the enemy’s vigilance, opportunities would be scant.

He’d have to break the domain before any possible ambush, but he didn’t yet have that sort of strength.

It wouldn’t have stopped him had he been at seventh level divine realm. He could’ve charged straight in their midst and killed everyone standing in his way.

But there was an enormous gap between fifth and seventh level, so he kept his impatience in check and stayed hidden, patiently biding his time while waiting for whatever devilry the demons were up to.

Under the protection of the celestial tribe’s domain, the four blood demon forefathers led their tribe in laying out the foundations of their blood mist.

It wasn’t a difficult task in theory, other than being laid out in the sky, but to enclose a vast island like Winterdraw was another story altogether.

They had to arrange four formations first, then use the formation cores to gather blood demon energy. Then, creating a demonic resonance magnified by the formations, they’d engulf the entire island.

Secret arts dealing with status effects weren’t too different from each other on a fundamental level. The demonic blood mist was a formation like any other, merely a harmful, evil one.

“The blood demon tribe, as expected.” Jiang Chen’s brows creased at the sight.

He mentally sifted through what he knew of them. His knowledge had been superficial at best in his past life, but he’d gained new insights after running into Bloodmalva. The four forefathers were on another level of power, of course, but their battle tactics shouldn’t be too dissimilar. For the young lord, it wasn’t entirely uncharted territory.

“Four forefathers... Not a weak tribe by any stretch of the imagination.” He observed them in earnest.

Currently, the optimal way would be to sneak up on them and pounce on them from the shadows.

Sadly, the celestial tribe stayed ever-cautious, never allowing for this kind of opening. Their protection followed the blood tribe wherever the latter went.

“The celestial demons seem to have learned their lesson after losing a forefather last time. But their domain requires a constant supply of energy. I’ll tip my hat to them if they can keep it up it forever!” He stayed unruffled as he was in no rush. Opportunities would come in due time.

The blood demons’ formations weren’t overly complex. Each forefather levitated a blood bead in their hand that summoned the surrounding demonic energy and continuously absorbed it.

Little by little, the beads changed colors, finally flaring a bright crimson in the end.

Meanwhile, once processed by the beads, the demonic energy vaporized into the air and spread rapidly, shrouding all of Winterdraw in a mist.

Having expected this scene from the start, Jiang Chen continued to wait for his moment to strike.

Somewhere below, Xia Tianze clucked his tongue. “The young lord’s foresight is truly beyond compare. Just as he’s said, the blood demons are the ones launching the first attack. An Kasyapa, you know how to use the Earth Bodhisattva Orb he gave you?”

A wise smile floated on the latter’s lips. “Let’s start.”

The orb fashioned another layer of protection for the island’s formations. Pulsating with formidable power, this layer worked tirelessly to offset the blood mist by diffusing it toward the sea, crashing mighty waves over the water’s surface.

Meanwhile, Xia Tianze opened his hand upwards, the Great Veluriyam Torch unexpectedly appearing within.

As the Veluriyam Palace’s esteemed elder, he was the most suitable person to entrust the torch to.

“Great Veluriyam Torch, quell all demons with your sacred radiance!”

Suffused with the holiness of gods and Buddhas, the torch’s most marvelous ability was to purge all evil where it shone. No matter how many fiendish demons sullied the earth, the sacred light would purify them all.

In fact, not even the Great Divine Veluriyam himself had fully understood this power. Jiang Chen however had studied the item’s characteristics in depth and mastered its uses.

Sure enough, the encroaching blood mist lost some of its luster the moment it came into contact with the torch’s light, while the Earth Bodhisattva Orb pushed the remainder to the sea.

As a result, less than two-tenths were left to assail the island’s defenses.

At full power, the bloody mist would have sorely tested mankind’s defenses, but it was a mere tickle in its present state.

Of course, the blinding light from the Great Veluriyam Torch also made it difficult to accurately gauge the situation on the island. The demons had yet to realize their plan had been effectively foiled.

Blissfully unaware, the four blood demon forefathers smiled grimly when they saw the light try to hamper their efforts.

Bloodreed sneered, “The torch is powerful, but how long can they last? We can maintain our mist until the end of the battle if need be. They can’t win a battle of attrition. Let’s put our backs into it, everyone, and make them bend to our tribe’s will!”

In spite of its fearsome powers, the blood tribe had ultimately underestimated mankind’s resilience.

While supporting the celestial demon domain and protecting the four blood demon forefathers, Celestial kept an attentive eye on Winterdaw.

The Great Veluriyam Light made his task arduous. Even so, he could see the torch dissolve half the blood energy at most. The other half should be battering the island’s formations this very instant.
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AN OPENING


“Your blood mist has formed, Bloodreed,” said Forefather Celestial. “You don’t need us to protect you anymore, do you?”

Bloodreed cackled. “We wouldn’t mind if you offered to protect us for a bit longer.”

Forefather Celestial huffed. “How would I be able to activate the celestial sound wave domain then? How would we attack Winterdraw through the formation?”

Celestial demon sound waves were extremely powerful. They could penetrate the formation and attack the cultivators within.

Once the domain took shape, its might would threaten heaven and earth. There was no telling how many cultivators within Winterdraw would survive it.

Moreover, the domain’s attacks were highly penetrative. Even hiding underground wouldn’t do anything. All beings up to the heavens and down in hell would feel the blows.

Bloodreed didn’t push his luck. He grunted, “Then you should do that. We blood demons can protect ourselves.” He called out to his companions, “Brothers, let’s form a Bloodfiend Defensive Dome. Don’t let the young man sneak up on us.”

As its name suggested, the Bloodfiend Defensive Dome was a formation formed with blood energy. Attackers had to go through the dome first, which would allow the demons to detect even the most stealthy of foes.

It wouldn’t stop any attacks, but it served as an alert system, giving them the time to react.

It was a useful technique, at least in response to ambushes.

Blood energy in all directions pulsated and spun itself into threads around the four forefathers. The resulting web spanned a thousand mile in radius to form a defensive dome, protecting the four demons.

Jiang Chen had been keeping an eye on the blood demons. It greatly depressed him to see them employ such a trick. With the detecting formation in place, it’d be unlikely for him to sneak up on them.

The Scrutiny of Existence was powerful, but its might would be greatly diminished after going through the defensive dome. The attack wouldn’t be enough to kill a demon forefather then.

Jiang Chen never made a move unless he could take someone down. He never fought if he wasn’t assured of victory.

The six celestial forefathers moved away from the four blood demon forefathers, advancing toward the island rather than retreating. It was clear that they were going to launch an attack.

Jiang Chen’s heart sank.

Xia Tianze and An Kasyapa had been given treasures to deal with the blood demons. They should be fine against the demons’ attacks. The celestial demon forefathers, however, would pose a serious threat to Winterdraw.

In his moment of hesitation, a chilling wind picked up below and howled furiously. Dark energy surged in from all directions. Eerie, stark-white flags shook themselves into existence within the darkness.

As the flags shuddered, countless ghouls and spirits emerged from thin air, as if summoned.

The miraculous method of summoning soldiers caught Jiang Chen’s eyes.

“It’s the yin demons manipulating dead souls!” This was definitely yin demon handiwork. They were masters in commanding spirits.

The fascinating thing about yin demon manipulation was that it was very difficult to spot where the puppet masters were hiding. In that way, they were similar to wood demons commanding their demonic plants.

The best way to deal with the spirits was to kill the puppet masters. But where were they?

Jiang Chen’s head brimmed with questions. It’d caught him by surprise that the blood, celestial, and yin demons had all made their moves at the same time. The demons looked poised to take Winterdraw in one fell swoop.

This battle would be more challenging than expected.

Nevertheless, his heart grew calmer in response. The more relentless the demons were, the more it showed their growing worry and dread. This was to be an unavoidable clash. Who would come out on top?

His heart like a boulder, Jiang Chen’s mind was free of any distractions. He scanned the battlefield and transmitted his thoughts to the four sacred beasts, ordering them to be ready for a fight.

The six celestial demon forefathers were the most powerful among their enemies. It wouldn’t be wise to target them. The yin demons commanded millions of spirits; it’d be extremely difficult to locate the commanders. Meanwhile, the blood demons had their dome. It wouldn’t be easy to sneak up on them.

The demons had come prepared, considering their every move and allowing Jiang Chen no openings.

The young lord took some time to deliberate a plan of action and eventually came to a decision.

“Attack the ghouls and spirits!” he ordered.

The dead spirits’ strength lay not in their individual power, but their numbers. That, however, was exactly what Jiang Chen wasn’t afraid of.

He flung his magnetic mountain into the air, instantly transforming it to an enormous mountain. Out spewed millions of aureate light beams and his own golden monsters, charging at the spirits down below.

The mountain’s cutting energy swept through the area as baleful astral winds. All of the ghouls and spirits collapsed one after another beneath this absolute, destructive might.

“Hehe, finally!” Forefather Celestial cackled and called out to his companions, “Activate our domain of sound waves!”

A handbell appeared in his hand as he spoke. With a shake of his arm, the clapper violently rang with dissonance. An ear-piercing, harsh sound cut across that air, one that raised goosebumps on everyone’s arms.

The other five demons proffered their various treasures: the gong, reed, suona horn, and chime stones appeared on the battlefield.

The six demons changed their own forms in a bewildering variety of shapes; their instruments followed their masters. Each shift gave rise to discordant, demonic music.

It sounded like the netherworld had boiled over, its denizens wailing and screaming in concert. The anguished sounds could tear one’s heart and lungs to pieces.

At first, the cacophonous strands rose and fell in all directions. Moment later, they converged to envelope all of Winterdraw and its surrounding areas.

The island became a living hell in the blink of an eye. Evil spirits howled and shrieked, sending wave upon waves of fatal notes through the island’s formations.

The weaker cultivators threw up blood as soon as they heard the melodies. They covered their ears with their hands and ran around like headless chickens.
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ON EVEN FOOTING


This auditory domain resonated with all five senses via sound and ultimately invaded the soul to subdue the enemy.

Of course, it was useless against someone with a heart as steady as a rock. But the others?

Even some of the divine realm cultivators were dazed, their hearts and minds in turmoil.

The momentum of the war shifted immediately to the demons’ side. Xia Tianze and An Kasyapa’s group still held strong inside Winterdraw, but the rest, gods included, were affected, some going berserk.

“Young lord, things are taking a turn for the worse. These sound waves are a dreadful form of mental attack.” The divine beasts were naturally impervious to its effects, but they’d noticed the changes on the island.

Jiang Chen paled, secretly lamenting this turnabout. His plan to assassinate the demon forefathers was now dead in the water. He shouted, “Fall back to Winterdraw!”

Making a prompt decision, he flew to the island, the divine beasts in tow.

“The four of you go lend a hand against the yin demons while I deal with this sound domain.” Without further ado, he swept a hand through the air. A zither suddenly landed in front of him—the Cloudsurge Zither once stored in the fifth link of his consciousness seal.

He snorted. “You want a battle of music? Let’s see how you measure up to my tune of Cardinal Cloudsurge!”

His fingers danced on the zither’s strings, plucking out majestic sounds that carried to every corner of the island. A mysterious energy soothed the mood of those who’d lost their minds and dissipated their agitation.

One note, two notes...

Every note resounded like the edge of a sword of justice cleaving through the sky. Clouds swirled with the wind from every direction, gathering with cloud-surging momentum.

This zither could kill as easily as it could rouse the spirit, swallow the soul, or bewitch the heart. Jiang Chen had chosen a rousing melody to create a solemn stage brimming with purity.

Every strike of the chords carried the momentum of a million calvary troops galloping forward. It dispersed with all evil, washed away all filth, and returned brightness to the world.

“Hm?”

Winterdraw’s cultivators felt the music steady their hearts. In disbelief, their now-calm eyes followed the source of the sound. They were greeted with the sight of Jiang Chen sitting high in the sky, playing a zither with both hands. In a display of nature’s myriad manifestations, vortexes had formed around him, spreading outward to eradicate all ills.

“It’s young lord Jiang. He’s always here for us!”

“His zither counters the demons’ sound waves!”

“Long live the young lord! He’s saved us again. Now that the celestial domain is powerless against us, what excuses do we have not to fight back?”

“Kill the demons, kill them all!”

Other than cleansing evil, the melody could also lift morale and supplement courage. It aided men in fighting more fearlessly for their cause.

The zither pulled humanity back from the precipice of the abyss. Revitalized, the human cultivators began a mad assault on the ghouls and spirits invading the island.

Jiang Chen’s pentacolor crystals had been refined into five thousand weapons. He’d created a specialized regiment, every member equipped with an anti-demon item. They became the bane of the demons the moment they charged out. Crystal-forged blades scythed through the enemy like a hot knife through butter, destroying ghouls and spirits left and right while dispersing the rest.

The four beasts also used their unique abilities to assist the humans.

Their fighting spirit rekindled, the defenders fought with redoubled zeal, dealing blow after mortal blow to the yin demons.

Still strumming the zither, Jiang Chen opened his eyes and observed the battle at large.

Suddenly, he latched onto a cultivator hiding among the ocean of spirits. He’d finally found one of the yin demon forefathers controlling the ghouls from the shadows.

“Hehe, you were indeed hidden deep. But that won’t save you today!”

His music didn’t falter despite his divided attention. His eyes scanned back and forth, emitting a power close to advanced divine realm as it converged into an evil golden beam that sliced through the air and locked onto the yin demon.

Secure in his own concealment, this forefather hadn’t expected to be targeted.

Hence, he reacted belatedly. He tried to sidestep the fearsome beam, but it made a beeline for his eyes and pierced right into his consciousness. Bone-deep chills immediately froze his body; his mind seemed to be one block of solid ice.

His figure discolored at a speed visible to the naked eye. Within a single breath, he’d turned into a stiff statue devoid of breath.

With a cultivation incomparably stronger than in the past, Jiang Chen’s Evil Golden Eye was naturally also in a completely different league.

To begin with, the yin demon was at the fourth level, lower than the young human. As a result, his doom was inevitable.

His fall threw the battle into chaos. Like balloons full of air, the ghouls and spirits under his command burst open before vanishing.

Of course, the yin tribe had more than one forefather.

However, the others panicked when they witnessed their companion’s fate. They summoned the surrounding spirits to form protective rings around them, afraid they’d follow in their tribesman’s footsteps.

None of them specialized in melee combat. They were in their element when manipulating spirits, but they were sitting ducks once their positions were exposed.

Eerie white flags waving incessantly, they thought of nothing but their own survival. They all prayed not to become Jiang Chen’s next target.

One of them transmitted, “Forefather Celestial, increase your output! You must keep us safe!”

Alas, Celestial was too busy with the sound waves to pay heed to this sudden request. He shouted, “What are you panicking for? Victory is right within sight. Our sound waves will make short work of them. We’ll win without lifting a finger!”

Away from the heart of the melee, he wasn’t yet aware of the changes below. The yin demon wailed, “Forefather Celestial, are you sure your sound waves are working properly? Why are the humans fighting back more fiercely than ever?”
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A CHAOTIC MELEE


Indeed, the humans were fighting back with increasing vigor. Fighting on the frontlines, the yin tribe was the first one to notice.

In comparison, Celestial remained dubious. “Just trapped beasts struggling on their deathbed. They won’t last for long, so endure a little while longer. Winterdraw will definitely fall!”

The yin demons groaned at his reply. What part of the humans looked like they were beasts at death’s door? They were clearly mounting a counterattack!

“Forefather, not that we’re questioning you, but we’re suffering heavy casualties here. The sound waves, the blood mist, are any of them working as intended? One of our forefathers is already dead. We’re going to withdraw if you don’t take down Winterdraw soon.”

The yin demons were no fools. Ghouls and spirits could be sacrificed, but there were only so many demon gods. Every single death was an irreparable loss.

Four of them had survived the last war, but only three were left at this moment. If another one or two were to fall, wouldn’t they lose their placement among the ten tribes?

To lead the charge was a glorious contribution, but not one worth losing forefathers for.

In truth, Celestial wasn’t as confident as he’d sounded. His sharp senses had naturally taken note of the righteous music produced by the Cloudsurge Zither.

His tribe’s domain was clearly being neutralized by the notes, so he couldn’t tell how effective it was. Of course, he’d never willingly admit that out loud.

How would his tribe sustain its prestige otherwise? How could he let everyone know their pride and joy, the auditory domain, had proven itself impotent?

But war was sometimes fickle like this. A moment’s hesitation was enough for the enemy to turn the tables. And sure enough, the yin demons’ worries materialized themselves.

Long Xiaoxuan had the keenest sense of smell among the divine beasts. He’d managed to lock another yin demon forefather in place with his true dragon aura as the four sacred beasts attacked jointly, raining down an endless stream of abilities on their hapless victim.

To fight against all four of them was equivalent to facing a seventh level god. How could a mid divine demon god weather this massive onslaught?

With a tremendous boom, the beasts tore the demon to pieces in an explosion of light.

For the two remaining yin demon forefathers, it was the straw that broke the camel’s back.

Their leader, Forefather Riverveil, roared in fury, “Celestial, you’ll be the death of us! You told us to spearhead the offensive, and now we have two dead forefathers on our hands. You’ll answer to us for that!

“We retreat!”

The casualties were too much for the tribe to endure. They didn’t want to be shot like fish in a barrel.

The beasts didn’t give chase. After all, the main demon army loomed menacingly not far behind.

Distressed by the yin tribe’s full-on retreat, Celestial ordered, “All tribes, full charge! Everyone, attack Winterdraw. No falling back, we fight to the end!”

As the demons’ supreme leader, the other tribes had to obey his orders no matter their qualms.

Hence, the army rolled into motion.

But at this very moment, sudden chaos struck the army’s rear. Countless golden creatures emerged amidst their ranks as if surfacing from the sea. With tide-like momentum, the new attackers pounced on the demon soldiers, instantly annihilating them.

The Goldbiter Rats had finally joined the fight.

Leading by example, the rat king leaped ferociously on a monster demon forefather he’d been eyeing from the start.

The tribe’s descendants numbered in the hundreds of millions. The surroundings teemed with rats in the blink of an eye. They dragged the monster demons down to the ground and devoured them before the demons could come back to their senses.

After a series of evolutions, the tribe’s strength had soared. Their sharp teeth and fighting prowess were reminiscent of the heavenly planes’ Goldbiter Kingrats.

In comparison, the monster demon tribe was less than a hundred thousand strong.

Lost in an ocean of rats, they struggled for dear life. No matter their desperate efforts, they all proved futile.

The scent of blood turned the rats into merciless machines of slaughter that fully matched the demons in pure savagery. No, perhaps they were even more bloodthirsty.

Monster demons ate their victims alive and drank their blood, but a crueler fate awaited the rats’ victims. Consumed down to their bones, not a single trace of them was left in this world.

All in all, it was an even less enviable end.

The setback at the rear disturbed the army’s chain of command.

Demons were ferocious, but they could feel fear all the same. The breach at the rear threw them for a loop. On the cusp of flying to the yin tribe’s rescue, the soldiers now ran around like headless chickens.

“First things first. Deal with these stinking rats!” someone finally shouted.

Once the decision was made and countless powerhouses sprang into action, the rat tribe immediately found itself under immense pressure.

But sadly, it also meant the yin tribe was out of luck. Without reinforcements from the main army, they were merely sitting ducks.

At the sight of this, the four divine beasts hunted them without prompting, massacring them all.

The two surviving forefathers couldn’t hide from the young lord’s God’s Eye. He had the sacred beasts to surround them while he harassed them with the Evil Golden Eye, making their lives miserable.

Of course, his actions didn’t escape Celestial’s notice. He shouted, “Split off a third of the army to rescue the yin tribe! Fellow daoists from the blood tribe, entrap the four sacred beasts with your blood mist. Hurry!”

They were in a race against time. He who acted the fastest would find the first opportunity to strike, as Jiang Chen well knew. The Goldbiter Rats were sacrificing their lives to create a window for him!

“Look alive. Kill the yin demon forefathers and return as fast as possible!” At the same time, he attacked the two yin demons with a volley of rays of Evil Golden Eye.

For Celestial, the golden flashes coming from Winterdraw were a dead giveaway Jiang Chen had entered the fray. He immediately punched in that direction, the energy of his blows shattering the sky where the beasts were.

Even they would’ve had to yield had they faced him in person. But what did they have to fear from a strike coming from so far away?
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TIME FOR THE DIVINE VELURIYAM TALISMANS


The two yin forefathers were struggling.

The blood forefathers charged at the four sacred beasts in a flash of crimson light when they received their orders.

The four beasts knew it was now or never. If they failed to kill the two remaining forefathers of the yin tribe, then they wouldn’t have the chance to do so anytime soon.

The blood demons were closing the gap.

Meanwhile, Jiang Chen was glad to see the addition of four new forefathers. He transmitted to Xia Tianze, “Come, Old Brother Xia.”

Xia Tianze had been resisting the blood mist’s corruption with the Great Veluriyam Torch. He handed the torch to Old Pill Rune and Mad Fiend when summoned.

“You two, take my place for a bit.” With that, he moved to Jiang Chen’s side.

The young lord draped the Immaculate Robe over Xia Tianze with a quick hand seal.

“This is the Immaculate Robe. With this, you’ll be able to hide in thin air and approach enemies without being detected. Will you sneak up on four blood demon forefathers and kill a couple of them for me?”

Xia Tianze was close to reaching seventh level divine realm. Although the Divine Transcendence Pill had yet to send him up a level, he was already on the doorstep of advanced divine realm.

His cultivation was impressive. Though he might not win in an open fight with Forefather Bloodreed or even Goldenhowl, he was confident in his chances in launching a sneak attack.

His eyes lit up. “Is this what you had on when you attacked the sixth celestial demon forefather?”

“It is. Use it well. I’ll consider it a job well done if you kill one of them, and a remarkable feat if you kill two!”

“Hehe, what if I kill three of them? Is the robe mine then?”

“In your dreams.” Jiang Chen rolled his eyes before schooling his expression. “Don’t get reckless. Those demons aren’t fools. They won’t let you get away with sneaking up on them too many times in a row. Your safety should be your top priority.”

Jiang Chen had to stay put to keep the morale-reviving music flowing. Lending the Immaculate Robe to Xia Tianze was a good solution to his dilemma.

With him playing the zither, the enemies would lower their guard since they would have assumed he was rooted to his spot. That made for a perfect opportunity to stage an ambush.

Xia Tianze took the robe a quick spin through its paces. The treasure was indeed magical. The senior marveled at it quietly. He’d thought Jiang Chen’s most impressive heritage would be the ancient Veluriyam Palace, but the young man presented this out of nowhere. Where did it come from?

Xia Tianze was overwhelmed with excitement. He tried his best to recover his composure and snuck away from the island, approaching the battlefield.

The four blood demon forefathers wouldn’t have left the protection of the Bloodfiend Defensive Dome if they weren’t sure Jiang Chen was still playing the zither. They only charged at the four sacred beasts without concern because they believed humanity’s leader couldn’t spare any effort for them.

The same thought occupied their minds; if they could tame a sacred beast as their steed or a contracted beast, it’d benefit them greatly.

Greed steadfastly gripped the forefathers.

The four sacred beasts had received instructions to buy Xia Tianze some time so he could ambush the blood demons.

They calmly built a formation and faced the blood forefathers rather than going after the yin forefathers. Their formation was so powerful that not even the four blood forefathers could break it.

This caught the blood demons by great surprise. They hadn’t expected the four sacred beasts to gain the upper hand just like this.

Forefather Bloodreed scoffed. “Forefather Celestial, you’ve been projecting your sound waves for a long time with no results. Are you going to keep at it?”

The blood tribe was growing displeased with the celestial tribe.

They’d thought their four forefathers would be able to easily deal with the sacred beasts. They hadn’t expected the beasts’ coordinated formation to be so powerful that the four of them were thoroughly suppressed by it.

If things went on like this, the best case scenario would be a standstill. However, one wrong step would spell their doom.

As Bloodreed cursed the celestial demons out, Xia Tianze sidled close to the blood demons. He manifested an offensive talisman and activated it with a twist of his hand.

He was being highly ambitious. He wasn’t aiming at only one of the demon forefathers, but at all four of them. The talisman he used was the Veluriyam Divine Talisman. A single attack contained Divine Veluriyam’s full power!

Divine Veluriyam could rival Forefather Celestial back in the ancient times. An attack at the level of his full power was terrifyingly destructive.

Blinding light shot out of the talisman; the tremendous might of divine radiance enveloped all four of the blood forefathers.

One after another, statues of Buddha’s warrior attendants emerged from the talisman and attacked the blood demons with a great variety of techniques.

The talisman’s might was undeniable.

The four blood forefathers had been struggling beneath the attacks of the four sacred beasts to begin with when the talisman came out of the blue and caught them by surprise. The powerful attacks of the warrior attendants landed directly on them.

Two weaker forefathers were caught up in the attack and exploded into a mist of blood, crushed by the might of Divine Veluriyam.

Bloodreed was the first to react. He took one hit with his back and attempted to flee, sending crimson crescents from both hands to offset the incoming attacks.

Bam!

He coughed out a mouthful of blood when the two forces clashed behind him. He rode the momentum and leapt right back into the defensive formation. The remaining forefather, however, wasn’t as lucky.

He’d been on the fringes and dodged the first shock wave from the talisman, but the four sacred beasts weren’t going to let him escape.

Crushed between the two grinding forces, this forefather was pulverized into ashes in the blink of an eye.

The sudden turn of events left only one of the four blood demon forefathers alive. Bloodreed cursed as blood gushed out of his wounds, “F*ck you and your entire tribe, Forefather Celestial!”

He was furious. He believed the celestial demons were responsible for his tribe’s downfall.

It would be fine for the celestial demons to stay out of the fray if their sound waves did indeed take down Winterdraw’s cultivators. That would help the demons win the battle.

However, the celestial demons had not only failed to kill the human cultivators, but also failed to keep Jiang Chen occupied.

Even now, Bloodreed still believed the one attacking them was the young lord. The thought that it could be someone else never crossed his mind.
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CELESTIAL DEMONS FLY INTO A RAGE


The scene epitomized chaos. Luckily, the two yin forefathers made it out of the heart of the battlefield.

Forefather Celestial’s expression darkened at Bloodreed’s insults. His confidence finally cracked. Had he misjudged the situation? Had their sound waves really not destroyed the inner structure of Winterdraw and the human cultivators?

But what about the music? Wasn’t it Jiang Chen playing the zither? If so, who was the one that had attacked the blood demon forefathers?

Countless questions plagued his mind, none of which he could answer.

“It seems that we’ve been played by the humans again, Forefather Celestial!” The third celestial forefather sighed faintly. He was the tactician of the celestial tribe and the demon race at large.

Among the seven celestial forefathers, his status came second only to Forefather Celestial. Even the second forefather had to defer to his superior standing.

Therefore, he had the right to speak.

“Ole Third, didn’t our sound waves terrify the leading sects in the ancient times? Weren’t we unrivaled wherever we went? How is it possible for a mere Winterdraw and a young man to completely defy common sense?”

Doubts crept in about Forefather Celestial’s understanding of the Divine Abyss Continent because of Jiang Chen.

“It’s clear from Winterdraw’s situation that our sound waves have been countered by the zither,” admitted the third forefather, albeit reluctantly.

“How can that be?” Forefather Celestial couldn’t readily accept that conclusion. “Sound waves activated by us six forefathers would be impossible to resist for any of our own tribes. Even if Winterdraw’s formation has lessened its impact, who among the human race is capable of countering our domain?”

The third forefather sighed. “The others may not be able to, but Jiang Chen can.”

“If it was Jiang Chen, then who attacked the four blood demon forefathers? He can’t be in two places at the same time, can he?” Forefather Celestial was about to pull his hair out.

The third forefather shook his head without a word. He was wondering the same thing.

“We cannot hesitate, Forefather. We must regroup. Otherwise, we’ll be in big trouble.” The third forefather reminded his leader. “Our troops have fallen into chaos. You have to keep them under control.”

Forefather Celestial let out a long sigh, his expression tight and reluctant, but he had to face reality.

“Come with me.” Forefather Celestial charged at the four sacred beasts in a flash of light. If they could take down these four, the battle today would be worth it.

However, the sacred beasts were no fools. As soon as they saw the six celestial forefathers approaching, they streaked back to Winterdraw.

Xia Tianze secretly returned as well. He’d been keeping a low profile while he killed three blood demon forefathers and crippled Bloodreed. The massive accomplishments left him on quite a high.

The Goldbiter Rats left the battlefield with the same ferocity as they entered it. Under their king’s guidance, the rats retreated like the receding tide as soon as the celestial demons approached, disappearing in an instant.

The demons had lost all will to fight. They didn’t even want to go after the rats, nor did they dare to. Their numbers were too great. Who knew who would win should the two parties clash?

Forefather Celestial angrily stormed after the four sacred beasts, but he was one step too late.

Watching Winterdraw’s formation close and dim from the outskirts, he growled out an order, “Attack!”

The celestial demons’ offensive power was formidable. Sound waves weren’t their only trick.

They activated their methods to launch a series of relentless attacks, hitting the edge of the formation with an army of tens of thousands of demonic creatures, brandishing their claws and fangs.

The assault was powerful enough to shake the earth. Even the titan demons fell short in comparison in impressing Jiang Chen.

“The celestial demons do live up to their reputation. The titan demons are considered unrivaled in frontal assaults, but they have yet to reach their leaders’ level.”

Nevertheless, Winterdraw’s defenses were strong enough to withstand the assault after Jiang Chen’s continuous improvements. Moreover, everyone inside the formation had been doing whatever they could to negate the incoming attacks.

If all the enemies’ attacks landed on the formation, it’d break sooner or later, but the human cultivators didn’t just sit idly by. The Earth Bodhisattva Orb, especially, did wonders in dispersing the enemies’ attacks and lessening their impact.

Xia Tianze clucked his tongue in appreciation. “Although the ancient Earth Bodhisattva Sect claimed to be the best formation faction, they weren’t able to do all this with the orb.”

Jiang Chen smiled without a word. Many of the ancient treasures hadn’t been fully utilized back in the day. Of course, he wasn’t going to point that out.

A headcount imparted that there had been no deaths on Winterdraw’s side since the formation had remained intact. The first wave of attack from the celestial sound waves had hit many cultivators, but due to Jiang Chen’s timely reaction, only a few weaker cultivators had been seriously hurt.

They’d suffered almost no major casualties in the trying fight. The result greatly boosted human confidence.

“See?” Xia Tianze spoke brightly. “Demons may be terrifying, but they aren’t what they were back in the ancient times. They no longer hold a significant advantage over us. Celestial demons, blood demons, yin demons… the entire demonic army made their move in the end, yet they did nothing to us. I trust we all have more confidence in ourselves after this, no?”

As he said, those who hadn’t fought demons before had gained new confidence.

Demons were powerful, but so was young lord Chen. He was able to counter every one of the demons’ moves. That was true strength!

Jiang Chen wasn’t overly excited. He declared solemnly, “We’ve driven away the demonic invasion and killed a good number of their forefathers without any human dying. However, the ones to make the greatest sacrifice were the Goldbiter Rats.”

He knew better than anyone that it was the rats’ fearless advance into the demons’ formation that had sent the enemies into complete chaos. Thus, it was hard to call this a victory.
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DISSENT IN THE DEMON CAMP


When the Goldbiter Rats finally made their return, an aghast Jiang Chen realized they’d lost almost half their members in less than fifteen minutes.

Yet, despite his tribesmen dying by the millions, the rat king was excited beyond belief by the rewards he’d reaped from this particular battle. The survivors would certainly grow beyond their current limits, and the tribe could make up for the dead in a decade or two, thanks to its reproductive speed.

“Ole Gold, you and your tribe are the main heroes this time around.”

The rat king grinned, its whiskers bobbing up and down. “We were merely lending a hand, young lord. I dare not claim credit, not to mention the prodigious benefits we acquired. You can’t imagine the pleasure I felt when I saw the young’uns munch on them.”

The demon tribes were famous across the all heavenly planes. They used to be existences far beyond the rats’ reach, yet such creatures now folded all the same in the face of a rat tide. The monster demons, in particular, had become the main course of a grand feast.

Not even their three forefathers had been spared. Besieged by an ocean of rats, they ultimately became food.

Of course, it was mostly to the rat king’s credit. He’d successfully ambushed the three demon gods before donating them to his kin. Nevertheless, no one could deny the part the rat tribe had played.

Human cultivators looked at the rat king with conflicted emotions. There was gratitude, but also specks of fear.

Ole Gold basked in the atmosphere. The Goldbiter Rats had always been too timid to show their faces in public. But now, they commanded not only respect, but also trepidation.

It was the beginning of his tribe’s time of glory.

“Alright, the demons have been dealt a monumental blow. They’re still not to be trifled with, of course, but we’re leveling the playing field, step by step. As long as we don’t overreach, we’ll ultimately drive them out of Divine Abyss!”

Another eight demon forefathers had fallen in the previous engagement: three from the baleful blood tribe, two from the yin tribe, as well as the three monster and winged forefathers killed by the Goldbiter Rats.

To begin with, they’d been twenty or so at best. After the latest massacre, the pitiful number of demon gods still alive no longer constituted a lethal threat for humanity.

At the very least, they’d suffered irreversible damage. They weren’t yet six feet under, but without an injection of fresh blood, their best hope would be to fight mankind to a stalemate.

Of course, the young lord wanted no part of a stalemate. His end goal was their annihilation, pure and simple.

In the doldrums after this defeat, the demons had withdrawn several thousand miles away.

Their greatest loss wasn’t the failure to capture Winterdraw. Morale had been critically shaken, and the celestial tribe had lost all prestige and authority.

Other than the monster tribe decimated by ambush from the Goldbiter Rats, the celestial tribe’s performance had been the most lackluster.

The fiasco was solely due to their excessive confidence. Too slow to react at the moment of truth, they’d been mere passengers watching the tragic slaughter of the other tribes. The army was thoroughly disillusioned with their leadership.

The still-wounded Bloodreed even swore at them in the open, giving vent to his resentment. Seemingly of one mind, Goldenhowl also denounced them in the same way.

In contrast, no one truly stood up for them.

The monster and giant demons, in particular, had fallen prey to celestial schemes in the past. They’d fought each other, ultimately to Jiang Chen’s benefit.

The yin tribe was also disgruntled by their massive losses.

Only the shadow, fire, and winged demons remained somewhat loyal. As for the wood demons, their attitude was ambiguous to say the least.

Noticing this strange atmosphere, Celestial said, “Everyone, my flawed judgment is the root of our defeat.” His tone grave, he adopted a very humble attitude.

However, no one rushed to reply.

The crowd seemed dissatisfied by such a cursory apology. Bloodreed, in particular, smirked. “How can you celestial demons ever be wrong? Since the beginning of time, haven’t you lot been ever-wise, never erring even once?”

Celestial snorted. “Bloodreed, I understand your distress, but didn’t all of us formulate our battle plans together?”

Exploding in sudden fury, Bloodreed huffed, his eyes wide widened with rage. “It’s true, everyone agreed to the plan, but we all know you’re the pack leader when push comes to shove. You’re our bellwether, but what did you do? A wiseman once said: fear not invincible enemies, but idiotic allies. And by idiotic, I’m talking about you lot!”

Entirely disabused, he swore his head off without a care in the world.

The time for courtesy was long behind them. Out of the blood tribe’s four forefathers, he alone had half-survived. Their part in the demons’ hegemonic plans on Divine Abyss was done and dusted.

Swearing was the only course left to him. It’d be best if he could instigate others into opposing Celestial and strip him of authority. Perhaps there was still room to salvage the situation, as long as they could out their long-standing leader.

Otherwise, talks of conquest would be sheer illusion. Even assuming an eventual success, the celestial demons would simply claim the fruits of everyone’s labors.

The other tribes naturally weren’t interested in such a thankless task.

Silence fell on the scene.

Everyone craned their necks, waiting to hear the celestial demons’ reply. If the latter were persist in their ways, the rest wouldn’t mind joining forces to overthrow the old regime.

Celestial’s power was unrivaled, but nine tribes were more than enough to humble a single one.

Celestial sighed. “Daoist Bloodreed, I have nothing to say in my defense. It’s true, we’ve made the wrong calls, but ask yourself honestly: Without us, can the rest of you defeat the humans?”

Bloodreed cackled. “So will your participation ensure our victory? You were the ones at the helm in the ancient war. The result? We fell for their schemes and were sealed away. In the latest battle, you were again the commander-in-chief for an even worse outcome!”

His sentiment found an immediate echo with the other tribes.
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DEMONIC PANIC


The atmosphere turned awkward.

It was the first time ever that demons, as a whole, had turned their backs on their leaders.

The third celestial forefather sighed lightly. “Everyone, we’re talking out of anger right now. Maybe the discussion will be more productive if we think things over more calmly?”

“Oh? What productive contribution do you have then?” Goldenhowl’s cold chuckle was laced with mockery.

“First, it’s obvious by now the humans’ fighting potential at the top is stronger than in the past. It’s our first time seeing so many of their cards. Don’t you all find that odd?”

His words were a wake-up call, especially for some forefathers who hadn’t lost their composure.

“You’re right, it’s curious indeed. There’s something very outlandish about this Jiang Chen. Despite his young age, he’s far and away a nastier opponent than the Great Divine Veluriyam.”

“These sacred beasts are also new. Since when were they so close to humans? I thought there was great enmity between them as well?”

“Also, what about those strange mice? I’ll be damned, why do they remind me of the Goldbiter Kingrats?”

The words “Goldbiter Kingrat” were the stuff of nightmares in the heavenly planes.

Even demons shied away from these creatures, as evidenced by the many forefathers blanching in horror at this name, visibly dismayed.

“Goldbiter Kingrats? How’s that possible? Divine Abyss is nothing but a mundane plane, how could it house such a famous race?”

“What of the four divine beasts then? Do they match this so-called ordinary plane? There’s something uncanny about this world.”

“There’s also Jiang Chen. His strength and treasures are on an entirely different level from the ancient human sects!”

The crowd engaged in lively back-and-forths.

His expression livid, Celestial also found himself at a loss. Why had a trivial Divine Abyss suddenly become this complex? Demons and humans had fought scads of battles in the past, but this level of casualties was unprecedented, especially when it came to the forefathers.

For some reason, demon gods now seemed cheap, frail beings that crumbled at the first blow. Humans seemed to have suddenly found a way to mitigate their powers. Every new engagement now brought its share of dead forefathers.

What the hell was going on?

No one could answer for certain.

There had been a host of human gods in the past, but even for these innumerable powerhouses, killing demon gods had been no mean feat.

True, the tribes weren’t in perfect shape so soon after being released from their seals, but they weren’t too far from peak condition either. On the other hand, humans ought to have been far weaker than their ancient counterparts.

However, Jiang Chen’s emergence changed the name of the game. Forefathers dropped like flies every time he was involved, not to mention the four divine beasts and the tribe that evoked the Goldbiter Kingrats.

Events seemed to be turning in a very unfavorable direction.

The third forefather sighed. “We all have our own points of view. Some of you are still overwhelmed by rage. I empathize, because it’s our first time taking such a sound loss. We celestial demons are in the same boat. This is new territory for us as well.

“So, rather than the conquest of Divine Abyss, the first question we should consider is the path we ought to take.”

“Path?” The crowd blinked collectively.

The third forefather nodded somberly. “I don’t know if you’ve acknowledged it yet, but I’m positive the humans have overcome their innate fear of us. This is an ominous sign. Without that weakness, their versatility will come even more to the fore. Our road ahead will be laden with trouble. Some of you might still be optimistic, but in my opinion, our most pressing issue is how to survive! Disaster is nigh upon us, everyone.”

Even Celestial frowned at his words. Wasn’t Ole Third being a little too alarmist?

They hadn’t fallen so low that they had to worry about staying alive, had they?

Granted, humans had achieved a few victories here and there, but never honest ones. They’d never taken demonkind head-on. Bluntly put, they’d always relied on tricks and opportunism.

Bloodreed cackled. “What? Are you trying to absolve yourself of blame by exalting the humans? Just so that you lot don’t look as stupid?”

Celestial’s wrath almost got the better of him. He was a hair’s breadth away from striking the blood demon dead.

Alas, despite his power, he couldn’t create a definite rift between his tribe and the others. It would be the end of them all. He had no choice but to repress this impulse and stay his hand.

The third forefather responded coolly, “Bloodreed, I understand your anger, but will lashing out solve the issue? Ask yourself honestly. If your tribe runs into humans, will you butcher them as easily as you used to?”

He wouldn’t!

After trading blows with the four beasts, Bloodreed was now intimately acquainted with their strength. If Jiang Chen was also lying in ambush nearby...

Well, hadn’t he experienced the outcome once already for himself?

Therefore, he kept his peace, but Goldenhowl interjected frostily, “You can waggle your tongue and spew nonsense all you like. The cold hard truth is that our tribes have suffered heavy losses while you lot are almost untouched.”

There lay the root of his anger. Why should the other tribes sacrifice their tribesmen while the celestial demons stay safe and sound?

The celestial sixth forefather had been the only victim, and from an accident at that.

Put this way, the celestial tribe’s selfishness became even more plain to see, fanning the others’ ire. They all echoed, “That’s right, why are you the only ones still fine and dandy? Isn’t that unfair?”

“Weren’t you talking of fighting to the death? Next time, let’s see you put your money where your mouth is!”

“Forefather Celestial, if your tribe can subdue Winterdraw, we’re willing to follow your orders. But forgive us for not playing along if you’re still planning to use us as cannon fodder!”
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THE CELESTIAL TRIBE’S SECRET ART


Repeated failures had taught the demons that subjugating Winterdraw was a long shot.

It wasn’t impossible for a desperate offensive to crack what they’d seen of the human fortifications. But what would be the point? What came after that?

They would lose half their forefathers in the process, or more.

Could the remaining half kill the island’s defenders? Could they conquer the human domain? That was nothing but a pipe dream!

Out of the elites the demons had initially brought to the continent, less than two-tenths were still alive, as well as roughly one-third of the forefather-level cultivators. It was too puny a force for their grand, beautiful dream. It was time to wake up from the illusions of grandeur.

The post-battle debrief ultimately ended on a sour note.

Celestial returned to his tribe’s camp, barely holding his boiling anger in check. From the moment he’d led the troops into this world, his authority had never been thus challenged.

All he had to his name now were the tatters of dignity and a chest full of rage.

His cold gaze landed on the third forefather. “Old Third, aren’t you the sociable one? Why’d you make our tribe even more of a laughingstock? To glorify the humans and shame us demons, whose side exactly do you stand on?”

The third forefather sighed lightly. “Celestial, my words were half honest and half to appease them.”

“Which part was real?”

“My evaluation of humanity is genuine. The rest was to dispel their anger. I didn’t want them to band together against us.”

“Do they have the balls to?” Celestial sneered.

“We’re already past asking this kind of question. At this rate, it’s a matter of when, not if,” the third forefather retorted calmly.

“Old Third, what are you saying?” The other celestial forefathers looked at him, dumbfounded.

“Are you still blind to the truth? They’re merely waiting for an opportunity to unload their accumulated hostility on us. Even if they don’t rebel outright, they’ll find subtler ways to make our life difficult. Nothing will pacify them!”

In spite of his wrath, Celestial stayed silent. He couldn’t refute Old Third’s arguments.

“So there’s no more hope left for our grand undertaking? Is that what you mean, Old Third? Should we give up just like that?” asked another forefather, clearly reluctant.

The third forefather muttered, “Of course we can’t renounce our goal. Only, we’re either headed towards a schism or…” He stopped there, his words trailing off.

But they jolted Celestial nonetheless. He stared at the third forefather, an intense glint in his eyes. “Old Third, speak plainly.”

“Forefather, perhaps our final card is the only resort left to us. As celestial demons, it’s our destiny rule over the fate of the tribes. They’ve lost their loyalty to our race, so we must sacrifice them for our grand ambitions…”

Everyone felt their blood run cold at his eerie tone. They all understood his implications.

As the supreme authority of their race, their bloodline possessed a secret art passed down through their distinctive mark.

Only those belonging to the tribe could unlock the mark and learn this art. None of the other tribes were aware of its existence.

The so-called secret art consisted of sacrificing other demons in times of need. Victims were absorbed and bloodlines of the tribes assimilated to strengthen the celestial demons.

As a result, they’d not only gain the other demons’ strength, but also their unique abilities, ending up representing all ten tribes by themselves.

In due time, they’d once again slowly beget offspring belonging to other tribes. Through this cycle of fusion and division, the celestial tribe acted as a confluence for the entire race.

A heady rush of excitement flooded the celestial demon forefathers.

The secret art was an oppressive one. It magnified the tribe’s power as soon as it was used.

Of course, it wasn’t easy to implement. They had to absorb the other tribes first, then spend a long time to digest their powers.

The process was filled with dangers. If they couldn’t stay in control, it was entirely possible for spontaneous implosion.

Of course, imploding didn’t necessarily mean death for celestial demons. As long as their spirits lived on, they could reconstruct their flesh, reassemble their soul, and come back to life.

Hence, it was a simple matter of time, a small price to pay for a glorious future.

“Forefather, let’s do it!”

“That’s right, the other tribes have clearly lost faith in us. Their role is done as far as our race is concerned.”

“Forefather, we’re all waiting for your word!”

The latter murmured to himself for a moment before giving his nod. “Very well. Since they don’t know their place and challenge our authority, they’ll have to reap what they’ve sown.”

“Old Third, you’re the one to first mention it. You must have a plan in mind?”

The third forefather smiled faintly. “There are roughly sixteen forefathers left in the other nine tribes, enough to match us in raw strength. So we must act in complete secrecy! Divide and conquer. We’ll catch them in small batches. We can’t let anyone slip through our net! We’ll have a civil war on our hands if word gets out.”

“Then who’s first on the menu?” Celestial quietly asked. “The fire, winged, and shadow demons are still relatively loyal. Perhaps we should start with them…”

“No, we must be decisive and go right for the root of the problem.” The third forefather shook his head in refusal, rather disapproving of Celestial’s dithering.

“Good, we’ll do as you’ve said then. We’ll catch them one by one.”

“Once our tribe springs into motion, they’ll have choice but to submit to their fate.” the other forefathers voiced their agreement.
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Meanwhile, Bloodreed was slowly recuperating inside his tent. Thanks to the many pills he’d taken, he’d brought his injury under control, unlike the anger still running wild in his chest.

Beside him, Goldenhowl sipped a cup of wine with a subtle smile, a peculiar expression on his face.

“Just spit it out. Don’t hold it in, or it’ll fester!” demanded the disgruntled Bloodreed.

The golden demon clearly had some choice words, judging from his deportment.

Goldenhowl chuckled. “Hehe, you blood demons didn’t take my tribe’s woes to heart when your strength was still intact. How does it feel now that you’re down to my level?”
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FEAR AND UNEASE


His face grave, Bloodreed didn’t retort for a change.

Goldenhowl stopped his tirade at this unusual reaction. In terms of pure strength, the two of them were almost unmatched in the ten tribes. No one stood above them, apart from Forefather Celestial.

Even the second or third forefathers of the celestial tribe were their equal at best.

“Old Blood, what are you thinking about?” inquired the golden demon.

“Alas.” Bloodreed sighed softly. “I feel queasy on this day. I shouldn’t have caved in to the pressure and agreed to the battle plans. I had the feeling the celestial tribe was up to no good. I just knew it! And now no one can oppose them anymore. We can only obey like meek little lambs.”

“Obey?” His breathing labored, Goldenhowl struggled to stifle his emotions. “Why should we?”

“Do you think we’re in a position to refuse?” Bloodreed asked quietly.

“We can’t challenge them outright, but we don’t have to cooperate, do we? The other tribes must be seething right now. The titan, monster, wood, and yin demons, how many of them do you think are genuinely happy? The shadow, fire, and winged tribes are the only ones without too many complaints.”

“Heh, so what? You think you can start a revolution?” Bloodreed chuckled.

Goldenhowl’s agitation cooled off at the sight of the blood demon’s outward display of nonchalance. Mirroring his counterpart, he too smiled calmly, and murmured seemingly to himself, “What’s the hurry? Without a tribe to command, I can throw my lot with anyone. There’s no reason for me to be so upset.”

The two old foxes danced around each other, testing and probing again and again.

Bloodreed’s lips curled up in a pensive smile. “Old Golden, I feel apprehensive even now. I fear the bloodshed isn’t over yet.”

“Heh, stop indulging in flights of fancy. The human brat is strong, but he’s never acted without a plan. Do you think he’ll try to sneak inside our base so far from Winterdraw? Humans don’t have that power, nor do they have the mettle.” Goldenhowl still refused to acknowledge Jiang Chen’s worth.

“Who says I was talking about him?” Bloodreed said quietly.

Goldenhowl stared meaningfully at the blood demon, his eyes narrowed into slits. “Fellow daoist, what do you mean?”

“Heh, Old Golden, we’re both smart people. You clearly understand me,” Bloodreed retorted, unimpressed. “Don’t play dumb if you want an honest talk. If not, the exit’s right over there.”

Goldenhowl froze, his smile gradually vanishing.

“Very well, you’re evidently referring to the celestial tribe. But no matter their faults, they surely wouldn’t do anything to us. What would they have to gain by harming us? Do they think they can conquer Divine Abyss by themselves? That’s just a dream!”

Bloodreed eyed him deeply, silent for a long moment before he finally sighed. “I see. So you’re not in the know about some things.”

Goldenhowl froze. “About what?”

Bloodreed lowered his voice, a hint of fear flash across his face. “I don’t think many of us are aware of this secret. I learned of it by accident myself.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Goldenhowl asked, perplexed. Why was the blood demon looking so serious?

Something vital was at play here, but so what the celestial tribe had a few secrets? They couldn’t possibly kill other demons. Wouldn’t that be shooting themselves in the foot?

He’d never entertained the possibility, not unless their brains turned to mush would the celestial tribe do so. For that reason, he sometimes felt emboldened to speak up against them.

Bloodreed took a deep breath and confided in an enigmatic tone, “I’ll say it once. Believe me or don’t, there won’t be a second time either way.”

“Alright, I’m listening.”

“The celestial tribe possesses a mark unique to their bloodline. A secret art is stored inside, called the Celestial Secret Art. It can absorb the bloodlines of the other tribes and merge them with their own. It allows them to steal our cultivation and obtain our abilities.”

“What?!” Goldenhowl almost lost his voice. “You mean they can snatch our strength and duplicate our unique traits?”

“Correct. In fact, all of the other nine tribes descend from theirs. They can take back our bloodlines whenever they want. After a few generations, they can split into different tribes again. Through this cycle of uniting and dividing, they hold the supreme authority of our race firmly in their hands. Surely you understand me now?”

Goldenhowl’s face was twisted in a grimace.

“Is that what you meant when you spoke of bloodshed? You think they’ll kill us to absorb our powers?”

“That’s how it works in theory, at least. Furthermore, their strength will soar once they absorb us, so in the grand scheme of things, the army won’t be too weakened overall,” concluded Bloodreed, his tone sinister.

Goldenhowl stiffened. “And you’re saying they’re ready to use it?”

“Most likely. Think about it. The third forefather’s words were obviously meant to appease us. That old fox is as shrewd as they come. He must have been eyeing us for quite some time.”

“What should we do then?” Goldenhowl sprang from his seat, his fury exploding. “We must contact the other tribes without delay and expose the truth.”

“Do you think they’ll take us at face value?” Bloodreed retorted.

“Are you telling me to sit here and wait for death?” Goldenhowl ranted, pacing around the tent.

“The smartest option would be to leave this instant and escape far, far away. Out of Divine Abyss altogether, if possible. We should stay away forever. They’ll hound us as long as we remain in this plane. Their powers exceed our wildest imagination. With the other tribes’ abilities on top of theirs, we’ll never know a day of peace until the end of time.”

“What are we waiting for then? Let’s move right now!” Goldenhowl was fearless, but to oppose the celestial tribe would be to dig his own grave.

“Yeah, we have to go!” Bloodreed nodded, but his senses suddenly tingled. Somewhere nearby, people were coming their way.

“Speak of the devil.” Goldenhowl had also noticed the visitors.
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FOREFATHER CELESTIAL’S TRUE STRENGTH


As high-strung as they were, they jumped out of their skin at mere rustling leaves.

But as it turned out, such an excessive reaction didn’t seem warranted.

The celestial tribe hadn’t come knocking at their door. Instead, one of the visitors was a monster demon, and the other two forefathers of the shadow tribe. Inside the tent, the three of them were met with a rather glacial welcome.

The monster forefather chuckled when he noticed Goldenhowl’s presence. “Heh, as I thought, Daoist Goldenhowl is here. We visited your tent before coming here.”

The latter responded coolly, “As a lone wolf, I can go wherever I please. Why were you looking for me?”

The two shadow demons smiled awkwardly at his standoffishness.

“Don’t be like that, my friend. We’re probably here for the same reason as you.”

“Heh, I don’t have a particular agenda. I simply came to see how Daoist Bloodreed is faring with his injury. What’s your purpose?” he asked, his tone still icy.

“We came to check on Daoist Bloodreed as well, but also wanted to confide something in him,” replied the monster demon with a simper.

One didn’t react hostilely to a smiling face, so Bloodreed couldn’t pay their friendliness back with outright hostility. He chuckled instead. “Thank you for your concern. I’m not yet fully recovered, so let’s get straight to the point. I was about to see my guest out and rest.”

“Heh, fellow daoist, you’re not having a good day, are you? To tell you the truth, our tribes have held talks in private. All of us feel the celestial demons are to blame for today’s debacle. We can’t continue to suffer their leadership, or our grand campaign will end up in failure. So we’d like the two of you to take charge instead. Perhaps…”

A strange expression floated over Bloodreed’s face as he toyed insouciantly with a blood-colored ring on his finger. “You think too highly of us. Neither of us have a tribe to back us up anymore. The celestial demons did blunder today, but they’re still the most legitimate commanders, given their strength. I only hope they’ll wise up in the future.”

“Oh? Fellow daoist, are you truly speaking from the heart? Surely not.” The monster demon frowned.

Bloodreed stood up and poured liquor into a few cups.

“Heh, the two of us are genuinely humbled by your offer, but you shouldn’t bring up such a topic this lightly. To lead demonkind? That’s no joking matter. A single mistake can cause internal ruin and our race’s downfall. We don’t want to be forever remembered as sinners.”

Goldenhowl nodded. “I agree. The celestial demons are lowlifes, but their strength speaks for itself. No one can deny that.”

As an awkward lull descended on the tent, which Bloodreed broke by offering each caller a drink. They looked at the cups, but, rather than downing the contents on the spot, they put the cups aside.

“What a sad sight to see. You two have such outstanding strength, yet you flee your responsibilities when the chips are down. This lack of valor is disappointing.”

His eyes suddenly flashing, Bloodreed tossed his cup in the air, sprinkling the crimson liquid like a shower of rain and shrouding the tent’s interior in a fog of blood.

“Let’s go!” he called. Alongside Goldenhowl, he flew outside, leaving his guests in the lurch.

Back inside the tent, the three demons hurriedly used their powers to dispel the fog. But when they regained their vision, they felt the blood boil in their veins, like they’d been poisoned.

“Damn it, Bloodreed is a damn sly bastard. Looks like he’s saw through our cover and was planning a getaway from the start.”

“Did he hit us with the poison when he was fiddling with his blood ring?”

“Most likely! We need to hurry up and force the venom out.”

“We should notify the forefather first.”

“No need, he’s waiting nearby. They’ll have a hard time getting past him!”

They recovered their original appearances as they spoke. The leader’s real identity was actually the second forefather of the celestial tribe, accompanied by the fourth and fifth forefathers.

They’d absorbed the monster and shadow demon forefathers beforehand. Though they hadn’t fully assimilated the stolen cultivation yet, they’d pilfered their victims’ abilities and disguised themselves in order to fool Bloodreed and Goldenhowl.

Once their decision was set, the celestial demons acted extremely swiftly. The other tribes had more or less been entirely sorted out by the time they’d made their way to Bloodreed’s tent.

As for the two runaways, they flew out of the army camp at breakneck speed, escape the only thing on their mind.

However, as soon they resorted to their movement arts, the surrounding space shook and formed an invisible barrier ahead of them, stopping them cold.

Someone had obviously predicted the direction of their flight.

In the air, Celestial’s figure transformed in a gorgeous display of light, a pair of wings unfolding from his back. He slowly descended from the sky, looking down at the two deserters with a stern glare. “Sure enough, rebellion runs in your veins. Just as I’ve guessed, you’ve forsaken demonkind.”

Color drained from Bloodreed’s face. Things had gone south now that Celestial barred their way in person. Even together, the two of them weren’t a match for his immense powers. He was a bona fide advanced divine realm cultivator.

“Old Golden, let’s attack together!” Bloodreed shouted at Goldenhowl.

The latter glanced left and right for an opening, still hoping to avoid a direct confrontation.

“Don’t waste your time. You won’t find a weak spot once sealed inside the celestial tribe’s domain. We must fight to the death or we’ll be slaughtered like lambs!” shouted Bloodreed.

Goldenhowl steeled his resolve, his eyes glinting fiercely. “Very well, a fight it is!”

A sharp blade appeared in his hands. It slashed across the sky and ripped the void apart in an explosion as blinding as the celestial bodies.

His goal was to forcibly tear a hole in space so they could flee.

Meanwhile, Bloodreed rubbed the blood ring on his finger and muttered an incantation. Bloody rays rose in waves of crimson runes that turned into a smorgasbord of evil spirits lunging at Celestial. From the get-go, he’d resorted to his ultimate skill.

Two great forefathers fighting for their lives was truly a frightening sight to behold. However, their opponent was Celestial, the undisputed number one among the demons.

Facing Goldenhowl’s incoming slash, he merely smiled and lifted his right hand, then swatted it down.

The swat instantly enlarged into a giant palm as big as a mountain. It slapped away the stroke as if snuffing out a candle.

As for Bloodreed’s incantation, Celestial simply blew on the evil spirits and disintegrated them into red flecks that scattered away with the wind!
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ONE DEAD, ONE ON THE RUN


Bloodreed and Goldenhowl couldn’t be more surprised to see their prized techniques easily countered by Forefather Celestial.

It suddenly dawned on them that the demon they were facing was the unequivocal best cultivator of their race, and an advanced realm demon god.

Goldenhowl roared, his eyes bloodshot. “Why are you so merciless to us, Forefather Celestial?! Why didn’t you use this power against the human race earlier? Why weren’t you as aggressive as you are now? Are you only capable of fighting your own kind?”

Bloodreed scoffed. “The celestial demons have gone against the natural order and killed your fellow demons. That’s going to come back to bite you!”

Celestial remained unfazed no matter what the two forefathers cursed, seemingly deaf to their words. He responded indifferently, “I’ll allow you the chance to run your mouths before you die. You won’t be able to talk later.”

Goldenhowl gritted his teeth. “I won’t go down without a fight!”

He shook his arms as he spoke. His bones crackled and body expanded, filling his clothes to the brim. Sinews and muscles bulged from his skin. He transformed at a speed visible to the naked eye, becoming a giant as large as a mountain. His body radiated power like it was cast in metal.

With a roar, he manifested a golden broadsword with a twist of his wrist.

Golden light exploded as he raised the sword. “Let’s find out who’s stronger today, Celestial!”

He leapt toward the demonic forefather with a powerful stomp. His momentum was as if an advancing mountain.

Bam!

He slashed at Celestial.

He was at least a hundred times bigger than the celestial demon. The stroke seemed like it would tear open even the earth beneath Celestial’s feet.

Bloodreed narrowed his eyes until they were almost fully close, contemplating something.

Clang!

The blade was a hundred times bigger than Celestial’s finger, yet the forefather easily caught the blade and stopped the mighty attack without much difficulty.

Enraged, Goldenhowl hacked and slashed again, every one of which was fiercer and more impressive than its predecessor.

The barrage of slashes rained on Celestial, attempting to break through his domain. However, the strokes found no purchase on the tenacious barrier and failed to break it.

Bloodreed’s eyelids twitched.

“What are you waiting for, Bloodreed?” Goldenhowl called out angrily. “Let’s attack him together!”

Bloodreed made a sound of assent. A faint mist emerged around him, obscuring his form after a few breaths of time.

An instant later, the mist expanded and scattered away, with Bloodreed vanishing into thin air.

Celestial had been keeping an eye on Bloodreed. He thought the blood demon would sneak up on him, but to his surprise, Bloodreed suddenly vanished.

“How can this be?” Celestial looked around. There really was no trace of the blood demon in his domain!

All that was left was a thread of faint mist. He could sense a hint of blood energy, but it seemed that Bloodreed had exhausted his life force to turn himself into mist, penetrating the celestial domain and fleeing.

The disintegration would greatly damage both body and soul.

“An absolute madman!” cursed Celestial.

It frustrated him that Bloodreed had run away. Meanwhile, Goldenhowl was still fighting him like a fool with a death wish. Celestial scoffed derisively. His body enlarged as well, reaching Goldenhowl’s size in an instant and continuing to grow until he was five times bigger.

Celestial snorted mockingly. “You’ve always fancied yourself so clever, Goldenhowl, yet you’re nothing but a stepping stone for Bloodreed even before death. Was it worth it?”

When he slammed his palm into Goldenhowl, the latter felt like he’d been hit by the combined power of all the heavens. He had to tap into his full strength in order to counter the unstoppable force.

No matter how hard he tried, however, his knees continued to bend beneath the pressure, until finally, they gave out and hit the ground with a bam.

But that wasn’t the end. The giant palm continued to crush down.

Goldenhowl howled to raise his morale and perhaps get a second wind, but that wasn’t going to bridge the power difference between them.

Eventually, Goldenhowl’s prideful head sank.

Celestial seized Goldenhowl and crushed him into a ball before popping the latter into his mouth.

Crunch, crunch. The victorious forefather munched on the golden demon, fully claiming Goldenhowl’s lifetime of cultivation achievements for his own.

Celestial lifted his head and howled, scanning the area with narrowed eyes, trying to spot where Bloodreed had run off to in the darkness of the night.

Unfortunately, Bloodreed had cunningly left traces of blood mist in all directions. Even Celestial had trouble locating him.

The other five celestial forefathers caught up one after another.

“All done?” asked Forefather Celestial.

“All done,” said the third forefather. “Has Bloodreed escaped, Forefather?”

Celestial scoffed. “He’s cunning and determined. He escaped by disintegrating himself, but he won’t be able to run forever!”

“That’s right. We’ll go after him. His escape has left his body and soul crippled. He’s not going to put up much of a fight. We should be able to catch up with him!”

The other five forefathers split up to search for Bloodreed.
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THE ONLY WAY OUT


Bloodreed essentially committed chronic suicide with the way he fled. He knew that as well as anyone. Even though he’d escaped from Forefather Celestial, with some time and effort, the celestial demon would still be able to easily locate and kill him.

Therefore, he was considering where to go after his escape.

He couldn’t think of an answer. Every path led to a dead end. That was, unless he could escape from the continent and make his way to other planes, never to be seen again.

However, he wouldn’t be able to survive the journey in this state. A hundred thousand miles would exhaust him.

The thought filled him with despair and hatred. What enraged him the most wasn’t the defeat he’d suffered, but the celestial demons’ betrayal.

Thinking of the defeat the demonic army had suffered, an odd flash of light flicked through Bloodreed’s eyes. He cast his gaze in Winterdraw’s direction.

Ah. There seemed to be a way to survive.

All other paths led to his death. Winterdraw, the base of the human race, was where his hopes lay.

Bloodreed rushed to Winterdraw with all he had. The speed at which he traveled almost killed him. His desperate dash brought him to Winterdraw’s outskirts in no time, which was but a few thousand miles away.

It was peaceful around here. The ruins left by the battle were obscured in the dark. Nevertheless, he could sense the remnants of terrible violence.

Bloodreed hovered around for a long time before speaking up. “Is Daoist Jiang Chen here?”

He had no time to hesitate. If he waited any longer, the celestial forefathers would catch up with him.

Jiang Chen had sensed Bloodreed’s approach as soon as he drew close to Winterdraw. The Great Veluriyam Torch was tremendously sensitive to demonic presence.

However, he hadn’t expected their uninvited visitor to be Bloodreed from the blood tribe, and that he seemed to be alone.

“What is he planning?” Xia Tianze asked curiously.

Jiang Chen was also befuddled. He focused his senses and concluded that Bloodreed was indeed on his own. There were no other demons lurking about.

Moreover, Bloodreed looked panicked and weak, like he would keel over anytime.

“I’m Forefather Bloodreed from the blood demon tribe, Daoist Jiang Chen. I swear on heaven and earth that I mean you no harm. I’m here to deliver a valuable opportunity to mankind. If I’ve uttered a single word of lies, may I collapse and be claimed by death now!”

He wanted to enter Winterdraw as soon as possible to seek sanctuary. Worried that Jiang Chen would refuse to see him, he made a solemn oath.

The human cultivators were quite surprised.

“A blood demon forefather?” An Kasyapa spoke up. “I hear their lot are adept at corrupting bloodlines. They’re capable of single-handedly enthralling an entire sect.”

That, Jiang Chen knew. He could tell that Bloodreed wasn’t here for that, though. More importantly, the demon seemed to be telling the truth.

“I’ll hear him out. Don’t worry. I can deal with him if he’s up to no good.”

He wasn’t boasting. The previous battle had cemented his confidence. He had a feeling that he was going to ascend to sixth level divine realm soon.

Jiang Chen didn’t fear Bloodreed when the demon was at his peak, let alone when he was injured.

The young lord left Winterdraw and approached Bloodreed. “Tsk, a forefather of the blood demon tribe, yet you’ve fallen to this state. What show are you putting on now?”

Bloodreed ignored Jiang Chen’s mockery and sighed dejectedly. “A tragedy has befallen the demonic race because of the celestial demons’ treacherous deeds. Of the ten tribes, only theirs remains. I’m the sole survivor from the other tribes. There’s a bet you have to take, Jiang Chen.”

“What bet?” Jiang Chen smiled faintly.

“A bet on whether or not you should believe me. Believe me that the human race has a chance to win this fight once and for all. If you don’t place your trust in my words, the human race will be doomed in a decade.”

“How so?” Jiang Chen asked with a lazy smile.

“It’s simple. The celestial demons have devoured all members of the other tribes and acquired their power and techniques. Once they finish digesting, their power will grow exponentially. Forefather Celestial will reach his peak and become truly unstoppable.

“If you don’t take this seriously,” Bloodreed rushed out anxiously. “It’ll be your downfall.”

Jiang Chen snorted. “Have I said I don’t believe you?”

“You believe me?” That surprised Bloodreed.

“I do. I know the secret method of the celestial tribe. I’m just curious how you know of the method, being a blood demon.” Jiang Chen looked at Bloodreed with piercing eyes, seemingly plumbing all of his secrets.

Bloodreed shuddered. “You know about the method? Are you… a celestial demon yourself?”

Jiang Chen laughed. “Do I look like one?”

Bloodreed shook his head and smiled wryly. “You don’t. However, I happened upon their secret by chance and was the only demon who knew about it. I didn’t expect you to be in the know as well. You’re indeed the bane of my race.”

Jiang Chen didn’t comment on that. “How many demon forefathers were there before they were devoured?”

“Fifteen in addition to me.”

“Which means six celestial demon forefathers have devoured fifteen forefathers.”

“That’s right.” Bloodreed nodded. “You are good, Jiang Chen, but if you allow the celestial demons to refine all they’ve consumed with their secret method, the human race will be doomed. No one will be able to stop them then. No one!”

Bloodreed’s tone was grave.

Jiang Chen, however, maintained a faint smile. “As a demon, shouldn’t you be pleased with your kind’s rise?”

“Hmph, why should I care if I’m not part of it? Besides, their rise in power comes at the cost of the blood demon tribe. Why should I be glad? The celestial demons have wronged me. I won’t rest easy until I see them fall myself!”

The demonic race was naturally rebellious. They couldn’t be defined with common sense.
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FALLING INTO A TRAP


Jiang Chen didn't like this kind of forthrightness, but he did enjoy the demons’ internal conflict. He smiled coolly. “Bloodreed, are you seeking my protection?”

Bloodreed chuckled. “It’s easier to converse with smart people. To avoid any more questions, I’ll get straight to the point. If you offer me protection, I’ll help you fight the celestial demons. For example, there’s a chance for that right now!”

“Very honest of you.” Jiang Chen nodded. “Your pursuers are coming this way already.”

Bloodreed grinned. “Get ready to hunt them down then.”

Jiang Chen glanced at the demon forefather thoughtfully and smiled. “Act the best you can. It’s more convincing that way.”

Bloodreed chuckled as well, nodding.

Returning to Winterdraw, Jiang Chen gave his orders to the four sacred beasts. “Get ready. Celestial demons are coming. If there’s only a few, we’ll make sure their trip is one-way only.”

“Young master Chen, is the old blood demon trying to trick us?” asked Xia Tianze.

Jiang Chen laughed. “His deceit wouldn't have escaped my eyes. Still, a bit of caution never hurt anyone.”

He prepared the ambush while Winterdraw’s defensive operations continued. He and the four sacred beasts hid in the outskirts. The Immaculate Robe concealed them wholly, rendering them virtually undetectable.

Even if Bloodreed wanted to pull any tricks, there would be no opportunity for him to.

The blood demon forefather was utterly pale as he leaned upon a clandestine bush. Two celestial demon forefathers were on his tail in hot pursuit.

It was the fourth and fifth forefathers.

As their titles reflected, they were about the middle of the pack among their peers.

Now that they had consumed the bloodlines of the other demons, it was only a matter of time until their strengths grew rapidly. In fact, they had a very good chance of breaking through to advanced divine realm.

Celestial demons didn't tolerate traitors like Bloodreed.

The two forefathers slowed down as they neared their quarry. “That Bloodreed is a wily one,” remarked the fifth forefather softly. “Did he flee in this direction to daunt us? He has no way out of this himself. Are the humans going to let him pass?”

The fourth forefather was more serious. “If they do, Ole Fifth, we’ll have a lot more trouble on our hands.”

“What trouble? Are you scared of retribution from the likes of Bloodreed? He’s pretty pathetic, and will be even more so once we break through,” replied the fifth forefather with gross disdain.

His companion was speechless. His comrade was too dull for his own good.

“Ole Fifth, did you think about the possibility that Bloodreed would tell the humans about our kind’s secret? If the humans learn about our internal conflict, they’ll hound us to no end. We don’t have many troops available right now, and we haven’t grown stronger yet. This is the most dangerous time for us.”

His words silenced the other at the throat. This would indeed be a disastrous development for the celestial demons, should it come to pass.

“Look over there, Ole Fifth.” Fourth’s tone became rather peculiar all of a sudden. He patted Fifth on the shoulder, then pointed forward.

An apparently unconscious Bloodreed lay in a bed of grass before them. There was less breath going into him than coming out.

“Is that him?” Fifth asked in a low voice.

“Certainly. I wonder if he’s pretending to be dead?”

“Let’s go see. He’s seriously injured. Why should the two of us be scared of him? We can kill him from this range ten times over,” asserted Fifth without being too concerned.

“But did he end up meeting the humans?” Fourth interjected. “If he has, this might be a trap.”

Fourth’s worries were far from unfounded.

A faint smile sounded in the distance as soon as he voiced his concern. “You’re pretty smart. This is indeed a trap.”

Space froze for a moment, then rushed to reconfigure itself to accommodate a newcomer.

“Who is it?” Both celestial demon forefathers sprang to alertness, placing their backs upon one another’s in readiness for a fight.

Laughing freely, Jiang Chen walked out from nothingness. “How naïve of you to be so relaxed when you’ve been in my territory for quite a while. What kind of host would I be if I didn’t come out to greet my guests?”

The two celestial demons colored when they saw him.

“Jiang Chen!”

“In the flesh.”

Fifth glanced at Bloodreed. “Bloodreed,” he spat viciously, “you’ve stooped so low as to betray demonkind for humans?”

Bloodreed sat up lazily. “Me, betray our race?” he sneered back in kind. “You’re the real traitors of our race. Your ruthlessness has forced my hand! Daoist Jiang Chen, this is your best chance to get rid of these two fools. Don’t tell me you can’t do something so trivial!”

“You prattle on too much,” Jiang Chen shot back coldly.

He had more than sufficient strength to slay one of the forefathers. The four sacred beasts united could hunt down the other. Moreover, their two targets had been taken by surprise. The sacred beasts’ domain was just as strong as the celestial demons’ now.

“Get them!” he commanded without further ado.

The sacred beasts pounced forth into the air. As their cultivation grew, they understood a multiplicity of the intrinsic truths of heaven and earth, including various bits of knowledge about formations. As such, they became much more formidable over time.

Their attacks evoked the furor of thunder and lightning, of the heavens and the natural elements. They commanded power beyond the two celestial demon forefathers’ imagination.

Long Xiaoxuan’s draconic fang and claw roiled the clouds and rent the earth asunder. A storm began to brew thanks to his presence.

The Astral White Tiger was an all-destroying blade that sliced in twain anything it touched.

The Vermilion Bird’s wings blotted out the sun. Its fires were hot enough to burn the air itself, to outshine the radiance of the sun and moon. Its inner flames conjured marvellously spectacular weather all on its own.

Not to be outdone, the Black Tortoise brought tremendous gravity and its festering gas to the table. Its noxious mists were penetrating to the soul.

The four sacred beasts struck with a variety of abilities, yet their moves formed an astoundingly harmonious whole.
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SUCCESSIVE DEMONIC DEVASTATION


The two celestial demon forefathers felt like the sky was caving in. They knew that humans made for difficult enemies, but their knowledge prior to now had only been tangential.

Though they had absorbed many of the demon forefathers’ strengths, the energies from their feast remained unrefined within them, contributing almost nil to their current prowess.

The four sacred beasts alone gave them a hard time. Jiang Chen’s participation exhausted and terrified them.

The two attempted to call for help using their race’s secret method.

“Daoist Jiang Chen,” Bloodreed called out, “they’re trying to summon other celestial demons. You need to take care of them fast, or you’ll have more of them on your hands to deal with!”

“I don’t need you to tell me that,” harrumphed Jiang Chen.

The True Dragon Rope of Water and Fire was already in motion as he spoke, nimbly weaving itself between the sacred beasts’ attacks to fly toward the fifth forefather.

Fifth was already quite busy from having to dodge the four beasts’ blows; he failed to notice the rope that crept up beneath his nose.

Whoosh!

The rope enclosed him in like two agile serpents, wrapping itself around his limbs eight times.

“Huh?” Fifth realized the problem too late. “Help me, Ole Fourth!”

The fourth forefather wanted to help him, but he was in enough trouble as was. He had no energy to spare for aiding his comrade.

It was nearly impossible for the fifth celestial forefather to escape the True Dragon Rope once captured. A single hand seal from Jiang Chen called the rope over, its prisoner dragged in tow. The celestial demon was dumped at the young man’s feet like a dead dog.

Jiang Chen slammed a palm down without ceremony, crippling the forefather’s cultivation.

Then, he cast his golden bell at the fourth forefather. The instrument’s ancient runes glowed with a threatening light.

Aghast, the fourth forefather was trying to evade when the sacred beasts’ assaults finally found their mark. With a resounding boom, he was completely destroyed, both body and soul. Not a single mote of dust was left of him.

Jiang Chen knew how adept celestial demons were at reviving and regenerating. It was mandatory when dealing with them to eradicate every trace of their soul and consciousness, so as to leave them no room for future recovery.

He didn’t want future problems down the line.

Jiang Chen’s swift smackdown dispatched two celestial forefathers in mere blinks of an eye. Bloodreed was shaken by the sheer spectacle.

He hadn’t expected such fearsome strength from humanity. It seemed that the demons’ crushing defeat wasn’t necessarily due to poor leadership after all.

Jiang Chen’s methods were endless. Was an opponent like him really beatable? The blood demon could only sigh.

He considered himself no longer part of the demons, however, and cared only for the celestial demons’ demise.

“Congratulations, Daoist Jiang Chen. Unfortunately, the celestial demons have four forefathers left. If they can’t be stopped from cultivating, they will be a significant threat in due time. That’s the nature of their secret method, alas.” Bloodreed offered both laudation and warning.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “You needn’t be concerned. The celestial demons’ delinquency will spell their own doom.”

“Heh, I wouldn’t celebrate so early if I were you. If Forefather Celestial survives, your victory will ring hollow regardless.” Bloodreed did his best to ground the young man’s view.

“Open your eyes and watch me. Shouldn’t you be worrying about your own fate instead?”

Bloodreed laughed miserably. “In my current state, I can only hope to witness the celestial demons’ misfortune. If you allow me to leave Divine Abyss, I promise to never return.”

“You’re so naïve.” Jiang Chen smiled coolly.

“You intend to kill me then? Right after I’ve helped you?” Bloodreed darkened.

“Either die, or be my slave.”

“Your slave? Impossible! I would rather die than face such humiliation.” Bloodreed flew into a rage.

“Then let me fulfill your desire. You’ve done your part already. I suppose I can burn some paper money for you when I do get rid of the celestial demons.” Jiang Chen flashed a peculiar grin.

“Is there no room for discussion?” Bloodreed said in a low voice.

“Why should you be ashamed to be my slave?” Jiang Chen sneered. “Countless people will kill to be in your position in the future, but I won’t have any reason to accept them.”

His statement was almost overbearingly imperious.

Bloodreed wanted to reply, but the young man’s consciousness had already shot into his own.

A nearly sixth level god, Jiang Chen was already every bit Bloodreed’s equal. The fact that the latter was gravely injured and weak was an enormous disadvantage. The human’s consciousness was also on par with advanced divine realm.

Success in implanting the enslavement brand was almost instantaneous.

“Whether you agree to it or not, I’ve already made my seal upon your consciousness.” Jiang Chen chuckled. “You’ll praise your good fortune in the future, I assure you. Your freedom hinges on how much you impress me with your performance!”

The nonchalance in his tone belied his casual arrogance.

Initially boiling with fury, Bloodreed tamped down his snide remarks when he noticed that Jiang Chen’s youthful consciousness rivaled Forefather Celestial’s.

He was secretly shocked. If the young man was this strong already, how great would he become when he was fully mature?

He would be able to conquer the heavenly planes, would he not?

In fact, he was already worthy of fighting among them.

“Take him back. I’m making another trip out,” Jiang Chen instructed Xia Tianze and the others.

He was no longer concerned with the blood demon. After all, Bloodreed’s life was now fully in his grasp.

“Where are you going, young lord Chen?” An Kasyapa asked curiously.

“The celestial demons haven’t yet found their footing. This is a good time to catch them by surprise. I won’t have a chance like this in the future.”

Jiang Chen had refrained from taking the fifth forefather’s life intentionally. He called the four sacred beasts to him, then summarily disappeared in the sky above Winterdraw.
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REPEATED SUCCESS


After the battles that had taken place shortly prior, it was humanity’s turn to mount a full-on counterattack against the demons.

Mid-journey, Jiang Chen transformed into the fifth celestial forefather.

He paused in flight when he saw a light hurtle toward him from the distance. It was another celestial forefather.

“Why are you here, Ole Fifth? Shouldn’t you be with Ole Fourth?” It was the seventh forefather, the youngest of all his peers.

Panic appeared upon Jiang Chen’s face. “Ole Seventh, Bloodreed has joined the humans and sold out our secret. We must return immediately to tell Forefather Celestial and seek his judgment. Ole Fourth was ambushed by the humans… he’s gone now!”

“What?” The seventh forefather was astonished. “You… if Ole Fourth was ambushed, why did you run away by yourself? You…”

He was unhappy about Ole Fifth’s lack of loyalty.

Jiang Chen pulled a dismal expression. “What, was I supposed to die with Ole Fourth? Hey, is that Ole Third over there, Ole Seventh?”

The forefather looked in the direction indicated, but there was nothing there.

A calamitous premonition flashed across his mind an instant before a powerful attack from his back consumed him.

Jiang Chen’s golden bell closed down upon the seventh forefather. The youngest of the celestial demon forefathers was already weaker than the young man, and had been caught unawares besides. There was no escape for him!

Another capture without a struggle!

Jiang Chen crippled this one’s cultivation as well. Keeping them alive meant that their soul lamps would remain intact, which kept their defeats a secret from the eldest forefather and the others.

He didn’t want to warn his enemies ahead of time.

The young man was hardly satisfied with his progress. “There’s still the eldest, second, and third forefathers left. They’re the toughest of the bunch, no doubt.”

After some thought, he deemed the second forefather the best target. According to Bloodreed’s information, the second forefather was about as strong as the third—but a lot dumber.

Best to start with easy pickings before he moved onto the tougher enemies.

It was impossible for the demons to cause too much trouble, now that they had only three celestial demon forefathers. What good would a few decades of cultivation do for them?

That was more than enough time for him to break through to advanced divine realm. The same was true for the sacred beasts.

The demon forefathers would have no chance regardless.

The second forefather was still chasing after Bloodreed, but he’d chosen the wrong direction. He was on his way back when he sensed the fourth forefather’s death, and rushed immediately in that direction because of it.

In a few moments, he saw the seventh forefather come toward him from a different cardinal direction.

“Second Brother.” Jiang Chen knew this was what the seventh forefather called his peer.

“Did you sense it too, Ole Seventh?” The second forefather was rather anxious.

“Ole Fourth, you mean?” asked the seventh forefather in a low voice.

“Yes. It seems that something’s happened to him. It’s good that you’ve come. Let’s go investigate together.”

“Do we need to tell the Forefather Celestial about it?”

“No. The eldest forefather is digesting Goldenhowl, so it’s best for us not to disturb him. We should be fine by ourselves. I’ve contacted Ole Third as well, so he’s on his way. Weren’t Ole Fourth and Fifth close to each other? Any news from Fifth?”

“I tried messaging, but I didn’t get a response.”

“I see. Let’s go!” The second forefather was completely ignorant of the deception. He led the way forward, opening his back to Jiang Chen. The young man found this rather laughable; so what if the celestial demons were a powerful race?

They were susceptible to folly just like anyone else.

The young man kept his True Dragon Rope of Water and Fire at the ready. He dashed at the second forefather the second the latter’s guard was entirely down.

In fact, the demon was bewildered when he found himself bound. “You… What the hell are you doing, Ole Seventh?”

As soon as his attack succeeded, Jiang Chen locked down the space to prevent contact between the second forefather with his allies.

He smiled. “You’ve got the wrong person. I’m not your ‘Ole Seventh’. I’m surprised that you’re ranked second with this level of intelligence. The celestial tribe isn’t worth much, huh?”

“Wait… you’re Jiang Chen!” The second forefather finally realized what was going on.

Jiang Chen gave him no reaction time whatsoever. He slapped the demon to cripple his cultivation as well. He was very excited about his successive successes.

He hadn’t expected things to go this smoothly! The celestial demons really were in a precarious position. Poor leadership from the eldest forefather, no doubt.

Even a tiny bit of guidance would have prevented these other forefathers from running heedlessly amok. They were practically throwing their lives away!

Or perhaps it was their overconfidence that had caused this.

Of course, Jiang Chen had no compassion to spare for his enemies. Only the third and eldest forefathers remain. I should have no trouble dealing with the third if the four sacred beasts help me, but the best I can do against the eldest is a tie!

Alas, the third forefather was nowhere to be found.

The demon in question had returned to the demonic headquarters already. An inexplicable instinct that danger was afoot filled his heart. He was compelled to reevaluate the situation.

“Forefather, are the others back yet?” asked the third forefather.

“I felt something happen to Ole Fourth just now. Do you know what happened, Ole Third? So many of you chased after that old fart, yet he managed to kill Ole Fourth?” The eldest forefather was displeased.

“Ole Fourth and Fifth were together.” The third forefather frowned. “If something happened to one, the other shouldn’t have been spared. What about Ole Second and Seventh? Have you seen them?”

“Not at all!” The eldest forefather was even more annoyed. “You lot have had it too easy. Or is it that the two hundred thousand years of being sealed away that’s made your limbs rusty? Why can’t you do something so simple right?”

The reprimand from the eldest forefather made the third forefather rather unhappy, but he didn’t return a jab. “Forefather,” he reported instead, “I think something is off about all this.”


70


ONE LEFT


Forefather Celestial waved a dismissive hand. “Enough. Contact them with our secret method and have all of them return. Bloodreed isn’t so important that we can’t afford to spare him for now. I’ll deal with him later. A quick death is too merciful.”

The third forefather pursed his lips. That wasn’t what he meant. “I’m just worried, Forefather...” he stammered.

“About what?”

“I’m worried that Forefather Bloodreed has escaped to Winterdraw and told the humans our secret. The human cultivators won’t allow us the time to digest what we’ve consumed. The next few decades will be very trying.”

“Hmph, what challenges haven’t our race encountered? The more difficult the situation is, the more we can tap into our potential. Stop worrying. Summon the other forefathers back. We have to enter secluded cultivation now. There’s no time to waste!” Impatience tinged his voice.

The third forefather didn’t dare disagree. He knew Forefather Celestial had grown arrogant. There was nothing he could say that would get through.

So be it, then. He’d urge their companions to return as soon as possible. Even if the fourth forefather had fallen, there remained five others. Once the five reached their peak, the demon race stood a good chance of rebuilding their past glory.

The third forefather went out and used their secret method to summon the other forefathers.

Not long after, the seventh forefather came up to make his greetings. “I sensed something happening to Ole Fourth. What happened, Ole Third? Is it a false alarm?”

The third forefather waved a hand. “It’s good to have you back, Ole Seventh. Have you seen Ole Second and Fifth?”

“I haven't! Didn’t the two of them leave together?”

The third forefather sighed and looked into the distance, troubled. If Bloodreed had indeed defected to the human race, Ole Fourth and Fifth would be in great danger.

“Why are you still here, Ole Seventh?” The third forefather glanced at him. “You should report back to the forefather.”

“Alright.” The seventh forefather nodded slightly and walked past the third forefather.

The third forefather’s nose twitched. “Wait, Ole Seventh.”

The seventh forefather stopped. “What is it?”

“Did you see Ole Second?” asked the third forefather with a gleam in his eyes.

“I didn’t.” A bewildered look crossed the seventh forefather’s face. His heart sank at the third forefather’s question.

“If you haven’t seen him, why do I smell Ole Second’s unique incense on you? The scent is fresh.”

Hiding his reaction, Jiang Chen chuckled. “You’re overreacting. Perhaps I passed through where Ole Second just was. There’s nothing strange about having his scent on me.”

He waved his hand dismissively and, in a fluid motion, activated a Divine Veluriyam Talisman. There was an explosion of light as the attack within the talisman launched at the third forefather.

Jiang Chen knew exposure was inevitable if the questioning continued. It was better to make his move now as he’d come prepared.

The talisman contained the full power of Divine Veluriyam. Even the third forefather might not survive it when caught off guard.

Despite being somewhat on guard due to his wariness, the forefather was too close to dodge all of the attacks.

He backed away as soon as he could, but still took a hit. His chest tightened and metallic sweetness welled in his mouth. Crimson blood trickled down from the corner of his mouth.

“I knew something was wrong!” The third forefather howled to notify Forefather Celestial.

Jiang Chen scoffed. “Time to die!”

A rumbling golden bell flew toward the third forefather with tremendous might. Jiang Chen manifested the magnetic mountain at the same time. A chaotic storm emerged and isolated the third forefather.

At the same time, the young lord took out the Scrutiny of Existence and activated its destructive light. He launched three different attacks in an instant.

The third forefather was quick, but not as quick as Jiang Chen. Besides, the human had caught him by surprise. There wasn’t much the third forefather could do.

He managed to dodge the first two hits, but not the tyrannical light from the mirror.

The beam of light broke through the air and hit the third forefather with a loud explosion. The radiance fanned out and disintegrated the forefather into ashes.

That was what greeted Celestial when he rushed out.

“Ole Third!”

As soon as Jiang Chen sensed Celestial’s approach, he flew away in a flash of light.

“You’re not getting away!” Celestial trembled with fury. He moved to intercept the human with a fierce flare of his aura.

However, Jiang Chen had foreseen the demon’s move. He went in the opposite direction.

The attack missed him by a hair. Fury boiled in the demon’s heart.

“I’ll avenge you, Ole Third!”

The forefathers of the celestial demon tribe were close and Celestial valued them all. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have shared the bloodlines and techniques of the different tribes with them.

The third forefather, especially, was his confidante.

He hadn’t expected Jiang Chen to be bold enough to attack the third forefather at his doorstep and succeed!

Without the third forefather dead, Celestial had no one to turn to for advice anymore. He chased doggedly after Jiang Chen, overwhelmed with rage. He wanted the human deader than dead!

There were more than a few scores to settle with the young man.

Jiang Chen wasn’t trying to flee, but to lure Forefather Celestial away. He didn’t want to fight the demon in his own den. If they were to fight, it had to be somewhere else.

Infighting had left the demonic race with no other forefathers, but the innumerable lackeys could be troublesome. Jiang Chen would leave them to the human elites of Winterdraw and the Goldbiter Rats. He was going to have some fun with Forefather Celestial!

Forefather Celestial was determined to kill Jiang Chen. No matter where the human went, he would follow, and ultimately, the young human would die!

Days passed. Their pursuit took them from Winterdraw, through the Sunrise Sacred Land, and finally to the Martial Sacred Land.

Jiang Chen was familiar with the area. He decided to face the forefather here.
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DOGGED AT EVERY STEP


His fury yet to abate days into the chase, Celestial glared viciously at Jiang Chen when the latter finally stopped.

“What gives? I thought you’d try to run all the way back to Winterdraw. Don’t tell me you’re going to fight me to the death instead?” he sneered.

Jiang Chen calmly replied, “Celestial, I’d have killed myself by now if I were you. What of the grand host you once fielded? Ruined, all thanks to you. Tsk, I never imagined eradicating you demons would be so easy.”

Celestial snorted. “Boy, enjoy your smugness while you still can. After I kill you and conquer the continent, do you think I’ll have a hard time creating more demons? I’ve absorbed the ten tribes and combined their powers inside me. This world is mine for the taking. The others might be dead, but so what? Not even you can defeat me. In this world, I am invincible!”

Jiang Chen coldly retorted, “It seems you didn’t care all that much for your tribesmen.”

Celestial’s heart did bleed for his dead companions, but he had to put up a brave front, so he shrugged. “They made their own bed. How could they let themselves be killed by a snotty brat? Useless, the whole lot of them.”

Nonplussed, Jiang Chen could only chuckle. He truly had no good comeback against logic this shameless. “Is that so? Allow me to experience your strength then, Celestial!”

“Hahaha, kiddo, you’re not even at the sixth level if I’m not mistaken. With this pitiful cultivation of yours, do you think you can stop me with a few treasures? You’re in for a rude awakening. I will engrave the true strength of a celestial demon onto your very bones!”

Jiang Chen responded calmly, “I know more of your power than you know of mine, at least. I’ve long since heard of your tribe’s so-called secret art, but you understand next to nothing about my skills. Don’t you think that’s a fundamental disadvantage?”

Celestial scoffed. “And what of it? You’re nothing but a local from a pathetic little continent. I’ve gotten the better of every single ancient powerhouse. Are you stronger than the Great Divine Veluriyam?”

“Why don’t you try it for yourself?” Jiang Chen suddenly activated the Scrutiny of Existence and fired its rays of annihilation without warning.

The beam of light would spell trouble for Celestial if it caught him unawares. However, on high alert from the start, the demon had anticipated this kind of move.

With a cold smile, his figure shifted aside and avoided the attack.

Be it as it may, the power of the light secretly rattled him. Not even he would dare weather it directly. This was a key difference from his fight against Goldenhowl and Bloodreed.

Back then, he’d been confident facing head-on whatever they could throw his way, but this destructive radiance could objectively threaten his life.

Damn it, this boy is truly all kinds of fishy. His figure transformed as he readied a celestial demon method.

He could employ his abilities in countless ways, allowing for unpredictable, ever-changing strikes. Yet down to its core, his style was derived from the fundamentals of his tribe. He suddenly howled, his voice carrying the momentum of an earthquake, producing a sound as grating as the gates of hell opening on a legion of wailing spirits.

This skill was named the Celestial Demon Howl. It wasn’t the most impressive-looking art, but it could seal off an expense of sky and compress space, or attack the flesh and threaten the soul.

A weaker cultivator would be powerless to resist the sound waves, his mind obliterated on the spot.

However, Jiang Chen was more than a match for Celestial when it came to the mind. Deadpan, he countered the demonic howl with a shout of his own—the Dragon Roar!

An ability of the true dragon race, it surged forth layer upon layer like the waves of an ocean, fully rivaling Celestial’s offensive in strength.

As a result, the frontal clash produced no clear winner between the two of them.

However, Jiang Chen had never intended to fight head-on to begin with. Using the Immaculate Robe, he absconded from the sky without a trace.

The next moment, the four sacred beasts appeared out of nowhere and deployed their formation, ready to duke it out.

Their combined strength immediately proved a worthy match for the demon forefather.

Each of them was at mid divine realm. Added to the mysteries of creation manifested when the four fought as one, their resistance proved prodigious enough to stun the demon.

Given their individual cultivation levels, they should have been far weaker than him. Granted that there were four of them, but it shouldn’t have been a hassle.

Yet, against all odds, they gave back as good as they got.

For Celestial, the most worrisome part was Jiang Chen’s disappearance. The human was nowhere to be seen despite repeated mental searches. The rumors about the boy owning a treasure of stealth seemed well-founded.

It was a sticky situation for him to be in. He wasn’t certain he could gain the upper hand against the beasts, to say nothing of defeating them outright.

Of course, he had other hidden skills up his sleeve, but the beasts could counter them by igniting their bloodlines and resorting to their own trump cards too.

With both sides putting their lives on the line, what would Jiang Chen do from the shadows then?

As a consequence, he remained prudent despite his anxiety. Rather than pressing on unconscionably, he continued to monitor his surroundings during the fight.

He even thought of withdrawing more than once. However, persistently beset by the sacred beasts, there were no opportunities to slip away.

The fight carried on for three days, then a week, then half a month, always in the same old dismal manner. Neither side could outstrip the other.

Celestial’s patience was wearing thin. He had a hunch Jiang Chen was waiting in the wings, ready to spring a trap on him. He wanted to leave, but the sacred beasts dogged his every step. His only chance would be to forego his own safety in order to find an opening.
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Meanwhile, Jiang Chen sat in a secluded spot somewhere in the Martial Sacred Land as he attempted to reach sixth level divine realm. Success was almost within reach.

He’d noticed the possibility of a breakthrough during the fight. As a result, he’d entrusted the fight to the beasts so he could leave and focus single-mindedly on cultivation.

The heavens help those who help themselves. Seven days later, he finally accomplished his goal. Though his strength didn’t make a dramatic leap forward, it’d clearly been enhanced nonetheless.
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THE CELESTIAL EMPEROR TALISMAN


Celestial almost swore out loud. After disappearing for half a month, the damned Jiang Chen had grown in strength yet again when he’d returned! Where the hell did such a monstrous talent come from?

The initial hatred he’d nursed against the young lord had fully given way to apprehension.

Reality finally dawned on him. Greater than he’d ever imagined, this youngster was a being impossible to define.

With a cultivation at sixth level and fearless beasts to assist him, Jiang Chen sorely tested the demon’s powers. Although not yet at advanced divine realm, his consciousness exceeded Celestial’s in strength, a fact that boggled the demon’s mind.

Without his mental edge, the forefather’s ever-fluid implementation of the celestial demon arts lost half its effectiveness.

The physical arts were dulled by the beasts, while mental arts proved ineffective against the human. With nowhere to turn, Celestial found himself at the end of his tether.

A strategic retreat would be the best outcome, but his opponents defeated his attempts with harassing fire time and time again.

He almost blew his top. He could have easily crushed Jiang Chen and company given a few decades to assimilate the other tribes’ powers. No, a single decade would’ve sealed the deal!

Instead, he was reduced to constantly losing ground.

“Jiang Chen, what the hell are you trying to do? Is there any sense to continuing the fight?” he lambasted, his anger finally getting the better of him.

Imperturbable, the young man rebutted, “I don’t mind at all. You’re your kind’s last surviving remnant. As long as I keep you busy, peace will return to Divine Abyss.”

“Hmph! You might keep me confined here, but you’ll never kill me. This is a futile waste of time.”

Futile? Jiang Chen naturally begged to differ. Slaying Celestial wasn’t outside the realm of possibility, but he had to go straight for the jugular as soon as the opportunity presented itself.

And present itself it would, because another link of his seal came undone after his recent breakthrough, providing him with a Celestial Emperor Talisman. Perhaps a simple afterthought for his father, it nevertheless housed the tremendous strength of a celestial emperor. The item could be used seven times, respectively corresponding to forty percent of his father’s strength, fifty percent, and so on, up to a full one hundred percent.

Letting loose a strike at ninety or a hundred percent would shatter the entire continent, wreaking havoc too terrible to envision. So, he debated whether forty or fifty percent would be more appropriate.

Given what he knew of his father, even forty percent could cause irremediable damage. Did he have any other choice?

Celestial emperors possessed powers beyond the ken of mere mortals. They could easily destroy a material plane with a snap of their fingers, so he dared not rush impetuously into using the talisman.

“Forty percent should be the equivalent of a casual attack. It’s more than enough to kill Celestial, or leave him fatally crippled at the very least.”

The issue was the collateral damage to Myriad Abyss Island. And would it flatten all of the Martial Sacred Land?

Celestial wasn’t someone he could dispose of by normal means. Keep trapped, yes, but not kill outright. Calling upon the talisman was the only method to guarantee the demon’s demise. But what would become of everything else?

Father must have had his reasons for giving it to me at sixth level divine realm. Perhaps the extreme destructiveness will be restricted to a small area?

It sounded more sensible the more he thought it over.

By now, he was all but certain his father had been the driving force behind his reincarnation. As a part of his father’s arrangements, the talisman was surely meant to be used.

“Let’s give it a try. Even if Myriad Abyss is ruined, I can fall back to the human domain. In any case, I should be able to keep it under control at forty percent!”

Celestial seethed with frustration. He’d fought long enough to know his chances of victory were slim at best, unless he could achieve a breakthrough of his own.

Instead of being mired in a pointless fight, he’d be better served by secluding himself for a decade before seeking out Jiang Chen again.

It was a sound plan in theory, but how to put it into practice?

To make his getaway, he had to pay a price. It was either utilize his tribe’s forbidden art at the expense of his life force, or throw caution to the wind and risk his life in the fight.

After careful consideration, he opted for the former.

However, Jiang Chen immediately noticed the waves in the demon’s consciousness and the changes to his aura. More than likely, Celestial was ready to launch an ultimate move.

“Heads up, everyone. He’s going to use a powerful technique and I intend to respond in kind. So heed my commands and stick close to me, lest you get caught in the crossfire!”

The talisman didn’t differentiate friends from foes. Once caught in its area of effect, everything would be indiscriminately wiped out.

The following events proved the sharpness of his senses. Celestial’s aura expanded further, the onset of a forbidden art almost palpable. Seeing the demon gather his energy, the young lord shouted, “Fall back!”

Longtime associates of his, the beasts responded on an instinctive level and withdrew without delay.

In the meantime, he brandished the Celestial Emperor Talisman and infused it with his consciousness, lighting a terrible fuse that would detonate the entire continent.

A myriad of expressions flashed across his solemn face.

The talisman activated in less than no time, a fearsome force of heaven and earth swelling to epic proportions faster than one could blink.

Boom!

A terrible shock wave engulfed the space in front of him and swept away everything living or inert, down to the tiniest speck of dust. Still, it didn’t spread unchecked. Instead, it stayed confined to within a few dozen miles.

However, inside the area in question, the blast devoured all matter and shook space itself in an explosion of light.

The next moment, it tore everything asunder. Not even Celestial could escape this grim fate. Fear writ large on his face the moment he vanished, as helpless to resist as a blade of barley against the flood.
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CELESTIAL’S DEATH KNELL


The most horrifying aspect of the talisman was that it produced no spectacular fireworks, yet nothing withstood its onslaught. It combed through a well-defined area, breaking down all structures within, disintegrating all matter.

A single, miserable shriek was all that remained of Celestial.

When the universe righted itself again, the scene cleared on a large patch of emptiness. Other than an enormous crater, there was nothing to be seen. Grass, trees, roads, and hills, everything had returned to its maker.

Jiang Chen himself had trouble regaining his bearings after witnessing the intensity of the attack. As for the sacred beasts, their eyes shone with a peculiar glint laced with a sliver of dread. The event exceeded their comprehension. Had they been in Celestial’s shoes, they too would have bitten the dust.

“Hurr, is he dead?” Looking a little foolish, the Astral White Tiger hadn’t yet come back to his senses.

“Probably.” The Black Tortoise was also filled with trepidation. Their enemy had finally been vanquished, yet they were the ones ashen-faced.

The Vermilion Bird smiled wryly. “Young lord, why’d you wait so long if you had such a mighty weapon at the ready? We shed blood, sweat, and tears out there!”

Long Xiaoxuan countered, “Of course it was to give us real fighting experience. Don’t you think we’ve all gained a lot?”

Clashing against Celestial had indeed been beneficial for their growth.

Jiang Chen laughed heartily, brightening the mood. “Brother Long understands me best. It’s not that I didn’t want to use it, I simply wasn’t sure how destructive it’d be!”

“That was too terrifying,” exclaimed the Vermilion Bird. “Never in my wildest dreams have I ever imagined annihilation on this scale. But more frightening is how perfectly controlled it was. Only a ninth or tenth level god could exert this level of control.”

Jiang Chen smiled but didn’t correct the sacred beast. Ninth or tenth level? We’re talking about a celestial emperor here, someone who’s touched the limits of the divine realm and pried open the mysteries of the supreme dao. Acknowledged by the universe itself, a genuine celestial emperor represented the apex of the divine realm!

A ninth level god wasn’t too rare a sight in the heavenly planes, but few of them could step into the realm of a half-step godking. As for genuine godkings, they were as rare as hen’s teeth.

However, not even they could become celestial emperors without being bestowed a creation token by the supreme dao.

One had to fulfill many conditions simultaneously to be deemed a true celestial emperor.

First, cultivation firmly in the godking realm.

Second, the acknowledgement of the universe and the conferment of a creation token.

Third, the refinement of one’s own heavenly plane.

Simple rules in truth, belying the underlying difficulties. There were many planes in the infinite expanse of the universe, each with its own supreme ruler. To rob their property or to refine one’s own plane was much easier said than done.

Celestial emperors were nominally at the same cultivation realm as godkings, but their creation tokens granted them strength beyond comparison.

A single attack of theirs could easily wipe the floor with an ordinary godking. The recognition of all creation elevated them beyond a plane of existence.

Unless their token was claimed and refined by someone else, it was almost impossible to kill a celestial emperor under ordinary circumstances!

Therefore, it was no surprise that one had to go through untold hardships and accumulate the karma of countless lifetimes to finally become the ruler of a plane.

Jiang Chen sighed in relief at Celestial’s death, not a trace of the demon left in existence. After bedeviling humanity for so long, the demonic plague was finally over. Every single one of their commanders was dead.

As for the common soldiers, Xia Tianze and the rest were strong enough to handle the clean-up.

The entire Myriad Abyss erupted in cheers when he brought back the good news. Winterdraw exulted as well, but the greatest scenes of jubilation could be found in the human domain.

They no longer had to live with a sword hanging over their heads. From this day forth, the ever-encroaching specter of disaster was no more.

Welcomed as a hero, Jiang Chen returned triumphant to the human domain.

However, he didn’t indulge in the festivities for too long. Instead, he slowly handed the reins of the domain over to Xia Tianze, An Kasyapa, and the ancient cultivators.

In the end, this place was nothing but another stopover in his life. His mission on Divine Abyss Continent had come to an end.

The only source of disturbance left was Myriad Abyss’ offworld war. Fully absorbed by the conflict against the demons, he hadn’t kept abreast of the developments over there, so he decided to go take a look.

The status quo hadn’t been broken, as it turned out. Unexpectedly valiant, the ten sacred lands’ strike force still held strong. Of course, it was partly due to a recent lack of powerful foreign assailants.

His arrival delighted the sacred lands’ forefathers. They’d heard about the demon invasion on Myriad Abyss, but they’d sadly been saddled with another war front.

The young lord must have quelled demonkind for him to arrive in person.

Jiang Chen had once promised them that Divine Abyss would never again be pestered by enemies from other worlds.

He’d mentioned three methods back then: altering the plane’s axis, setting up defensive formations, or generating artificial spatial chaos to obfuscate the pathways leading to Divine Abyss, complicating possible incursions.

He needed to be at advanced divine realm for the first method, but the other two weren’t too much of a challenge.

First, he personally entered battle, displaying oppressive strength as he slaughtered all of the lingering foreign invaders at a pace that left the forefathers speechless.

The young man didn’t bother explaining himself. Instead, he honored his word and set up formations at the edge of the plane while creating a labyrinthine fog within the chaos of space.

Once he reached the seventh level in the future, he’d try his hand at altering the continent’s trajectory.

A clear roadmap lay ahead of him: reach advanced divine realm without delay, untangle the riddle of his former life, then set off on a journey in the heavenly planes in search of his father.

It was his most pressing mission now, one he’d always hung up in a corner of his mind, whether in his past incarnation or his current one.
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A HUNDRED YEARS


Jiang Chen smoothly reached advanced divine realm twenty years later. Intense phenomena of heaven and earth showered the world at his breakthrough, shocking the Divine Abyss Continent down to its most far-flung corners.

Those close to him also took great strides forward thanks to his help, their strength rising in spades. It was the dawn of a golden age; the entire human domain entered a positive feedback circle of rapid development.

Inside Veluriyam Palace, Jiang Chen opened his eyes. Breaking out of the seventh link, a scroll landed in front of him. He blinked. So this was the nature of the seventh treasure!

It seemed a scene straight out of his prior life. He slowly unfurled the scroll, revealing the painting drawn inside. Five words were inscribed in large characters—Four Symbols True Spirit Painting!

Four Symbols?

Didn’t that refer to the four sacred beasts? Jiang Chen found himself dumbfounded. Was the painting related to them?

A happy smile bloomed on his face as he studied it more carefully. As he surmised, this item had been custom-made for the four divine beasts.

Father… it seems you planned for everything down to the last detail, starting from my reincarnation into this world. This painting must be part of your plan as well. You must be the reason I’ve come across descendants of the sacred beasts on a run-of-the-mill plane like Divine Abyss, no?

For him, it was an epiphany.

The scroll was no ordinary treasure. It contained the quintessence of true spirits from the heavenly planes. If the beasts were to study it, they would surely attain a deeper understanding of their true nature. The scroll would evolve their bloodlines even further, paving their way to the highest strata of the universe.

Of course, it wasn’t the item’s only use. It’d also empower them to refine the profound mysteries of the five elements in order to form their own world.

“To become a celestial emperor, I need a creation token and a plane to call mine. Perhaps the ability of the four beasts to shape a heavenly plane into existence is an opportunity for me.”

Jiang Chen’s eyes were now set far beyond Divine Abyss. His goal was the boundless universe at large.

Of course, he was in no rush to leave on a grand adventure. For a start, he didn’t know yet how to return to the Taiyuan Plane, the world of his previous life.

But all things came to those who wait. He’d have his answer sooner or later.

Rather than obsessing over it, he spent his time with those dear to him on Divine Abyss. He fully enjoyed their company in this rare, hard-earned peace.

His cultivation hit the next landmark another century later, attaining eighth level divine realm.

As a result, the eighth link of his seal, the second to last one, also broke.

This time, the treasure turned out to be a majestic sword that had once adorned his father’s side. It was fit for a king.

“To think he waited until the eighth seal to give me a proper weapon! This is his personal sword and his token, named the Edge of Evermore. This item is an existence close to a creation token. In the heavenly planes, it ranks among the top five of all greatest treasures.”

Excitement welled up in his chest at the sight of the treasure. His intuition told him answers were close at hand.

Sure enough, the weapon sealed a trace of his father’s consciousness.

“Jiang Chen, my son. To see this sword is to see thine father. Our world is broken, and disaster has befallen the Taiyuan Plane. One million years of calculation, one million years of preparation, and one last million years for calamity to strike. If we weather these three million years, we shall meet again in a new era of prosperity as sovereigns of the three realms. If not, what is rightfully ours will be robbed by others, heralding the end of the road.

“There are a total of nine seals in thy consciousness. The last one will be undone when thou reaches the godking realm. That item will become a part of thine being. The supreme dao will scrutinize you. If thou art found adequate, a creation token will enthrone you as the next celestial emperor.

“If thou art found wanting, the token’s existence will be exposed and thou will be beset by enemies on all sides. Whether in the heavens or the deepest abyss of hell, thou will never know another day of peace. Always remember, commit this to memory. Make not the slightest move before cultivating to godking realm. This concerns not only thy life, but also whether father and son can meet again, and the fate of the Taiyuan Plane itself!

“A creation token is a transcendental treasure, its existence never to be disclosed. If the supreme dao is willing, thou will be the master of the Taiyuan Plane. Whether thou returnest to Taiyuan or refine thy own world, thou will forever be a celestial emperor. But to save thy father, thou will have to defeat evil. Always remember! Remember! Remember!”

The message was clearly a little jumbled. It was plain to see his father had recorded his thoughts under extreme stress. The calamity in question must have been considerable. On the flip side, his father sounded hale and hearty. At the very least, he was alive.

The new information greatly boosted Jiang Chen’s confidence.

However, he still didn’t know the way to the Taiyuan Plane. Many questions remained unanswered, but he’d already learned enough in one day. He could almost see the distance between him and his father shrink further.

[image: ]


That same day, in a secret realm somewhere on Divine Abyss, a stubborn-looking youngster was hauling rocks. A great hole had been carved in the mountain he was moving, but the mountain’s structure itself was more or less intact.

“Hehe, kid, it’s been several decades. You haven’t run away yet? I didn’t expect to find you still persevering when I woke up again. Not bad, not bad!”

A voice sounded forth in the secret realm. A yawning, middle-aged scholar slowly walked out as he straightened his attire. He seemed a little disoriented, but there was a fearsome energy glinting in his eyes.

The young man didn’t pay him any heed, patiently lifting the rocks and moving them instead, one by one.

The scholar had brought this youngster with him several decades ago, and told him in jest he’d teach the child peerless abilities if he could move this mountain elsewhere.

His would-be pupil had set about his task without a word, enduring for more than a century, much to the scholar’s embarrassment. It had started as a joke. The young fellow’s upright nature had simply been to his liking, so he’d let the kid tag along.

To think the kid would take his words to the letter! It was a little amusing, but also quite startling.
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TO IGNITE THE DIVINE DECREE AND AWAKEN DIVINE POWER


“Maybe you easily renege on your words, but I, Jiang You, don’t. For a real man of character, a promise made is a promise kept!” The young man adhered stubbornly to his principles.

“Heh, a real man of character you say? So you’re called Jiang You. Is that the name your parents gave you?”

“I don’t care what they named me. I’m Jiang You, Jiang meaning river, and You as in drifter!” replied the youngster frostily.

Moving the mountain had been the sole meaning to his life for a hundred years. The why of it no longer mattered. It was enough to have a purpose to strive forward to.

Of course, he knew it could have been a colossal joke.

But after enduring for a century, why not endure for another hundred years?

In any event, he didn’t seem to have noticed that, many moons later, his external appearance hadn’t changed one iota. The years had simply washed over him, leaving no traces behind.

Also untouched by the ravages of time, the scholar looked at Jiang You, sighing softly with admiration. “Jiang You, that’s a good name. You must have lost track of the seasons passing you by. Did you not realize there’s no sun or moon in this place? That time itself is frozen?”

Bewilderment crossed Jiang You’s face. “What are you talking about?”

The middle-aged man sighed. “I don’t expect you to understand, but surely you glance at a mirror now and then?”

“I’m too busy for that. There’s a mountain that needs moving!”

“Don’t you ever get tired?”

“I eat wild fruits when I grow weary and lie down when I feel sleepy. I’m fully refreshed when I wake up, so I continue as before,” Jiang You responded matter-of-factly.

“It’s human nature to seek instant gratification. Single-minded dedication like yours is quite unusual. Fine, Jiang You, I’ll grant you a divine art today so you can instantly move the mountain. What say you?”

Jiang You froze. “Y-you’re finally willing to teach me?”

“Heh, that might not be a good thing. Of course, you’ve unwittingly obtained many of my abilities by now after cultivating for this long in my residence. You just don’t realize it yet, so you think you still possess the flesh of a mortal.

“Have you ever heard of a body that never tires? One that never grows old? The fruits you ate mature once in ten thousand years. The spring you drink from is a fountain of youth that one comes across once a hundred thousand years. Tell me, how many of my treasures did you consume while I was asleep?”

Bemused, Jiang You stared at the man. Was he telling the truth or was this all a prank? His tale sounded rather far-fetched.

The scholar counted on his fingers. “Ah well. My cycle of sleeping and waking up is coming to an end. It’s time to meet the young lord and finally complete my mission.”

“Young lord?” Jiang You’s face was a picture of confusion. “Are you some kind of servant?”

“Haha, I am indeed. But who knows how many hundred thousand years it’s been since I’ve left my master. I almost can’t remember how he looks like.” The scholar sighed softly. “Luckily, it seems I’ll be able to carry out the mission he’s entrusted to me.”

The old guy’s lost his marbles!

How many hundred thousand years??

Even a turtle couldn’t live that long! At least, not even those dastardly sectmasters in the Moon God Sect had that kind of lifespan.

He felt a stab of pain in his chest when he recalled the Moon God Sect. For the past century, he’d never let himself dwell on past memories, transporting boulders in silence instead. His one hope had been for the scholar to teach him supreme arts and grant him power so he could return to the sect and take back everything he’d lost.

“Jiang You, do you want to leave?”

Jiang You feel silent. To leave or not to leave, that was the question.

Of course he would want to after gaining strength. But before that, what good would it do?

He stayed silent, his heart torn.

“Looks like your brain’s turned to stone as well. Jiang You, I know your background. You come from the human domain, your mother was a sacred girl of the Moon God Sect. You drifted in the mundane world after the sect kicked you out. Now, you wish to go and take back your mother and sister, as well as the dignity that the sect robbed from you. Am I right?”

His eyes bloodshot, Jiang You growled like a wild beast.

“Well, your current self is strong enough to spank ten Moon God Sects.” The middle-aged man chuckled. “Right now, their strongest cultivator is merely at empyrean realm, while you’ve reached divine realm during my sleep. But, unaware of it, you’ve yet to awaken your divine power. I’ve seen many fools in my life, but you might take the cake. Although, I guess it’s to your good luck. You would’ve led quite a different life if you hadn’t met me.”

The divine realm?

A thunderstruck Jiang You froze in shock.

Cackling, the scholar suddenly pointed at the air and chanted, “Gods and spirits, in the name of the supreme dao, ignite his divine decree and call forth his divine power!”

A shiver suddenly coursed through Jiang You. In the next moment, the air around him vibrated as his body reconstructed itself at an astonishing speed, altering his self down to the very presence about him.

The dormant divine power inside him swelled miraculously in his veins, like torrential waves suddenly surging through a dry riverbed.

“I-I’m a god? I possess divine power?” In the throes of bewilderment, a voice in his head suddenly told him, move the mountain!

His figure flashed, teleporting to the foot of the mountain, and easily lifted it whole with two hands as he circulated his newfound power.

Was this a dream? He wanted to pinch himself. Divine power! Within the past century, he’d unwittingly reached unimaginable heights!

“Jiang You, tell me, what are you going to do now? Do you want to slaughter the Moon God Sect?”

Jiang You paused, then nodded. “Yes.”

“Well, you won’t find your mother and your sister there anymore if you go now.”

“W-what did you say?” Jiang You immediately tensed, his befuddlement replaced by gut-wrenching horror. “What happened to them? Did the sect harm them?”

“Of course not, they wouldn’t dare. Let’s go, I’ll take you somewhere. All your questions will be answered when we arrive, so save your breath for now.”

The scholar unlocked the mountain gates and dragged the youngster away in a flash of divine radiance. The latter lost control over his own body, helpless to resist in spite of his godhood.

“Where are we going?”

“The human domain, Veluriyam Capital, the Ancient Veluriyam Palace. Is that precise enough for you?” The scholar chuckled.

The domain was where Jiang You had come from. There’s no place like home, or so they said, so he looked forward to the journey. Had his mother and sister gone to Veluriyam?

He’d been very young when he’d left, so he didn’t have the faintest clue about what they’d gone through, to say nothing of the changes in the human domain. He could only wait and see.
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THE ONLY REGRET


The hundred years Jiang Chen spent in the ancient Veluriyam Palace were peaceful indeed.

Outside of cultivation, he spent most of his free time with his family. The century passed in an instant in his pursuit of martial dao.

For the human domain, the past century was the best in its history.

After the spirit veins were restored, the domain gradually recovered its past glory under Jiang Chen’s guidance. Cultivators with malicious intent were continuously rooted out as the status quo changed, while those with integrity prospered with the young lord’s support.

Increasing numbers of ancient legacies were uncovered, and their heritage paired with their successors.

Myriad Abyss’ importance declined in comparison.

Though the barrier between Myriad Abyss and the human domain had been torn down, their relationship took a marked turn for the better. Incidentally, almost every boundary stele on the continent was smashed.

The various native races on the continent interacted with each other much more, but the human race rose significantly in status and became the true ruler of Divine Abyss.

Everything developed in the right direction, a scene that pleased Jiang Chen.

Those who had helped his rise to power received corresponding returns. Even lesser factions such as the Precious Tree Sect and mediocre cultivators such as Ye Chonglou received great support and became prominent actors on the continent.

The Regal Pill Palace enjoyed even greater prestige. Mu Gaoqi had grown continuously as the sect expanded, and under Palace Head Dan Chi’s strong leadership, the palace merged with an ancient leading faction and made great progress in pill dao. With further support from Jiang Chen, the Regal Pill Palace was now one of the leading factions in pill dao, and Mu Gaoqi a top pill dao master recognized by the continent.

In addition, Emperor Peafowl was also someone Jiang Chen greatly respected. Given his own prodigious talent and Jiang Chen’s utmost support, Emperor Peafowl successfully broke through to divine realm, and the Sacred Peafowl faction made a great leap as well.

Every single one of Jiang Chen’s other followers was well treated, too. None were left out.

Mo Wushuang and Jingzhong Hui had improved greatly as well, and each held an important position in the Veluriyam Palace.

Gouyu and Xue Tong, followers from the very start, had always received a great deal of support. More importantly, they had been very diligent themselves. They’d both reached advanced realm empyrean despite their youth, and it was a real possibility for them to ascend to divinity given their talent.

Those who benefited the most, of course, were Jiang Chen’s family.

The Ling sisters of the Regal Pill Palace were likewise well taken care of. They were as close to Jiang Chen as real sisters, despite not being linked by blood. Weathering thick and thin together compelled him to pay them extra attention.

Of course, Jiang Chen’s biological family was his topmost priority.

His parents, Jiang Feng and Xu Meng, weren’t particularly talented, and they’d long passed the best age for cultivation. That, however, didn’t stop them from improving with Jiang Chen’s help.

Strength didn’t matter to them. What mattered was the extra years of life a higher cultivation would give them, which they needed in order to enjoy a lifetime of happiness with their children.

Xu Qingxuan had been gifted an Amaranthine Clouddew Fruit. Jiang Chen had always supported her with the divine realm in mind. As a result, Xu Qingxuan’s progress in cultivation ranked among the top five in the human domain.

She was now an initial divine realm cultivator. Such dramatic progress was unheard of for all youths in the Upper Eight Regions, let alone the Moon God Sect.

Since she was Jiang Chen’s biological sister, the others couldn’t do anything but envy her.

Dan Fei wasn’t as talented as Xu Qingxuan, but she was stubbornly determined. She’d been cultivating hard to push herself to greater heights. And with the aid of the Amaranthine Clouddew Fruit, her potential increased immensely.

Nien’er, Jiang Chen’s daughter, was naturally the subject of his greatest attention. She was the unequivocal top genius among the youths.

He didn’t overly indulge her, and instead raised her to be a mild-tempered girl. She was partial to pill dao and medicine. Outside of cultivation, she often entered the world to get to know the people’s suffering and offer them help. Her kindness was something Jiang Chen found precious.

By her beloved’s side the longest, Huang’er and Jiang Chen completed their dao partner ceremony within the hundred years. Thirty years ago, she gave birth to a pair of twins—a boy and a girl.

Now, Jiang Chen now had two daughters and one son. It was a full family.

He didn’t neglect his twins. Though he gave them all they would ever need, he was also very strict. With Nien’er serving as a role model, the twins grew into fine adults. They didn’t acquire the bad habits that children of esteemed family often adopted, which Jiang Chen was pleased with.

He couldn’t ask for more both in terms of his family, and the state of the world.

The one regret he had was his lost younger brother. His parents brought their youngest child up from time to time as well. It was a lasting wound in their hearts that never healed.

They felt especially remorseful because of the happiness the family enjoyed. If their little boy hadn’t gone missing, everything would be perfect.

Everything in their power to look for him over the past two centuries had yielded nothing.

That planted the seeds of pessimism in the couple’s mind. Perhaps their son was never going to come back. Perhaps he’d died after being kicked out of the Moon God Sect at such a young age, forced to fend for himself in the harrowing northwest of the Tilted Moon Region.

According to Jiang Chen’s calculations, however, his younger brother should still be alive. It simply wasn’t the time for him to return yet.

Of course, those calculations might not be accurate. He therefore didn’t use them to comfort his parents since it might be false hope.
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The middle-aged scholar took Jiang You through the different domains and finally returned to the human domain after half a year. They spent another six months wandering about, half of which they spent in the Tilted Moon Region.

“Have these trees and plants joggled your memories of childhood, Jiang You?” the middle-aged scholar asked with a chuckle.
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THE CLOSER TO HOME, THE MORE APPREHENSION


Who said he wasn’t the one?

He’d instantly known he was the object of the search. Said search was cosigned by his mother Xu Meng, his sister Qingxuan, his father Jiang Feng, and some random elder brother called Jiang Chen.

He felt a little dazed. He’d only known about his mother, a pitiful one snubbed by the Moon God Sect.

There was also a sensible sister about his age, but unlike him and his mother, she’d been treated like a princess. The sect had coddled her as if a simple breeze would scatter her to the winds.

Other than these two, he’d never heard about a father, not to mention a brother.

As if on purpose, the scholar stayed for three months in Tilted Moon, taking him here and there every single day.

Wherever they went, they saw similar notices describing his childhood characteristics in great detail, painting a perfect picture of his younger self. The middle-aged man would even ask now and then, “Shopkeeper, how long have these notices been posted?”

“They’ve been up ever since Holy Girl Qingxuan reunited with her brother. They used to keep the search low-profile, but after the annihilation of the demons, almost every town in the region is looking for this child. That said, locating a child lost a century ago is no easy feat.”

The scholar chuckled. “That’s true. Even if they find him, the kid might feel emotionally estranged and refuse to admit his identity, no?”

“Hehe, I doubt it.” The shopkeeper shook his head firmly. “Young lord Jiang Chen’s been looking for his lost brother way back before his rise to fame. You must be aware of his present status. His family is undoubtedly the most glorious one in all of Divine Abyss. Perhaps their only regret is this long-lost child.”

“Indeed, it’s a tragedy to be separated from one’s blood kin,” the scholar lamented theatrically.

“Dearest customer, you can go to the Ancient Veluriyam Palace and look for the young lord if you know something. I heard he’s made a solemn promise to richly reward whoever provides him with a clue.”

The middle-aged man chuckled. “That’s very tempting.”

“Tempting doesn’t do it justice. It’s enough to drive you bonkers. You have no idea how many homeless wanderers dream of being his long-lost brother. Too bad none of them are, hahaha!” The shopkeeper laughed boisterously.

Silent so far, Jiang You suddenly interjected in an icy voice, “What’s so good about riding on someone else’s coattails?”

“Heh, young man, you’re mistaken. We’re not talking about climbing the social ladder here, but reuniting a family. Alas, they were forced apart. It’s not like they abandoned the child on purpose,” the shopkeeper countered.

With a smile, the scholar tossed him a tip and leisurely saw himself out.

The same pattern repeated itself day after day, slowly driving Jiang You up the wall. “How long are you going to drag me around? Didn’t you say we were headed to the Veluriyam Palace?”

“Ah? I thought you didn’t want to go? That’s why I took you on a tour instead. Did you have a change of heart?” asked the middle-aged man with feigned astonishment.

Jiang You knew the fellow was dissembling, but he didn’t expose the lies. After doing nothing but moving rocks for more than a century, he’d become somewhat detached from the world. Globe-trotting for the past year had dredged up memories of his childhood’s wandering days, slowly easing him back into society. Many thoughts that used to vex him to no end now seemed trivial.

“The Moon God Sect isn’t far from here. If you’re feeling vindictive, you can crash their place and beat up those who chased you away.”

For whatever reason, the idea didn’t appeal to Jiang You in the least. The travails of his youth were once etched deep in his heart, fostering a lifelong resentment, but they suddenly felt so distant.

Now, the only thing on his mind was to go to the Veluriyam Palace, the sooner the better.

This fixation grew stronger by the day. He kept his peace at first, but seeing the scholar continue to idle his time away, he could no longer restrain himself.
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Inside Veluriyam Palace, Jiang Chen received a very distinctive calling card. It hadn’t been delivered by the pageboy at the door, but directly passed through the palace’s restrictions to land in his hand.

It was a rather dashing way to announce oneself.

Jiang Chen puzzled over this card. After he’d purged the continent of demons, there shouldn’t have been particularly powerful existences left in this world. Not even Xia Tianze was strong enough for such sleight of hand.

There was no long, flowery rhetoric on the card, just a single line and two signatories. One was Jiang Huan, the other Jiang You.

“Jiang Huan? Jiang You?” Against all odds, both had the same family name as him. Was there another powerhouse in this world named Jiang?

The name Jiang Huan in particular stirred something deep inside him. He dimly recalled his father inadvertently mention this name in his former life, without explaining the man’s identity. No one with that name was part of his father’s inner circle.

Nonetheless, this incident had left a deep impression on him, so it instantly come back to mind the moment he saw the name. He decided to meet the man.

Almost a ninth level god by now, he was without contest the supreme existence on the continent. Not even all the ancient powerhouses come back to life could have threatened him, to say nothing of these two.

Outside, the middle-aged scholar sized up the sect with great curiosity. However, his expression remained nonchalant. Rather than being awed by the place’s majesty, he seemed fully unimpressed.

In contrast, Jiang You bounced on the balls of his feet. Despite his century-long equanimity, he could taste his own nervousness at this moment in time.

“The closer to home you are, the bigger your apprehension. I assume you don’t want to be taken lightly at first meeting? If so, relax a little.” The scholar chuckled.

The gates opened, interrupting their dialogue. Jiang Chen strode forth, his eyes sweeping past the scholar and immediately landing on Jiang You’s face.

Both men felt their hearts shake in unison.

They both saw themselves in the other. They weren’t exactly carved from the mold, but the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.

“Are you Jiang You?” Jiang Chen blurted out. “The one gone missing from Tilted Moon more than a hundred years ago?”


78


THE MYSTERIOUS JIANG HUAN


With a simple smile devoid of maudlin tears, curtains fell on a century-long separation.

Neither of the two brothers could conceal their innermost feelings.

They could sense the intimacy between blood kin on an instinctive level. Jiang Chen didn’t need his consciousness to be certain the one named Jiang You was his brother in the flesh.

He’d searched for this lost sibling high and low, but in a strange twist of fate, Jiang You had appeared on his own. Stranger still, he was now a god as well!

Though unexpected, it was a cause for rejoicing.

Jiang Chen had never doubted he’d see his brother again one day. But what if, alone in the world, the child came to suffer ordeals so cruel that his very nature became twisted, creating a rift impossible to mend between him and his family? This was the one worry that had always nagged at him.

However, though taciturn, Jiang You seemed to have stayed pure and good-natured.

Jiang Feng, Xu Meng, and Xu Qingxuan scrambled outside as soon as they heard the news.

The middle-aged Jiang Huan rubbed his nose. “I seem a little out of place here. My apologies for disturbing your reunion.”

Jiang Chen looked at the man, a subtle expression flashing on his face. “Friend, what’s your relationship with my brother?”

Silent thus far, Jiang You finally spoke up. “He took me under his wing when I was a child. I’ve been with him for the past hundred years.”

At this explanation, the Jiang family looked at the scholar with much gentler eyes.

“My greatest thanks, friend. We’ll never forget your kindness. What a coincidence for you to also be named Jiang! We might have come from the same family five hundred years ago,” Jiang Chen said with sincere gratitude.

“Heh, not only five hundred. Perhaps we truly came from the same family several hundred thousand years ago. Don’t you think so, young lord Jiang Chen?”

The subtle meaning hidden in Jiang Huan’s words startled Jiang Chen. He looked meaningfully at his guest. “Fellow daoist, you must have been the one who’s guided my brother’s cultivation into peerless divinity?”

“No no no, I didn’t teach him at all. To be more accurate, he’s only done one thing.” The scholar replied with a chuckle, startling the Jiang family.

“What is it?”

“Move a mountain.” Jiang You, ever the laconic one, volunteered.

His parents and siblings looked at each other. What did that mean?

They coaxed out a more in-depth explanation from the young man. Jiang Feng and his wife remained somewhat baffled, but Jiang Chen was shaken to the core.

There was definitely more to Jiang Huan than met the eye! He’d tempered Jiang You’s mind and disposition by having him focus single-mindedly on this one task, and left behind a spring and fruits that had unwittingly elevated the boy to the divine realm. Truth be told, he seemed capable of greater feats than the young lord himself.

Jiang Chen felt a rush of admiration for the man. He’d never imagined Divine Abyss would harbor such an outstanding figure.

“There are truly many powerhouses in our world. Fellow daoist, you’ve kept quite a low profile, I must say. Would you like to come in for a cup of wine?”

Jiang Huan arched his hands in salute. “Pardon my intrusion, then,” he agreed without excessive modesty.

Jiang Chen turned to his parents and his sister. “Keep Jiang You company first while I entertain this friend.”

He might be my brother’s benefactor, but he’s strong enough that even I don’t feel confident going against him.

The young lord didn’t feel entirely at ease leaving his family this close to such a powerful man.

Rather than paranoia, it was simply the circumspection of one who’d weathered the mighty tribulations of two lifetimes. One had to be wary of possible risks at all times.

Smiling, he offered his guest a drink. “Thank you again for your righteous actions. My family is reunited thanks to your noble efforts. I must thank you appropriately for such a deed.”

Jiang Huan drained his cup in one gulp. “Family reunions are good things, of course, so it’s rather sad that there’s still another family apart.”

Jiang Chen looked at the man with an inscrutable expression. “What do you mean?”

“Haha, make of it whatever you will, young lord.” A wise smile on his lips, Jiang Huan appeared utterly composed.

The host and the guest observed each other, both contemplating their own thoughts. Jiang Huan broke the silence first. “Young lord, you must be close to ninth level divine realm?”

Jiang Chen didn’t answer directly. “Your own strength must not be worse than mine if you can see through my cultivation at a glance.”

“Haha, I’d have lived all these hundreds of millennia in vain if my cultivation couldn’t match yours.”

Jiang Huan’s words imparted a sense fantastical enough to shake the young lord.

“I’ve been asleep during most of that time, but I’ve kept an eye on the events of the world during the rare times I was awake. I’ve forgotten by now how many times this cycle of sleeping and waking up has repeated itself. The world itself has become a blur. Young lord, you should be able to understand my solitude.”

A double meaning, yet again.

However, Jiang Chen remained deadpan, silent to his guest’s emotional sighs.

“I arrived in the primordial age. It was truly barren back then, save for its earliest inhabitants. Then came the ancient era where many great personages vied for supremacy, before the demonic invaders came, and the demon-sealing war with them.

“Later on, a fragmented Divine Abyss entered a long period of decline. And then… I woke up not long ago to find the demons eradicated? The four sacred beasts matured? The day I’ve long been waiting for has finally arrived, it seems.”

Jiang Huan ranted on like a lunatic, a mysterious glint in his eyes.

Jiang Chen frowned tightly. In a few short sentences, he seemed to have experienced the endless passage of time, witnessed the rise and fall of the world from the primordial age all the way to the present.

This weather-worn feeling didn’t feel out of place emanating from his guest. Was the man older than Divine Abyss’ history itself?

“Heh, the sacred beasts might be grown now, but they were still pups back when I brought them here. Some hadn’t even hatched yet. There’s also a Amaranthine Clouddew Tree inside this sect, it must have borne fruit by now, I presume?”

His voice was quiet, but the wheels of history seemed to creak slowly with his words.

It was an inexplicably strange conversation that took Jiang Chen aback. The divine beasts were an open secret by now, but he’d kept the Amaranthine Clouddew Tree deep in the palace’s forbidden ground, hidden beneath illusions and misdirections. Few knew of its existence.
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THE CELESTIAL EMPEROR’S CONFIDANTE


Greatly perturbed, Jiang Chen realized Jiang Huan’s origins might be even more mysterious than he’d imagined.

The latter smiled leisurely, his monologue finally finished. “I’ve rambled on long enough. Young lord, perhaps you also have thoughts to share?”

Jiang Chen had reached a few tentative conclusions. He was almost certain his guest came from another world. Too many details pointed in that direction.

The man was also certainly connected to his own previous life. There was no other plausible explanation for his numerous allusions.

“Fellow daoist, some might dismiss your talk as nonsensical jabber caused by a fever. It’s fortunate I can follow you. But let me ask you one thing. You say you were born before the primordial age. It was an era of wildness back then. There was no clear concept of race or ethnicity, to say nothing of family names. So why are you called Jiang? Where does the name come from?”

Jiang Huan laughed out loud. “An astute question, I like it.”

“Do you care to explain?”

“Gladly. In another life, my elder master went by this name. He’s the one who sent me to look for the young master.”

“Elder master? Young master?” Jiang Chen eyes stayed glued to his guest.

“Correct. My elder master was the celestial emperor ruling over a heavenly realm known as the Taiyuan Plane. And my young master, as it happens, bears the same name as you do. What a coincidence, eh?”

Their words danced around each other, each probing the other.

One didn’t want to divulge his great secrets to the wrong person. The other was afraid of exposing his identity over a misunderstanding.

Jiang Chen’s brows creased deeply. “Do you have any proof?”

Without further ado, Jiang Huan immediately flicked a jade slip at the young lord. Inside was a sealed fragment of consciousness.

“Jiang Chen, my son. Your father has three deathsworn called Jiang Huan, Jiang Quan, and Jiang Kui. I’ve sent them to three different planes. They are trusted confidantes, so treat them as uncles if you run into one of them. They bear the heavy mission of reuniting the two of us. They will play a crucial part in returning the Taiyuan Plane to our family, so don’t hesitate to rely on them.”

Bearing an authentic, if short, message from his father, the slip dispelled the young man’s doubts. He immediately bowed. “This nephew greets you, Uncle.”

Jiang Huan hurriedly rose and knelt. “Young lord, this old man is but a servant trained in secret. The elder master might have showered me with misguided affection, but how would I dare presume to put on airs in front of you?”

Though an attendant to the Taiyuan Celestial Emperor, he and his two comrades have been brought up unbeknownst to all, even to Jiang Chen himself.

Perhaps the Celestial Emperor had set out long ago to look for a way out of the crisis that would one day befall him. That was the most likely explanation.

Why else would he have arranged for secret helpers ahead of time?

Jiang Chen beamed with joy. It was the first time he’d obtained clear, first-hand information about his father.

“Young lord, we couldn’t avoid the tragedy back then. Everything stemmed from the Sun Moon Pill. Going against heaven’s will naturally attracted their reprisal. But the real threat lies with the enemies we have to overcome in order to save the elder master and reclaim the Taiyuan Plane.”

“Who are they?” Jiang Chen asked solemnly.

Jiang Huan shook his head. “I don’t know. The elder master didn’t tell me a specific name before he sent me away. I left before the advent of the disaster that left our realm in tatters. Even so, the elder master transgressed the laws of the universe once again and used his mighty powers to force you into the wheel of reincarnation.”

It seems my own behavior is rather tame compared to my father. And I’m supposed to be the young whippersnapper here.

In character and in conduct, his father was the epitome of willfulness. Jiang Chen couldn’t be more proud of being son to such a man.

Refining the Sun Moon Pill, forcing open the road to reincarnation... weren’t these the very picture of an unyielding man who forged his way ahead against all odds?

Every child in the universe had a father, but Jiang Chen’s own was second to none.

“Young lord, the elder master pinned all his hopes on you the moment you were born. Sadly, destiny itself cursed you back then, but your life took a turn for the better the second time around. Soon, you’ll be able to realize your father’s dreams.”

Jiang Huan’s speech became more impassioned the more he went on. He’d bided his time for many moons. In the endless passage of seasons, he’d sometimes second-guessed himself. Was he at the wrong place? Was he doomed to spend his life waiting in vain?

But remembering the mission his master had entrusted to him, he’d plodded along, day after day, year after year.

Now that he’d finally saw the light at the end of the tunnel, he had a hard time keeping his emotions under control.

The young lord was equally excited. Hadn’t he, just like Jiang Huan, also been looking forward to this day?

While the older man had been waiting for his little master to reappear in this world, Jiang Chen had always hoped to untangle the mysteries of his first life and find a clue about the crisis that had beset his previous world.

“Uncle Huan, when were you certain that I was the one?” wondered Jiang Chen.

Jiang Huan smiled wryly. “I woke up every few decades to observe this world, including Myriad Abyss and the other major territories. For a long time, I’ve kept tabs on every emerging talent, waiting for their future to unfold before coming to a conclusion. In most cases, a hundred years is enough for a conclusive assessment, even for the most ambiguous ones.

“But I only took note of you after you became Veluriyam’s young lord. And then, your previous accomplishments also seemed to fit. From that day on, I made sure to keep an eye on you whenever I woke up. My guess finally turned into certainty after the emergence of the demons,”

Jiang Huan said with a smile. “Don’t ask me why I did nothing to stop them from devastating the land. I could’ve solved the problem in a heartbeat, but the world would have deviated from its original path and stunted your growth. The elder master repeatedly forbade me from acting, even if you found yourself an inch away from death.”
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THE BLOODLINES OF THE FOUR SACRED BEASTS


Jiang Chen nodded in understanding. His father had gone to great lengths to arrange for his reincarnation. The entire process had surely been planned for, down to the smallest detail.

Careless interference from Jiang Huan would have altered his growth, and perhaps rendered futile all attempts at tempering himself. Hence, he didn’t take the man’s inaction personally.

“I understand where you’re coming from. Father’s obviously given a lot of thought to my second life. Uncle Huan, since you’re here now, does it mean it’ll soon be time for me to venture into the heavenly planes?”

A gratified and admiring smile floated on Jiang Huan’s lips. “With your current cultivation and the treasures left by His Majesty, you’re a peak cultivator even in the Taiyuan Plane. That world now must be in a state of complete anarchy.”

“Anarchy?” Jiang Chen blinked.

“Yes. His Majesty’s been overthrown, his rule secretly usurped, so Taiyuan must be in someone else’s hands. However, without a creation token, no one is legitimately entitled to the throne. Without the supreme dao’s seal of approval, every nominal emperor is a fake that’ll have a hard time winning over the masses. Therefore, many figures must be vying for supremacy even to this day. Every strong godking will stake his claim. Even foreign godkings or planar adventurers will arrive in Taiyuan and join the fray. It must be a right mess.”

Of course, that was simply Jiang Huan’s guess. He had no up-to-date information about the distant realm.

Jiang Chen stayed silent for a moment before smiling. “That might not be a bad thing. There will be chances aplenty for me if there’s discord. If at peace, the inhabitants would’ve long forgotten the good life they’ve lived under my father’s rule. But in troubled times, they’ll certainly look back fondly on a more prosperous era.”

Jiang Huan also nodded with a grin. “Precisely so. Therefore, I also hope for Taiyuan to be in the throes of a civil war. Nothing could be better for us.”

“That reminds me, young lord, how’s the cultivation of the four beasts?”

“Almost on par with mine. The dragon has progressed the fastest and is at peak eighth level. The Vermilion Bird and the Black Tortoise are also at the eighth level, while the White Astral Tiger is at peak seventh level and close to breaking through.” The sacred beasts were the Jiang Chen’s most essential helpers.

In particular, the Four Symbols True Spirit Painting played a large part in helping them shape their true spirits, comprehend the legacy of their ancestors, and awaken their ancient bloodlines.

It was also a source of inspiration, often enlightening them on their path to comprehending the supreme dao.

Most of all, the scroll could also be used as a formation diagram to strengthen their joint domain.

At the present stage, the four of them could deploy a joint battle formation that would wipe the floor with a ninth level god.

It would take a godking to overwhelm them decisively, but there was at most a handful of such powerhouses within a greater world, and none on mundane planes.

Fully satisfied, Jiang Huan praised, “Good, they haven’t let me down. Bringing the cubs to Divine Abyss panned out rather well. Ah yes, you must have assimilated their bloodlines?”

“Yes, of course. They can create their own plane and refine all five elements. Why wouldn’t I want that for myself?” Jiang Chen nodded.

“Very good!” Jiang Huan applauded in delight. “You’ll realize how extraordinary an advantage it is when you reach the godking realm. By then, even without Taiyuan, you’ll be able to shape a world of your own.”

“Will the supreme dao approve of me if so? Will I obtain a creation token then?” Jiang Chen marveled.

The so-called creation token was a token only given to those acknowledged by the universe itself. There was a single celestial emperor and a single symbol for any given greater plane.

“It’s highly probable if you can refine a plane on your own. If you rob someone else’s plane, you’ll need to oversee it for a long time and secure increasingly stable peace and order before being approved as the new sovereign. Of course, it also works if you rob someone else’s token, but such emperors tend to be harried by greater misfortune than most.”

The ways of the supreme dao were indeed impenetrable.

Jiang Chen sighed inwardly. He’d partially known this information in his former life, but not in such detail. Obtaining the supreme dao’s approval was truly the greatest achievement there was.

“Since absorbing the sacred beasts’ bloodlines has such wonderful effects, why don’t others also do the same?”

“Heh, isn’t that obvious? First, not everyone is lucky enough to acquire one of them. Second, the assimilation itself isn’t so easy to achieve. Third, not everyone knows you can do it to begin with. Most of all, a sacred beast is a seldom-seen creature in the planes, to say nothing of coming across all four of them at the same time.”

In summary, no one in Taiyuan had truly refined the four beasts’ bloodlines and developed until they could refine their own plane, even to this day.

As for other worlds, the universe at large was too vast for Jiang Huan to say for certain. Put this way, Jiang Chen became keenly aware of exactly how privileged he was.

Jiang Huan added, “There’s another crucial element. It’s the willingness of the beasts themselves. Your greatest advantage is to have grown together with them, so they’re inclined to assist you with the bloodline refinement. Otherwise, it’s an almost impossible task.”

Jiang Chen sighed. “Troublesome conditions indeed. It seems I have you to thank for meeting all these criteria.”

“Plans are one thing, and one’s lot in life another. You were previously the son of a celestial emperor, so you must have accumulated supreme karma. Otherwise, how could you be the only one this lucky since times immemorial? Everything must be providence’s doing.”
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THE MOMENT OF GOODBYES


The young lord benefited greatly from Jiang Huan’s knowledge. Their discussion shed light on many questions that had puzzled him. Most importantly, Jiang Huan knew the way back to Taiyuan, having made the journey in the opposite direction once.

When asked about the distance between the two worlds, the older man exclaimed, “If you attempt to fly there physically, you’d have to surmount boundless spatial chaos and experience untold dangers before reaching Taiyuan! If you use planar jumps instead, you’ll need to travel through nine portals at least.”

The road home was much more complex than Jiang Chen had imagined!

How had his father determined, then planned for his reincarnation from so far away? Father really is so incredible!

When asked this very question, Jiang Huan chuckled. “Everyone has their own specialty. His Majesty’s road of cultivation differs greatly from yours as he excels with calculations. He can somewhat pry into the mysteries of the universe and glance into the future. It’s why he’s sometimes so unruly. He knows that the greater picture remains, so it doesn’t matter if minor details don’t go entirely his way.”

They immediately agreed to leave Divine Abyss for Taiyuan Plane as soon as Jiang Chen reached the ninth level. This was the promise of destiny between the Jiang father and son.

Whether Jiang Chen could shape his own plane or not, he hailed from the Taiyuan Plane. He had to win back what rightfully belonged to his family. After being destitute of their world for this long, it was high time for House Jiang’s comeback, no matter the enemies or trials he had to face on the way!

Meanwhile, jubilation wrapped around his family with return of the long-lost Jiang You to the fold. The regret plaguing Jiang Feng and his wife had finally been erased.

After touring the world with Jiang Huan, Jiang You’s rebellious streak was slowly becoming a thing of the past. He wasn’t made of stone, and was moved to tears after learning the pains and hardship his family had gone through to find him.

The family reunion ended on a warm, tender note.

Jiang Chen shared in the heartfelt joy. His parents’ desire had finally been fulfilled.

He’d been an only child in his previous life. To be surrounded by a father, mother, sister, brother, wives and children was a novel experience. He revelled in this life’s blessings.

But, aware this happiness had been built on the back of his first father’s sacrifice, he couldn’t be fully content. There was still a score to settle with his past life.

He couldn’t shirk his responsibilities. No matter how alluring the love nest he’d built for himself on Divine Abyss, he had to visit the Taiyuan Plane.

Fortunately, he was still a few years away from the ninth level.

After aeons spent in waiting, Jiang Huan didn’t mind a trivial delay. He let the young lord decide his own timetable, rather than badgering him ad nauseam. Jiang Chen fully enjoyed his time with his family, spending another few decades in their loving company.

One day, he finally felt the stirring of the heavenly dao. He was on the verge of another breakthrough.

Ninth level waited for him with open arms, the time had finally come to make a choice.

Although not entirely a walk in the park, he became a ninth level god without a hitch, his innate talent proving as monstrous as ever.

But the smoother his cultivation, the more indebted he felt. Where would he be now without the enormous price paid by his father?

He spent another three years to fully consolidate his powers, once again tailoring his abilities and treasures to his new cultivation level.

The feigned mundanities bequeathed by his father were items he would cherish for a lifetime. As for the treasures he’d obtained from Divine Abyss, he left behind those he could, the Great Veluriyam Torch included.

Those without a definite owner, like the Golden Magnetic Mountain or Bewitching Lotus of Fire and Ice, he kept. In reality, those were also treasures from other worlds Jiang Huan had smuggled in.
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On a particular day, he strolled through the garden of the Veluriyam Palace with Huang’er.

She sighed quietly. “Brother Chen, you’ve had something on your mind these past few days. Do you want to confide in me?”

She was blessed with smarts and good looks, as well as empathy and consideration. She’d always showered him with this kind of attentive care, whether as a young girl or since becoming his wife. Being with her never failed to bring a lighter spring to his steps.

“Nothing can hide from your all-seeing eyes, Huang’er.”

“What’s the matter? What topic are you hesitant to bring up? Hehe, perhaps you’re beginning to get bored of me and want to bring in Sister Bi’er as well? If it’s this, Huang’er won’t mind.” She blinked, her tone slightly mischievous.

Dumbfounded, Jiang Chen snorted despite himself. That was the furthest thing from his mind.

“Huang’er, do you remember back in the human domain when you told me your identity? You said that your parents gave you life, so you had to return to House Yan at least once to give them an accounting, come what may. Isn’t that so?”

“Yes, a parent’s grace is greater than the expanse of the sky. Brother Chen, why do you suddenly mention this?” She looked at him, a little surprised.

“I’m facing the same dilemma today. In fact, my decision’s set, but I don’t know how to tell you all.”

“Brother Chen.” Huang’er softly squeezed his hand. “You’ve always trusted me and shared everything with me. Regardless of the situation, I’ll always stand by you.”

Her kindness made his heart feel all the heavier. It was so difficult to part from such a companion, but he couldn’t shy away from the call of destiny.

So he sighed again. “Huang’er, remember what I said about my inherited memories? They’re what made my path to success so smooth. People have always seen in me the reincarnation of a god. In fact, it’s not far from the truth. From the moment I arrived in his world, I always knew who I was in my former life.”

The truth suddenly dawned on Huang’er.

Fate beckoned. It wasn’t fully the same situation as hers back on Myriad Abyss, but the outcome was the same.

“Brother Chen, is that previous identity now calling out to you?” Her voice shook faintly.

With a solemn nod, Jiang Chen wrapped an arm tightly around her shoulders.

She didn’t try to dissuade him, simply asked, “Tell me, will it be dangerous?”

Danger? No one could guarantee a journey through the heavenly planes would be entirely safe.

“It will be, but I have to go regardless,” he responded gently.
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HUANG’ER’S RELUCTANCE


Huang’er nodded lightly in contemplation. She’d figured out what Jiang Chen meant in an instant.

To put herself in her beloved’s shoes, she would’ve been unhappy her entire life if he’d prevented her from returning to Myriad Abyss. That had been her destiny back then. No one could avoid or resist the call of fate. There were realities and duties everyone had to attend to.

Huang’er looked up with her bright eyes into Jiang Chen’s determined face. “Are you going on your own, Brother Chen, or taking us with you?”

“This is about my past life. I don’t want the fate of this present life to be dragged into it. I mustn’t bring trouble to you and the Divine Abyss Continent. I’ll take only the four sacred beasts and a confidante with me.”

“Do you mean Senior Jiang Huan?”

Jiang Chen started. “You know?”

“Ever since his appearance, I’ve sensed the changes in your mood,” Huang’er responded seriously. “You were sometimes happy, then solemn, and later contemplative... The demons have been eliminated. I can’t think of anything else that would make you react this way.”

Apologetically, Jiang Chen said, “No matter where I go, Huang’er, I’ll never forget the family waiting for me on the Divine Abyss Continent.”

“Brother Chen.” Huang’er burrowed into Jiang Chen’s arms, reluctant to bid him farewell. This was different from the previous goodbyes. This departure meant so, so much more.

“May I ask about your past, Brother Chen?”

“Of course you may. The story of my past life is a complicated one. I was fortunate to be born as the son of the Celestial Emperor, but unfortunate to be cursed with a yin constitution. I was only able to live millions of years because my father went against heaven’s will to refine a Sun Moon Pill. He was also the one who sent me into the cycle of reincarnation. Everything I am in this life is thanks to him. Without his support and planning, I wouldn’t be who I am today.”

There was no reason to keep these secrets from Huang’er now. They were dao partners and spouses. Their lives were intertwined.

Her charming eyes widened with surprise. She knew her husband must have been someone important in his past life, but she hadn’t expected him to be this important.

The son of the Celestial Emperor! That was a remarkable position of unfathomable heights.

“Has the Celestial Emperor himself summoned you, Brother Chen?” she asked curiously.

“No, father’s gone missing. I know he’s still alive, but nothing else. In my past life, the order of the Taiyuan Plane was disrupted after the collapse of the heavenly planes. I’m going to Taiyuan to reclaim our territory and save my father.”

“What?!” blurted out Huang’er.

“Don’t worry. Father left me with many treasures and means to establish myself. I’m not starting from scratch.”

“But there must be many great masters in the heavenly planes. Those who managed to plot against even the Celestial Emperor must be remarkably powerful.”

Jiang Chen smiled to assure Huang’er. “That’s right. They must be godkings, among whom a celestial emperor was selected from. A godking without a creation token is nothing but a false emperor.”

“Godking… is that the peak of the divine realm? Are godkings the rulers of the gods?”

“You can say that. Of course, there are many heavenly planes in this vast universe. Even godkings can’t defy destiny and the heavenly law.” Jiang Chen offered some comfort. “My father didn’t lose his creation token, which means it’s not yet the end of his rule. This is going to be a dangerous journey, but I will return!”

This was goodbye. He wanted his family to be reassured.

After a long stretch of silence, Huang’er came to accept the reality. She managed a smile. “I’ll be alright, Brother Chen. I’ll take care of our children and wait for your return. Your parents, however, you’ll have to persuade yourself.”

His parents would be the trickiest.

It wasn’t fair that Jiang Chen had another pair of parents from his past life. However, that was what destiny had in stall for him. He couldn’t go against it.

Unlike the others, whose past life and current life were divided, his presence was a direct continuation of his past.

Without the foundations laid down in his past life, he would never have achieved what he had in this life. He couldn’t break away from his past.

“I don’t plan on telling my parents just yet, Huang’er. Please take care of them for me. I’m not sure how long this trip will be. It may take centuries, millennia, or even more. No matter what, my heart will always be with the Divine Abyss Continent. That will never change.”

That was Jiang Chen’s promise as a man. As long as he lived, he would never forget the way back home.

“What should I say when they ask?”

“Tell them I’m off on an adventure.” Jiang Chen smiled. “The trajectory of the Divine Abyss Continent has been changed after the demonic invasion. The spatial currents and mist will keep the continent safe. No crisis should arise in the next hundred thousand years. There may be a few minor adventurers, but they won’t pose that much of a threat.”

The Divine Abyss Continent wasn’t the world of yesteryear. Jiang Chen had turned it into an impenetrable fortress. His family alone possessed great strength. His large number of confidantes were also the continent’s most reliable guardians.

Even if he ended up departing the continent for a hundred thousand years, the legacy he had left behind remained.

That night, sleep was scant for Huang’er.
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The cultivation levels of the four sacred beasts were almost synchronized with Jiang Chen. Long Xiaoxuan was the first to ascend to ninth level divine realm. The Vermilion Bird and the Black Tortoise also approached their breakthroughs shortly thereafter. The Astral White Tiger wasn’t far behind either.

Everything was headed in the right direction. The ones making the greatest progress however, were the Goldbiter Rats.

The rats had gone through transformation after transformation. What they gained from the demonic war, especially, had significantly boosted their power. The rat king had reached advanced divine realm.

A stunning thirty of his descendants had ascended to divine realm as well. Naturally, Jiang Chen wasn’t going to leave such strong forces behind.


83


SETTING OFF


On this day, Jiang Chen summoned the four sacred beasts and Goldbiter King for a meeting.

Hearing that they were going to leave the Divine Abyss Continent and venture into the heavenly planes lit the fires of excitement. The rat seemed especially eager. The peace of the continent was making it antsy. One couldn’t improve when there was no conflict to be had.

The Goldbiter Rats had been complacent for too long. It was their truest calling to venture into the heavenly planes and announce to the world that the Goldbiter Kingrats had returned.

The four sacred beasts didn’t particularly like the peaceful life either. They were getting bored with Divine Abyss. A new challenge sounded perfect.

“When do we set out, young master Chen?” asked the rat with an eager expression.

“There’s no timing like the present! Why not today?” The Astral White Tiger voiced a series of excited roars.

Anticipation brimmed in the eyes of the other three sacred beasts as well.

“We leave in a couple of days. However, this quest may be a dangerous one. It’s a heavy task that I’m taking on. You’ll be at risk as well.”

The Vermilion Bird chuckled. “How long have we known each other, young master Chen? We weather death together, there’s no need for such words as these. To be honest, it feels better to follow you into life-threatening scenarios than to live a serene, but boring life.”

Long Xiaoxuan nodded lightly. “That’s right. We’d rather die a meaningful death than live an uneventful life! We’re still hale and hearty. It’ll be a waste to not strive for something great.”

The Black Tortoise was more level-headed, but it wished to enter the heavenly planes and explore the vast world as well.

It was more than obvious that there wasn’t much to see on the Divine Abyss Continent anymore. They were frogs at the bottom of a well, eager to know how far the sky stretched.

Jiang Chen waved a hand with a smile. “The heavenly planes are indeed impressive, but don’t worry, there won’t be that many who can bully us given our strength. Divine cultivators are as common as muck in the heavenly planes, but we’re advanced gods. Only godkings are stronger than us, and they aren’t that common even in the heavenly planes!”

“Does that mean that we can throw our weight around even in the heavenly planes?” The tiger grinned, its eyes shining brightly.

“You can say that. Even in the heavenly planes, there won’t be that many who pose a serious threat to us. In fact, there may not be anyone. We’re still growing stronger. The speed at which we progress will make the heavenly planes tremble!”

Jiang Chen was half-joking, but it was effective in lightening the mood and further rousing the sacred beasts.

“That’s right. We may come from humble origins, but we have the ability to intimidate the heavenly planes!” The Goldbiter King licked his snout, his eyes glowing faintly.

The Vermilion Bird smiled. “Even a rack of old bones like me is getting excited, young master Chen.”

Jiang Chen laughed heartily. “You aren’t old, Brother Vermilion. There are countless individuals much older than you are in the heavenly planes. You’ll realize what a young whippersnapper you are once you get there.”

Everyone burst out laughing.

Due to Jiang Chen’s intentional omission of the truth, the farewell wasn’t a melancholic one.

He told his parents that he was going on an adventure to see the outside world. It was in his parents’ nature to remind him to be careful.

Nevertheless, a man should have their eye on the bigger world. Jiang Feng didn’t protest his son’s ambitions. He too felt the continent wasn’t big enough for his son.

Jiang Chen was a dragon that shouldn’t reside in a small pond.

Xu Qingxuan worried her lips as she sent Jiang Chen off. She watched until he was far, far away and put in prodigious effort to stop her tears from falling.

She was more sensitive than the others. She could tell from Huang’er’s behavior that her brother hadn’t departed simply for a jaunt.

Nonetheless, she didn’t push for an answer. Deep down, she had faith in her brother. No matter what he was going to do, he would return. That was the only thing that mattered.

[image: ]



“You sure are popular in Divine Abyss, young master,” Jiang Huan said with a smile. “They’re all so reluctant to see you off.”

“It’s fortunate that the demons have been eliminated, and the world is at peace again.” Jiang Chen replied in lieu of a response.

They reached the fringe of the continent. This was where Jiang Chen had established the spatial currents.

“There’s no interdimensional portal on the continent, young master,” explained Jiang Huan. “We’ll have to fly through the space in between worlds ourselves. It’s going to be a challenging journey, but you should be fine given your level of cultivation.”

Jiang Chen waved a dismissive hand. “Let’s not waste time. Should we fly in an airboat, or just ourselves?”

“Better not use an airboat. There’s no guarantee that your airboat will be strong enough to withstand the currents. It’s also easier to dodge an unexpected storm if we just fly. Inside an airboat, we’ll be less agile.”

They made some simple preparations. The four sacred beasts attached themselves to Jiang Chen, while the Goldbiter Rats took their position in the Millionditch Stonenest.

The rats couldn’t travel through realms at the moment.

Although Jiang Huan had warned him, it wasn’t until Jiang Chen entered the currents that he realized how difficult the trip would be.

At first, everything was quiet. The vast universe was a deep blue, and the view intriguing.

Over time, though, the environment changed as quickly as a child’s mood. The deep blue turned to grey, and storms emerged out of nowhere.

Then, the environment turned red with random jets of spatial flames.

Every once in a while, something would happen to test Jiang Chen’s reflexes. He kept his guard up as he carefully traveled through space and stopped treating this as a joyride.

One month, two months, three months...

It wasn’t until six months later that Jiang Huan took Jiang Chen to a small realm to refuel.

After half a year of nothing but flying, Jiang Chen’s attitude had changed. He’d become more composed as it was more than apparent they were no longer on the Divine Abyss Continent. His glory was all in the past. It was time for him to enter a new phase in life.
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AN ARDUOUS VOYAGE


Jiang Huan and Jiang Chen resumed their journey after resupplying on the lesser plane.

They traveled uneventfully day after day, stop after stop, before finally reaching a more affluent lesser world several years later.

A lesser world was essentially a miniature greater world. Identical in structure, it simply lacked the presence of a celestial emperor or a creation token. Most of them were home to planar portals.

This form of transportation didn’t come cheap, but thankfully, Jiang Chen wasn’t short on money.

“Here’s where we’ll proceed with our first planar jump. There will be eight more to follow,” Jiang Huan imparted.

“Will we have to trek this long every single time?” wondered Jiang Chen.

“Heh, it all depends. There’s no saying if the route will remain entirely the same as I remember. If not, we might have to make a detour. It’ll be a miracle if we can reach our destination in less than a hundred years. Three to five centuries is a more realistic estimate.”

Jiang Chen’s cheeks spasmed at this revelation.

He’d promised Huang’er he’d hopefully return in a few decades. He’d mentioned a few millennia as a worst case scenario, but deep down, he’d prefer to go back sooner rather than later.

Five centuries merely to reach the Taiyuan Plane?

It was fortunate he was a man who could adapt on the fly. Since he couldn’t shorten the trip, he might as well consider it a form of tempering. Perhaps it was yet another trial on his long road of cultivation.

To become a godking, one had to slowly accumulate cultivation over a long, long time. It was a bridge most cultivators couldn’t cross in their entire lives.

The young lord was confident in his capabilities, but there was no telling how many hurdles he’d have to surmount to achieve his goal. His one certainty was that his seal’s last link wouldn’t be undone before he reached the godking realm.

Judging from his father’s hints, Taiyuan’s creation token was stored inside. The moment it returned to the world, its existence would be exposed, painting a giant bull’s eye on his back. Many on Taiyuan would set their sights on him, but on the flip side, the token might be invaluable in securing the celestial emperor’s throne and reclaiming Taiyuan Plane.

Everything hinged on the opposition he’d face from Taiyuan’s godkings. Exactly how many of them had been party to his father’s ousting?

In the end, Jiang Huan’s guess proved to be spot on.

The path he’d once taken from Taiyuan to Divine Abyss didn’t stay eternally unchanging for several hundred thousand years.

A deviation occurred at the fourth transit point. The original portal had been destroyed, forcing them to find another path that lengthened their travels by a considerable margin.

But Jiang Huan took it all in stride. The road to happiness was strewn with roadblocks, so what was a little more time spent on the way?

Furthermore, the more winding and arduous their meandering, the more Jiang Chen’s character was put to the test.

Journeying for decades had honed the young man’s mental fortitude. The sanguine and perhaps somewhat overweening nature of the master of Divine Abyss had given way to a certain steadiness. Many experiences along the way were worthy lessons that remoulded his psyche from the bottom up.

He didn’t let the divine beasts loose, afraid they might stir up trouble on their long journey, but he sometimes allowed the Goldbiter Rats outside for fresh air, especially when they ran into planar brigands or reckless thugs. Those ended up as food for the rats, altruistically abetting the tribe’s growth.

Five hundred years quietly elapsed by the time they finally reached the last transit world.

“Jiang Chen, as a lesser world affiliated with the Taiyuan Plane, you can find out a lot of information here concerning Taiyuan.”

His heart suddenly stirring, the young lord immediately decided on a brief stopover to make some inquiries.

As he’d expected, a ninth level god was a rare commodity even on a greater world.

Hence, in order to ward off unwarranted attention, both he and his companion concealed their true strength and passed themselves off as seventh level gods. Even so, they received interest aplenty within a few short days, as well as many calling cards.

Some came from planar adventurer bands. Bluntly put, these consisted of troublemakers who ventured into the farthest reaches of the universe.

In fact, the demons who’d invaded Divine Abyss could also be included in the lot. Like dogs to a bone, they flocked to fertile lands yet to be explored, or material planes without an owner.

These bands were often made up of the most abhorred and ill-famed existences in the planes, so Jiang Chen naturally wouldn’t touch them with a barge pole.

Of course, he also received love calls from powerful local factions. Well-entrenched on the lesser world, these sects were always keen to ally themselves with strong experts.

Powerhouses like Jiang Chen and his companion were choice targets for their scouts. No sect worth its salt would let an advanced god slip away.

But Jiang Chen’s indifference soon became manifest. Every invitation was met with tactful rejection. His interpersonal skills greatly pleased Jiang Huan.

With these kinds of achievements at his age, the usual young genius would be parading like a peacock, but he’s nothing but poise.

It was proof of the young man’s maturity, if there ever was one.

“Young lord, most of the time, these sects are related to factions on the greater world, or they’re straight subordinates. Even if you don’t want to join, you still should treat them with courtesy.”

The young man followed his advice. At the very least, he refrained from making snide remarks, and never tried to demean or find fault with the locals.

Thanks to the experience of two lives, he knew better than to make enemies for no good reason.
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CRIMSONWATERS MINOR


This lesser world was called Crimsonwaters Minor, named after a particular place bearing the moniker of, as one might guess, Crimsonwaters.

The region in question was a lake that stretched beyond the horizon.

Located at an extreme altitude, its waters were red rather than blue or green, hence the origin of the name. Some also called it the Heavenly Crimson Lake.

Jiang Chen was no stranger to this world. In his previous life, he’d once come sightseeing with his father. Back then, he’d been the son of a celestial emperor, an imperial prince far removed from the masses.

There were many legends about Crimsonwaters, but they left him cold once his father had revealed it was nothing but a volcanic lake.

However, it was suitable for the cultivation of those who specialized in the fire element, so its ownership had been contested since olden times. Celestial Emperor Taiyuan had been forced to mediate too many times to count, but one of his status couldn’t always stick his nose in the affairs of a lesser world. He usually turned a blind eye as long as they didn’t cause too much of a racket.

Presently sitting near the windows inside a pub, Jiang Chen watched an unending stream of bodies that were adorned in garb of every shape and form. He couldn’t help but sigh with emotion. This close to a greater world, one could spot a much greater diversity of races compared to Divine Abyss.

All kinds of strange beings could be seen going about their business, mingling with other tribes in harmony, as if long accustomed to this melting pot. Disputes only erupted over material interest, and never over racial differences.

With Jiang Huan out on an intelligence gathering mission, the young lord sat by himself, worrying about his father.

Despite Taiyuan Plane’s descent into chaos, the Celestial Emperor himself was still alive to this day. Where was he now? Perhaps locked up somewhere, or sealed away?

The distance between his father and him had never been this small.

Lost in thought, graceful steps suddenly sounded by his ear. They were followed by a faint voice. “Brother, please forgive the intrusion.”

He looked up, startled. The newcomer was a young cultivator dressed in the style of an exotic tribe. He wasn’t human, if his eyes and features were anything to go by, but race meant little in this place. The young lord acknowledged him with a nod.

“Brother, isn’t it boring drinking alone? Why don’t I treat you? We can have a few drinks while we chat about the state of affairs on Crimsonwaters.”

Jiang Chen smiled wryly. Pontificating about the affairs of the world? Quite the presumptuous one, wasn’t he now?

In all honesty, the young lord knew nothing of the local situation. How could he be otherwise, when he’d arrived mere days ago?

Seeing his vacant face, the fellow wondered, “Brother, are you a foreigner? First time in Crimsonwaters?”

Jiang Chen shook his head. “Not technically, but it’s been a long time since I visited, so I have little to say on this topic. Sorry to disappoint, brother.”

“It doesn’t matter. As a fresh returnee, you’ll need guidance to navigate our maze, or you might get in trouble for speaking out of turn or offending the wrong faction.” Seemingly a natural-born socializer, the fellow sat down at the table, uninvited.

Jiang Chen made no move to shoo him away.

All smiles, this fellow enlivened the atmosphere when he spoke. He didn’t seem like an evil person. Not to mention, he was merely mid divine realm and wouldn’t pose a substantial threat.

“Brother, what is your esteemed name?”

Jiang Chen chuckled. “This one is named Zhen, Zhen Shi.”

The young lord offered the name without hesitation. It wasn’t his first time borrowing it, after all. Back in Veluriyam, young lord Zhen’s name had resounded like thunder throughout the capital.

“Brother Zhen it is. Looking at your features, you must be a human through and through?” probed the fellow.

Jiang Chen smiled leisurely and stayed noncommittal.

“Alright, I’m being too nosy. Let me introduce myself, I go by Gou She. You can call me Old Gou, or Brother Gou.” The fellow immediately started behaving like a close friend.

Jiang Chen nodded. “Brother Gou, there must be a reason you picked me out of all the people here. Please state your purpose. I like cutting to the chase, so why don’t you give it to me straight?”

Gou She blinked, then laughed out loud. “Fine, you’re the direct type as I thought. Then let me be blunt. Judging from your dignified appearance, you didn’t seem like a local. So I thought I could offer you something tempting enough to recruit you.”

“What is it?” Jiang Chen smiled gently.

“You must have heard about the Heavenly Crimson Lake? If so, you must be aware of its competition that takes place every ten thousand years. At least a hundred factions will be participating, but only the top five can control the lake region and establish their sect in the vicinity. No matter how strong your sect used to be, you have to pack up and beat it the moment you lose your spot.” Words flowed like a river from Gou She’s mouth.

“It sounds like you’ll be one of the participants, Brother Gou.”

“Heh, not by myself, of course, but my faction firmly aspires to be one of the winners. Recruitment is in full swing for the major sects. Everyone’s trying to attract powerhouses, so we can’t afford to fall behind.”

“But the contest is a must-win every single time, I presume?”

“It might seem so, but the previous times, though cruel and bloody, weren’t as significant as the coming one. There are other benefits attached this time, it seems. I’ve heard the winners will be entitled to an audience with the Celestial Emperor.”

“The Celestial Emperor?” Jiang Chen froze. “Who’s Taiyuan’s emperor? Don’t they say…”

“Hush!” Gou She hurriedly made a silencing gesture, intimating at the young lord to stay quiet. “Brother, I pray you never spew this sort of nonsense on Taiyuan. The realm’s never been without a celestial emperor. Only, hehe, you get my drift.”

“I don’t.” Jiang Chen shook his head candidly.

Gou She looked at him, a little baffled. “Brother Zhen, how long have you been away?”

“A very long time, several millennia at least,” Jiang Chen responded offhandedly.

“Then you should be aware that the bloody struggles for the throne have produced a continuous string of nominal emperors. Some simply last longer than others.”
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THE FIENDSTAR SECT


Jiang Chen understood things a bit better after that explanation.

The position of celestial emperor was currently determined by strength alone. Since all candidates to the throne were pretenders without creation token, that was the only possible measure of ‘worthiness’.

Such a ‘celestial emperor’ was so in name only, not the true lord of the Taiyuan Plane. They had no long-lasting authority to speak of.

“Brother Gou,” Jiang Chen said seriously, “I’ve only recently returned from the outside world, so I may be ignorant of recent affairs here in the Taiyuan Plane. If I may, who is the current celestial emperor?”

“Hmm, the current celestial emperor is called Celestial Emperor Skypillar. He’s been in his position for over three hundred years now,” Gou She answered with equal gravity.

Jiang Chen was speechless. A celestial emperor who’s only been one for three hundred years?

“How many celestial emperors have there been over the past ten millennia?” he probed curiously.

“Oh, about seven or eight. The shorter reigns last five centuries or so, the longer ones, two or three millennia before an usurper comes along. No one can sit in the spot for very long without being changed out.”

“Why is that?” Jiang Chen feigned perplexity. “Such rapid changes in ruler for a great plane like this can’t possibly be a good thing.”

“Heh, that’s not something we should worry about. It’s a matter far loftier than we small folk, one that we have no right to discuss.” Gou She was cautious enough to cut off the subject.

Instead, he looked expectantly at Jiang Chen. “Brother Zhen, let me introduce my home faction to you. We aren’t the strongest upon the plane of Crimsonwaters, but we’re pretty prominent. We’re not that well-known because of how soon it’s been since our founding, but we’re confident to get one of the top five spots.”

“What is your faction’s name?” Jiang Chen grinned. “Surely it has one?”

“Ah, ah, of course. We’re called the Fiendstar Sect! An awesome name, wouldn’t you say so?” Gou She chuckled.

Jiang Chen fell speechless once more.

Awesome? The name was beyond idiotic. Had the person who’d come up with it suffered a devastating brain injury of some sort?

He could only pretend to smile and nod. “That is indeed an awesome name. Still, I know nothing about your sect. What will I get out of accepting your invitation?”

He was actually looking for more information.

“We can talk about the other conditions at length, if you’re interested! We’re always looking for new talent. If you have the skills, we’ll definitely give you more than deserving treatment for it. No need to be concerned about that.” Gou She continued to laugh.

“Of course. If I didn’t get what my skills deserved, I would just leave,” Jiang Chen asserted.

“Haha, let’s talk about it some more then. Friend, if you join the Fiendstar Sect as our guest elder and help us contend for the Crimson Lake, we will pay you as one of our very own elders. If we end up winning, we can bring you along when we visit the celestial emperor as well. Imagine! How amazing would it be to meet the celestial emperor in person? If he takes an interest in you, then you’ll really have made it big!”

Gou She had an active imagination and honeyed lips.

Smiling, Jiang Chen feigned strong interest, though with some reservation. “This is too important. I need to talk with my companion when he returns.”

“Oh? You have a companion? Who? Are they as strong as you?”

Jiang Chen nodded noncommittally in reply.

“Wonderful. You should get them to join us as well. The Fiendstar Sect needs more talent like you two! Trust me, it’ll be worth it when we do win and get to visit the celestial emperor,” Gou She described breathlessly.

Jiang Chen saw no reason to douse his eagerness.

“Sorry, Brother Zhen, I lost myself for a moment. I urge you to think about my suggestion! The Fiendstar Sect is more sincere than anybody. I swear on my own character that we absolutely won’t do you wrong. We really need people like you!”

Jiang Chen didn’t take these words too seriously, though he naturally maintained civility. “I’ll definitely consider it. If we’re a good fit, I will be pleased to cooperate on this grand occasion.”

This was a bit of dangling bait.

“Good, good! It’s settled, then. Don’t leave, Brother Zhen! Wait for me here, I’ll go find the sect head. Stick around, alright? I’m very serious, so please don’t brush me off…” Gou She stomped downstairs excitedly.

Jiang Chen smiled as he watched the other man leave. He had a pretty good impression of him; Gou She was a fast talker, but had a reasonably good heart. He was also easy to trick and pry information out of.

The young lord had learned quite a lot from the conversation just now. The constant changes in just who was celestial emperor, for example.

The pieces of information he had learned weren’t secrets in the outside world, but there was much to be gleaned from them regardless. The Taiyuan Plane was still in a state of chaos—that much was obvious from the pretenders’ strife alone.

Without a celestial emperor acknowledged by creation itself, a stable hierarchy couldn’t be established.

“The fact that Gou She cares so much about visiting the current celestial emperor means that the factions down below thirst for a powerful, authoritative ruler. They wouldn’t be like this otherwise.”

There was a good basis of popular support for retaking the Taiyuan Plane and restoring order then.

Aside from a handful of opportunists, no one wanted to live in an anarchic society. For one, safety was no guarantee for anybody. The young man became more confident after what he’d observed.

At this moment, a different youth emerged from one of the tavern’s private rooms. He carried a proud and scornful expression. “Come with me. Someone wants to see you.”
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AN EXOTIC WOMAN


“Are you talking to me?” Jiang Chen blinked. He really wasn’t sure, since the newcomer didn't seem to want to look in his direction.

“Are you messing with me, kid? I told you to get your ass over here, so what are you blabbing on about?” The proud youth glared at Jiang Chen.

Oh, so the words had been directed at him after all.

Jiang Chen grew mildly upset. He had tried to keep as low a profile as possible, yet trouble had come to find him after all.

He was used to killing multiple ruffians like these in a single day back on Divine Abyss. Though he was on Crimsonwaters now, he nevertheless furrowed his brow in displeasure.

“I don’t understand an animal’s words. Would you care to demonstrate?”

The youth didn't expect Jiang Chen to respond in that kind of tone. He cackled. “Brat, you have some guts to you, don’t you! Do you know who you’re talking to?!”

“I sure don’t.” Jiang Chen smiled.

The youth sputtered. Blood rushed in and out of his face. His robes were prominently marked with the insignia of his sect, which was why he typically wore them on outings to impress the populace.

He lorded over countless people with these clothes. Every wandering cultivator who saw him always treated him with simpering respect. How could this kid be so blind and cheeky?

“You haven’t been back here for a while, have you, friend? The White Drake Sect is one of the top three on Crimsonwaters,” helpfully advised a neighboring diner.

“If someone from the White Drake Sect wants to see you, it can only mean good things for you.”

Jiang Chen wasn’t sure what the correct reaction was. He appreciated the counsel from his neighbors, but the sect’s name almost caused him to spit out his drink.

The hell? The White Drake Sect? More like the White Dimwit Sect. No wonder this person was so irredeemably idiotic.

“You scared now, huh, kid? Get down on your knees and kowtow to me three times. Beg me to forgive you!” The new youth was smug indeed.

He relished the reverent manner in which others spoke of his sect. It filled him with elation.

Jiang Chen shook his head. “I should’ve checked my almanac before coming out today. I would’ve learned then that I would meet an idiot.”

He was speaking to himself without looking at the other young man, but his words and actions pierced the young man’s skin deeply. This bumpkin was ignoring someone from the mighty White Drake Sect, and calling him an idiot while he was at it!

How could this be tolerated?

The scornful youth stalked forward in order to hit Jiang Chen, but the latter turned and cast a potent look into the youth’s eyes.

The youth felt a deep terror pass through him, as if he’d seen the most horrifying thing in the world.

Jiang Chen had held back from making his attack lethal. Otherwise, his Evil Golden Eye would’ve turned his target into a statue.

“Looking for a fight?” He smiled as he scrutinized the fool opposite him.

Large beads of sweat trickled from the other youth’s forehead. The sharpness of the look directed at him had sent him on a tour of hell.

The young man was haughty, but he was no fool. He instantly realized that the stranger before him was hard to deal with and dropped his raised arms back down to his sides.

“You… just you wait!” The young man headed back to his private room, leaving only a feeble threat. Before he could reach it, a group of people emerged.

A woman stood at their head, clad in exotic garments that bared her arms, shoulders, and elongated legs. There was more of her that was uncovered than covered.

She cut a wild and provocative figure.

“Mistress.” The person who had threatened Jiang Chen knelt and howled. “That guy rudely insulted both the White Drake Sect and myself! He deserves to die a thousand times over…”

Crack!

The woman delivered a resounding slap to her subordinate’s face. “Throw him out and feed him to the dogs,” she said to her other followers.

Her tone was airy and detached, as if she was speaking about some common stray dog.

Jiang Chen remained strangely silent. The proud youth didn't deserve his respect, but this firebrand of a woman wasn’t going to be easy to shake off, either.

The woman considered him for a long while, then laughed suddenly. “Your name is Zhen Shi? I heard everything just now.”

Jiang Chen grunted noncommittally.

“That buffoon from the Fiendstar Sect was trying to recruit you, hmm? A word of advice—they’re not reliable. It’ll be hard for them to make their way into the top ten, much less top five.” The woman seemed to have taken interest in Jiang Chen, hence her profusion of words.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “Thank you for your concern, miss. I’ll definitely keep it in mind.”

Was that all?

The answer was clearly unsatisfactory. The woman brushed her bangs aside, then smiled in the most alluring way she could. Her silver armlets rang pleasantly, adding to the charisma she radiated.

The woman was dressed in an intentionally seductive way that accentuated her figure and showed a lot of skin.

Jiang Chen wasn’t much interested though. She was lascivious and untamed, but also dangerous. He was never the kind of young man to let lust control his mind. The woman’s wiles were useless on him.

“A wooden blockhead, I see. I’ll get to the point, then. Are you interested in coming with me? The Fiendstar Sect can’t possibly compare to the White Drake Sect, and I am the daughter and heir of the sect head. You’ll have a much better chance at rising to the top if you join us.” Seeing the futility of her suggestive gestures, the woman made a clearer offer.

The information that she was the White Drake Sect head’s daughter astounded many. Most of the diners around her quietly stood up and went to pay their bills.

Evidently, she was a well-known public figure.
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TWO MIGHTY WOMEN


Jiang Chen smiled slightly when he saw the other diners retreat. He glanced around, then chuckled. “Look, everyone’s scared of you.”

“They’re just a bunch of gutless cowards. They snuck some looks at me and were scared I’d make them pay for it, so they snuck off instead. However, how can I let them off free of charge like that? You lot, go catch as many as you can and gouge out one of their eyes. Consider it a display of what the White Drake Sect is capable of.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

The woman’s followers charged down the stairs like a pack of wolves. Their efficacy was quickly accompanied by a wave of shrieks.

The young heiress of the White Drake Sect seemed to take great joy in inflicting suffering—or that was what her tittering indicated.

Jiang Chen’s face darkened. This woman was utterly malignant.

If she was wearing such exposed clothing, what reason did she have for punishing the bystanders so harshly for their sidelong looks? There were surely those who had laid eyes on her only accidentally. Did they deserve this cruel and unusual punishment too?

“Aw, Sir Zhen, are you taking pity on them?” The woman giggled when she saw his distaste.

“Everyone has a different way of doing things,” Jiang Chen retorted coolly. “I’m not in the business of minding other people’s.”

“You really are taking pity! Well, too bad. That’s how Crimsonwaters is, and that’s how the Taiyuan Plane is too. The fiercer you are, the better off you can be. Weakness is a crime in itself. Welcome back, Sir Zhen!” The witch of a woman made the above declaration with mock seriousness.

Jiang Chen sighed, but said nothing. To a certain extent, she wasn’t strictly wrong. Strength and ferocity did generally improve quality of life, since they were qualities that prevented one from being hunted or bullied by others.

But, was this really the Taiyuan Plane of eld? Not at all.

There was far too much chaos and pandemonium for his liking. Once upon a time, the celestial emperor of Taiyuan and the laws of the heavenly planes were generally upheld.

Unfortunately, order was sorely lacking in the world in front of him today.

Survival of the fittest was the only remaining law. The food chain ruled over all.

“Heh, you’re not taking me very seriously, Sir Zhen!” Jiang Chen’s disinterest seemed to pique the woman’s ire. She patted the table in front of him. “Are you scared of looking at me? Are you worried I’ll gouge your eyes out too?”

“I’ve looked at you many times already.” Jiang Chen smiled evenly. “Are you going to?”

“That’s the kind of honesty I like. I’ve taken a liking to you, so you’ll be spared that fate for now. If that changes… it’ll be your unlucky day. There’s a way to avoid that from happening, though. You’ll be able to look at me all you like then.”

“What is it?” Jiang Chen frowned.

“Join the White Drake Sect and follow me. If you do that, I might even let you look at me more and more.”

“No thanks.” The young man shook his head.

He was entirely unaffected by the woman’s tactics. To him, she was completely boring to look at. Yes, her figure was nice enough, but such a tantalizing woman was usually far too thorny of a rose to approach.

Anger and rage flashed in the woman’s eyes. Jiang Chen’s refusal struck a nerve.

“You’d rather have it the hard way, eh?”

It was obvious that storm clouds were rapidly gathering. He had found some limited favor in her eyes before, but that was changing fast. Jiang Chen’s blunt response had ruined her day.

It was at this moment that a different voice blasted in from the outside. “What are you trying to do, you hag? If you have a problem, why don’t you come at me?”

Another woman stormed up the stairs. She was very pretty and dressed like a married woman, but the ferocity upon her brow made her look shrewish.

Though her clothes weren’t as racy as the first woman’s, they showed a fair bit amount of skin too. Past her rolled-up sleeves, two ivory arms resting upon her waist completed the picture.

The young mistress of the White Drake Sect felt her annoyance multiply. “Oh, it’s the little widow. What, are you trying to kidnap a new husband from the street now that your first one’s dead?”

The second woman was none other than the Fiendstar Sect’s head. Her name was Han Shuang, but most called her Madam Han. She was a notorious individual in Crimsonwaters in her own right.

She had once been the fiancée of the last head of Fiendstar, who had died before they’d had a chance to actually marry. Nevertheless, she successfully inherited and expanded his sect through her personal competence.

There was a gap between Fiendstar and White Drake, but the Madam Han wasn’t known for her timidity. She wasn’t just going to stand by and watch as White Drake stole her new talent!

Madam Han strode into Jiang Chen’s vicinity, then placed herself in front of him, a silent declaration that “this big sister will protect you!”. Her arms remained firmly upon her waist. “How about that, you tramp! I’ll take you on any day.”

The young mistress of the White Drake Sect was somewhat wary of Madam Han. After all, she was only the heir to her sect, while Madam Han was the actual head.

Woman to woman, she had no advantage if they happened to go head-to-head.

“What are you shouting about, you hussy? I’m gonna find a thousand thugs and have them enjoy you a hundred times over, until you die from delight!”

Madam Han’s retort only exceeded her in vulgarity. “Why don’t you get your daddy to come too? I’ll happily absorb the White Drake Sect if you’re offering. I’m not sure if I want a stepdaughter like you though!”

The conversation was quickly heading toward an inappropriate zone.

Jiang Chen never expected a catfight to occur over him. He was supposed to stay undercover! He wanted to dig a hole in the ground and hide in it until all this blew over.

The young woman from the White Drake Sect was verbally backed into a corner. Her eyes glared at Madam Han, then back at Jiang Chen. “You like married women, huh, kid? Such awful taste. You owe me one of your eyes, and I’ll make sure to make you pay up sooner or later!”
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HEADHUNTING


Watching the White Drake girl and her men beat a hasty retreat, Mistress Han puffed out her chest, flush from the victory of reconquering lost territory.

Her outfit wasn’t particularly revealing, but it nevertheless displayed curves in all the right places, showcasing the superiority of her womanly charms.

Sensing Jiang Chen’s strange gaze on her, she tittered as she took a seat, her expression instantly brightening.

“Let me introduce myself. The name’s Han Shuang. You may address me as Madam Han, or Sectmistress Han. Little Gou mentioned you were interested in joining our Fiendstar Sect? That’s why I came here as fast as possible. To think White Drake would bully my people in public! How ludicrous! Some might be afraid of her, but not this queen! Hehe, little brother, don’t be shy… There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

Jiang Chen found himself dumbfounded. This girl looked like a spicy number. Had he mentioned anything about fear? She was simply putting words in his mouth.

And since when did he become part of her people?

But she rattled off before he could reply. “That witch’s hobby is to collect handsome men and frolic with them behind closed curtains. She’ll keep the obedient and useful ones for a little while. The rest will become ostracized servants, lucky to survive then.”

Jiang Chen cared little about this piece of gossip.

The morals or private life of White Drake’s young mistress had little to do with him. He was merely a passerby stopping in Crimsonwaters before his final destination.

Looking at his absentminded expression, Han Shuang plopped down opposite him and rested her chin in her hands, her eyes as wide as her grin. “How is it, are you considering this sister’s offer? Or are you more tempted by that witch?”

Jiang Chen chuckled. “Is feminine wiles how White Drake and Fiendstar entice fresh talent?”

Blinking, Han Shuang froze. “Of course not. Everyone on Crimsonwaters will tell you I’m a right and proper lady. Do you think I’d stoop this low? Brother Zhen, I can tell you’re no ordinary man. You can achieve great deeds with us. A guest elder’s nothing to speak of. If you join us, I’ll promote you to the seat of a formal elder. No one in the sect will contest your status, I promise.”

Forceful and straight to the point, this woman spoke with forthright enthusiasm. She leaned over the table, her two pure, ravishing white hills vaguely visible beneath her slightly open collar. Someone without the young lord’s iron will might have been overwhelmed by the stimulus and agreed on the spot.

Yet, she herself seemed unaware of the tantalizing figure she cut. As earnest as ever, she continued her lobbying. “Our sect’s indeed in an awkward spot, so we need more capable people. To establish a base at the Heavenly Crimson Lake would be an immense boon. Not to mention, it’s the dream of many to gain an audience with His Majesty, isn’t it?”

Jiang Chen didn’t know how others might feel, but said audience left him apathetic.

He’d once been in daily contact with a celestial emperor, a genuine one to boot, rather than a fake without the blessing of the supreme dao.

Jiang Huan’s footsteps sounded from below, interrupting their conversation.

“My companion’s back.” The young lord smiled leisurely. Let him deal with it. He was indifferent either way. There was no harm in joining. It might facilitate their information gathering.

Jiang Huan was a little surprised by the fuss upstairs, especially by the sight of a girl sitting with Jiang Chen.

The young lord is quite a flirt. He’s already caught a target in the short time I was gone!

He was no stickler for propriety or the like, at least not in this department. A slight weakness for women was rather harmless, in his opinion, as long as it didn’t deter men from greater things.

“Hehe, sonny Shi, who might these guests be?” Their aliases had long been agreed on. Once in Taiyuan’s sphere of influence, the young man would be Zhen Shi, and he, Zhen Huan.

“She’s the Fiendstar Sect’s mistress. Those are her men,” Jiang Chen briefly introduced.

Han Shuang glanced at the older man. He seemed more seasoned, and was roughly his junior’s equal in cultivation.

Her previous attitude immediately gave way to a more reserved smile. “Fellow daoist, your friend came into conflict with the White Drake Sect, so I had to do something for the sake of justice. We started chatting once they left. It’s a good thing you’ve come back. We can discuss some things together.”

Han Shuang was obviously a skilled chameleon. She was bold and untamed with a jaunty youngster like Jiang Chen, but more modest with the mature Jiang Huan.

“What’s there to discuss? Is there something interesting afoot?” Surprisingly convivial, Jiang Huan sat beside the young lord with a chuckle.

Han Shuang patiently repeated her sales pitch, clearly expressing her desire to recruit them.

“That’s a good thing,” Jiang Huan responded happily, much to the young lord’s surprise.

“Haha, indeed. Friend, I take it you’re agreeing?” Han Shuang hadn’t expected him to be so straightforward. She’d thought the younger one a softer target, but this middle-aged uncle was the one to be roped in first. She replied with a smile, “As you say, it’s a win-win for us both.”

Though a little taken aback, Jiang Chen waved a hand without batting an eyelid. “Whatever you say, Uncle Huan. Your nephew will follow along.”

Jiang Huan smiled. “Sectmistress Han, we’re absolutely open to the idea. However, we must first agree on the terms. I don’t want bad surprises down the line.”

Han Shuang grinned broadly. “Feel free to ask around. When have I ever sold someone short? You can count on Han Shuang to treat people fairly.”

“Very well, since you’re so plain-spoken, my nephew and I won’t be coy either. We’ll wait here for your sincerity. We’ll happily join as long as your conditions are to our liking. Do you need to go back and discuss with the other elders?”

“I don’t. I’m the sectmistress, my word is law!” Han Shuang replied unequivocally. “But I have to go back and think about the specifics of my offer. I can’t disappoint you, after all.”

“Good, then we’ll stay here and respectfully look forward to hear from you.” Jiang Huan raised his hands in a cupped fist salute.

With a buoyant smile, Han Shuang stood up and saluted back. She led her men away in brisk strides, warning repeatedly before departing, “Don’t back out on me now, gentlemen. No matter who tries to poach you away, our sect will more than match their price. We’ll stop at nothing to acquire new talent!”
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JOINING THE FIENDSTAR SECT


When she left, Jiang Chen looked at Jiang Huan with puzzlement. Why had he agreed so readily?

Jiang Huan transmitted, a grin hanging on his face, “The walls have ears. Let’s talk later. In short, we’ll join them and then win a spot for them at the competition. It’s the precondition for the next step of our plan.”

“The next step? Uncle, what did you learn?”

“In sixty years, there’ll be a grand congregation of all the titled godkings in the Taiyuan Plane. Rumor has it that this meeting will decide Taiyuan’s fate. It’s imperative we attend it.”

A conference of titled godkings?

On the Taiyuan Plane, every godking-level existence was bestowed a title. It could be the lordship of a lesser world, of a fertile region, or of a secret realm. No matter the level of the title itself, each of them was a ruler in his own right.

A greater world possessed at least dozens of such overlords.

Of course, there was no telling how many of them were left amidst Taiyuan’s turmoils, but a few dozen was the bare minimum for a greater world. For example, one such godking oversaw Crimsonwaters.

Both Fiendstar and White Drake were local factions. As such, they had to obey the will of the world’s sovereign, lest they provoke his ire and be reduced to ashes in a matter of minutes.

The world of cultivation was strictly divided into hierarchical strata. Few dared defy the pecking order, except in the case of rebellion, but that was another story altogether.

Jiang Chen understood the implications without the need for further elaboration.

The godkings were to assemble in sixty years. He had to attain that cultivation realm before the fateful date, then find an opportunity during the conference to wrest back control.

It would be do or die. In case of failure, his exposed identity would make him a public target, not to mention the avarice an exposed creation token would cause.

For a godking, acquiring a token was equivalent to obtaining the blessing of the supreme dao. One could call themselves a legitimate celestial emperor with it. No one with a shred of ambition could resist its siren call.

Fiendstar’s Han Shuang soon returned as spiritedly as she’d left, bearing her sect’s proposal.

“Gentlemen, this is the list of terms we’re ready to offer. Please take a look. Everything is negotiable.” She boldly handed over the list.

Jiang Chen let Jiang Huan peruse it first.

The older man skimmed over it, smiled, then passed it to the young lord. A myriad of gaudy items was written on it, from treasures to gems, to various promises of status, down to women.

Jiang Chen shrugged with a smile. “I have no objection.”

Jiang Huan laughed out loud. “Sectmistress Han is truly sincere. From today on, the two of us are yours to command, but I have to mention something upfront. If unfortunate events or our own affairs lead us to depart, please don’t try to stop us.”

Han Shuang blinked. “What’s this talk of quitting before you even join?”

“Heh, I promise we’ll see the competition to the end at the very least. Also, we must take part in the audience with the celestial emperor. It’ll be a first for us to meet such an august figure.”

“That’s fully acceptable as long as you can contribute to the contest for the lake,” Han Shuang promised on the spot.

It was a relief to learn they wouldn’t leave before the main event. And if they had business elsewhere afterward, then that was that. A no-nonsense woman like her wasn’t in the murky business of detaining people against their will.

After finalizing the agreement, Jiang Chen and Jiang Huan followed her to Fiendstar’s headquarters.

On Crimsonwaters, the sect ranked somewhere between a bottom tier first-rate faction and one of the strongest second-rate ones. To reach the top five seemed close to impossible.

The top ten would have been a cinch, but unfortunately, there had only ever been five spots in total, and not a single one more.

Thus, the sect faced an uphill battle. They weren’t one of the front runners. In fact, many sects considered them flimsy opposition at best.

But their lack of strength was the very reason for their thirst for talent. As a result, Han Shuang had sent her men scouring the world high and low for powerhouses.

There were few restrictions in the competition. Anyone belonging to the sect could participate, no matter their join date.

Jiang Chen and Jiang Huan had concealed their strength, but what little they’d revealed was enough to tempt Fiendstar. After all, the sectmistress herself was merely a seventh level god.

The sect also had two elders at the same level, their cultivation a hair inferior to hers, but no other advanced gods could be found in the whole of Fiendstar.

In comparison, White Drake’s sectmaster was at ninth level, with some elders also at the eighth level.

It went without saying one of the spots had their name written on it. They were top three in strength on Crimsonwaters, and only two other sects deserved being mentioned in the same sentence. These were in fact also assured of final victory.

As a result, there were only two spots left for Fiendstar to fight over. At a minimum, close to ten sects were powerful enough to vie for them.

Among these, Fiendstar didn’t even rank in the top five. Many of them had seemingly better odds. All things considered, Fiendstar was in a precarious, nigh-hopeless situation.

Listening to Han Shuang’s analysis, Jiang Chen and Jiang Huan glanced at each other without voicing their inner thoughts.

To tell the truth, the competition would be a breeze with their full strength. Few, if anyone, on Crimsonstars could withstand them. The lesser world’s titled godking in person would struggle against two ninth level gods, four mature divine beasts, to say nothing of the incomparably savage Goldbiter Rats.

But it was too soon for them to unleash their true power.

“Elders, you’ve already joined our sect, so please feel free to mention any good ideas you might have. I’m fully open to different views.” Han Shuang was determined to lay her hands on one of the five seats.
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INHOUSE SPAR


Jiang Huan grinned. “Sectmistress, since our main opposition consists of lesser first-rate sects instead of White Drake or the like, then it’ll be a piece of cake. We simply need to find them once the contest starts and take out their powerhouses. Won’t their strength plummet if so?”

His rather crude and simplistic reasoning left the dumbfounded Han Shuang speechless.

Of course the thought had crossed her mind, but it’d be a very long shot in practice. As far as plans went, this one was sheer fantasy.

The other two elders also scowled. Were the sectmistress’ two new recruits complete frauds?

What other explanation was there for such a brainless idea?

Jiang Chen had planned on staying discrete, but he interjected in spite of himself. “My uncle likes to joke around, so please don’t take him at face value. It’s hard to offer good advice without knowing the rules of the contest, so please enlighten us, Sectmistress Han.”

That was more like it!

The two elders eased up a little.

“They’re very simple, truth be told. First comes a strength audit. Only those who pass it are eligible to take part in the main competition. The audit itself is very strict. We need at least five advanced gods, or our application might be rejected.” Han Shuang looked meaningfully at Jiang Chen and Jiang Huan.

Jiang Huan grinned. “Hehe, what a coincidence you found us then, Sectmistress. The three of you must be the only advanced gods in your esteemed sect? With the two of us, doesn’t that make for exactly five? The audit will be a breeze then, eh?”

Since he and his ‘nephew’ had concealed their strength, so it was difficult to get a precise read on their levels. They were mostly likely around advanced gods, but no one knew whether they’d reached the seventh level proper.

At least, it was impossible to tell for those weaker than them.

One of the elders snorted lightly. “Please forgive this old man’s bluntness, but as new elders, shouldn’t you display your strength for us to appreciate?”

“That’s right. Otherwise, how can we be sure you’re qualified as elders? The audit is nothing to sneeze at. Our entire plan will be ruined if we fail that early. None of us can shoulder this kind of responsibility.”

The other elder barely concealed the barbs in his words. Perhaps they weren’t satisfied by the sudden recruitment, or maybe they resented Han Shuang for not consulting with them.

The sectmistress chuckled, her eyes roving around Jiang Chen and his companion.

“I personally have no doubt you’re advanced gods, but these two gentlemen don’t seem like they’ll let it drop if you don’t show your hand.”

Grinning, Jiang Huan made a small stretch. “Hehe, let’s do it then. Sectmistress, how should we prove our worth? Should we roll up our sleeves and flex our arms for you to see?”

With a titter, Han Shuang rolled a pair of sensual eyes at him.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “Let me be the representative then. Elders, let’s avoid bad feelings. Let’s go with a spar, what do you think?”

The two elders immediately sprang up. They were itching for this!

“Very good! Your heroic spirit is commendable, Elder Zhen Junior!”

For reasons legitimate or otherwise, they thought the enlistment of the two new elders too rash, so they wanted to verify whether the newcomers were con artists.

If so, they’d be thrashed, then chased off. As a bonus, it’d also be a ruthless slap to the sectmistress’ face.

In the first place, they’d been highly put out to see an unmarried widow seize control of the sect. She wasn’t all that more outstanding than them. The sectmaster’s seat ought to have belonged to them.

Jiang Chen faced their eagerness without batting an eyelid. “Elders, how should we proceed? Let’s not overdo it since it’s a friendly spar, do you agree?”

“Hehe, of course, we’ll stay our hands,” the shorter elder agreed with a smile.

The thinner one sneered, “No one begins a fight by begging for indulgence. I’m very disappointed, Elder Zhen Junior.”

Yawning, Jiang Huan murmured, “How ungrateful. My sonny Shi is just trying to spare you some injuries.”

The two elders boiled with anger at his words. A snot-nosed runt afraid of harming them? How could they tolerate such naked provocation?

“Come, I, Old Ge, will fight you first.” The skinny elder took the initiative.

“How shall we play?” Jiang Chen’s smile remained nonchalant.

Elder Ge glared. Whatever his misgivings, the brat did possess an unsettling poise. There was an undeniable air about him. Even if he were to come up short, his attitude was genuine.

“Take three strikes from me. I’ll be able to tell by then, hehehe.” With a sneaky grin, Elder Ge suggested the most primitive form of testing.

Jiang Chen frowned, irked by the elder’s frivolousness and provocative tone.

“Just taking a few blows won’t be enough to demonstrate my skills. How about this instead? I’ll stand right here. It’s your win as long as you can make me move my feet within three moves.”

Even Han Shuang stared on in shock, to say nothing of the two elders. She looked blankly at Jiang Chen, a little baffled.

Inside the wine shop, the young man had been cool-headed from beginning to end, as if nothing in the world could affect him.

He’d turned a blind eye to the charms of White Drake’s little witch as well as the flirty glances she herself had thrown his way. He shouldn’t be one to lose his composure, so why had he become so flippant all of a sudden?

Elder Ge’s eyes narrowed into slits. “Is that a joke?”

Jiang Chen shook his head. “Not at all. Just try me. It’s nothing but a friendly bout, isn’t it?”

His cold mockery and barely veiled contempt lit a fuse in Elder Ge. “Very well, let’s go along with it then. No need for three moves. If you can take a single one without moving an inch, it’ll be my loss!”

Could someone below seventh level withstand a strike of his without budging? The answer was self-evident.

Elder Ge looked at Han Shuang. “Sectmistress, Elder Zhen Junior was the one to suggest it. I wash my hands off any responsibility, whatever happens.”

Han Shuang shot the young lord a meaningful look, then glanced at Jiang Huan. Doubts arose when she saw both of them unconcerned, as if it was no more than a warmup.

She nodded. “Good. Elder Ge, you have my permission. Elder Zhen Junior, don’t force yourself. Feel free to move if you’re at your limit.”

Jiang Chen nodded shortly without further comments.
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ALWAYS ONE MOVE


Elder Ge focused his mind and readied himself for a killing strike. Enraged, he wasn’t going to easily let Jiang Chen off the hook. Although he wouldn’t necessarily deploy the most powerful attack he was capable of, he did intend to make it hurt.

“Have you made up your mind yet, Elder Zhen? These fists spare no one.” Elder Ge’s response sounded like both a warning and a threat.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “Make your move.”

He readied his tempered body. Now at its peak after ascending to ninth level divine realm, it was strong enough to withstand a punch from a ninth level god, let alone a seventh level like Elder Ge.

Jiang Chen’s nonchalance stoked the fires of Elder Ge’s heart.

With grit teeth, the elder charged at Jiang Chen in a flash of light, focusing his might into a faint shadow overshadowing his fist that lunged forward like a hungry tiger.

Han Shuang’s slender eyebrows drew together. It displeased her that Elder Ge had pulled such a powerful move in a friendly match.

Jiang Chen, however, remained unfazed. He didn’t even blink as Elder Ge’s fist slammed toward him.

Irked by the young man’s lack of reaction, the elder put even more power into his punch.

Suddenly, Jiang Chen lifted his arm and drew a circle in the air with his finger. A golden line spiraled outwards.

Bam!

The punch landed on the spiral and dissipated like it’d been devoured by an unknown force. The seemingly impressive attack ended in a faint whimper, offset in an instant.

Jiang Chen put down his finger.

He hadn’t taken a step. Even his upper body had remained still throughout. All he’d done was made a circle with his finger.

Elder Ge stood rooted to the spot, his eyes filled with confusion. How had his attack been intercepted? He felt like he’d hit a ball of wool, and then… nothing.

Jiang Huan cackled. “Such restraint you’ve shown, Elder Ge. Holding back, are you?”

The elder flushed red. He hadn’t held back at all. In fact, he’d even infused more power at the last moment. Anyone with eyes could see that.

Still, he’d failed to even touch Jiang Chen. The young man had simply moved a finger and poof, gone was his attack. How powerful must the young man be?

Frustrated and furious, Elder Ge planted his feet with his face red. There was nothing he could do to recover from the humiliation.

The shorter elder was skeptical. His colleague must have held back, but there was no reason to.

If he hadn’t pulled his punches, however, what happened didn’t make any sense. Could the young man truly be powerful enough to counter the elder’s attack with only a single finger? That couldn’t be!

If the young man was so powerful, why would he come to the Fiendstar Sect? There were much bigger sects that would happily take him in.

Was he interested in Han Shuang? That made even less sense. Mistress Han was a beautiful woman, but she was a widow whose fiance had died before they got married, which was an ill omen. It might not be her who had caused her fiance’s death, but it was a stain on her record.

Nothing made any sense about this match.

“Elder Ge, you made your move. What do you think?” Han Shuang was much more confident now that Jiang Chen had taken Elder Ge’s hit with ease.

Weren’t you doubting me? Didn’t you think I was careless to bring in two new elders? Well now, the joke’s on you!

Elder Ge was shamefaced and wanted to hide.

“Fine, I’m not good enough to test his true power. It’s clear from the ease with which Elder Zhen countered my attack that he’s good.” He did his best to stay neutral and speak from the heart.

It was cathartic for Han Shuang to see Elder Ge admit his mistakes. What a win! She’d taken the right step.

“What about you, Elder Xu?” Han Shuang turned to the shorter elder.

Elder Xu chuckled. “Old Ge made only one attack. I’ll do the same. However, may I pick the older Elder Zhen as my opponent?”

Jiang Huan pulled a long face in response. “Me? I have to warn you that I’m not as good-tempered as my nephew.”

Elder Xu grinned. “This is but a friendly match between peers. Please don’t get too riled up, Elder Zhen.”

Jiang Huan threw his half-eaten fruit away and mumbled, “I’ll show you what I’ve got. We were picked by Sect Head Han. I can’t have you thinking that we’re some useless scum.”

He suddenly flashed to the center of the area, seemingly without moving a muscle. His agility was stunning. It was clear that he wasn’t just here to fill a seat.

Elder Xu tensed slightly. “Same rules?”

Jiang Huan shook his head. “I’m not one to stand and take a hit. How about this: I’ll move one finger. If you can take that and stay within a hundred meters, you win. Deal?”

“A hundred meters?” Elder Xu looked around. “Just one finger?”

“That’s right,” Jiang Huan responded nonchalantly.

Elder Xu grit his teeth. The conditions were heavily in his favor. It would be beyond humiliating for him to not accept the offer.

“Alright. As you wish. I’m curious how you’re going to knock me a hundred meters away with only one finger.”

Given the conditions, Elder Xu believed he’d be able to dodge. What was one single finger going to do to him?

Even if his opponent was a seventh level god, the gap between their strength couldn’t be that large. He would be fine.

“Come on then!” Elder Xu beckoned with newfound confidence. He steadied his footing and readied his stance.

Jiang Huan raised his arm with a chuckle, leaving countless, ever shifting shadows in the air like the Thousand-Armed Buddha.

The next moment, a beam of scarlet light shot out from his finger. “Crimson Charge!”

The bright light shot through the air like an arrow and brought forth a torrent powerful enough to topple a mountain, hitting Elder Xu with impressive might.

Before Elder Xu could do anything, the point evolved into terrifying attacks covering all directions in the blink of an eye, leaving no room for him to move out of the way. Caught up in the torrent, he barrelled out several hundred meters away until his advance was halted by a wall.
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THE FIVE GREAT GODKINGS


The scene fell deathly still.

Elder Xu’s face turned ashen. Elder Ge stared in shock, mouth agape. Han Shuang’s eyebrows shot up, satisfaction mingled with doubt in her eyes.

Beyond the shadow of a doubt, the nephew and the uncle far outclassed Elders Ge and Xu.

Rather than kicking his opponent while he was down, Jiang Huan ambled back to his seat, grabbed another fruit, and took a bite, completely unfazed.

The pale but uninjured Elder Xu returned as well, his aged cheeks burning red. If only he could dig a hole to hide in!

But he still had some lucidity left to him. If his opponent hadn’t shown mercy, he would probably still be down for the count.

“Many thanks for your leniency.” He raised a cupped fist salute to Jiang Huan.

“Heh, no fuss no muss. It’s just a friendly fight, I wasn’t trying to take your life or anything,” Jiang Huan responded pompously.

He was performing a role for all he was worth, so as to mask his original personality and not give up the beginning of a clue about his real identity.

While his normal self was no stranger to jests, he was far from a buffoon.

Han Shuang laughed heartily. “Great, Little Gou struck gold this time. He’s found two gems for us. There’s no reason we can’t grab a spot now. Elders, you two are quite the secretive ones!”

“Not secretive. We’re just staying lowkey.” Jiang Huan chuckled.

Elder Ge demurred for a moment, but still inquired in the end, “Please assuage this one’s curiosity. With your strength, you could easily have joined another sect. Why choose our Fiendstar?”

Jiang Huan rolled his eyes. “I like the sectmistress’ gallant air. Happy?”

Han Shuang tittered. “Elder Zhen Senior speaks from the heart as always. The why doesn’t matter. It’s enough that we all have the same goal.”

Jiang Chen nodded minutely. “Certainly. Not to mention, we might not have been valued as highly in a bigger faction. My uncle and I have our own pride. We’d rather not have to tolerate being bossed around.”

Han Shuang beamed at this candid-sounding explanation. “That’s right, big sects are all like White Drake. They won’t treat you nearly as well as us. That little witch would’ve used you as a sex toy. She’d suck you dry, then toss you out on the street like a broken husk of paper bag when she was done with you.”

Jiang Chen smiled silently.

They’d passed the test with flying colors and truly joined Fiendstar. There were still three years to the competition. They could put this time to good use.

Han Shuang was the happiest of the lot. With the two new recruits, the sect’s strength had grown in spades. At the very least, the audit was no longer an issue.

With a decent enough showing, they might truly finish in the top five.

Jiang Chen cultivated single-mindedly inside Fiendstar headquarters. As for Jiang Huan, he was bored out of his mind. He spent every day outside and returned only late at night, outwardly enjoying life’s pleasures with wanton abandon. In reality, he was busy ferreting out information involving the Taiyuan Plane or Jiang Chen’s father.
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Meanwhile, Godking Crimsonwaters was entertaining a few good friends inside his mansion. There were five in total. Apart from the tall and bulky master of the house, the four guests were all godkings in their own right!

Together, the five of them could shake the entirety of Taiyuan Plane. There were quite a few godkings left in the greater world, but none were truly close to the others. Few could pool their forces together and entrust their lives to a peer without qualms.

As the host, Godking Crimsonwaters brought out the best Crimsonwaters Cloud Liquor he could offer to toast his bosom companions.

“Heh, Brother Crimsonwaters, I never tire of your fine stuff,” happily commented a godking as fat as Maitreya Buddha.

The other three guests also nodded in agreement, praising the drink to high heaven.

Godking Crimsonwaters sighed softly, “Gentlemen, you’ve finally found the time to accept my invitation for a chat. Of course I have to celebrate the occasion and bring out the good stuff for us to enjoy. You haven’t yet made preparations for the godking convention, am I right?”

“Have you, Brother Crimsonwaters?” wondered the fat one.

“Not preparations per se, but the sects in my territory are gearing up for an upcoming contest. I can only take five factions with me to the convention, so I need to filter out the lot.” Godking Crimsonwaters chuckled.

“It must be inconvenient with all the little sects on your world. My small fief doesn’t have this problem,” remarked the fat godking, seemingly unconcerned.

Another man clad in blue said, “To be honest, do we expect anything to come out of the convention?”

“Same old, I guess. First come disputes, then someone picks a fight when they can’t win the war of words. Then they overthrow the current celestial emperor and elect a new one, then rinse and repeat ad nauseam. Nothing new under the sun. I’ve seen enough of this circus for the past several hundred thousand years. At this rate, we’ll soon deplete Taiyuan’s fortunes.”

This one sported upright features and a righteous air. Known as Godking Righteous, he specialized in the cultivation of virtue and integrity, which explained his looks.

“Hehe, Brother Righteous walks the straight and narrow as always,” the blue-clad godking exclaimed softly. “Sadly, people like you are far and few between. Instead, sinister folks abound on Taiyuan. They obviously harbor ulterior motives, yet all of them are cowards. Everyone wants to ascend to the imperial throne, but no one wants to put themselves at risk.”

“I don’t want the throne.” Godking Righteous shook his head. “One who isn’t fated for it is nothing but a crowned impostor waiting to be overthrown. Objectively, I don’t have this kind of destiny, so the thought has never crossed my mind. What about you all?”

The fat one grinned. “I’ve never dreamed of it either. I’d rather live a long life!”

Godking Crimsonwaters sighed softly. “Me neither. I’ve always thought that sovereigns without virtue are scourges for us all. Not only is it self-destructive, they also drag down the entire plane with them.”

The four others all nodded at this pearl of wisdom. Recent history was littered with such examples. Without the required karma and fortune, the throne was nothing but fool’s gold.
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GODKINGS DISCUSSING POLITICS


“Brother Crimsonwaters, it might be a controversial opinion, but don’t you think the plane’s never been the same again after Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s unseating?” suddenly offered the blue-clad godking, breaking the silence.

The fat godking chuckled. “Hehe, here I thought I was the only one who thought that way. Honestly, I rather miss Celestial Emperor Taiyuan right now.”

Righteous snorted coldly. “Was there anything wrong with him to begin with? I’ve supported him from start to finish. Sadly, his opposition was too strong back then. Everyone thought he’d transgressed against the supreme dao and brought down the heavenly cataclysm upon us. They all cried out for his deposition.

“Gossip is a terrible thing. With all the godkings united against him and those with a hidden agenda fanning the flames of discord, how could he have kept his crown? It’s unfortunate. Those people have ruined Taiyuan Plane’s future.”

Brimming with justice, he spoke with an incisive viewpoint.

The last godking, a skinny man who’d kept his mouth shut and his eyes closed thus far, suddenly opened his eyes wide. “This kind of talk is only permissible in private between us. I fear misfortune will visit us if others were to hear.”

Righteous smiled faintly. “What’s a little misfortune at this stage? There used to be a hundred and eight godkings back in the day, but only sixty are left nowadays. What will happen in another five hundred thousand years? Unless we find a way to reclaim the Taiyuan Plane’s fortunes, it’ll soon perish, and all of us with it.”

Godking Crimsonwaters was familiar with Righteous’ temperament, so he dropped this topic with a wave of the hand and changed the subject.

“Rumor is that someone will propose we change our plane’s appellation in the next conference. They want us to remove the word Taiyuan entirely and erase all traces of his rule.”

The fat godking scowled. “Can… can I call this idea blasphemous?”

“You absolutely can!” Righteous’ indignation boiled over. “The only reason our plane hasn’t crumbled yet is because of the continued existence of its creation token. To alter the name would be to sever the ties between this world and it! We’d be deprived of the universe’s blessing. Do they want to expedite our world’s demise? Who is so deranged??”

Celestial Emperor Taiyuan had been pulled down from his post many moons ago and imprisoned in the Divine Prison of Eternity. But who was the chief instigator of the coup d’état? Who’d caused the upheaval? No one on Taiyuan had the answer.

The people had witnessed the endless musical chairs of celestial emperors succeeding each other in the past hundred thousand years. Not a single one had lasted for more than thirty-thousand years before abdicating or perishing.

Clearly, none of those fakes could be the real mastermind. Perhaps the culprit was still hidden at large, waiting for his moment to this day, never exposing himself.

Why?

Because he or she didn’t have the creation token. Without it, a godking had no real edge over his peers. Once his identity was exposed, he’d be targeted by many.

So, the secret plotter bided their time in the shadows until they could seize the token and rule legitimately. As the one ordained by the heavens, no godkings would be able to stop them even if they were so inclined.

It was Taiyuan’s greatest mystery. The plane had become a right mess, but who was the real instigator, the most ambitious of them all? No one knew for certain. The most-likely candidates had already tried their hand at ruling, and were ultimately overthrown.

Most people saw the current celestial emperor as another puppet, a temporary fill-in to be replaced in probably less than ten thousand years.

A real celestial emperor enjoyed a million years of blessing at the very least. Less than that would make them an object of derision.

The five godkings were plainly appalled by the idea of changing the world’s name. That would be altering fortune itself!

The people would be deprived of what little fortunes the Taiyuan Plane had left. Facing outright destruction overnight wouldn’t be out of the question by then, turning all of them into homeless vagrants.

That was no joking matter.

Without its remaining fortunes, without its creation token, without the supreme dao’s acknowledgement, the fate of a plane would be extremely dire.

“It’s only a rumor. It might not actually happen.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure. The situation’s very delicate right now. Whatever we fear the most is always what actually happens.” The fat godking’s chubby cheeks quivered.

“No matter what, we have to oppose the name change, or we’re all done for!” Righteous insisted resolutely.

Godking Crimsonwaters nodded. “I invited the four of you for that very reason. We’re close friends and can make plans beforehand. We don’t aspire to the throne, but still need to oppose those who seek to harm our world. This has to do with our very survival. We can’t just lie down and wait for death.”’

“That’s right, we need to draw a line in the sand,” concurred the blue-robed godking.

The skinny godking murmured, “Of course we’ll oppose this idea. My worry now is whether the secret mastermind will stake everything on a last desperate throw of the dice. Perhaps he thinks he can refine a brand new plane. Great for him if so, but if not, that arrogant lunatic will drag us into the pit of hell with him.”

Certainly, it was the most alarming possibility.

Godking Crimsonwaters gloomily commented, “Regrettably, no one knows the identity of our nemesis. Everything would be easier if we did.”

“You don’t say. There’s been noise in the past about releasing Celestial Emperor Taiyuan to re-enthrone him. But everyone who’s suggested it ended up dying in mysterious circumstances. It’s plain to see the chief criminal is as determined as ever to make the plane his. He’s never let go of this ambition!” exclaimed the blue-robed godking.

Righteous mused, “Releasing the celestial emperor is an option we ought to seriously consider. Rather than to live with this strange, permanent fear, why not simply go back to a better time? Surely, an imprisonment this long is punishment enough for his past sins?”

“Hush! Brother Righteous, I pray you never mention this idea again. It’s a matter of life and death. Take care never to utter these words outside these doors!” warned the blue-robed godking with extreme caution.
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EXPLOSIVE NEWS


Life on Crimsonwaters seemed rather peaceful. Shady dealings were a daily occurrence, but the lesser world was relatively stable as a whole, a sign that Godking Crimsonwaters’ ability lived up to his reputation. At the very least, the situation in his lands hadn’t devolved uncontrollably.

Jiang Chen remained in seclusion inside Fiendstar. Sectmistress Han Shuang sometimes stopped by and shared gossip, but contrary to his expectations, she acted with decorum when alone with him. Her behavior was a far cry from her rough and ready attitude in public, not to mention her wild and bold demeanor.

Her current personality was much more to his taste.

“Elder Zhen Junior, why do I feel like you should be called Elder Zhen Senior instead of your uncle? You’re clearly younger, yet you’re boring as dust. Do you know anything other than cultivation?”

Jiang Chen smiled lightly. “Shouldn’t you be gratified by my diligence? The more hardworking I am, the better the odds for Fiendstar in the competition to come.”

“Haha, you’re right. I should lecture your uncle instead. I haven’t seen him cultivate seriously even once since he’s joined!” Han Shuang laughed freely. “The red-light districts are more familiar with him than us. What a debauched fellow. It’s a miracle you haven’t been led astray with such a relative.”

Jiang Chen chuckled. The one to lead him astray hadn’t even been born yet. Moreover, Jiang Huan’s attitude was a simple masquerade. He’d brought many useful pieces of information as of late.

“Sectmistress Han, please don’t misunderstand him. He might be a freewheeling spirit, but he knows where his priorities lie. He simply enjoys life in his own way. As for me, cultivation is a form of pleasure.”

A little perplexed still, Han Shuang soberly looked him over, genuine appreciation shining in her eyes.

“Seeing you put your nose to the grindstone makes me feel like we’ll definitely achieve our goal at the lake!”

Sensing her eagerness, Jiang Chen nodded in agreement. “Of course we will. Isn’t that the reason why we joined? We also want to meet the celestial emperor.”

Han Shuang giggled. “Tell me about it. Why do folks like us cultivate for a lifetime? Isn’t it to build up our legacy? To bring glory to our sects and honor our ancestors? To make something of ourselves? Who on Crimsonwaters would dare look down on us after we earn an interview with His Majesty?”

Jiang Chen smiled softly at her naive thinking, but offered no comment. He naturally wouldn’t point out that the current emperor was a fake and wouldn’t last long.

“Hah, I hope the current celestial emperor will stay on his throne for a while. Wouldn’t it be a waste of our efforts if he gets replaced as soon as we score an audience?” That was her greatest worry.

Jiang Chen chuckled leisurely. “That would indeed be a pity.”

“Sigh, the turnover of celestial emperors is a real downer. How can the ruler of a self-respecting plane be replaced so quickly? From what I hear, it’s not nearly the case in the other planes. Did our Taiyuan Plane fail to obtain the supreme dao’s blessing? Is that the origin of this volatility?”

Although seemingly thinking aloud, Han Shuang also sought an answer from Jiang Chen.

“Sectmistress, why are you so concerned about the affairs of our betters?” Jiang Chen asked with a chuckle.

“I’d rather not to. I don’t care who sits on the throne, but I’d welcome more stability and a strong ruler. I heard that the plane once knew millions of years of prosperity under the original Celestial Emperor Taiyuan. None of the following emperors lasted more than thirty-thousand years. What a joke!”

She poked out her tongue. “Elder Zhen Junior, my words are a little disrespectful, so mum’s the word. We don’t want to bring harm to our sect, alright?”

“Haha, don’t worry, I’m also a man of Fiendstar. My lips are sealed.” Jiang Chen was only half joking.

“Alright, then I leave you to your cultivation.” Han Shuang stood up.

The young lord suddenly spoke when she reached the door. “Sectmistress, just like you, I long for a strong celestial emperor.”

Han Shuang grinned merrily, waved goodbye, and left without further ado.

Jiang Chen waited for her figure to disappear before murmuring, “The unrest has lasted for hundreds of millennia. Men now yearn for peace to return. Few want to see the Taiyuan Plane in the throes of discord.”
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On this day, Jiang Huan came back and cast a defensive dome inside Jiang Chen’s residence, isolating it from the outside world.

“Young lord, I have new reliable information,” he announced eagerly.

“It must be quite exciting to make you so heated, Uncle Huan.” Nothing short of a momentous development could make the older man so agitated.

“Several days ago, Godking Crimsonwaters invited several godkings to his residence. They stayed there for many days.”

“Oh, and what of it? Isn’t it normal for godkings to visit each other? Godking Crimsonwaters has a friendly reputation, I’m not surprised he has many acquaintances.” The young lord didn’t think much of it.

“As you say.” Jiang Huan nodded. “But I hear he’s not very satisfied by Taiyuan Plane’s current state of affairs.”

“That also goes without saying. Who’d be happy when there’s no end in sight to chaotic times?”

“Hehe, you’re right. Among his guests, there was a certain Godking Righteous, a very upright man. Apparently, he’s always been His Majesty Taiyuan’s firm supporter. Our secret mastermind’s simply orchestrated the coup too masterfully for him to overturn. But it gets better. Because of the worsening times, he sometimes openly pines for the past Taiyuan Plane.

“What does that mean? That your father is still influential after all this time! He still has supporters left. And at a guess, as the turmoil continues unabated, more godkings will yearn for the good old days and back his return.”

Jiang Chen nodded, agreeing with the reasonable hypothesis. “Indeed, the greater their discontent, the more opportunities for us. It’d be much more difficult to achieve our goals in times of peace.”

“That’s what I meant. Thus, we absolutely need to take part in the godking convention. Everything hinges on you breaking through and refining the creation token before then.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “Rest assured. At the current pace, I’m pretty confident I can become a godking within sixty years. I don’t have access to the token yet so I can’t make promises, but I’ll do everything in my power!”
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READYING FOR THE AUDIT


The plan was set. As for the specifics, he’d play it by ear, but having a clear direction was enough.

Three years thus elapsed slowly.

Jiang Huan left early in the morning everyday, and returned late at night with new information that deepened their grasp of the dangerous situation that Taiyuan Plane was in.

The rumor mill even bandied a possible name change for the plane at the next convention, shaking even Jiang Chen to the core. It took either a genius or a lunatic to come up with such a thought.

It’d be pure suicide, unless one had the strength to refine one’s own plane. Without the support of its creation token, the plane would be struck from the list of heavenly planes and withdrawn by the heavenly dao. There was no coming back from this calamity.

The previous so-called shattering of the plane simply referred to the disruption of the political ecosystem and Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s fall from grace, while a name change connoted true devastation.

This really was no joking matter.

“We’re dealing with a lunatic.” Jiang Chen sighed with emotion. “If he can refine his own plane, why waste his time with Taiyuan?”

Jiang Huan said, “I’m dead certain he can’t. His Majesty is the only one in Taiyuan with that kind of ability. Wouldn’t it be more convenient and satisfying to create a plane from scratch? Why go down the shameful route of usurping someone else’s? Moreover, our despicable culprit has waited for aeons, hiding in the shadows to this day without exposing himself. Countless celestial emperors have occupied the throne after the great shattering, yet he’s still biding his time!”

“Uncle Huan, how do you know he’s not one of those former emperors?”

“Heh, would they have willingly stepped down if so? Not to mention, some of them are already dead.” Jiang Huan was now up to date on Taiyuan’s history.

But Jiang Chen shook his head. “That’s too simple an assumption. There’s never too much deception in war. Perhaps he’s more cunning than you think. He might have occupied the throne once, maybe to test the waters? He then abdicated when he realized he couldn’t hold onto power for long. As for death, that’s easy enough to fake. I’ve seen too many examples to count.”

Jiang Huan grinned appreciatively at his junior. “Hehe, good! Exactly what you’d expect from His Majesty’s son! Your brain works much faster than mine. It sounds plausible now that you mention it!”

“Yes, no matter who’s the chief instigator, he or she will have to come out of the woodwork soon. Our most pressing advantage is the increasing number of godkings nostalgic for my father’s rule as Taiyuan continues to degenerate. Time is on our side.”

“Exactly. By the time you suddenly appear, proclaim your identity, and occupy the throne with your creation token, no one will be able to stand in your way. Many peace-loving godkings will join your camp, weary as they are from the endless turmoil.”

“And then, I’ll free my father to solidify the greater picture!”

Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s whereabouts were one of the facts Jiang Huan had learned. In fact, they were an open secret.

Based on the young lord’s analysis, the culprit had deliberately leaked the information. It was a honeypot to flush out the celestial emperor’s former henchmen.

Despite the celestial emperor’s capture, his creation token hadn’t been found. It was possible he’d entrusted it to a confidante, so the bait might be aimed at the item’s custodian.

Of course, this was merely conjecture.

Jiang Chen wasn’t a hundred percent certain, but given his familiarity with human nature, it likely wasn’t far from the truth.

“Hehe, so we need Taiyuan Plane to become even more chaotic, don’t we?” Jiang Huan grinned from ear to ear. “Maybe I should go on a trip after the competition ends. It’s already a lawless jungle out there, so I might as well add fuel to the fire, eh?”

Jiang Chen immediately caught his drift.

He wondered whether Jiang Huan’s strength wasn’t higher than he’d originally thought. I’m at the ninth level myself, so he might be a godking? Or a half-step godking at least.

That kind of strength was enough to create some waves and leave a trail of destruction in his wake.
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On this day, Sectmistress Han summoned the sect’s four elders once again.

“Gentleman, I’ve already sent in our application. Tomorrow’s the day they’ll audit our strength, so I hope all of you will be in attendance.”

They nodded in turn as her beautiful eyes swept across each of them. As to Jiang Huan, he rubbed his nose. “What a shame, looks like I can’t go out to play tomorrow.”

“Who’ll supervise the audit?”

“Naturally the godking’s men. Godking Crimsonwaters is in charge of the competition, so he’s the final arbiter.”

Jiang Chen nodded.

Early next day, Han Shuang brought the four of them to the strength audit’s venue. On the way, she constantly encouraged them. “Elders, today’s a big day. You need to be at your best so that we leave a good impression on the godking mansion. That might cause them to arrange a favorable schedule for us down the road.”

Expert at socializing, she was highly skilled at deducing people’s emotions.

The godking mansion was a vast structure. In fact, it resembled a sect. The participating sects all arrived early, ready to demonstrate their strength.

Han Shuang saw many acquaintances and received cordial greetings wherever she went. This was one of the advantages of a female sectmistress. In comparison, male-led factions usually bared their fangs at each other, as if playing a game of chicken.

Jiang Chen followed behind Han Shuang, his face serene.

All of a sudden, a malevolent pair of eyes landed on him. Unsurprisingly, it was White Drake’s little witch. Scowling, she growled.

“Brat, don’t let me meet you in the competition, or you’ll get what’s coming to you.” It was a threat, pure and simple, but Jiang Chen shrugged it off and paid her no heed. He thought little of White Drake itself, to say nothing of one little girl.
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PASSING THE AUDIT


As it turned out, the unqualified factions were immediately excluded from the competition. Though stringent, the rules were applied equitably to everyone. As a result, the rejected candidates, though crestfallen, took their leave without crying foul.

After all, the godking’s officials showed no special favoritism to anybody. They simply followed their orders to the letter.

It was almost Fiendstar’s turn when a bald fellow from another faction wolf-whistled at Han Shuang.

“Mistress Han, are you sure you’re in the right place? Do you have the requisite advanced gods? If not, you can add my name to the list. Provided you and I become one happy family, of course!”

The man’s tone was obscene, and his laughter even more depraved as he harassed her with innuendoes.

Han Shuang’s eyebrows shot up. “Zhao, are you trying to take liberties with those looks of yours? Didn’t they castrate you after you molested a woman a few years ago? Why are you running your mouth off when you don’t have what it takes?”

The bald fellow reddened as he swore, “Piss off, that’s bullshit! Why don’t we find a quiet spot so I can show you?”

“That I’ll decline. Someone will chop off that toy of yours sooner or later.”

“Hehe, Mistress Han, I’ll let you do it if you’re into that sort of thing, but I’m afraid your scrawny arms aren’t up to scratch.” The fellow’s abuse continued unabated until a solemn-looking elderly official suddenly hectored, “Old Zhao the Seventh, keep quiet or I’ll kick you out! Don’t test my patience.”

Insufferably smug just a moment ago, the baldy didn’t dare make a peep after the official rebuff. He obediently tucked his tail between his legs, returned to his zone, and made himself scarce.

“Lowlife.” There was no other way for Jiang Chen to qualify this kind of wretch.

“Fiendstar Sect, you’re next.”

Her eyes shining, Han Shuang pronounced loud and clear, “Fiendstar is ready for the inspection. We’re at your service, my lords.”

Rather than a long-winded speech, her short declaration befitted the occasion. Her four elders in tow, she walked to the designated area.

Inside, some of the mansion’s core elders sized up her group.

One of them asked with a smile, “Sectmistress Han, I see two new faces. Are they rising stars from your sect?”

“Hehe, not exactly. They just tend to keep a low profile and rarely make waves. This one is Elder Zhen Huan, and this one Elder Zhen Shi. They’re uncle and nephew.” She turned to the two newest elders. “Elders, these honorable gentlemen are notable figures of the godking mansion. It’s a rare occasion to meet them in person, so you should make their acquaintance.”

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “Greetings, my lords.”

Jiang Huan’s cooperation came a little more grudgingly. These fellows didn’t hold a candle to his light, but he had to act the part today.

The mansion experts didn’t mind either way, seemingly not paying them much heed.

One of them smiled at Han Shuang. “Sectmistress, Lord Crimsonwaters is adamant we stay impartial. So just in case, please don’t fault us.”

Han Shuang smiled brightly. “Don’t worry, I fully echo his approach. Equal opportunity for all, I say. You have my whole-hearted support.”

The mansion experts froze. Was her cordial attitude meant to soften them so they’d loosen the rules?

Her response came as a surprise. Were the two unfamiliar elders enough to help them meet the requirements?

All would be well if so. They’d be pleased to see Fiendstar pass the inspection fairly and truly.

The procedure itself was simple. Each examinee had to infuse his divine power into a crystal wall that would shine with a number of lights equal to their cultivation level in the divine realm.

Seven lights would indicate the seventh level, the pass mark for the inspection.

First to step up to the plate, Han Shuang easily succeeded.

It took a little more effort for Elder Ge and Elder Xu, but they ultimately did their part as well. After all, both were honest to goodness seventh level gods.

Jiang Chen smiled when his turn came up. As he circulated his divine power, one light appeared on the wall, followed by a second. He slowly but inexorably reached seven lights, and in less time than Elders Xu and Ge to boot.

What did that imply?

The officials showed some surprise. They couldn’t help steal a few glances his way, curious about this newcomer.

“Sectmistress Han, your sect is going places, it seems.”

Han Shuang smiled back, feeling a weight off her shoulders. “Your praise is too high, elders. We passed by merely the skin of our teeth.”

Jiang Huan effortlessly kept his side of the bargain as well, causing seven lights to shine just like his nephew and ushering Fiendstar across the finish line.

“Congratulations, Sectmistress Han. Your sect has qualified. The difficulty was higher than normal this time around, so not everyone was as lucky as you.” One of the officials chuckled as he offered his congratulations.

Han Shuang beamed with joy. She took advantage of the situation to ask, “My lord, how many factions have qualified thus far?”

She obviously had to fish for information while the officials were still in the mood.

“There’s no harm in telling you. Out of the five spots, three will certainly go to the strongest factions. The other two are a toss-up between five or six sects. If you can defeat two of them, you’re almost guaranteed to become one of the winners, but every qualified faction has met our standards. None of them are pushovers.”

It was more or less as she’d surmised. But despite the challenges, they’d come too far to give up at this stage.

“Many thanks, elders. Our sect will do our utmost to bring honor to Crimsonwaters and the godking.” She displayed just enough deference to stroke the ego of the godking’s men.

If they weren’t bound hand and foot by the rules, they wouldn’t have minded giving Fiendstar a little help. Unfortunately, their liege had brooked no leeway. Any semblance of special treatment would be punished by death.

“There’s no need to stand on ceremony, Sectmistress Han. Strength alone will decide the final outcome. Lord Crimsonwaters will be glad to witness your success if your sect’s powerful enough.”

“Anyway, our day’s not done yet, so you and your men should go, Sectmistress. The competition proper starts tomorrow. Don’t be late.”

An excited Han Shuang nodded. “Of course. We’ll be there early, you can count on us. When it comes to determination and drive, we won’t lose to anyone!”
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HEAVENLY CRIMSON LAKE


Passing the audit lifted an enormous weight off Han Shuang’s shoulders.

Thrilled and briskly motivated, she clearly cared a great deal about gaining a spot at the Heavenly Crimson Lake.

Early next morning, she took her team to the competition grounds at the lake.

Those from the godking’s mansion had already set up the stage and made their preparations.

Upon his return to the Heavenly Crimson Lake, Jiang Chen looked emotionally at the vast body of water. In his past life, he’d come here with his father and marveled at a majestic creation by the heavenly forces. Who would’ve thought that he would return here as a different man after several hundred thousand years?

“What are you looking at, Elder Zhen Junior?” Han Shuang came up to him with an amiable smile.

“The forces of creation are extraordinary, and their craft masterful.” Jiang Chen answered with a question of his own, “Don’t you feel anything, Sectmistress Han?”

Han Shuang chuckled. “I’ve been here many times and had my moments of wonder. You should wait until we win a spot and establish our foundations here. Then, you’ll be free to stare at the lake all day, every day.”

Jiang Chen jerked his head. “Let’s go.”

A total of twelve factions were participating in the competition, three of which, however, were in a completely different league. The White Drake Sect was almost guaranteed a spot.

Each was assigned to their own area and everyone had brought their best elites. The place buzzed with energy.

Atop the stage emerged the organizers from the godking's mansion.

Surrounded by his attendants, Godking Crimsonwaters walked out in all his glory. His tall and strong build made him stand out and leave an unforgettable impression.

“All hail our lord godking. May you live as long as the world, and the realm be forever prosperous!”

A smile cracked through the godking’s serious expression. “You are all pillars of the Crimsonwaters Minor, fellow daoists. There’s no need for such formalities. There’s only one rule for this competition—fairness!

“To that end, the five spots will be split into two parts. The top three will be selected from factions that self-nominate. Those who aim to fight for the top three spots may put yourself forward first. If you fail, however, you can’t fight for the fourth and fifth spots.” Godking Crimsonwaters announced the rules.

The design of the competition was to ensure that the most powerful three factions would win the first three spots, which befitted the interest of the lesser world and the expectations of the godking's party.

Of course, it was also a form of protection for the other factions to some degree. If every faction could be pitted against one another, those who were matched with the top three would suffer unduly. There would be almost no chance for them to win.

The rules protected both the top three factions and the lesser factions. The lesser factions were free to challenge the top three if they were so inclined. If not, they would fight for the bottom two spots.

It was a rather humane way to set things up.

“Those who’d like to fight for the top three spots, put your names forward.”

Han Shuang didn’t even lift her head. She wasn’t interested in getting involved, and she had no reason to. The top three factions, including the White Drake Sect, weren’t opponents the Fiendstar Sect could rival.

She would be courting death by challenging them.

One faction, however, nominated itself in addition to the top three factions, warranting everyone’s respect.

“Tsk, since when did the Sunblaze Sect get so brave? Challenging the big three? Are they good enough for that?”

“They aren’t the reckless sorts. Have they encountered something and improved themselves greatly?”

The Sunblaze Sect was one of the top factions on the lesser world, but never numbered as one of the top three. At most, they’d ranked fifth among all factions. Recently, however, the sect had kept a low profile. No one knew for sure where they stood at the moment.

Therefore, the sect’s decision to nominate themselves was surprising, but also exciting.

They must have the confidence to back themselves up. Otherwise, who would take such a reckless gamble? It was important to win a spot in the competition. If they weren’t confident in their ability, they could have fought for fourth or fifth instead!

“What a ballsy move.” Han Shuang gave the faction a mental thumbs-up and muttered, “I envy them for their confidence. When will the Fiendstar Sect be able to fight for the top three spots? That would be a glorious sight!”

She clearly envied the Sunblaze Sect for its moment of glory.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “You can give it a try too, Sectmistress Han.”

“No, I don’t think I will. I don’t want to trip and fall by taking too big a step.” Han Shuang cackled. “Let us take steady steps and aim for the last two spots.”

Jiang Chen nodded without a word instead of volunteering his help. He didn’t want to stand out when a godking was present.

Such glory meant nothing.

Due to the Sunblaze Sect’s unexpected move, there were four sects fighting for the top three spots, while the remaining eight would fight for the last two.

“Haha, the dark horse of a challenger has made it easier for us to organize the competition. There are eight factions fighting for the remaining two spots. We’ll pair you up and hold two rounds of matches to select the two factions. That should work, shouldn’t it?”

Godking Crimsonwaters smiled slightly.

“The godking has wisely made the most reasonable arrangement.”

In other words, merely two consecutive wins would guarantee a spot.

Comprehending the rules, Han Shuang boosted her group’s morale with a talk. “This is a great opportunity for the Fiendstar Sect. We only have to beat two factions to gain a spot. We’ve got to do it! That will be the start of our ascension to greatness.”

The other factions motivated their members as well.

Every one of them had passed the audit before participating. No one was weaker than the others. In fact, the Fiendstar Sect was considered the weakest contestant, nothing more than a spectator rather than a fighter.

The seven other factions were all hoping to face Fiendstar in the competition. It was the least renowned faction—perfect for the first round.

Han Shuang knew full well what the others were thinking, but she didn’t take it personally.

One had to win respect with real strength. Anger was unproductive. No one in the martial dao world cared about feelings. The only thing that mattered was power. The fist was law!
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THE COMPETITION BEGINS


“The tournament for the last two spots will take place first. As for the first three spots, each sect will duke it out with another one. Two winners will confirm their spots after the first round, while the two losers will fight again for the last one.”

After announcing the rules, the officials proceeded with the draw.

As the sect’s representative, Han Shuang quickly saw Fiendstar’s name come up, as well as the identity of their first opponent. As luck would have it, it was the sect of the bald fellow who’d previously insulted her.

Not one of the absolutely strongest factions, it was nevertheless far more famous than Fiendstar and easily ranked in Crimsonwaters’ top seven.

“Heh, Sectmistress Han, we have such a shared destiny.” Old Zhao the Seventh licked his lips and leered lasciviously.

Han Shuang was a little disgruntled to run into such a thorny opponent right off the bat.

What the Golden Glyph Sect lacked in raw strength, it more than made up for with their ingenious use of glyphs and talismans, often clinching unexpected victories.

She would’ve preferred a weaker foe, if possible.

“Gentlemen, a tough fight awaits us, but it doesn’t mean our chances are nil. We only need three wins out of five, so those of you confident in the odds, please raise your hands.”

Jiang Chen and Jiang Huan looked at each other before slowly doing so.

Scowling, Elder Ge and Elder Xu rebuked, “Gentlemen, now’s not the time for showboating. There’s a spot at stake, so don’t overestimate your strength.”

Jiang Chen chuckled. “And how would you know that we are, elders? What are you, mind readers?”

His retort struck the two old men speechless.

“Hmph! Sectmistress, you’d better carefully consider all of the variables before deciding on our overall strategy. Don’t let certain foolhardy people ruin it all.” Elder Xu snorted lightly.

“Cut it out,” replied an annoyed Han Shuang. “Strategy? What’s the use if we’re eliminated from the get-go? Truth be told, I would’ve been more relieved to see you two step forward as well. Since you don’t have the guts for it, why are you trying to hold back others?”

Han Shuang didn’t think Jiang Chen and his uncle were guaranteed to win, but their aplomb was far more preferable to the two elders’ cowardice.

Elder Xu and Elder Ge fumed. “If that’s your stance, then so be it. Just don’t hold us responsible when our sect’s eliminated.”

“If we fail, it won’t be because we took a risk, but because of lack of strength,” Jiang Chen calmly countered. “All their tricks are powerless if you’re powerful enough in the ring. Sectmistress, what about you? Are you up for it? Me and my uncle are ready to brawl.”

Han Shuan smiled at him, secretly happy with his confidence. “Of course I am. I’m the sectmistress, so I have to lead by example! Ah, woe is me! I’ll do whatever it takes, so you guys just do your part. ”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Great, the Golden Glyph Sect will be a piece of cake in that case.”

Elder Xu and Elder Ge scowled ferociously. They hadn’t intended to shirk their duties. They had the same desire to win, yet they hadn’t raised their hands. They simply didn’t feel strong enough to confront their opponent.

And so, they found themselves torn between two opposites. They’d be glad to see the two pretentious fellows suffer, but they also hoped to see them prevail.

“Alright, the arenas are ready. The chosen representatives may come forward to authenticate their identities,” one of the main judges announced.

“Let’s go,” Han Shuang concluded curtly. No further words were necessary.

The authentication was to prevent any instance of impersonation. Today’s combatants were required to have attended the audit the previous day, or they would be declared cheaters and have their eligibility revoked.

It was an important step, but fraud rarely occurred at this stage.

Once confirmation was completed, the doors opened to five tunnels leading to the arenas. Both sides would soon clash against each other in five duels.

As for the fighting order, it was entirely up to the luck of the draw.

As it happened, Jiang Chen’s name was the first one drawn. His opponent, an esteemed elder almost as strong as the Golden Glyph Sect’s sectmaster, was known as his sect’s number two.

Jiang Chen observed the man. He should be around the eighth level.

He waved at Han Shuang. “I await your good news, Sectmistress.”

Han Shuang’s smile vanished when she saw who he was supposed to face. Weaker opposition would have secured a victory both for him and his uncle, propelling them to the next round once she gave it her all.

But the best laid plans of mice and men often go awry.

Could someone as young as Elder Zhen Junior handle a warrior as seasoned as the Golden Glyph Sect’s number two?

One after the other, the others drew their own opponents and entered their respective stages.

“Alright, since everyone has taken their places, I will go over the rules one last time. Avoid fighting to the death as much as possible. You have to cease attacking as soon as the opponent throws in the towel. Otherwise, you’ll be penalized and declared the loser instead.”

The rules were less complex or restrictive than they might initially appear.

Jiang Chen stood in the middle of the arena, his heart entirely serene. He’d already grasped his opponent’s strength. Peak seventh level, close to the eighth level, but not quite there yet.

Perhaps the Golden Glyph elder possessed a mighty art that could tap into his potential and temporarily elevate his fighting capabilities to the eighth level.

Even so, the young lord was a ninth level god chasing after the godking realm. Few at the same level were his match, so he had little to fear from someone with lower cultivation.

The Golden Glyph Sect’s esteemed elder stared at him with cold, haughty contempt. “This seat wonders where Mistress Han dug up you misfits. Let me warn you, you should know your place and admit defeat right now. Otherwise, while my wondrous skills won’t kill you outright, they sure will make you wish they had.”

It was a naked threat, pure and simple.

This fellow obviously thought very little of Jiang Chen, but the young lord was accustomed to this kind of conceit. His youth made him easy to belittle.

Hence, he smiled indifferently. “Yap yap yap. Is that the only thing they teach in your sect? How are you going to clean up the situation when you lose even your pants later?”

The older man roared with laughter. “Interesting. I won’t waste my breath then. I’ll just smack you until you cry uncle. Don’t break on me too soon now, boy!”
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THE MOMENTUM OF THE DARK HORSE


The fellow didn't look like he was joking. Runes were already welling out of his body, a myriad of golden tadpoles hovering all around him.

“Tremble at my power!”

His runes rushed forward as he said this, hurtling towards Jiang Chen in a stream of distorting, devastating force.

The runes were capable of bending the fabric of space itself, which affected an opponent’s ability to react to them.

The man’s skill with runes was quite remarkable. Even Old Pill Rune back on Divine Abyss was a far cry from this venerated elder of the Golden Glyph Sect.

However, Jiang Chen wasn't the same man as he’d been on Myriad Abyss.

At ninth level divine realm, he possessed a consciousness that rivaled godkings. A seventh level god was no threat to him. His biggest problem was how to hide as much of his real strength as possible. He couldn't let Godking Crimsonwaters perceive how strong he was.

Ordinarily, he could kill this elder ten times over with a single slap.

Jiang Chen called upon his tempered body, then raised up his magnetic golden mountain in hand. This treasure was relatively unknown in the Taiyuan Plane, so there was no problem with him using it here.

The mountain’s magnetic storms roiled all around, countering the spatial distortion that the runes administered.

Golden Glyph’s elder was astonished at the toughness of his opponent, and Jiang Chen wasn’t exactly going to give him time to rest. He pushed his mountain to new depths in order to unleash a magnetic tempest that would crush his opponent against the wall.

In martial dao, having the upper hand mattered a lot.

When Jiang Chen had the upper hand, his opponent was prevented from using most of his abilities. In using the magnetic golden mountain to achieve this, that would fool observers into thinking that he relied on the power of his treasures rather than his personal cultivation.

This was his strategy to remain undetected.

The unfortunate Golden Glyph elder had no idea that his defeat was a foregone conclusion.

Even the magnetic golden mountain wasn't something he could resist.

The magnetic storms quickly intensified into a great cyclone, a torrential sea that trapped the Golden Glyph elder within.

There was no chance for him to fight back; he was completely stuck.

The venerated elder from the Golden Glyph Sect wanted to viciously curse out loud.

“What the hell is this? Is this kid even human? What treasure does he have? Why is he able to create a spatial storm?”

A profusion of questions filled his mind, but no one answered them. Moreover, he noticed that he was utterly hemmed in.

Boom!

The magnetic winds came to a roaring head. The Golden Glyph elder’s body was picked up like a leaf and tossed out of the arena.

Thump!

The Golden Glyph elder felt a splitting pain in his rear as he was dropped onto hard ground.

“First victory for the Fiendstar Sect!” Someone reported the results immediately.

Locked in a fierce battle, Han Shuang was immediately bolstered when she heard the good news.

A moment later, there was a similar report. “Second victory for the Fiendstar Sect!”

What amazing momentum!

Han Shuang didn’t need to look to know that the winners weren’t Elders Ge and Xu. No, it had to be the two Elder Zhens.

Jiang Chen and Jiang Huan had won with minimal effort, but they’d also both been obligated to pretend that they had tried very hard. This kind of performance art was draining in itself.

Nevertheless, their victories shocked the audience.

When had the Fiendstar Sect become so strong? The twelve factions participating in the competition had universally believed it to be last place.

What a reversal of expectations! Many disappointed not to have drawn them were strangely relieved. Wouldn’t they have been crushed in the first round due to their underestimation?

There were a number of sects who were definitely weaker than the Golden Glyph Sect.

If Golden Glyph had lost so badly, could they do any better?

Han Shuang fought increasingly harder due to the encouragement from the Jiangs. Regardless of how the Golden Glyph elder moved against her, she kept him tightly under control until his eventual loss. Her victory was decided very shortly after Elders Ge and Xu were defeated.

Therefore, they had won three out of the five bouts.

Golden Glyph was eliminated; Fiendstar would advance!

Was this the appearance of a new dark horse? Everyone else found the development nearly miraculous. Even amongst Crimsonwaters’ officials, many of the elders and advisors exchanged amazed whispers.

The godking himself peered with interest in Han Shuang’s direction. Jiang Huan and Jiang Chen’s successes garnered his curiosity.

“Where did little Han Shuang find that pair of capable helpers?” he asked his subordinates.

“According to her, sire, they’ve always belonged to the Fiendstar Sect. They’re simply introverts and usually keep to themselves.”

“Is that so?” The godking wasn't so convinced. The two men didn't seem trivially explicable, but he could hardly investigate further into the secrets of a subordinate sect.

Instead, he kept the thought in mind for later.

The other sects began to compete against each other.

Han Shuang was quite excited. She exchanged high-fives with Jiang Chen and Jiang Huan in celebration.

“Nicely done, Sectmistress Han!” Jiang Chen smiled in welcome.

His impression of her hadn’t been too great before. What he had seen moments earlier changed his mind about her.

Han Shuang wasn’t just a curse-spewing shrew, that was merely how she survived in the world. She could fight as hard as anybody, and deserved the leadership position much more than Elders Ge and Xu.
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ROUND TWO


The three other bouts ended shortly after. The factions who had won entered the second round alongside Fiendstar. The winners of this round would receive qualification.

“Shall we continue our streak as the unexpected dark horse?” Han Shuang’s spirits were very high.

Jiang Chen and Jiang Huan’s performances had given her a hefty boost of confidence. She almost believed that their victories were inevitable, and she was the only one who needed to win. It would be nice if the Elders Ge and Xu could win as well, but they didn’t actually matter.

Lots were drawn for the second round’s matchups.

None of the winners from the first round were easy contenders. Among the three potential opponents, two were assuredly stronger than Golden Glyph.

The last one was approximately on equal footing. It would be a difficult fight no matter their assignment. Fortune blessed Fiendstar this time—they drew the comparatively weakest of the three.

“Heh, Sectmistress Han. Fiendstar’s defied expectations up until now, but isn’t this about as far as you’ll go? The Thousand Battle Sect is composed of only veterans. If our warriors were to accidentally strike with too much force… wouldn’t that be bad for our relations?” The enemy quickly started the attempt to browbeat Fiendstar into submission.

“Are you saying you intend to surrender?” Han Shuang smiled serenely.

The Thousand Battle Sect head’s expression darkened. “Don’t play stupid, sectmistress. I am kindly advising you to surrender. When the fighting starts, your safety cannot be guaranteed.”

Han Shuang maintained her smile. “Oh? Are you sure that yours is?”

Jiang Chen gave the woman thumbs-up. She was a bold one!

“Enough banter. Get in the arena!” The godking’s subordinates weren’t interested in hearing pointless posturing. It was better to let fists decide who was right.

Once again, three wins were needed among five battles.

Han Shuang was first in the randomized lineup. Luckily, she matched up against one of Thousand Battle’s normal elders, perhaps third or fourth among their five.

She tossed a look at Jiang Chen and Jiang Huan that said, I can handle this guy, so the rest is up to you.

Jiang Chen returned it with a confident smile.

Jiang Huan rubbed his nose, then snorted at the sky in a gesture of utter disdain. It was an act put on especially for Godking Crimsonwaters. He didn’t want the ruler to pay him too much attention.

The Jiangs’ opponents were drawn in time as well.

Jiang Chen was fortunate to find himself matched up against someone of also middling strength.

Jiang Huan’s opponent, on the other hand, was the Thousand Battle Sect’s head. He was a little vexed. Not about how to defeat his opponent, but how to avoid suspicion while doing it.

Jiang Chen walked easily onstage, leaving his 'uncle' alone with his problem. His adversary had waited quite a while for him already.

The man who was to be his opponent was clearly an expert who had fought in countless battles. The killing aura that lingered upon him marked him as a diehard survivor of great bloodshed.

But then, so what?

If one’s aura alone was potent enough to kill, there would be no need for them to get into the ring in the first place.

The expert’s eyes fixed on Jiang Chen with great venom. “My blade has drunk the blood of at least ten thousand men, kid. You will be number ten thousand and one.”

Jiang Chen burst into laughter. “Is it customary among fools to threaten their opponents before fighting? I suppose your threat is better-phrased than drivel of that old man from Golden Glyph. Are you sure you’re stronger than he is, though?”

He cared not for an enemy’s empty words.

His objective was the same as in the last round. He needed to figure out how to defeat his opponent in a way that kept his true strength hidden.

Anemic intimidation that sufficed only to scare children hardly concerned him.

The man’s eyes turned cold. He trembled a moment before releasing countless images that roved in every direction.

Several thousand copies of him stood before Jiang Chen now. Thousands of arms and thousands of sabers filled the air.

Jiang Chen seemed to be ensnared in a vortex of blades in an instant.

The target of the attack feigned a serious reaction. An impetuous attack like this was far too obvious under the scrutiny of his Evil Golden Eye.

The images and the real man’s movements were as disparate as raindrops between falling petals, easily discernible.

The expert was internally quite satisfied with his opponent’s reaction. He thought that his ability had managed to fool the youth.

Fall! He shouted wordlessly, his blade slicing toward Jiang Chen.

Unfortunately, a golden light erupted as soon as he neared the young man. Wave after circular wave of terrifying rippling power sucked his weapon in.

What was this?

The man grew aghast. He had plenty of combat experience and considered his speed top-notch. And yet, his wraith-like strike had been accurately captured!

Why hadn’t his prided swiftness worked? Had his misdirection failed after all?

Or… was this actually a coincidence?

Definitely a coincidence! His wishful thinking told him.

Alas, his naivete only worsened his condition. The dispersing ripples nearly disarmed him through its engulfing strength. His weapon was firmly glued.

“Out with you!”

Both weapon and man were pulled free from the myriad copies that surrounded him.

In the next instant, every false image disappeared.

The man felt an understanding pulse through his heart. He moved to get up, but Jiang Chen’s foot was already upon his back. A mountainous weight nearly shattered his entire body.

“Haha, too bad. Your illusion isn’t good enough against my ocular skill,” the young man declared seriously.

His victim began to bawl in pain. The man panted with such agony that his tongue lolled out of his mouth. If Jiang Chen’s foot pressed down any harder, he would die.

“Fine. If you don’t want to be here, you can leave.” Jiang Chen kicked the man off the arena like a ball.
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OBTAINING A POSITION


“Victory for the Fiendstar Sect!”

“Second victory for the Fiendstar Sect!”

“Third victory for the Fiendstar Sect!”

The three reports sounded nearly simultaneously. Jiang Chen noticed right after his that someone had already won before him.

The third victory came immediately after.

The first was won by Sectmistress Han Shuang. She walked out of the ring gracefully, a look of joy very much apparent upon her face. Her eyes were slightly reddened.

Evidently, she’d heard the reports and realized that Fiendstar had pulled through once again. Moreover, this round’s victory meant that they were now entitled to a spot!

“We… won?” she ventured uncertainly to the two new elders.

Jiang Chen nodded with a faint smile, while Jiang Huan flashed her a cocky, sidelong look.

Elders Ge and Xu ended up losing again—no surprise there. Thankfully, that didn’t matter. Fiendstar had won against Thousand Battle with almost trivial ease.

The godking’s men were astonished once more.

Godking Crimsonwaters glanced at Fiendstar thoughtfully. “Interesting. Those three are very interesting indeed. It’s not just the two elders. I’m beginning to see little Han Shuang in a new light as well.”

“Hasn’t she always been like that?” asked one of his elders.

“Always like that? Haha, perhaps. Don’t you think that she was also concealing her strength, though? If she’s only seventh level divine realm, why has she barely won against every opponent she’s fought despite their differing strengths?”

No one had a good explanation for that.

Yes, seventh level divine realm was no guarantee of victory in this competitive arena. Even eighth level wasn’t necessarily assurance enough.

“When you put it like that, Your Majesty, that is a bit odd. Han Shuang is so young too. Why was she betrothed to Fiendstar’s late sect head in the first place? And why did he die prior to their actual marriage? Is there more to the matter than meets the eye?”

Someone began to wax imaginative.

Crimsonwaters chuckled. “That’s inconsequential at best, the sect’s private business. As long as they don’t overstep their boundaries too much, we have no need to intervene.”

His word set the nature of the affair in stone.

“This competition, then?” inquired another.

“It’s their victory, of course. Their strength more than warrants it. Are you saying they cheated?”

“Hahaha, of course not! It is as you say, sire.”

Thus, Fiendstar’s run as a dark horse was sealed, and its fruits of victory secured. A remarkable and completely unexpected result!

The Jade Buddha Sect was the other winner.

When Han Shuang stepped forward to receive a Crimsonwaters Token, her face was visibly flushed with emotion.

Only four sects competed for the top three, which made things a lot easier.

The process was no less dramatic, though. Especially notable was Sunblaze’s victory over one of the top three, stealing its spot in the process!

The losing party was named the Jadearmor Sect. Formerly third place in the ranking, it lost its position entirely after the defeat.

The five sects who received an entitlement to the Heavenly Crimson Lake were as follows:

the White Drake Sect, the Cosmos Sect, the Sunblaze Sect, the Jade Buddha Sect, and the Fiendstar Sect.

Han Shuang didn’t care at all that Fiendstar was last among the five. She wanted the renown and benefits first and foremost.

As the governing authority, Godking Crimsonwaters congratulated them all. He informed them of the demarcated territory they were permitted to use and build upon.

“I must offer my sincere felicitations to all five of you. At the next godking conference, you will have the right to accompany me as my followers to visit the celestial emperor. You should value this unique and glorious opportunity.”

The five sects were overjoyed. The Fiendstar Sect was the happiest of all, since it was the first time it had made it to Heavenly Crimson Lake’s environs. It was natural for Fiendstar’s people to be more delighted than the rest.

Of course, Han Shuang and the Jiangs’ excitement was mostly counterfeit. Elders Ge and Xu, on the other hand, displayed authentic emotion. They had fought rather poorly in both rounds, yes, but it was fine after all! Fiendstar had won the day and a position. Winning and losing were a natural part of one’s life.

Others would only look upon them with envy now, rather than mention their names with scorn.

Next came a banquet from the godking’s mansion. The five winning sects were invited, as was everyone who had lost. The latter was a kindly and thoughtful gesture, despite the fact that the losers wouldn’t feel great about attending.

The godking found time to speak to Han Shuang and the Jiangs during the banquet, though the words exchanged didn’t go beyond courtesy.

Everything seemed entirely natural. Han Shuang remained quite animated after the meal.

“It’s alright, Sectmistress Han. Elders Ge and Xu have gone home. There’s no one else here,” Jiang Chen reminded gently. The sect head’s behavior was getting a bit too theatrical.

Han Shuang blinked, then smiled with some embarrassment. “What do you mean? Shouldn’t I be happy that we won? And why do the two of you look unhappy, huh? I want to know why that is.”

Jiang Chen answered with aplomb, “We joined Fiendstar for the sake of winning. Losing was not an option, and winning, entirely expected.”

“Hmph. Entirely expected? Do you not have ulterior motives for joining us?” Han Shuang solemnly scrutinized Jiang Chen and Jiang Huan.

Jiang Chen remained impassive. “No. My uncle and I would like to cultivate around Heavenly Crimson Lake. It’s fame and an audience with the celestial emperor that we’re after.”

“Heheh, alright.” Han Shuang waved a hand breezily. “That’s not important. Our first goal aligns, right? We got the spot we wanted.”

In a show of strangely lucid reason, she abandoned her initial probe.

Jiang Chen nodded slightly. “Yes. We worked toward our common goal with concerted effort. Now that it’s accomplished… what are you going to do next, Sectmistress Han?”
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THE PROGRESS OF THE BLOODLINE ASSIMILATION


What was she going to do next?

Gone was Han Shuang’s usual straightforward candor. Instead, she stared assessingly at Jiang Chen, as if trying to divine his intentions.

“What about you, gentlemen?” she asked with a soft sigh.

“You’re the sectmistress, you do the honors.” Jiang Chen smiled calmly.

“Hmph!”

Is he toying with me? But she immediately regained her usual fiery temper, making a grand exit like a gust of wind. “Let’s talk about it another time. You should go to bed early.”

So that’s how she wants to play it.

Jiang Chen followed her departing figure with a grin, then turned to Jiang Huan.

The latter was a picture of innocence. “Why are you looking at me for? I made myself scarce and never piped up while you two flirted away. I’ve been a model third wheel.”

Jiang Chen snorted. “Whatever, there’s no one else here, so you can drop the act.”

Jiang Huan grinned mischievously, his face taking on its usual cleverness.

“Young lord, there’s more to her than meets the eye. Just like us, she’s hiding her strength. She’s definitely up to something, but it probably has little to do with us. At a guess, it must be related to the Heavenly Crimson Lake.”

Jiang Chen murmured, “There’s no conflict of interest between us in that case. Should we turn a blind eye and stay out of her business?”

Jiang Huan considered his suggestion, but the younger man quickly changed his mind and shook his head. “No, we can’t. If she causes too big a ruckus, she might alert the godking’s people and get Fiendstar expelled. We’d have to kiss the conference goodbye then.”

“You’re right. We still need to keep an eye on this crazy woman, it seems. We’ll stop her before she compromises our plans,” Jiang Huan agreed.

Jiang Chen sized up the older man and grinned. “Hehe, uncle, you’re playing the part of an unabashed rogue anyway, so why don’t you sacrifice your body and try her out? Maybe she’ll fall for your handsome face.”

Jiang Huan rubbed his nose. “Young lord, your servant is a decrepit old codger, but you’re in your prime. Aren’t you more suitable? Plus, that hot pepper’s clearly got a thing for you. She won’t spare a glance for an old fart like me, but she keeps finding excuses to chat you up. Hehe, love’s definitely in the air!”

Master and servant lightheartedly poked fun at each other.

Any talk of seduction was a simple joke, but they really had to keep an eye on a woman like Han Shuang. Her mischief might turn the lake upside down and spoil their plans.

Whatever she was scheming, they couldn’t let her loose before the godking conference. What came after that was none of their concern.

The conference was impossible to attend without an invitation, so they needed a legitimate pretext. No matter the extent of the young lord’s powers, he couldn’t possibly force his way in. Even a fool could envision the defenses at such an event.

After a successful competition, Fiendstar launched a large construction project at Heavenly Crimson Lake. After all, they’d been granted the right to establish their base there for ten thousand years.

For cultivators, it wasn’t an especially long time in the grand scheme of things, but it was significant enough to justify their efforts.

The environment around the lake was truly superior in every aspect. Establishing a sect there had remarkable benefits for cultivation.

The five winners carved up the area into zones of influence vast enough that none of them could complain. For them, the Heavenly Crimson Lake was sacred land through and through.

But Jiang Chen cared little for these trifles. He immersed himself in cultivation like before. He simply took advantage of the situation and traded Fiendstar’s former territory for the lake’s shores.

As for Jiang Huan, he was indifferent to whatever merits the place might hold. He vanished completely after the competition’s end, so much so Jiang Chen himself rarely kept in contact with the man.

Still, he sometimes dropped by once or twice a year, always bringing back strange news with him. A riot surfacing in such and such fief, or an attack elsewhere on so and so, or perhaps the murder of a great figure in this or that territory.

In short, strange events cropped up one after another.

Jiang Chen knew full well Jiang Huan was alluding to incidents he’d caused himself. The old man was creating chaos to push Taiyuan Plane to the brink.

Not the most honorable method, but one couldn’t always take the high road in times of need.

Jiang Huan’s sacrifices and endeavours made the young lord even more determined to cultivate, and to cultivate some more.

By now, his body had begun to become one with the bloodlines of the sacred beasts. Once the assimilation was complete, he’d attain the peak of the godking realm in a single bound.

To that end, he holed up in his room every single day, calling upon the four sacred beasts to assist him.

The beasts had willingly gifted him with their bloodlines. Therefore, their continued assistance was invaluable in simplifying and hastening the process.

Added to the Four Symbols True Spirit Painting, Jiang Chen gained new insights by the day.

In fact, the sacred beasts grew stronger by the same occasion, the tacit connection between the four of them strengthened further.

All four of them were now at ninth level divine realm.

If they could reach the half-step godking level by the time he became a bonafide godking, their combined might would become a terrifying headache in combat. By then, their coordination and joint formation would reach an entirely different dimension.

They’d possess the genuine power of plane creation, each of their moves imbued with the mysteries of the universe. Even an honest to goodness godking might not be their match.

In fact, they might be able to overwhelm a party of several godkings!

“Young lord, the assimilation’s already close to seventy percent. You have more than fifty years left, so the remaining thirty percent shouldn’t be an issue,” the Vermilion Bird proclaimed with a smile.

The young lord nodded. “I can’t wait to find out how spectacular the end result will be. Come what may, I’m truly blessed to have the four of you as my companions!”

“Heh, we’re the lucky ones. Even with our bloodlines, we wouldn’t be where we’re at now if we hadn’t met you.” Indeed, not even sacred beasts were omnipotent!
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THE DIVINE BEASTS’ TEMPTATION


For cultivators, great achievements weren’t born from innate gifts alone.

The heavenly planes were chock full of talented geniuses endowed with exceptional bloodlines, but few ultimately reached the pinnacle of the martial world.

Why?

The climb was steep and slippery. No one was guaranteed a taste of the fruits atop the mountain.

The world of cultivation was a cruel, ruthless place, the road to success strewn with skeletons.

True, the sacred beasts’ pedigrees did provide them with tremendous advantages, but they wouldn’t have enjoyed as smooth a ride without the young lord.

For example, the Vermilion Bird wouldn’t have been reborn to begin with, to say nothing of reaching the divine realm.

As for Long Xiaoxuan, his odds of victory against the Walkabout Sect’s elder had been about fifty-fifty before running into Jiang Chen.

The Astral White Tiger might be lording it over the heavenly planes nowadays, but the sacred beast might not even have awakened his consciousness back then.

And the Black Tortoise lived like a recluse on his island, eating, sleeping and waiting for death. He’d sooner or later have become a slave after the demons’ invasion. Reach the top? What a joke!

But Jiang Chen had crossed their paths and given them hope, ushering them into a brand new world. For one thing, their potential wouldn’t have grown this far without the Amaranthine Clouddew Fruit.

Therefore, the weight of the young lord in their lives far outstripped what little help they provided back. He was their benefactor. They were merely repaying their debts, nothing more.

Traveling through the planes had broadened their horizons. They’d seen outstanding talents fade into oblivion on many a greater world, perhaps dead before making a name for themselves.

The beasts had always felt beholden to Jiang Chen, but more than anything, they saw him as family.

In this fashion, life continued day after day.

The Four Symbols True Spirit Painting hung in the room as man and beasts cultivated together to further the young lord’s cognizance of his new bloodlines and perfect the assimilation. The assistance of the four sacred beasts halved the effort required.

As the blood in their veins resonated with the young lord, their cultivation also grew.

“My friends, your ancestors were always too proud to work together toward greater goals. Your lineages have always been at daggers drawn against each other. The four of you can be heralded as trailblazers. In fact, when you work as one, you could also create a plane of your own,” Jiang Chen mentioned with a chuckle.

The beasts’ breaths caught in their throats.

“Young lord, you mean that, just like you, we can one day rule over our own plane?” As the youngest one, the Astral White Tiger’s excitement got the better of him first.

“Correct.” Jiang Chen nodded with conviction.

However, there was a catch. Without him by their side, could they continue to cooperate in good faith without jealousy?

With their current strength, it was entirely possible on paper, although the process would be fraught with difficulty. The essential issue was whether they could harmonize their hearts and minds.

Without Jiang Chen as a chaperone, their friendship seemed unlikely to extend into the future, eliminating all possibilities about establishing their own realm.

The most senior and experienced of the lot, the Vermilion Bird shook his head after much deliberation. “Let’s not waste our time chasing after such a mirage. The pride ingrained in our very bones is a hurdle too tall to overcome. We all follow the young lord, but without him, would we be able to continue in the same fraternal vein?”

The divine bird cut straight to the heart of the matter.

They all paused for a moment, then smiled wryly, but the Astral White Tiger insisted, “You guys are overthinking it. Why couldn’t we? I’ll never be selfish, I swear.”

“Heh, Little White, who’d be the alpha of our world? Who would sit in the throne of the celestial emperor?” asked the Vermilion Bird.

“Why don’t you do it? You’re the most senior,” the tiger mumbled.

“I’m fine with that, but are all of you so eager to serve as my minions? You, a noble Astral White Tiger? Little Long, a majestic true dragon? Or the peerless Black Tortoise? Each of you would have a claim to the throne. Our strength would be around the same by then, and we might come to blows. It’d be the end of our comradeship, I fear.”

The Black Tortoise nodded in complete agreement. He was convinced they’d no longer be able to share weals and woes if that were to happen.

Believing otherwise was simply delusional.

Power corrupted. They’d certainly hear its siren song, and their personalities would ultimately be twisted by their ambitions. They’d turn from bosom friends into bitter enemies.

“Let’s peacefully help young lord Chen instead. As long as he can create a new plane and become a celestial emperor, we’ll enjoy all the riches and fame we’ve ever dreamed of. Why go through the hassle ourselves?” Long Xiaoxuan suddenly proposed. “If you ask me, it’s safer and more reliable to follow him than to venture out on our own.”

“Haha, let’s do that then. I’m his most loyal supporter.” The Astral White Tiger giggled. His eagerness had been little more than the impulsiveness of youth. He was too simple-minded to crave power.

The Vermilion Bird nodded. “Indeed. We’re already blessed to have come this far. There’s no need for us to always lust for more. I don’t think it’s what fate has in store for us.”

“You’re right. It’ll also be a wonderful experience to help the young lord build a powerful plane.” The Black Tortoise had never been one for grand aspirations.

All four of them ended up coming round to this point of view.
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HAN SHUANG’S VISIT


On the shores of Heavenly Crimson Lake, spirit energy was no issue for Jiang Chen, unlike a certain Han Shuang. The beautiful and usually spirited sectmistress had recently become increasingly mysterious.

Jiang Huan was away almost all year round, so the young lord had no choice but to personally keep tabs on her to prevent her from stepping out of bounds and attracting the godking’s wrath.

No matter her schemes, his own plans came first and foremost. Not even she could be allowed to disrupt them.

He wanted to spend the next six decades peacefully, right up to the start of the godking conference.

Anything unexpected might constitute a roadblock. He’d need to look for alternatives if he were to lose his right to attend the conference, which would entail unwelcome distractions detrimental to his ambitions.

Hence, busy or not, he kept an eye on her lest she should suddenly do something outrageous.

Of course, she was fully unaware she was a target of surveillance.

As to Elders Ge and Xu, their heads had swollen out of control after becoming one of the five greatest sects on Crimsonwaters. They’d sometimes strut around, creating trouble that the sect had to clean up afterward.

It was quite a headache for Han Shuang. Now and then, the urge to give these two fellows a good thrashing was almost impossible to resist.

Her repeated admonishments to stay lowkey slowly started to take with the two elders, but their descendants, disciples, and womenfolk, drunk on their newfound fame, often stirred up trouble.

Having to deal with these issues once every few days was an immense distraction.

One day, she finally got ahold of Jiang Chen and cut right to the chase. “Elder Zhen Junior, I met a roadblock in my cultivation a few days ago and need to go into seclusion to resolve this issue. It might have long-lasting repercussions otherwise. You’ll be in charge while I’m gone. Keep an eye on Elder Xu and Elder Ge. They’ve been causing me no end of trouble lately.”

Jiang Chen responded woodenly, “How long will your seclusion last? A week, half a year? Kindly ask someone else if it’s more than a month.”

Trying to shirk your responsibilities and pass off the hot potato? I’m not stupid enough to buy into your story.

Han Shuang giggled, glamorous ripples in her eyes. “Elder Zhen Junior, you’re a senior of our sect. I’m letting you take over the reins because I think you’re ready for it. Don’t you want to prove yourself should future opportunities arise? I might be in really high spirits one day, and find you particularly pleasing to the eyes. Who knows if I won’t promote you to vice sect head by then?”

“Not interested. I’m content being an elder.” Jiang Chen chuckled.

There’s nothing to negotiate, no matter your wiles!

Still, Han Shuang wasn’t flustered. She hadn’t expected him to capitulate so easily. With a smile, she sashayed over to him, sat beside him, and softly rocked against his shoulder. Intentionally or not, her two soft hills rubbed against him.

“Elder Zhen Junior, you’ve joined us for quite some time already, haven’t you? I’ve never asked you to do something against your will, so do you have the heart to tell me ‘no’ this one time? I really have to go into seclusion. I’m not asking for the moon, it’s nothing but day-to-day routines. Blame your uncle for being away. He’d have been my first pick.” Her head almost brushed against his as she implored in a soft, velvety voice, like a sister coaxing her younger brother. Her breath smelled like orchids.

But Jiang Chen remained deaf to her pleas.

In all honesty, anyone else would long have succumbed to such an offensive. However, clarity shone through his heart, determination unswayed.

Han Shuang fidgeted nervously when she saw she couldn’t budge him.

“Elder Zhen Junior, what’s with you?” She stood up and put her hands on her hips. If soft persuasion didn’t work, she seemed ready to resort to a harder line.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “Hehe, Sectmistress, I’m young, so don’t scare me. What did you say your problem was? You can tell me. I do have some insight when it comes to cultivation, you know. Maybe I can figure it out for you, and then you won’t have to seclude yourself anymore. How would our sect make giant strides towards becoming a peak faction without you at the helm?”

Seeing his face almost literally sparkle with sincerity, Han Shuang itched to slam a fist right into his nose. How could she fail to see the kid was putting up an act?

Both of them were dissembling, talking in circles without a clear winner. A little disheartened, she sat down huffily, glaring at the young lord as if ready to come to blows.

“Elder Zhen Junior, what do I have to do to make you help?” She finally opted to give peaceful negotiations another try.

“Sectmistress, don’t look at me like that. People might think you want to eat me.” Jiang Chen continued to tease, more and more amused.

“Little bastard, don’t even go there. I’m your sectmistress and your elder sister! Even if you want me, I’m not that type!” Han Shuang rolled her eyes at him and said with a straight face, “But I’m open to other conditions.”

Jiang Chen curled his lips. “But I thought it was the very thing you’ve been going for. Seems like I’ve misread your intentions, my lady.”

Han Shuang’s eyes softened as she blushed. “Little rascal, it seems you’ve had your eyes on me for a long time. It’s your fault for usually behaving so uptight. To be honest, I also enjoy your company, but if you really want to be with me, you should formally propose. I’m not as easy as you think.”

Jiang Chen froze. Was she being sincere, or was it another subterfuge?

Smiling, he stared meaningfully into her eyes.

“Sectmistress, I think we should get to know each other better,” he suddenly said.

“How so?” Han Shuang still looked like a charming, gentle girl. “Are you coming on to me? I’ve been engaged once, but I’m essentially a maiden. This isn’t a suitable subject this late at night, don’t you think?”

Jiang Chen was finally certain she was still play-acting.

“Of course this one never would. I was alluding to your escapades to the lake. If you’re hatching plans of grand supremacy, why don’t you share them with me? Two heads are better than one.”
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MUTUAL WARINESS


The rosiness on Han Shuang’s cheeks instantly vanished. A certain heaviness and vigilance set in instead. Her phoenix-shaped eyes narrowed to slits as she stared at the young man, trying to see right through him.

But no matter how incisive her glare, he remained entirely unruffled, his ironclad willpower immune to such intimidation tactics.

After a long moment, a drawn-out sigh finally escaped her lips.

“Elder Zhen Junior, are you genuinely willing to lay down your cards on the table? Tell me, why did you and your uncle join our sect? Don’t bore me with the same old excuses. We both know it’s a lie.”

After many twists and turns, they’d circled back to their previous conversation.

Jiang Chen sighed quietly. “Sectmistress Han, you left two nights ago for the lake’s forbidden grounds. That’s outside of our jurisdiction. Would you care to explain?”

She replied with a frosty expression, “Did you tail me?”

That was quite unexpected. She’d indeed left in secret, but she’d made sure no one had been shadowed her. She’d always been confident in her ability to cover her tracks.

To think the young man had eluded her vigilance! Sudden doubts clouded her mind. An unprecedented hostility even arose from the depth of her heart.

But she quickly brushed it off. She was no stranger to silencing people by force, but she couldn’t find it in herself to lift a hand against him.

Furthermore, she wasn’t confident about her chances. Not when they’d established he could follow her undetected.

Jiang Chen sensed the minute changes in her attitude. He’d thought they’d erupt in open hostility when he’d felt her murderous intent, but the bloodlust was gone as soon as it’d appeared.

“Tempted to shut me up for good?” He smiled, seeming unconcerned.

An astonished Han Shuang looked at him, a chill running down her back. Was he reading her like an open book? Did he have some sort of mind-reading ability?

“Heh, I know you’re not that heinous.” Jiang Chen smiled again. “Please believe me, I bear you no ill will.”

“Are you sure? Then why did you follow me?” she grumbled.

All of a sudden, she felt out of her depth. The conversation was getting away from her. Her opponent might be young, but he was truly a perverse genius.

In Fiendstar, she could easily toy with Elders Xu and Ge, but Zhen Shi was another story altogether. She’d never been able to get a read on the nephew or his uncle, while they’d slowly gotten her measure.

Are they plotting the same thing as me? She was a little disquieted by this possibility, but she soon dismissed this emotion. She couldn’t abandon her goal, no matter how impossible the obstacles she had to surmount.

She sighed deeply. “I bear no animosity towards you or your uncle. Perhaps, as you’ve said, we truly need to lay everything out in the open.”

“Heh, let me tell you what I think.” Jiang Chen smiled calmly. “From what I’ve seen, your plan must be related to the Heavenly Crimson Lake. Am I wrong?”

“Let’s say you aren’t.” Han Shuang nodded.

“That’s more like it. My plan has nothing to do with the lake. Our goals aren’t incompatible, so there’s nothing preventing us from continuing our merry cooperation. Provided private operations don’t undermine the other’s plans, that is. What do you think?”

His stare made Han Shuang extremely uneasy, as if his eyes were roaming all over her exposed body. It made her skin crawl.

“What are you aiming for, if not the lake?” she probed, trying to land on her feet.

“Heh, in fact, we’ve already told you. We simply want to participate in the godking conference. You can drain all the water from the lake for all we care. But do consider. Snooping around the forbidden grounds might attract the godking’s attention. You won’t be the only one to suffer then. You’ll drag down the whole sect with you. You’re not particularly attached to Fiendstar, I know. It’s nothing but a stepping stone for you. We’re in the same boat in that regard, but as long as me and my uncle belong to the sect, we don’t want to be tainted by scandal.”

Jiang Chen laid down his terms in black and white. Her recklessness would implicate the sect sooner or later, and him by the same token.

Han Shuang stayed silent. She had to admit there was a certain logic to his argument.

But for her, the lake was the first, fundamental step on which her entire plan was built on. She couldn’t give up on it. She had to forge ahead, or all her efforts would be in vain.

With a soft sight, she said, “Elder Zhen, you do make sense. But the lake’s too crucial for me. I can’t give it up.”

“Is there no room for discussion?” Jiang Chen looked intently at her.

“None,” she replied categorically.

The young lord nodded in silence, considering his options for a moment before he offered, “Then how about letting me in on your plans? Perhaps we can figure a way out together?”

“Heh, do you think I’m that naive?” Han Shuang smiled coldly.

“You don’t trust me?” Jiang Chen grinned, unruffled. “I’ve never shown any hostility toward you, Sectmistress. You know this as well as I.”

“Perhaps not previously, but a man can change. Human intentions are hard to fathom, and a cultivator’s heart is always tainted. In the Taiyuan Plane, it would be irresponsible of me to trust a complete stranger!” Han Shuang stuck to her convictions.

Jiang Chen pursed his lips. “Isn’t that a vicious cycle? Are we supposed to live with our suspicions and keep getting in each other’s way?”

This issue also vexed Han Shuang, so she responded irritably, “I might believe you if you tell me why you want to participate in the conference. How can we keep each other’s secrets if we don’t even know them to begin with?”

That was one way to do it, but the young lord’s secret might scare the living daylights out of her.
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HAGGLING


Jiang Chen smiled in lieu of an answer.

“What’s that for? Your smirk tells me that you aren’t going to be honest with me. Forget it. I don’t care if my plan interferes with yours. If you undermine my plan, I’ll stop you from attending the godking conference.”

Jiang Chen flashed her an unconcerned smile. “I can find other ways to attend the conference even without the Fiendstar Sect. If I expose you though, you’ll never get access to the lake.”

If he wanted to, he could very well seek out a weaker godking and butter them up. He would still have a chance to attend the conference then.

Nevertheless, that would be much riskier. He would be more likely to attract suspicion, and would seem like a fool for pulling such a rudimentary trick.

Han Shuang, though, had to consider the possibility.

She had to admit that Jiang Chen was right. She was at a disadvantage here. There were indeed other ways to attend the conference. Her plan, however, hinged on the Heavenly Crimson Lake. In fact, the lake was the most crucial part, without which the rest of her plan would fall apart.

They were at a standstill.

“I’ll make you an offer, Sectmistress Han,” Jiang Chen said, breaking the silence. “Hear me out before you come to any decisions.”

Han Shuang flipped her silky hair and stared at Jiang Chen. “Go on.”

“I’m genuinely offering my help solely because I don’t want you alerting the godking’s people and interfering with my plan,” Jiang Chen said deliberately. “However, you have to tell me what I can do for you.”

“You still want me to tell you my secrets, don’t you? When all is said and done, you’re just tricking me into talking!”

Jiang Chen smiled. “I swear to the heavens that no matter what you’re after, I won’t do anything to undermine you, and I’ll keep your secrets! If I go back on my oath, may the heavens smite me. Is that good enough for you?”

A heavenly oath was an insurance as good as any.

Han Shuang’s expression relaxed in an instant. She considered Jiang Chen carefully, obviously bewildered by his action. The man offered to help her for nothing in return and had even sworn an oath!

The fact that he’d made such compromises in order to offer her his help meant that he was planning something big as well. Otherwise, there was no reason to go to such trouble.

Han Shuang smiled. “This seat has underestimated the strength of your conviction, Elder Zhen. You’ve made concession after concession. You’re after something just as big, aren’t you? Am I wrong to make such an assumption?”

“You’re not wrong,” Jiang Chen said calmly. “What I’m after is equally important to me.”

“Why don’t we clear the air and share our plans? Perhaps we’ll come up with a win-win solution.” Han Shuang was much more relaxed once she knew Jiang Chen didn’t mean her any harm.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “My plan would be considered outrageous by most. I worry that you might faint with fright if I tell you about it.”

“Oh?” Han Shuang chuckled. “What a coincidence. The same is true of my plan. Many may faint if they hear about it too. We’re both doing something equally outrageous, aren’t we?”

Jiang Chen paused. He’d underestimated the sect head.

It was certainly interesting to butt heads with someone like her. He could tell that Han Shuang held no ill intentions against him, despite having her own agenda.

As long as their plans didn’t interfere with one another, they could make things work.

Han Shuang crossed her legs and looked at Jiang Chen with a lazy look. “I think you’ve made a good point, Elder Zhen. I can swear to keep your plan a secret as well. Whatever you’re planning, we’ll give each other room to execute our respective plans. When the situation calls for it, we may even work together.”

There was a reason that the woman had become the sect head of the Fiendstar Sect and gained a foothold in such a short amount of time.

Jiang Chen considered the viability of a collaboration instead of immediately turning her down.

If Han Shuang turned out to be an unreliable ally, his final plan would be to capture her or even take her out. He could then find an excuse to take over the Fiendstar Sect.

He was sure that he’d be able to do that much without implicating himself. He’d still be able to attend the godking conference then.

Jiang Chen smiled leisurely. “Alright, why don’t you go first? Once I make sure you haven’t lied about your plan, I’ll consider letting you in on mine.”

“Why should I go first?” Han Shuang pouted unhappily.

“Ladies first,” Jiang Chen responded with a smile.

“Then I should be the first to listen to your plan, not the first to talk.” Han Shuang could be unreasonable as well.

Jiang Chen knocked on the table with his knuckle and cracked a strange smile. “Although you’ve considered almost everything, Sectmistress Han, there’s one important thing you’ve neglected.”

Han Shuang paused. “What?”

“Have you considered the situation you’re in?” Jiang Chen grinned. “You’re in my residence. There are a thousand ways for me to take you out and take over as the sect head. You aren’t going to force this subordinate’s hand, are you?”

Han Shuang’s expression turned steely for a brief moment before she put on a bright smile. “Now that you’ve reminded me, aren’t you afraid that I’ll just kill you? My sect has a spot here now. I can get rid of you now that you’ve served your purpose.”

“The same is true for you,” Jiang Chen said coolly. “This subordinate stands a better chance of taking you out than the other way around.”

“Hmph! You’re much too confident. Your uncle isn’t here. I can summon Elders Ge and Xu to help me take you out. Will you be as confident then?”

Jiang Chen snorted. “You’re really bad at threatening people, Sectmistress. Listen to yourself. Are you really trying to intimidate me by bringing up those two clowns?”

Elders Ge and Xu?

They were as threatening as flies in Jiang Chen’s eyes.

“I don’t know where your confidence comes from, Elder Zhen, but do you think you and your uncle are the only ones who have been hiding their true power?” Han Shuang asked solemnly. “Do you take me for easy prey?”

Jiang Chen smiled lazily. “We know you’ve been hiding your power, Sectmistress, but let me give you a friendly reminder: Even if you’re a ninth level god, you’ll still lose this fight. Do you believe me?”
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HAN SHUANG CAPITULATES


Even a ninth level god would lose?

The threat rang unpleasantly in Han Shuang’s ears. Kid, way to trumpet your own horn. What are you, a godking? Are ninth level gods a joke to you?

She frowned, a little enraged. “Elder Zhen Junior, you look honest at first glance, but you’re quite the braggart!”

“Haha, do you think I’m blowing hot air?”

“Aren’t you?” retorted the annoyed Han Shuang.

“Why don’t we bet on it?” Jiang Chen’s smile was harmless, but it was a particularly irksome sight for Han Shuang.

“On what?” she asked, unwilling to back down.

“I bet you can’t walk out of my residence.” Jiang Chen smiled.

“Leave this place?” She looked around in contempt. “There’s barely any defenses. This sectmistress can casually stroll outside.”

The residence was a temporary one, so Jiang Chen hadn’t arranged for too many mechanisms. He wanted to stay inconspicuous, after all.

In any case, defenses mattered little given his current strength and the presence of the four beasts. At their level, they could sense anybody in the vicinity.

Not to mention, the Goldbiter Rats had made the place their lair. Would-be trespassers would be in for a world of hurt.

“You have nothing to lose then, no?” Jiang Chen chuckled.

“Fine, why not! What’s at stake? If I win, you’ll spill whatever you’re scheming, no lies or omissions allowed. Do you dare?” Han Shuang roared with a fierce scowl.

“Why wouldn’t I? Let’s spit on it!” Her fiery temper seemed to have infected the young lord. “What if you lose?”

“Same thing, I’ll spill the beans. May the heavens strike me dead if I hide anything!” She sounded absolutely confident in her victory.

“Great!” The young lord slapped his thigh. “It’s so decided, Sectmistress. No matter the outcome, the winner will keep quiet and protect the other’s secrets. No betrayal, no interference, and absolutely no shoving a spoke in the other’s wheel. That’s my bottom line. Are you up to it?”

Those were the very conditions Han Shuang was about to suggest.

“Great, it’s agreed! I was about to say the same thing.” The young man had incited her instinctive competitiveness.

She brimmed with palpable self-assurance. She’d gone over her plan of action many times in her mind. There was nothing that could stop her from setting foot outside.

Perhaps Elder Zhen Junior was hiding his strength, but even if he were at the ninth level, her victory would still be unquestionable!

They agreed on the terms and swore an oath to honor their pledge.

Forestalling Jiang Chen, Han Shuang smiled wickedly. “Elder Zhen, you’re the one to initiate the wager, so you’ll have to own up when you lose.”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Right back at you. Don’t renege on your words.”

“Cut the chitchat. When can we begin?” asked the sectmistress calmly.

“Right now.” Jiang Chen sounded indifferent, as if he was merely a bystander.

The sectmistress cared little about whatever he was plotting. Her figure moved, instantly turning into an afterimage shooting outside. At the same time, an item appeared in her hand.

It was a treasure in the form of a flying shuttle. It specialized against restrictions and was called the Skybreaking Spindle. It could locate the weak spots in restrictions and find a gap for its owner to escape through.

Her confidence was based on the presence of this item, but she hadn’t accounted for the possibility Jiang Chen wouldn’t use restrictions at all. Instead, he resorted to the four sacred beasts’ formation.

Currently, the beasts had deployed their domain around him. Frankly speaking, after assimilating their bloodlines, he himself could conjure a field rivaling theirs. When the two domains combined into one, even a godking would struggle to break free of its confines, to say nothing of Han Shuang.

The sectmistress quickly recognized the spatial distortion occurring all around her. The tiny residence was suddenly filled with the boundless emptiness of the universe. She found herself unable to move amidst this primordial chaos. She could no longer spot the exit. How was she supposed to leave?

But she refused to admit defeat. The Skybreaking Spindle flew out of her hand, trying to scout out a weakness. It morphed into a dim ball of light and circled the air a couple times, but a terrifying force soon snuffed it out, as if a giant hand had come out of nowhere and snatched it away.

Han Shuang turned ashen from shock. The shuttle was the treasure she was proudest of. To think it’d be rendered useless so easily!

This was simply a nightmare.

Without her treasure’s guidance, her efforts proved futile. Her every gesture became increasingly strenuous as the restriction increased in power. Near the end, she couldn’t even take a single step forward.

Jiang Chen’s calm voice reached her ears. “Sectmistress, please forgive me this offense. Are you going to persist? Or should we sit down and have a nice chat?”

The voice made her mad and anxious at the same time.

“Kid, if you’re that strong, why don’t you simply kill me? Why leave a witness?”

She’d lashed out in anger, but the possibility was worrisome nonetheless. Elder Zhen Junior didn’t seem the type to murder her in cold blood, but circumstances did make the man.

Jiang Chen sighed softly. “I have at least a hundred ways to make you disappear without a trace. Why would I go through all this hassle?”

She’d definitely have snorted in derision a few moments ago, but he’d now established his credentials. Though still stubborn, she couldn’t help but admit it’d be a breeze for him to kill her.

“Ai. I’ve underestimated you, it seems. Fine, this is your win! Let me out, I yield!” She finally lowered her proud head.

The pressure around her lifted as soon as her voice fell. Elder Zhen Junior could control this power at will, it seemed.

It was a horrendous realization. Was he a monster? She glared at him with a mixture of annoyance, awkwardness, and powerlessness.

“Alright, what do you want to know? Just ask, I’ll answer!” Although angry, she was a woman of her word. She knew no resistance would avail. She was clearly at his mercy.
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REMINISCING THE CELESTIAL EMPEROR


Despite her capitulation, Jiang Chen didn’t rub it in.

“Sectmistress, let me ask again. What so fascinates you about the lake’s forbidden grounds?” He went back to his original question.

Han Shuang stared calmly back. “Elder Zhen Junior, you’ve sworn not to share our conversation with a third party or divulge my secrets. You can’t obstruct me in any shape or form, correct?”

“Indeed!” Jiang Chen nodded solemnly. “Don’t worry, my word is my bond.”

“What do you know about the Heavenly Crimson Lake?” asked the sectmistress quietly.

“Isn’t it but a volcanic lake? Only, it’s dense in fire elements, so it’s beneficial for cultivation. Nothing else of note comes to mind.” That was the extent of his knowledge.

“Heh, so you don’t know all that much about it.” Han Shuang smirked.

“Is there a secret I’m unaware of?” Jiang Chen inquired. It didn’t seem all that possible, given the considerable information at his disposal. Wouldn’t that imply the tidbit had been unknown even to his father back then?

Han Shuang nodded lightly. Though a little hesitant, she added, “Elder Zhen, do you remember when we talked about the endless dance of celestial emperors?”

Jiang Chen naturally recalled that discussion. It had taken place before the competition.

“I do. If memory serves correctly, you said you hoped for a strong celestial emperor to take over Taiyuan Plane. Is that what you’re referring to?”

“Exactly,” she emphasized with a heavy nod. “Elder Zhen Junior, how long did you stay in Taiyuan Plane before?”

It seemed irrelevant to the topic at hand, yet the young lord didn’t rush her. Instead, he answered thoughtfully, “Not all that long. I’ve been wandering on foreign soil for most of my life.”

“And why did you stay away? Isn’t it because Taiyuan is too much of a mess?” she continued

Jiang Chen smiled. “You can put it that way. A new celestial emperor’s always popping out of nowhere, so who knows what tomorrow will bring?”

Han Shuang eased off a little, carefully gauging him as she slowly spoke. “It seems we’re of one mind on this matter. I’m sure most cultivators on Taiyuan Plane share our opinion.”

“Hm?”

“We all hope to find stability, to see a strong emperor rule for a long time. It’s the only way to restore order and reestablish the law. We urgently need peace and justice, but you can see the current situation as clearly as me.

“Sects like White Drake run amok with no fear of consequences, but it’s nothing compared to the unrest in the other regions. It’s a dog eat dog world out there. Far from the utopia the legends speak of, we’re living in a waking nightmare. Such a world will be abandoned sooner or later by the supreme dao!”

Han Shuang was so distraught that she’d sprung to her feet.

“You’re right on the money, Sectmistress, but what does it have to do with a trivial lake?”

“A lot!” Han Shuang almost shouted.

“Ah? Why can’t I see it? Please do share.” Jiang Chen chuckled.

“Let’s put that aside for now and go back to the Taiyuan Plane. There are currently a mere fifty-something godkings in existence, compared to more than a hundred and eight before the collapse of order. After hundreds of millennia, Taiyuan’s chaos is starting to take its toll on the fabric of its being. More than half its strength has been eroded away, and this disaster is still ongoing!”

She was beside herself with anger. “I wasn’t born during the initial coup, but I’ve studied that piece of history. After someone deliberately toppled Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s reign, the plane’s been on a continuous decline. Today, we’re staring right into the abyss of its destruction.”

Her reasoning was sound enough, but these matters seemed far too distant from someone of her status and cultivation.

“Sectmistress, what are you trying to say?” His sharp eyes bore into her.

“My point is, no following eras can compare to Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s reign. Then why don’t we simply go back? Why not reinstate him? He’s the only godking acknowledged by creation, the only one the people can adhere to.

“In the past, the godkings thought he’d transgressed the will of the heavens by refining the Sun Moon Pill and tampering with the preordained cycle of life and death. That’s why, instigated by someone, they all called for his destitution and imprisonment. The result? Even with him gone, Taiyuan continues to deteriorate. It’s proof he’s not the one bringing misfortune to our world. Rather, it’s the knave acting behind the scenes!”

Throwing caution to the wind, Han Shuang’s angry tirade seemed never-ending.

This sectmistress turns out to be my father’s staunch supporter? How unexpected.

Jiang Chen smiled gently. “Celestial Emperor Taiyuan is a figure from an age long gone. It’s quite a surprise to see people still yearning for his return to this day.”

“Elder Zhen Junior, do you think I’m the only one to think so? Wrong! You can ask around. Out of ten people, at least seven or eight will admit that his era was Taiyuan’s golden age. Whether or not they’ve witnessed it in person, every cultivator pines for that glorious past. Taiyuan was at its most powerful and prosperous back then!”

As she’d said, it was an irrefutable truth that Taiyuan had been weakening step by step after the celestial emperor’s removal.

“What? Elder Zhen Junior, do you disagree?” Eyes blazing, the little spitfire seemed ready to fight to the death if he dared say yes.

Jiang Chen sighed. “I don’t. But, my dear lady, other than grumbling about it, what can people like us do?”
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FRIGHTFUL TO THE EAR


Han Shuang laughed coldly.

“What, should we all turn a blind eye just because there are those more powerful than us? Taiyuan would be doomed beyond redemption then. No, each of us is responsible for the fate of our world!”

“And you think you can turn the situation around, Sectmistress? The celestial emperor must be in a tight spot. How is he going to stage a return? Are you going to make it happen? If memory serves, some godkings have questioned his deposition in the past. You’re not the first to suggest his return. But what became of them? They’ve all disappeared without a trace. The villain has an obvious stranglehold on Taiyuan and won’t tolerate dissenting voices!” Jiang Chen played devil’s advocate to sound out her intentions.

“Hmph! Are we supposed to stay afraid of them forever? Should we lie down and wait for death? They can hide as deeply as they want, but they’ve got to expose themselves before Taiyuan Plane’s irredeemable plunge into the abyss.”

The more she spoke, the more baffled the young lord became. That sort of drive wouldn’t have been out of place in a godking, but her diatribe seemed a little odd coming from one so young.

Rather than rushing to answer, he took the time to recover his bearings.

Is she trying to pull the wool over my eyes?

But he immediately discarded this possibility. It didn’t hold upon closer examination. She shouldn’t be aware of his identity, for one.

So he took a deep breath and slowly responded, “Sectmistress, you favor Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s return. Do I follow so far?”

“Yes,” Han Shuang admitted surprisingly fast.

“But don’t you realize how improbable it is? First of all, do you know where he’s imprisoned? Second, is his strength still there? Third, can you save him? Fourth, even if you can, will the godkings offer their unswerving support?”

“Hmph, everyone knows he’s locked in the Divine Prison of Eternity. That’s basic knowledge.

“Second, it’s not so easy to deprive a celestial emperor of his strength. You can seal him, but you can’t kill him outright, because he possesses the creation token and is protected by the universe. Unless the supreme dao takes the symbol back, no godking can kill him!

“Third, freeing him will be difficult, but there are many kindred spirits working toward that goal, even if you’re not aware of them.

“Fourth, it’s obvious everyone would rather have Celestial Emperor Taiyuan back, rather than live in this constant atmosphere of terror and oppression imposed by the mastermind!

“Furthermore, His Majesty surely knows our culprit’s identity and will expose them given the opportunity.”

“Does he now?” Jiang Chen asked, taken aback.

“Of course.” Han Shuang nodded with conviction.

“Then why hasn’t he been silenced yet?” Jiang Chen frowned.

“I already told you. It’s impossible, as long as he’s acknowledged by the supreme dao. Plus, the Divine Prison of Eternity isn’t a place you can enter at will. An assassination attempt would expose the culprit’s identity.”

It was a well-made point the young lord hadn’t thought of.

He stayed silent for a long moment, then looked at the sectmistress. “In that case, what’s the relation between the Heavenly Crimson Lake and his rescue?”

Han Shuang softly said, “You’re finally touching upon the crux of the matter.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Divine Prison of Eternity is its own separate world. It’s formed by the elements of nature and bears the principles of the heavenly planes. To enter, one has to undo a seal. But the celestial emperor’s seal is reportedly jointly managed by seven godkings. A veto from a single one of them makes entry impossible. But there’s a more drastic method. We can destroy the prison’s foundations! Then the celestial emperor will be able to escape!”

“The prison’s foundations?” Jiang Chen repeated, stupefied.

“Correct!” Han Shuang nodded. “The five elements constitute the prison’s origins. As it happens, there are five lesser worlds at the edge of Taiyuan Plane. Crimsonwaters is one of them, and it serves as one of the prison’s foundations.”

“Five lesser worlds?” This revelation shook Jiang Chen. He wasn’t entirely convinced yet, but this didn’t sound like total fabrication.

“Sectmistress, is this pure speculation? Or is there evidence?” A critical difference lay therein.

“Nonsense, of course there is! Elder Zhen Junior, I swear I speak the absolute truth. There’s no need for you to doubt me.” Han Shuang firmly assured.

“Heh, Sectmistress, not that I’m calling you into question, but how did you come to learn this kind of classified information?” He finally voiced his doubts.

Han Shuang replied, “Of course I have my sources. I also have the backing of titled godkings. Don’t ask me who they are, my lips are sealed.”

Shaken, Jiang Chen replied, “Godkings moving behind the scenes? Do you lot know the price of failure?”

“Of course! Just like for the celestial emperor’s other supporters, it’ll be the end of the road for every conspirator, from the godkings down to the small fry.”

“Aren’t you afraid?” Jiang Chen asked somberly.

“We wouldn’t have joined up if we were. Everyone’s aware of the risks involved. Not to mention, we’ll all perish with Taiyuan Plane at this rate. Life won’t be rosy for anyone. We’re not simply fighting for our world, but also for ourselves!”

Her eyes were crystal-clear. Instead of her usual bold and fierce temper, she simply looked ready to die for her cause.

Jiang Chen was moved beyond words. If true, this revelation would be of utmost importance.

“Five lesser words, five origin points. That entails at least five groups on the ground. Too many are involved. The plan will crash and burn at the first mistake from a single one of you,” he said with a sigh.

“You’re right. That’s why we’ve made precise calculations beforehand in order to maximize our chances. We trust in our success, because Taiyuan Plane’s karma isn’t depleted yet. It means Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s fortunes aren’t over yet!”

Jiang Chen fell silent. He couldn’t help but admire her. Behind the facade of a strong, lively woman, she hid a resolve of steel.

Whether she’d be ultimately crowned with success or not, her audacity in the face of adversity deserved all the admiration in the world.
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A COMMON GOAL


There was a strange tension in the air.

Han Shuang’s heart pounded. She’d been forced to open up about her secrets. The only thing she could do now was to wait for Elder Zhen’s response.

She’d be doomed if Elder Zhen had something to do with the villain responsible for the chaos, and so would her plans. Fortunately, the godkings pulling the strings would remain in the dark. Her demise would disrupt the overall plan, but the others would be safe.

Finally, Jiang Chen laughed and applauded. “This subordinate would like to express my deepest respects, Sectmistress. Whether your plan succeeds or not, you’ve won my admiration. Don’t worry. I’ll do all I can to help you. It’ll indeed be a wondrous feat for you to rescue Celestial Emperor Taiyuan.”

Han Shuang’s face lit up. “Are you telling me the truth, Elder Zhen?”

“I told you that I wanted a capable celestial emperor to rule over Taiyuan,” Jiang Chen responded solemnly. “Based on what you’ve said, Celestial Emperor Taiyuan is indeed the most suitable candidate.”

“That’s right. I said that roughly eighty percent of the public nurses the same belief. They’ve been simply too scared to take a stand under the circumstances.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “Are the prison foundations hidden within the forbidden grounds of the Heavenly Crimson Lake?”

“Yes, one’s at the bottom of the lake, where a volcano lies buried. Within the volcano is a spirit vein, one of the five connected to the Divine Prison of Eternity. We don’t have to destroy all five of them. Destroying just three will compromise the prison’s structure. Five, and His Majesty will be able to stroll right out.”

“That’s right. One spirit vein destroyed will impact the prison. Two will undermine its foundations. Three will damage its structure. Four will destroy eighty percent of the architecture. Five will collapse it all.”

“I didn’t expect you to be so knowledgeable!” Han Shuang’s face lit up.

“Are you confident that you’ll be able to enter the volcano, Sectmistress?”

“Of course. The godkings in charge have been preparing for tens of thousands of years, picking the right people and laying the groundwork. I’m the one chosen to deal with the spirit vein in Heavenly Crimson Lake!” Han Shuang burst with pride. She clearly felt it a great honor to be entrusted with this mission.

“The fact that there are godkings behind the scenes makes the plan more viable. They must have gifted you with godking-level treasures, which should make it easy for you to destroy the spirit vein.

“However, it won’t be as easy to sneak into the volcano from the Heavenly Crimson Lake.”

“Hmph, we’ve considered that as well. Don’t worry. The only problem is how I’m going to enter the forbidden grounds without alerting anyone. You know how heavy the godking’s guard is on the place? Even I have trouble sneaking in.”

That was what frustrated her the most.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “I told you I can help. It may be difficult for you, but not for me.”

“Oh?” Han Shuang’s eyes lit up with curiosity.

Jiang Chen didn’t respond immediately. “When do you plan to sneak in, Sectmistress?”

“During the godking conference. That’s when defenses will be the weakest since Godking Crimsonwaters won’t be around.”

“Haha, that’s not the full story, is it?” Jiang Chen smiled. “It’s also the best time for you to rescue Celestial Emperor Taiyuan and make his presence known. The godkings behind the rescue plan will be there to support the Celestial Emperor, won’t they?”

Han Shuang rolled her eyes. “Aren’t you clever. I can’t hide anything from you, can I?”

“This is undeniably a fine plan. However, there’s no guarantee that it’ll work. I worry that after His Majesty is rescued, the number of godkings who are brave enough to take a stand will still be limited.”

“You underestimate their wisdom. Most godkings support the Celestial Emperor. They simply dare not show their support openly, but his return will give them the confidence to do so. I’m sure plenty of them will take a stand then.”

“Are you sure?”

“I am. We know Taiyuan Plane and how the godkings think. They hate the current climate more than anyone. Their numbers drop continuously, coupled with an overall decline in the plane. If nothing is done, doom will be the only thing written in our future. The godkings will either die or become wandering ghosts. That’s not something anyone would want, is it?”

Jiang Chen nodded. “The world was a better place when Celestial Emperor Taiyuan sat on the throne.”

“That’s right. Celestial Emperor Taiyuan was always a wise leader. The only mistake he ever made is refining the Sun Moon Pill. Even that was an act out of his love for his son, and he’s willing to hold himself accountable for it. He’s miles better than whoever is responsible for his fall!”

Han Shuang struck a chord in Jiang Chen’s heart. “Well said! Celestial Emperor Taiyuan is the man I respect the most in my entire life. I’ll be the first to support his return to power!”

His enthusiasm pleased Han Shuang.

“Then it seems our goals are in line, Elder Zhen.”

Jiang Chen nodded with a smile. “Indeed, what we want are exactly the same!”

“Exactly the same? Are you going to the godking conference in order to rescue His Majesty?” Han Shuang blinked curiously.

It suddenly dawned on her how powerful the young elder must be. There must be a good reason for a mysterious figure like him to join the Fiendstar Sect.

Jiang Chen smiled. “Allow me to keep that a secret at the moment, but I can tell you that we share a common goal, and we’re working toward the same thing. Let us execute our plans respectively, and our paths will end up crossing!”

Han Shuang nodded without hesitation. “Alright, I’ll stop asking. I did lose the bet. Now I realize you’re more powerful than I am, Elder Zhen. The domain you’ve created to trap me must be at godking level. Are you… a godking senior?”

Jiang Chen shook his head and answered slowly, “I’ll become one sooner or later. Although I’m not yet one, I don’t fear any regular godkings.”

He wasn’t exaggerating. With the four sacred beasts at his side, an average godking wouldn’t be much of a problem.

With the progress he’d made in assimilating bloodlines, his cultivation had reached astounding heights, making him a half-step godking. He would cross the threshold soon.
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A GODKING’S SUSPICIONS


Han Shuang’s disclosure was an immense relief for Jiang Chen. Not only would she not jeopardize his own plans, her operations might be hugely beneficial for him instead. It was more than he’d bargained for, especially if her efforts could come to fruition.

Talk about opportune timing!

He no longer needed to worry about his father’s rescue. He could leave that to her group while he tackled the rest. At the appointed time, he’d settle the score at the godking conference together with his father.

He felt a sudden surge of confidence. Behind Han Shuang’s arrangements, there were godkings pulling the strings.

It would seem that many looked fondly on Taiyuan’s days of glory and strove to secretly improve their lot!

Once his father was freed, he wouldn’t lack for popular support. With the masses behind him, the impossible would be possible.

Why had he been overthrown back in the day? Because his subjects had turned their backs on him after refining the Sun Moon Pill. They felt he’d gone against heaven’s will.

A little incitement had been all the push needed to convince them such an outrage against the heavens couldn’t go unpunished. Propaganda spiralled out of control and ultimately gave birth to the mayhem of today.

One man alone couldn’t fight against the tide. That sort of momentum was impossible to stop.

But the dynamics had changed since then. Celestial Emperor Taiyuan had been punished for a long, long time. Had his realm taken a turn for the better? No, far from it.

Perceptive people had begun to wonder whether they’d erred. Perhaps the coup had been a giant misunderstanding or even mistake.

The tide of public opinion slowly changed its tune.

Many moons later, everyone could easily weigh the greater world’s current misery against its past self. Without question, they were now at least ten times worse off in every aspect.

Strength, environment, general security, and fortunes... the contrast was painfully obvious.

Everything was relative. A side by side comparison made it all the more obvious which was better and which was worse.

In comparison, Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s reign had simply been heaven on earth!

In hindsight, what were his shortcomings? Refining the Sun Moon Pill? So that might have been a little questionable, what else?

Though he had his own convictions and own approach to things, no one could deny he’d developed the plane’s strength and wealth. The awe he inspired extended all the way to nearby territories, dissuading visits from planar raiders. No neighboring celestial emperor dared trifle with him.

As a result, the voices favoring him became increasingly loud.

It was the sort of era that had spawned Han Shuang and her compatriots, driving them to change their destinies with their own hands.

Armed with Jiang Chen’s promise, the sectmistress abided by her oath and stopped nosing around the lake’s forbidden grounds.

Why would she, when he’d assured her he’d divert attention away from her and help her easily sneak inside the lake’s secret realm?

She didn’t know what secret method Elder Zhen Junior was hiding, but this unfathomably deep man would certainly make good on his promise.

One day, she came to tell him, “Elder Zhen Junior, I think Godking Crimsonwaters is keeping an eye on me.”

For the young lord, the news was a bolt from the blue.

“How so?” he asked, a little perturbed.

“He sent for me today and asked many questions. I think he was testing me.”

“What did you tell him?”

“Nothing, I kept up my pretense. But I have the nagging feeling I might have slipped somewhere.”

“People say he’s a fair ruler who wants to do right by his subjects. Even if he’s noticed something, shouldn’t he continue to look the other way? Unless he’s related to the villain, or is the villain himself.”

“That seems improbable,” replied Han Shuang.

“Well, how many godkings know about the secret of the five foundations?”

“To be honest, His Majesty Taiyuan used to be the only one. Then, he once mentioned it to a godking on purpose. That’s why this senior is trying to engineer his rescue. No one else should be aware of it,” Han Shuang asserted with utter confidence.

The celestial emperor surely would’ve picked a trustworthy figure to confide in. Such an existence was bound to be formidable.

After all, not even his own son had been privy to the information. The emperor had kept it under wraps, only clueing in those he’d absolutely needed to. The less in the know, the safer his secrets.

The meticulousness of his arrangements was truly exquisite.

Jiang Chen murmured, “Well, if only one godking is in the know, there’s no need to be overly cautious. Lord Crimsonwaters might suspect you of plotting something, but he won’t know the specifics.”

His advice alleviated Han Shuang’s fears. As an impartial bystander, he had a broader and more level-headed perspective.

“You’re right, my anxiety is groundless. It’s fortunate I kept my wits about me and wasn’t thrown too much off my game.”

Jiang Chen smiled. “But you should be careful nonetheless. Don’t go near the lake unless it’s necessary. I told you, I’ll get you into the secret realm. Trust me, I can do it. There will be no complications.”

Seeing his sincerity and his gravitas, the sectmistress agreed with a nod. “I’ll believe you this once. For the next few decades, I’ll lie low and stick to cultivation.”

A voice outside suddenly interrupted them.

“Is Fiendstar’s Elder Zhen Junior present? You’re hereby summoned by Lord Crimsonwaters. Please report to the godking mansion as soon as possible!”

Jiang Chen and Han Shuang looked at one another, a little aghast.

A summons?

Han Shuang grimaced, but the young lord remained unflappable. “It’s fine. I’ll go, it’s a good opportunity to see where he stands!”

At his current level, he wasn’t afraid of the godking. In fact, with the assistance of the four sacred beasts, he might have the upper hand in strength, so he ventured fearlessly into the belly of the beast.
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THE GODKING’S SUMMONS


It wasn’t Jiang Chen’s first time at the godking mansion. This time, he was shown to a different location for a private interview.

An attendant took him to the heart of the mansion; he remained devoid of nervousness even in the face of the unknown summons. Inside, he reached a rear garden at the end of a small alley.

“Elder Zhen Junior, this is as far as I can go. My lord’s private courtyard is right in front of you, but without his express permission, not even we are allowed inside.”

Jiang Chen smiled gently. “Thank you for your troubles.”

He saluted his guide, pushed open an arched door and walked in.

Tall and sturdy, the godking stood in front of a lake, his hands clasped behind his back.

“Elder Zhen Junior,” Lord Crimsonswaters greeted in a clear voice, breaking out into a faint smile when he heard the young man’s footsteps.

“Greetings to my lord.” Jiang Chen cupped his fist in the beginning of a salute, as befitting someone of lower status.

“Heh, don’t stand on ceremony. Elder Zhen Junior, take a look at this lake. It’s as smooth as a mirror, but a simple stone thrown at random can destroy its serenity. Doesn’t that turn it into an eyesore then?”

With a soft smile, the godking kicked the ground and sent a pebble splashing into the water, violently drawing ripples on the surface.

Reading between the lines, Jiang Chen smiled as well. “The lake’s pretty deep. It was indeed a picture of tranquility, but who knows what lurks below the surface? When the undercurrents become too strong, won’t they cause an even more destructive maelstrom?”

He didn’t yet know what the godking was alluding at, so he answered in his own style.

Lord Crimsonwaters laughed out loud, his eyes flashing.

“Well said. Come on in, sit down. This king hasn’t forgotten your achievements during the competition. I’ve wanted to chat with you, but I’ve been too busy with mundane affairs. To think it’d take years to find an opportunity!”

Jiang Chen bowed. “I’m grateful for your consideration, my lord.”

Truth be told, he’d rather not attract the attention of a notable figure like the godking.

Since he hadn’t been summoned for idle weather talk, he patiently waited for his host to start the conversation.

The older man toyed with his wine cup before suddenly mentioning, “It’s a little unfortunate for someone of your innate gifts to be stuck in Fiendstar. I’m always on the lookout for talent. How about you join my mansion and work for me? Have you ever thought about it?”

A blatant poaching attempt out of left field?

Surprised, Jiang Chen murmured, “I’m honored by your regard, my lord, but I’ve given my word to Sectmistress Han. I can’t leave Fiendstar within the next sixty years. Although willing, my hands are tied. I beg your forgiveness.”

“Hehe, Elder Zhen Junior, you don’t seem all that willing. Far from it, in fact. You look like you’d rather bolt the first chance you get.”

The older man did sound a little vexed, but remained genial nonetheless.

Jiang Chen smiled wryly. “Surely you jest. On Crimsonwaters, what else could possibly be more appealing?”

“Is that so?” The godking looked at him with eyes full of wisdom, as if scanning his deepest thoughts.

Unruffled, the young lord nodded. “At least, that’s what I think.”

The godking sighed softly. “For many years, I’ve tried my best to rule over Crimsonwaters Minor. No matter the disturbances elsewhere, I’ve only wished for this world to remain undisturbed by external influences. But it was all just wishful thinking. How can a trivial lesser world not be rocked by the tumults of our time?”

Though meant for his visitor, Lord Crimsonwaters also seemed to be thinking out loud.

Where is he going with this? Jiang Chen didn’t get ahead of himself. He merely nodded and stayed put.

“Elder Zhen Junior, how long do you think these peaceful days will last?” asked the godking, as if putting the young lord to the test.

The latter thought for a moment. “My lord, is there anything that lasts forever? Let’s take Taiyuan Plane as an example. For the past several hundred thousand years, it’s been at the constant mercy of momentous changes. To maintain stability on Crimsonwaters is already a feat in itself. My lord, your devotion to your domain is well-known. Trouble might be lurking on the horizon, but it’s not your fault. A man can’t fight against providence.”

Lord Crimsonwaters sighed, his expression subtly somber. “So you don’t think the peace will last, I surmise.”

Jiang Chen pulled a face. “I haven’t been back for long, but from what I can tell, celestial emperors have been succeeding one another very frequently. Such volatility can’t help but breed changes sooner or later. My lord, far be it from me to be a fearmonger, but I’m not all that optimistic about Taiyuan.”

His words certainly didn’t represent his inner thoughts; they were simply meant to fish out the godking’s position.

Sure enough, the latter was visibly torn. He probably agreed with Jiang Chen’s statement, but given his status, he couldn’t admit it aloud.

“Is that your personal opinion? Or do you speak for your sect?” he suddenly asked.

“The Fiendstar Sect?” Jiang Chen pursed his lips. “My lord, you’re certainly aware I haven’t joined long enough to form deep attachments. I naturally haven’t discussed such a sensitive topic with my sect members.”

A blatant lie, but he didn’t feel guilty in the least.

“What about Sectmistress Han?” the godking wondered.

“Not even her,” the young man responded resolutely.

The godking chuckled. Instead of continuing down that path, he brought up another subject. “I hear you have a rather elusive uncle. Why is it so hard to see him?”

“He’s been a wanderer his entire life, so he comes and goes as he pleases. He’s out there playing somewhere, but for the life of me I couldn’t tell you where,” responded the young lord with a wry twist of the lips.

The godking sighed again. The atmosphere turned a little stifling, until another sigh finally broke the long silence.

“Elder Zhen Junior, you might not be aware I admire you very much. I bear you no animosity, I assure you. Some things you might find hard to believe. In fact, I called you here to evaluate you for a certain purpose.”

“What?” Jiang Chen blinked.
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A SEED


Jiang Chen didn’t yet know why he’d been summoned. Simply to yammer on about these idle trifles? Surely Lord Crimsonwaters wasn’t that bored?

“This king is assessing whether you’re qualified to be my successor.”

The declaration exploded in Jiang Chen’s ear like a thunderclap.

Successor?

Where did this suddenly spring from? He had had very few dealings with the godking thus far.

He responded haltingly, searching for the right words, “My lord, this junior’s never directly interacted with you before today. You surely can’t have that deep of an impression of me, so I can’t make heads nor tails of this.”

“Heh, there’s something called affinity at first sight. You might look at someone for a lifetime and feel nothing, but feel a kinship the moment you lay your eyes on the next person. Elder Zhen Junior, anyone who reaches the godking level tends to have some peculiar thought processes.”

It did make sense when Jiang Chen thought it over.

Lord Crimsonwaters chuckled at the lack of response. “What? You’re not showing much of a reaction, even though this must be an enormous shock.”

Jiang Chen raised a quizzical eyebrow. “What kind of reaction does my lord want?”

“I merely wish to hear your thoughts.”

The young lord shrugged and countered with a question of his own. “My lord, you’re in the prime of your life while Crimsonwaters Minor is thriving and peaceful. Isn’t it too early to talk of a successor?”

“Who knows?” The godking chuckled. “Things might not be the same after the godking conference. It’s always a good idea to plan for a rainy day.”

“It seems a little excessive.” Jiang Chen chuckled.

“Not so. Reportedly, there’s a certain movement intent on proposing we change Taiyuan’s name at the conference. It’ll either be a change of dynasty or the death of us all. There is no middle ground.”

“A name change?” Though he’d already heard this tidbit, Jiang Chen feigned astonishment. “Won’t that discard the plane’s blessings? Aren’t they afraid to be spurned by the supreme dao and cause a calamity?”

“As you say. There are insane people out there.” The godking sighed. “Do you understand now why I’m in a hurry?”

Jiang Chen squeezed out a smile. “If so, isn’t that dumping all of the pressure on me?”

“Exactly, that’s why I want to see if your resolve and charisma are up to the task.” The godking smiled gently.

Jiang Chen stayed silent. Charisma or no charisma, he wasn’t especially interested in ruling over a lesser world. He had his own goals to tend to.

Crimsonwaters Minor was simply another step in his journey.

The godking sighed, reading his answer from his reluctance. “To think the mantle of a lesser world’s ruler would be so unappealing nowadays. It would seem this plane’s indeed beyond redemption.

“I originally thought the older generation had lost the courage to change, lost the drive to push their ideas forward. I thought the youngsters could take up the torch, but it seems even you lot falter in the face of the responsibilities. Is Taiyuan Plane truly at the end of the road?”

The godking’s tone was pure sorrow.

Jiang Chen was taken aback. He’d thought Godking Crimsonwaters a collected man, not one to be so despondent in front of others. Was the man losing his nerves as the pressure of the oncoming conference started to weigh on him?

The young lord urged, “From time immemorial, there’s always been a certain recoil before karma runs its course. Destiny still has plans in store for Taiyuan.”

“Oh? Are you certain?” the godking asked.

“I hear that Celestial Emperor Taiyuan isn’t dead yet, so his plane’s fortunes live on with him. Or at least until he passes away and his creation token is retrieved by the supreme dao. The token and the blessings from the universe it confers are the cornerstones of a plane’s fortunes. In other words, the latter is intimately linked to the celestial emperor. His Majesty Taiyuan is simply in an awkward spot, hence the oppressive atmosphere in his realm. But there’s hope as long as he lives.”

It wasn’t the first time the godking had heard this argument, but no one had ever put it forward in such a direct and incisive, let alone logical explanation of fate and karma.

The destiny of a greater world hinged upon its celestial emperor.

But currently, Taiyuan’s legitimate sovereign was away while all sorts of fake emperors tried his shoes on for size. Such blasphemy and heresy naturally brought bad luck to the realm. It was punishment from the supreme dao for sinning against their true ruler.

Lord Crimsonwaters looked at the young man. He suddenly felt there was more to him than met the eye. It was a waste for him to be a mere Fiendstar elder.

“Elder Zhen Junior, your insight’s equal to that of a godking at least. Seeing you a mere elder of an insignificant sect makes me tear out my hair in despair.”

“My lord, status is as transient as clouds. What does matter is that I stay true to myself. I have an agreement with Sectmistress Han, so I will abide by it.”

“Fine. In sixty years, I hope that I’ll still be alive and in a position to make the same offer.” The godking smiled self-deprecatingly as he lifted his tea cup. “Elder Zhen Junior, I won’t see you out,” he said, signaling the end of the conversation.

Jiang Chen stood up. “This junior bids my lord farewell.”

All his tension vanished once he exited the mansion. His trip had proven worthwhile. At the very least, he’d planted a seed in the godking’s mind.

The only way out was to support Celestial Emperor Taiyuan. All other choices led to a dead end. If the godking were to realize this simple truth, then his godking friends would also support him and fight the good fight.

That would be the best possible reinforcement for the celestial emperor’s cause!

For Jiang Chen, it was a most desirable outcome. He couldn’t wait. He truly looked forward to the start of the conference.

Taiyuan was still shrouded in a dark miasma, but at the very least, many had come to their senses and set out to dispel the fog. And after darkness came the dawn!
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ONE STEP AWAY


Han Shuang requested a detailed account the moment Jiang Chen returned. The young lord calmly obliged, narrating the meeting in full detail.

Her voice and her face betrayed her self-consciousness. “Elder Zhen Junior, I’m rather flattered you rejected his proposal for my sake.”

Jiang Chen smiled calmly. “You have yourself to blame for being so charming.”

“Hah, don’t give me that. I know we have the same goal in mind, so out with it. Since being a titled godking’s not good enough for you, you’re obviously aiming higher. Am I right?”

Jiang Chen laughed. “I told you that we’re simply exploring different avenues to the same end. Our paths will converge again one day.”

“I’ll be waiting then!” Han Shuang smiled happily.

Jiang Huan’s resounding laughter suddenly came from outside the young lord’s quarters.

“Getting together with the sectmistress while I was gone? Little Shi, I didn’t peg you for that type. Looks like I’ve picked a bad time to return.”

A rare blushed crept up Han Shuang’s cheeks as she softly reprimanded him, “Elder Zhen Senior, you’re living quite the good life, aren’t you? You almost never set foot in the sect after the competition. Don’t you think you’ve been taking it too easy?”

“Hahaha, Sectmistress, you should see it as having one less mouth to feed. I’m sacrificing myself so you can save money. Besides, how would you carry on with Little Shi if I was here?”

Jiang Huan sauntered inside, pulling a face for dramatic effect. “Eh? You’ve already put your clothes back on? Tsk tsk, it can’t be your first time if you’re that fast. Quite experienced are we?”

“Experienced your ass.” Han Shuang glowered at him before prancing away in a cloud of perfume.

“Don’t be in such a hurry to leave! I’ll be invisible, I promise.”

Although her conscience was clear, Han Shuang fled as if she was guilty, taking off like the wind before Elder Zhen Senior could drag her back.

Watching her figure disappear, Jiang Huan glanced at Jiang Chen with an ambiguous smile. “Young lord, don’t tell me there’s something really at play here?”

Jiang Chen grunted, “What do you think?”

“I’m not sure. Young lord, I know you have high standards, but I can tell she’s still a virgin maiden.”

“Drop the nonsense. Where have you been fooling around lately?” Jiang Chen asked a little irritatedly.

“What do you mean, fool around?” a crestfallen Jiang Huan protested. “I’ve been sweating blood and tears for your sake. Taiyuan’s a right mess at the moment, let me tell you. You don’t know the half of it. Many godkings are planning to hole up until the conference. Terror reigns supreme. Everyone’s shaking in their boots, afraid they’ll be the next ones to meet their maker.”

“It’s that bad already?” Jiang Chen exclaimed in shock.

“I’m not exaggerating one bit. That reminds me, how’s your bloodline assimilation going so far?”

“It’s more than eighty percent done. I should be done in time for the conference.” The young lord was highly confident.

“Wonderful, wonderful!” Jiang Huan’s eyes shone bright. “If it’s completed by the time you reach godking, the creation token will surely acknowledge you as its new master. When the time comes, Taiyuan Plane will absolutely return to the Jiangs.”

As Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s close retainer, Jiang Huan had long waited for that day to come.

Jiang Chen smiled. “The good news doesn’t stop here.”

“What else is there?”

The young lord related everything that had transpired while Jiang Huan was out, stunning the latter to no end.

“The lass has quite a backbone on her! Tsk, I’ve been making light of our sectmistress. It looks like I can’t joke at her expense anymore.” Jiang Huan’s admiration was heartfelt and he resolved to show her due respect in the future.

“Yes, she’s really something else. Uncle, if she finds success, it’ll be another arrow in our quiver. With the help of my father, I’m confident we’ll smoke out our villain and take back the reins of Taiyuan Plane.”

Jiang Huan nodded, equally buoyant. “Exactly. I always knew you’d find a way. Everyone’s now hoping for His Majesty’s return. Soon, everyone will realize how big of a mistake they’ve made to overthrow him in the first place.”

“You’re right. Even figures like Godking Crimsonwaters are expressing regret!”

“Lord Crimsonwaters stands out as one the most prominent figures in Taiyuan. Winning over someone of his stature would do wonders for popular support!”

Jiang Chen declared resolutely, “Let’s see what cards our enemy has left. I have but one worry, that he might be too strong. If he’s truly on the level of creating his own plane, we’ll be in for a rough fight!”

“So what? Don’t forget, you’ll be armed with a creation token. Even as a brand new godking, you’ll stand above your peers, and that’s without accounting for the sacred beasts’ bloodlines. You’ll also have the power to shape your own plane. Have faith, young lord. When the time comes, your superiority will be overwhelming. Anyone who stands in your way will be slaughtered!”

“Yes.” Jiang Chen nodded gravely. “Be it a god or a devil, none will stop me!”

His words brimmed with fighting spirit. It was no off-handed remark. What lay ahead was a clash of power and destiny, a battle of karmic proportions!

The entire world was at stake. To the victor would go the spoils, and damnation for all eternity to the loser!

In such a fated confrontation, the bravest always came out on top.

Faltering was out of the question. His entire being was single-mindedly focused on seeing the conflict through to the end.
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Several decades slowly elapsed.

Every day, Jiang Chen worked on integrating the beasts’ bloodlines with his. Progress was slow, but he could see the inexorable light at the end of the tunnel.

It took thirty years for the assimilation to reach ninety-percent, and another thirty years for the blood in his veins to complete the process, finally integrating into one whole that took him one step closer to the supreme dao.

Jiang Chen opened his eyes. The thin layer separating him from the godking realm was almost palpable. He could perforate it whenever he wished to finally reach his goal!

The preparations for the conference were also in the final stage. In Fiendstar, Elder Ge and Elder Xu were already dreaming of the upcoming audience with the celestial emperor.

As for Han Shuang, she waited for him to emerge from closed door cultivation with restless impatience.
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REACHING THE CRIMSON SECRET REALM


“Elder Zhen Junior, the Crimsonwaters group will set out in three days,” stated Han Shuang.

Jiang Chen nodded. “Alright, I’ll take you to the secret realm before we depart.”

“Are you sure about this?” The sectmistress was still somewhat concerned.

“A hundred percent sure. No one’s going to stop me. Not even Godking Crimsonwaters himself,” Jiang Chen declared boldly.

“Not even the godking himself?”

“That’s right.” Jiang Chen didn’t even hesitate.

“Alright. I’ve come up with an excuse. Just tell the others I’ve shut myself in after something went wrong during my cultivation. You’ll lead the Fiendstar Sect to the conference in my stead.” Han Shuang’s tone was somber. She was reluctant to bid Jiang Chen farewell.

Jiang Chen didn’t know what the godking commanding Han Shuang had given her to help her survive, it would be extremely dangerous to enter the volcano to destroy one of the five spirit veins.

Although he was reluctant to let Han Shuang shoulder that responsibility on her own, there was no alternative. He’d like to take her place if possible, but he had more important things to do.

After some deliberation, Jiang Chen took out the ferule. “Before we part ways, Sectmistress Han, I have something for you. This is the Measure of Heaven, a spatial treasure that will allow you to travel through subspace, ignoring all laws of physics. It should be of help once you enter the more dangerous regions.”

Han Shuang stared at the ferule in surprise. The energy radiating from it was astounding. “This is at least godking rank, isn’t it?”

Jiang Chen hadn’t assessed its rank before. However, nothing his father gave him was going to be mediocre. “I haven’t paid attention to that, but it will be of help.”

“Alright!” Han Shuang said easily. “Then I’ll accept your gift. We’ll meet here the night before your departure, Elder Zhen.”
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With a faint sigh, Jiang Huan walked out of the shadows. “What a moving farewell. To be honest, I thought the sectmistress was a ruthless black widow when I first saw her. It seems that I’ve misjudged completely. She’s a heroine with a backbone and a big heart. What a perfect woman. If you weren’t married, young lord, I’d recommend you take her.”

“Nonsense.” Jiang Chen rolled his eyes.

“Haha, don’t dismiss the idea so quickly, young lord. I’m not blind. Although you’ve kept her at arm’s length, I can tell you admire and care about her. Why would you give her the ferule otherwise?”

“I gave her father’s treasure to help her save him. That’s the way it should be.”

Jiang Huan sighed. “Fine. Find all the excuses you want. I’m not going to change my tune. Sectmistress Han is a good woman. Perhaps His Majesty will see her as a good daughter-in-law when they meet as well.”

Jiang Chen shook his head and silently waved a dismissive hand.

“Alright, I’ll stop.” The retainer smiled. “You’ve finished assimilating your bloodlines, young lord. You’re one step away from breaking through to godking, aren’t you?”

“That’s right,” Jiang Chen responded confidently. “I can cross the threshold anytime.”

“Don’t do it now. Wait until you arrive at the godking conference. Otherwise, the creation token will be exposed and our plans will fall apart.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “I know.”

“It’s been hundreds of thousands of years! The day is finally approaching. You’ve waited too long, Your Majesty. How are you doing after this long solitude?”

Jiang Chen’s eyes turned red. His father must have suffered unimaginable pain during his long years of imprisonment in the Divine Prison of Eternity. However, that was all in the past. Change was on the horizon!

Three days flew by. The Fiendstar Sect was instructed to gather in the godking manor tomorrow morning and depart for the conference in the Taiyuan Realm. There, they’ll be meeting the current celestial emperor.

It was a beautiful night. Even the moon seemed melancholy about the impending departure.

“Are we going now, Elder Zhen?” Han Shuang appeared before Jiang Chen, graceful as ever.

“Have you refined the Measure of Heaven?”

“I have.”

“Good! Let’s go then. Apologies for any discomfort I may cause you, Sectmistress.” Jiang Chen picked Han Shuang up and vanished in a flash of light.

In no time, he closed the distance to the forbidden grounds of the Heavenly Crimson Lake. The place was heavily guarded, but that didn’t even delay him. It didn’t take long for him to enter the lake and sneak further inside. They encountered no challenges on their way. Not even the slightest scuffle.

Han Shuang went boneless in Jiang Chen’s arms, surrounded by Jiang Chen’s masculine scent. Her heart had never pounded so hard before.

She might appear like an easy woman, but this was the first time she’d been held so tightly by a man. She was also born sensitive to touches. Even the dangerous surroundings didn’t stop her from getting lightheaded.

She couldn’t tell how long it’d been before Jiang Chen’s voice sounded by her ear. “We’re here, Sectmistress. This subordinate has fulfilled his duty!”

She opened her eyes with some reluctance.

Everything in her sight was red. Once Jiang Chen retracted his power, the endless waves of heat surged and threatened to devour them.

“Are we at the right place, Sectmistress?”

Han Shuang’s beautiful eyes shone with excitement. “We are. This entrance leads directly to the heart of the volcano.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “Understood!”

“How did you do it?” Han Shuang could hardly believe her eyes.

“Haha, I told you I could help you. Remember to use the Measure of Heaven when the situation calls for it!”

“I may not survive this trip, Elder Zhen. Are you really that worried about me exposing your secrets?”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Don’t worry. The ferule will keep you alive.”

“Is it really that impressive?” Han Shuang said with a pout. “I don’t believe it.”

“You should. It’s handmade by the celestial emperor himself.”

“The celestial emperor?” Han Shuang perked up. “Which one?”

“The one you’re trying to save. Alright, Sectmistress. This is where we part ways. We both have our missions. Perhaps we’ll see each other again in the near future.”

Han Shuang stared at Jiang Chen in shock. Gradually, her gaze softened. She murmured to herself, “Alright, I get it.”

As the young man turned to leave, she called out to him, “Wait.”

Jiang Chen stopped in his tracks. “Yes?”

Han Shuang opened her mouth to say something, but swallowed her words. She waved a hand with a rueful smile. “Nothing. Just be careful. Whatever your goal is, you have my blessings. I hope you succeed!”
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ON THE EVE OF DEPARTURE


Jiang Chen waved. “Sectmistress, take care.”

Han Shuang watched him disappear from her view, a myriad of emotions flashing through her eyes. A touch of soft fragility eventually broke through her usual stubbornness. She gently bit down on her lip, reining in her tears.

She stomped her foot to motivate herself. “I, Han Shuang, will accomplish my grand goal. I will prove it to him!”

Burning with ironclad resolve, she shot forward and entered the tunnel without a backward glance.

Jiang Chen’s emotions also threatened to get the better of him. It wasn’t until he reached solid ground again that he finally regained his composure.

“Fair winds, Sectmistress Han! When my father sees the Measure of Heaven in your possession, he’ll certainly look after you.”

Grabbing hold of himself, he returned to Fiendstar.

The entire sect was upside down. Beside themselves with dismay, Elder Ge and Elder Xu were anxiously hunting for their sectmistress. They’d been shocked senseless to find her missing on the eve of departure.

How could they not be? What a gathering was the grand godking conference? What an honor it was to meet the celestial emperor?

How could their sectmistress have gone missing at such a crucial moment??

Like madmen, the two elders and other core sect members left no stone unturned in their search.

But after pooling together all the available information, they realized with astonishment it’d been months since she’d been last spotted.

In other words, she’d gone dark a long time ago so that her vanishing act wouldn’t be immediately noticed.

Elder Xu asked with a grim expression, “Old Ge, I hear Elder Zhen Junior’s also missing?”

“Did you check?” Elder Xu inquired.

“I went to his quarters while looking for the sectmistress, but no one answered me.”

“What about Elder Zhen Senior? Is he also away?” asked Elder Xu.

“Him? When has he ever been here?” Elder Ge grumbled, jeering. “Other than the competition, I’ve never once spotted his shadow after he joined!”

Elder Xu suddenly lowered his voice. “Say, don’t you think the sectmistress might have... eloped with Elder Zhen Junior?”

“Can’t be... would she give up our sect’s abundant riches? Or turn her nose up at an audience with His Majesty?” Elder Ge sounded skeptical.

“Who knows? What do they call it? Fornication! When the fires of passion burn, nothing else matters.” Elder Xu pronounced, as if well-versed in that domain.

Elder Ge shook his head. “Unlikely, if you ask me. Let’s say there’s a dalliance between them. Why do they need to give us the slip? Who’d oppose them?”

Elder Xu couldn’t argue against that implacable logic. His theory was to be stillborn, it seemed.

“True, but I smell something between them regardless. I’ve seen her visit his place more than once. And often late at night at that.” Elder Xu sounded a little sullen.

“Hehe, Old Xu, is that jealousy I hear?” Elder Ge cackled.

“Me, jealous? What the hell! She’s the previous sectmaster’s widow. To be involved with her would be cuckolding him.”

“Err, in that cas—” All of a sudden, Elder Ge’s face turned quite queer. His tune snapped to righteousness. “Old Xu, cease your slander this instant! Elder Zhen is a man of principle. You can tell from his upstanding bearing. While our sectmistress looks brash on the surface, she’s in fact very conservative. I assure you there’s nothing between them. Sect dignitaries like us shouldn’t be talking out of turn and fling around baseless accusations.”

Elder Xu froze. What’s come over him out of the blue? His mind’s always in the gutter, since when did he start preaching about morality?

But he quickly came to his senses. Something fishy was up.

He turned on a hunch, and saw Elder Zhen Junior about eight meters behind them, staring at them with a supercilious smile. Cold sweat immediately drenched his back.

What goes around really comes around.

He hadn’t expected to be overheard as soon as he’d started wagging his tongue. Damn Old Ge, he’s posing as the good guy while tossing all the dirt my way!

The two disaffected elders might have been gossiping just moments prior, but they were in fact deathly afraid of Jiang Chen and his uncle.

The pair was too strong to keep in check and the sectmistress held them in high esteem. They weren’t to be trifled with, yet Elder Xu had been caught red-handed. Someone just kill me already.

“Heh, Elder Zhen Junior, long time no see,” Elder Ge welcomed with a warm smile.

Elder Xu was a little more awkward in his greeting. “Elder Zhen Junior, we were merely joking, please don’t take it to heart. You’re an honorable man and the sectmistress a noble and chaste lady.”

Under ordinary circumstances, Jiang Chen would’ve sent the duo flying with a slap each, but with the godking conference soon upon them, it was wiser to cut them some slack.

“Do you know how late it is? What’s all this commotion?” he admonished with a frown.

“Err, Elder Zhen Junior, do you know where the sectmistress is? We’re setting off tomorrow, so she should be convening us tonight and delegating duties to those left, but she’s nowhere to be seen,” Elder Xu hurried out.

“The sectmistress?” Jiang Chen smiled indifferently. “She suffered a setback in her cultivation a few months ago, so she left to seclude herself somewhere. She probably won’t make it back in time.”

“Ah? In that case, what are we supposed to do about tomorrow?” The two elders blinked.

“Before she left, she insisted I take charge of our contingent. Other than her, we’ll be taking the same people with us. Alright, it’s the dead of the night, so all of you go to bed. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

No one to waste his breath, the young lord stalked away without further ado, leaving them to stare after him.

The two elders looked at one another. They hadn’t fully processed the information yet. Sectmistress Han had gone into seclusion? Why at such an important time? Couldn’t she have waited a little longer?

Both of them were full of questions, but they couldn’t pester Jiang Chen and question him like a criminal. They could only swallow their doubts. Fortunately, Han Shuang’s absence had little impact on their participation in the conference.


118


ARRIVAL


The next morning, Fiendstar’s team arrived at the godking manor’s gathering point. The godking’s managing staff were ready to count the participants.

When it came to Fiendstar’s turn, it was discovered that they were down one person.

“Where is your Sectmistress Han? Does she not know the time of our departure? Why is she not here yet?”

“In response to the elder,” Jiang Chen replied smoothly. “Sectmistress Han has run into a few problems with her cultivation. She has shut her doors and will not emerge until she resolves them. I don’t think she’ll be able to make it to the meeting.”

It was fine that someone couldn’t make it. The godking manor wouldn’t agree to bringing any extras, since each sect had a strict allotment.

On the other hand, there was no reason to inquire too deeply about one party not making full use of their spots. The executive frowned. “Are you sure she’s not coming?”

“Yes, I am.” Jiang Chen nodded.

“Well then, the spot will be reallocated to another from the godking mansion,” the executive stated matter-of-factly.

“Of course.”

Elders Ge and Xu were relieved to see the godking’s apathy on the matter.

The two old men didn’t care about whether the sectmistress actually went or not. It didn’t affect them in the slightest.

If the two Zhen Elders wanted to excuse themselves too, so much the better. The two old men would be in charge of the Fiendstar Sect’s team then.

Unfortunately, the two unlikable Zhens insisted on attending. This made Ge and Xu a little uncomfortable, though it was a sentiment they could only keep to themselves. They didn’t dare express a hint of displeasure before Jiang Chen, lest their attendance itself be thrown into question.

The executive related the Fiendstar Sect’s circumstances to Godking Crimsonwaters. Astonished, the godking called Jiang Chen over.

“We meet again, Elder Zhen Junior.” There was an elusive tone to Crimsonwaters’ smile.

“Hail, my lord.”

“Why haven’t I heard about Sectmistress Han’s closed door cultivation before now?” The godking incisively pointed his look at Jiang Chen.

“She said there’s no reason to disturb anyone with her personal life. There’s no problem if we’re down a person, is there?”

“Is she really cultivating behind closed doors?” Crimsonwaters put extra emphasis on repeating the question.

“That’s what she told me, yes.” Jiang Chen nodded.

The godking looked deeply in the direction of the Heavenly Crimson Lake, then sighed. “I hope what you say is true. Sometimes, that girl thinks too much.

“You may return to your sect members, Elder Zhen. Remember, when we reach the Taiyuan Plane proper, you should speak little and observe much.”

Crimsonwaters dismissed Jiang Chen, who became contemplative about the godking’s prior words. It was probable that he suspected Han Shuang already.

However, it likely had to do with a potential scheme regarding the Heavenly Crimson Lake rather than her rescuing the Taiyuan Celestial Emperor.

Regardless of the godking’s speculations, it didn’t matter much. He and the entourage were about to depart, which meant he had no time to deal with Han Shuang.

Fiendstar was relatively unremarkable among the throng of its fellows. Jiang Chen and Jiang Huan planned to maintain a low profile throughout the trip.

The group from Crimsonwaters numbered roughly a thousand. Most were the godking’s elites, with the five sects comprising only a minority.

Fiendstar had only thirty-some people among the group. The four elders in attendance were accompanied by various other executives.

Because of Han Shuang’s absence, the team was a bit disorganized compared to the others. A quick tongue-lashing from Jiang Chen immediately brought them into line.

A single airboat would’ve been sufficient to hold everyone in the entourage, but they split into two vessels before departing for Taiyuan.

Jiang Chen brimmed with enthusiasm to return to the realm that he hadn’t seen for several hundred thousand years. He was finally on his way home!

He could scarcely contain his excitement.

Crimsonwaters wasn’t far from the Taiyuan Plane proper, but a transportation formation was required nevertheless. The formation was large enough to manage entire airboats.

The vessels took flight once more after the transmission, this time in Taiyuan atmosphere.

All the land beneath them had once been ruled by his father. The mountains and rivers looked the same still, but the people living here were entirely different.

Jiang Chen watched the scenery outside with wonder, as if nothing had changed about everything he saw. The colors and flavors of the earth, sea, and sky tasted so heartachingly familiar to him.

Jiang Huan was just as emotional as his ‘nephew’. They came closer and closer to the intimacy of Jiang Chen’s previous life.

The core of the Taiyuan Plane was naturally where the celestial emperor’s heritage was located—the Taiyuan Sky Palace. The building had changed hands countless times, each new controller usurping his predecessor as celestial emperor. Each was a godking who hadn’t received the acknowledgement of the universe or the supreme dao.

The airboat flew two days and two nights before gradually slowing its pace.

The flagship in front gave orders to the one behind to disembark for inspection. They were close to their destination, and the Taiyuan Sky Palace’s security demanded that they be checked.

Already, jade pillars were visible in the distance, their great stature soaring into the heavens. Thunder boomed and lightning crackled between them; tigers and dragons and various other visions besides could be seen.

This was a potent restriction that airboats who didn’t receive inspection couldn’t pass.

The Coiling Dragon Pillars of Heaven and Earth!

Jiang Chen was filled with reminiscence and sentimentality. These pillars had stood since his father was celestial emperor. This was the gate into the sky palace.

He wanted to walk past almost immediately. He had dreamt a very long time about returning here.
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TAIYUAN SKY PALACE


The cultivators conducting the inspections were uniformly advanced divine realm. The current celestial emperor’s authenticity aside, he was at least well-equipped.

Anyone who could succeed in usurping the throne was surely a commander of innumerable forces. Ordinary godkings wouldn’t possess the strength or foundations to do the same.

Furthermore, a celestial emperor was often sought out by powerful cultivators who wanted a position of authority.

Thus, this Celestial Emperor Skypillar had a fair few elites under his command despite his false nature. That was evident from the strength of the inspection staff.

“Greetings to Godking Crimsonwaters.” The staff saluted the godking first, then began conducting the scope of their duties.

They patently respected Crimsonwaters only on the surface. Their behavior marked an arrogant air from service to the celestial emperor.

Four rounds of inspection later, one of them turned back to Crimsonwaters, smiling through his teeth. “We’re only doing what is required of us, godking. Please understand.”

The godking smiled faintly and waved a hand, but said nothing back.

He was astute and gracious enough to accept this much in stride. None too pleased, but uninterested in pressing such an insignificant detail.

“Let us go.” A wave from the godking signaled his team’s departure.

A second, third, and fourth inspection awaited them on the road ahead.

Skypillar was cautious indeed, a reflection of his lack of confidence in himself.

Crimsonwaters was very cooperative throughout, showing no sign of anger or annoyance.

Only after the fourth checkpoint did the team arrive within the Taiyuan Sky Palace proper. As one of the more prominent titled godkings, Crimsonwaters and his entourage were situated in one of the nicest court residences within the palace.

Originally intended for honored guests, the residences had been repurposed to house the most powerful godkings. In the Taiyuan Plane, titled godkings qualified to be housed here numbered fewer than ten.

The residence was abuzz with activity when Crimsonwaters and his men entered. Other godkings had already settled in.

Evidently, many of them had close relationships with each other. Their teams intermingled with one another in earnest greeting and conversation.

Everyone acquainted with Crimsonwaters rose at his arrival. Five godkings emerged from their residences specifically to say hello to him.

Jiang Chen hung out quietly among the crowd, observing the handful of new godkings who appeared. He wanted to see what kind of people they were, what kind of morals and attitudes they possessed.

Observation could yield many details, and he wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity.

The godkings entreated each other with niceties and courtesies, but none of them were easy to read. They skimmed only the surface in their chatter, as if they had an unspoken agreement not to mention Taiyuan Plane’s current state.

It was as if they really were only here to attend a meeting in a realm that had enjoyed hundreds of thousand years of peace. There wasn’t a hint of worry or concern upon their faces.

What a bunch of wily old foxes.

These cultivators had lived at least a hundred thousand years each. They were beyond experienced in life and had unavoidably accumulated a wealth of experience.

Jiang Chen averted his eyes. There wasn’t much for him to look for here. The godkings shared the same apathy, which disappointed him somewhat. Taiyuan Plane’s history until now had worn away their edges.

They were fearful of what could happen, knowing well that to say too much was mistake enough. This was a kind of sadness all on its own. If no one spoke up, things would only get increasingly worse.

This was the source of Taiyuan’s decay—the lack of any responsible individuals who dared come to the forefront. The masses were silent in a group depiction of the bystander effect.

Jiang Chen soberly refrained from taking action after moving in. He sensed a monitoring force that pervaded the residence’s every corner.

Even the secret rooms here weren’t necessarily safe from prying eyes.

He chose to meditate until the beginning of the actual meeting.

The same idea seemed to have struck Jiang Huan. Though he came to talk to Jiang Chen from time to time, they exchanged only vacuous words.

They had already discussed the plan with each other beforehand. There was no need to repeat it.

Three days remained until the formal start of the godking vassal meeting. At that time, Skypillar would receive all the vassals at once and listen to their advice, after which a way to return Taiyuan Plane to its rightful operations would be found.

The meeting was slated to be a fruitful one, but shadows swam beneath the surface. Who knew whether there was a conspiracy waiting in the wings? How many would fall prey to unforeseen events? Would Skypillar even be allowed to remain the celestial emperor?

Jiang Chen went through the motions of his schedule everyday.

On the afternoon of the third day, one of Crimsonwaters’ followers informed him that the godking wished to see him.

The young man found this curious. Why had the godking taken an interest in him? They weren’t close enough to be on speaking terms, were they?

But he could hardly refuse.
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PERSUASION OF THE FIVE GODKINGS


Crimsonwaters was highly pleased to see Jiang Chen. “Young Zhen, how do you feel about your visit to the Taiyuan Sky Palace so far?”

“It’s been very nice here. The food, the lodging, and the peacefulness.” The young man gave a standard reply.

Crimsonwaters chuckled. “Sit for a while. I have a few friends coming to visit soon. They’ve heard me talk about you and have taken an interest in you as well. It’s not the most convenient place to talk here, but there’s no problem with a simple meet-and-greet.”

Jiang Chen didn’t understand what exactly the godking had seen in him. Why was he so passionate and warm?

The young man usually wouldn’t have minded the positive attention, but any attention at all right now was unwanted. He meant to say something when suddenly, he heard clamor outside.

One especially bright laugh cut through the din. “Haha, Daoist Crimsonwaters commands as much respect as ever. This is a really nice place! Not like where I’m living. We’re both godkings, but my lodging is small and dingy. How depressing!”

The man who had said these words bounced in like a large rubber ball. His face and form were pudgy to the point of comicality, but he also seemed extremely approachable because of it.

His girth blocked the others behind him from sight. Jiang Chen noticed a trio of godkings behind him only after he had fully entered the room.

One of them had chiseled features and a righteous appearance. He commanded men and respect alike.

Another wore robes as cerulean as the sea. He exuded a crisp and clean feeling, as if his heart was as broad and accepting as the oceans themselves.

The last godking was somewhat thin and withered. His expression was graver and more aloof than all his peers.

Jiang Chen instantly perceived that all of these were titled godkings. Their auras were distinct from each other, but the strengths of their cultivation were unmistakable.

“Heh, you’re the ones putting on airs here. I invited you a couple of times before you finally came, no?” Chuckling, Crimsonwaters rose to welcome them.

“We did want to come earlier, my friend,” the fat godking bemoaned. “Alas, busyness has gotten the best of us over the past few days—when it’s not me, it’s them, and so on. It’s been hard for us to find some free time to get together.”

This was absolutely true.

Every godking had their own social circles. He needed to meet the obligations therein, especially since it had been a long time since their last meeting.

Mutual free time was hard to come by.

The godking in blue smiled at Jiang Chen as he scrutinized the youth. “This young man is no doubt the Elder Zhen Junior you’ve mentioned so much, hmm?”

Jiang Chen hurriedly cupped a fist. “I am Zhen Shi, honored godkings. I greet you as someone many generations your junior.”

“So it is. Very good, very good.” The fat godking pinched at his chin, clucking. The rotund tended to be jovial, which meant that most things were good to them.

Keen rays flared from the thin godking’s eyes, sweeping over Jiang Chen’s body many times before coming to a stop. “His aura is full, his consciousness well-guarded.” He nodded faintly. “This young man is extraordinary.”

This comment was much more informative than the fat godking’s had been.

Though Jiang Chen attempted to conceal his strength before the godkings, it was difficult to hide his basic characteristics. Thankfully, he wasn’t yet a godking himself. It would have been impossible to hide his aura then.

The honorable godking examined Jiang Chen the longest out of his colleagues, and gave a rare positive appraisal.

“His consciousness and aura aside, I see an exceptional righteousness and promise in him. He is indeed superb, Daoist Crimsonwaters, which leads me to the next point: how could you have left him undiscovered for so long?”

“I suppose you can attribute that to blindness on my part.” Crimsonwaters coughed.

Godking Righteous perused Jiang Chen with unmasked admiration. “Young Zhen, I’ve always respected Daoist Crimsonwaters’ keen eye for talent. I hear that you refused his offer to become his heir?”

“That’s not quite it, my lords. I have promised myself elsewhere. What right have I to refuse such a prominent position as the heir to a lesser world?” Jiang Chen laughed helplessly.

“You’re not being entirely honest.” Righteous smiled. “Some of what you said was sincere, but the remainder was an excuse.”

“Please don’t make fun of me, senior.”

“Haha, we don’t mean to bully you. I have considerable confidence when it comes to discerning people. I see a glint in your eye that tells me ruling a lesser world is below you.” Righteous chuckled.

Jiang Chen felt a bit powerless.

How was he supposed to fend off good-natured ribbing from several godkings at once? He could hardly admit to Righteous’ accusation.

If he did, their curiosity would only intensify as to why that was, further ensnaring him in the situation.

“We know what kind of man Daoist Crimsonwaters is, young Zhen.” The godking in blue cut in. “He values his words very much and never tosses them around recklessly. If you’re worried that he was speaking in jest, we can all bear witness to the contrary.”

It seemed now that Crimsonwaters had brought the four other godkings here to bolster his confidence and increase his prestige.

The godking’s actions very much elevated the young man. His goodwill was evidently genuine.

“Young man,” the fat godking said, chuckling, “you no doubt have considerable pride as a youthful genius. You might even be belittling the gifts that are presented to you. Only after you’ve experienced the toils of life will you understand that some things are not meant to be missed. Regret and remorse will be pale imitations of what you’ve lost.”

His words resonated with the others.

They were naturally thinking of the Taiyuan Celestial Emperor’s rule. They had been complacent during the reign of the rightful emperor, complaining from time to time as people were wont to do.

Only after he was gone did they fully realize how precious their missing emperor had been.
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ON EQUAL FOOTING


Jiang Chen listened quietly in on the conversation between the godkings. He detected no attempt at trickery. They were genuine in their appreciation of him. He couldn’t possibly continue to keep them at arm’s length when they were being so earnest.

“I very much appreciate your kindness, my lords,” he responded seriously. “I will give you a definite answer after the conference.”

“You will?” asked Godking Righteous.

“I will,” promised Jiang Chen.

The overweight godking slapped his thick thigh. “Good, I like your decisiveness! Youths should be bold and ambitious! Let me ask you something, will your answer then be yes or no?”

Jiang Chen smiled. “We’ll see very soon.”

If his plan failed, all bets were off and nothing would matter anymore. If he succeeded, his status would reach such a height that Godking Crimsonwaters couldn’t possibly consider him a successor.

Everything would be decided after the conference.

Crimsonwaters chuckled. “Enough, I invited you here to introduce you to Elder Zhen. Stop making the young man nervous.”

“Haha, Brother Crimsonwaters can’t help but intervene. Alright, we won’t push any further.” The godking in blue added, “But Elder Zhen is indeed quite remarkable.”

The five godkings shared a look and with unspoken understanding, made hand seals at the same time. A small godking domain emerged in an instant.

“Alright, now we can talk without worry of unwanted ears.” Crimsonwaters laughed, but it was with resigned mirth.

The court should be private, yet they had to be cautious before speaking freely. It was testament to how awful the atmosphere in Taiyuan had become.

The overweight godking sighed. “We can’t go on like this. Shouldn’t we do something, Brother Crimsonwaters? Things will only get worse, won’t they?”

“Has anyone suspicious made you offers or tried to win your allegiance?”

“Yes!” The godking in blue was the first to answer. “And more than a couple. However, they’re intentionally vague with their words. It’s difficult to tell what exactly they’re getting at.”

“Cowards, the lot of them!” Godking Righteous declared angrily. “They harbor malicious intent, but none of them dare take a stand for fear of getting themselves killed.”

“Many have approached me too,” Crimsonwaters said with a sigh. “However, I’ve stayed studiously neutral. They left without getting what they wanted.”

“Taiyuan is in a very dangerous position. It’s a balloon that’s been filled with too much air. Everyone knows it’ll explode, but no one knows when and how, and how many will end up hurt. Still, people are injecting more and more air into the balloon, accelerating its impending explosion.” There was a hint of sadness to Crimsonwaters’ voice. “If no strong leaders come forth and raise a call for action, I believe the godking conference will become another bloodbath. Another swath of godkings will be killed. Perhaps the current celestial emperor will fall from grace as well.”

“Godking Skypillar?” the godking in blue asked curiously. “How do you know he’s not the one behind everything, dao brother?”

The thin godking, who had been quiet, spoke up suddenly, “Celestial Emperor Skypillar is so obvious with his schemes and plotting. Everyone can see his true nature clear as day. If he was the one pulling the strings, Celestial Emperor Taiyuan would have suffered a worthless defeat at the hand of an incompetent foe.”

“Haha, true. Skypillar can’t be the culprit. Look at how he’s set up all of the checkpoints. He’s obviously insecure. The harder he tries, the more precarious his position becomes.”

The godkings chatted bluntly about Skypillar’s secrets.

Jiang Chen was shocked. He didn’t expect the five godkings to put such trust in him. Why would they hold such a sensitive conversation while he was present?

The realization settled heavily down on him.

“Haha, we’ve changed the subject too suddenly, haven’t we?” The overweight godking guffawed, jiggling the excess fat on his face. “Look at Elder Zhen. He’s stunned.”

Crimsonwaters looked at Jiang Chen with a generous look. “We believe you’re trustworthy, Elder Zhen, and we consider you one of our own. That’s why we talk about this while you’re here. No matter what you decide to do in the future, your temperament, potential, and character alone make you a worthy addition to our ranks. Sooner or later, you’ll be on equal footing with us. That’s why we get you involved in advance. You don’t mind, do you?”

It was a gesture of trust and recognition, and an olive branch offered.

Touched, Jiang Chen said seriously, “Your approval humbles me, seniors. I’ll make sure whatever you discuss today stays in this room.”

The godkings smiled. “You’re one of us. You may be at ease, Elder Zhen.”

“That’s right. If we wanted to keep you out of the loop, we wouldn’t have brought the celestial emperor up at all.”

“We didn’t want to keep secrets from you.”

“Again, Elder Zhen, we old men have high hopes for you. We believe you deserve our respect.”

Jiang Chen nodded and stopped protesting.

Godking Righteous looked at Jiang Chen with a smile. “Brother Crimsonwaters said that you are insightful despite your age, Elder Zhen, and that you understand the development of Taiyuan very well. Would you mind enlightening us?”

“Enlighten is too strong a word, but I do have some thoughts.” This was a good opportunity to test the godkings and Jiang Chen didn’t want to miss it.

“Haha, don’t be so humble. Let’s hear it.”

“Agreed. You don’t have to worry about being wrong. We just want to hear from a young man like you.”

Jiang Chen nodded and got right to the point instead of beating around the bush. “The true culprit must be remarkably shrewd to have laid low patiently for such a long time. Regular approaches won’t be enough to root him out. There are only a handful of solutions.”

The overweight godking laughed heartily. “Oh, a handful, you say?”

“The first one is the most straightforward—free Celestial Emperor Taiyuan. He must know who the true culprit is.”

“Haha, that won’t do. Celestial Emperor Taiyuan is sealed in the Divine Prison of Eternity, the keys to which are controlled by seven godkings. You have to get all seven to work with you to rescue him. As one of the seven, Brother Crimsonwaters, you must know how difficult that will be.”

Crimsonwaters sighed. “It won’t be easy.”

Jiang Chen suddenly smiled faintly. “One of the seven godkings must be the culprit.”
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START OF THE CONVENTION


This was a theory the five godkings had entertained before, so they weren’t particularly surprised by Jiang Chen’s proposition.

However, they didn’t have anything concrete to support this suggestion.

“No matter how shrewd the culprit is, he isn’t going to allow others to be in control of such a key part of the plan,” Jiang Chen continued. “If the culprit isn’t among the seven keyholders, what’s he going to do if they come to an agreement to let His Majesty go?”

“You’re right.” The overweight godking nodded approvingly.

“Besides, what did the culprit stage the coup for? Power, of course. Someone ambitious enough to overthrow the emperor must have a controlling streak to his hide. It doesn’t make sense for him to give others the tool to disrupt his plans while he stays on the sidelines.”

Jiang Chen based his analysis on the human psyche. He didn’t have any concrete proof either.

“We can speculate all we want.” The thin godking spoke up suddenly. “Even if we suspect the same person, we can’t make an accusation until the culprit exposes themselves.”

Godking Crimsonwaters sighed. “You’re right. That’s the dilemma we’re in. We need Celestial Emperor Taiyuan to root out the culprit, but the culprit holds one of the keys required to liberate His Majesty. It’s a conundrum.”

Godking Righteous slapped the table with a hand. “Taiyuan Plane has been deteriorating because of the culprit. It’ll fall apart sooner or later.”

The five godkings failed to come to any conclusion. All they could do was to complain and lament their misfortunes. Under the circumstances, if they didn’t muster the courage to do something, the situation would only inch further into the abyss.

“Aren’t we going to do anything this time, Brother Crimsonwaters?” the overweight godking demanded defiantly.

“What do you think, Brother Fei?” Crimsonwaters asked in lieu of a response.

“What do I think?” muttered the overweight godking. His tone turned agitated. “I think we should give it a try. Bring the issue up during the conference. Perhaps we can succeed in pushing for a consensus. Anyone who dares object to Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s release will be a traitor! No one wants that, right?”

He had a point.

“What if we fail?” asked Crimsonwaters. “What if no one answers our call?”

“You won’t know until you try,” Jiang Chen offered suddenly. “Someone has to take a stand,” he emphasized. “Someone has to take the first step, even if the price is his life.”

“I’ll do it!” volunteered Godking Righteous.

“I’ll do it!” shouted the godking in blue at the same time.

“I volunteer!” The overweight godking straightened his chubby torso, ready to risk his life.

“It’s easy for you to volunteer yourself now,” interjected the thin godking. “Will you be brave enough to do so on an occasion as solemn as the conference?”

“We have to be,” Godking Righteous delivered solemnly. “Even if we can’t individually, we’ll muster the courage if all five of us do it together.”

Everyone turned to Crimsonwaters for his decision. He was their leader among the five.

After a long stretch of silence, Crimsonwaters pronounced in a determined tone, “We’ll play it by ear tomorrow. If someone else brings the issue up first, we’ll show our support immediately and push for a consensus. If no one does so, we’ll take matters into our own hands. What do you think?”

“Alright, that’s the plan!”

“We have a deal. No going back!”

The five godkings finally made up their minds.

Jiang Chen sighed inwardly. The current situation had indeed made the five godkings desperate. Even rabbits bit when they were cornered. The culprit had managed to cause the downfall of an entire prosperous plane!

“What do you think, Elder Zhen?” Godking Righteous settled his deep gaze on Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen didn’t avert his eyes. “People will follow!” he said earnestly. “Even if you fail, I will follow in your footsteps. However, I believe an opportunity to strike back will arise during the conference. I can tell our plane has reached rock bottom. It’s time for our final stand.”

“Oh? How so?”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Observing the layout of destiny and calculating the future has been a hobby of mine since I was young. Taiyuan Plane has been in decline, but it’s not doomed yet. It’s time for it to bounce back.”

Destiny was a fickle thing.

The five godkings were no experts in the area, so they didn’t immediately dismiss Jiang Chen’s cryptic words. It was better to believe than to doubt.

“Haha, we should be more optimistic if that’s what you believe, shouldn’t we?” quipped the godking in blue.

“Yes, we have to believe that things will change for the better. If we have faith, the other godkings will follow suit. Once everyone comes to the same realization and takes measures to save themselves, things will get better. Like Elder Zhen says, we will rise again.”
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The gathering made Jiang Chen realize that Taiyuan Plane was on the cusp of a revolution.

The time had come. The widely anticipated godking conference was to begin.

One by one, godkings led their parties to their assigned location within the Taiyuan Sky Palace. Every godking in Taiyuan Plane had arrived at the conference.

They were assigned to different spots according to their status and power.

Possessing a high status, Godking Crimsonwaters was assigned to the front where it was spacious. He stood out in the crowd.

At the godking’s behest, Jiang Chen sat close behind Crimsonwaters with his legs crossed.

Elders Ge and Xu could barely contain their burning jealousy. The elder was damn lucky to attract the godking’s attention and be treated with such regard! He must be blessed with generations of good fortune!

“Taiyuan Sky Palace… finally, I have returned.” Jiang Chen knew the place well. He knew the stairs and every inch of the palace. It’d been hundreds of thousands of years, yet memories rushed into his mind as though it was just yesterday.


123


SEVEN SECRET KEYS


Jiang Chen secretly observed the seating arrangements of the godkings, which gave him some clues. The true culprits must be among those assigned to the important seats.

There was no way to discern their exact identities and numbers yet, but Jiang Chen was sure the seven godkings who held the keys to the Divine Prison of Eternity must number amongst them.

All seven of them would be renowned figures.

“Announcing His Majesty Skypillar!” exclaimed a shrill voice from the back. Strains of stately music sounded. A magnificent procession entered, the emperor occupying a sedan chair of dragon and phoenix. Armored warriors took point, brandishing their weapons as they took purposeful steps.

Skypillar sauntered to the dragon throne.

As soon as he took his seat, Jiang Chen noticed how the godkings’ gazes changed. Envy, contempt, jealousy, feigned bemusement, and nonchalance were on wide display.

“All hail Your Majesty.” All of the godkings bowed to Skypillar.

When all was said and done, Skypillar was still the acting celestial emperor, which made him the ruler of Taiyuan Plane. It didn’t matter how much of a mess he’d made out of the realm.

“Haha, you’ve traveled far and should be spared the formalities. Everyone, take a seat!” Skypillar laughed heartily, but there was a hint of insecurity to his boisterous laughter.

Ah, I can cross him off the list of suspects now. Jiang Chen updated his mental roster.

Although Skypillar held one of the seven keys, he couldn’t be the true culprit. That was what Jiang Chen concluded from his observations, to which his instincts strongly agreed.

“As usual, we should inspect the seven keys to the Divine Prison of Eternity before the meeting starts,” pronounced Skypillar. “Come forward, six other keyholders.”

It was a ritual at every conference to confirm that no one had lost or used their key. No one dared object to it where Celestial Emperor Taiyuan was concerned.

Although Skypillar wasn’t the true culprit, he didn’t want Celestial Emperor Taiyuan to be released. He was the emperor now. It was only natural that he’d want to remain on the throne.

Taiyuan Plane was deteriorating, but the throne was still more important to him. It was human nature to be selfish.

Godking Crimsonwaters and five other godkings rose to their feet.

They were all assigned to the most important seats. From the front row, they approached Skypillar and took out their keys, placing them on the table before the celestial emperor.

Skypillar smiled and did the same.

All seven keys were shaped differently. They caught the eye and lured observers in.

Jiang Chen barely stopped himself from rushing up to grab the keys and hare off to rescue his father.

He knew that would be beyond unwise. No one could possibly do such a thing on their own with so many powerful individuals present. Not even Skypillar was powerful enough to do so.

After some inspection, Skypillar said with a smile, “The keys haven’t been compromised. You may take them back.”

The six godkings walked up to the table and took back the keys they had been entrusted with.

Jiang Chen kept a close eye on the six godkings. He knew Crimsonwaters. Most of the other five, he’d heard of, but remembered little about.

One of them, though, he knew well. It was the second godking from the left; a graceful man dressed in a green robe.

Godking Greenwood. The Amaranthine Clouddew Fruit I saw from my past life belonged to him. Father didn’t say he was a godking back then.

Jiang Chen looked at the familiar face curiously. Hundreds of thousands of years had passed, yet Greenwood appeared as graceful as ever. Time had been kind to him. He seemed to have cast off the old and regained his youth, projecting a very amiable aura.

Greenwood picked up his key and halted. “We’ve lost close to ten godkings since the last convention, Your Majesty Skypillar. Why is that?”

Skypillar hadn’t expected the question. He scowled. “The godkings are responsible for themselves, Greenwood. What do you expect from me? Shouldn’t you be giving me an explanation?”

Greenwood smiled faintly. “You’re the ruler of Taiyuan, Your Majesty. You hold power over all matters in the realm and you’re obligated to take care of them.”

Skypillar scoffed. “Are you telling me what to do?”

Unfazed, Greenwood chuckled and then sighed. “I simply hope that Your Majesty will try harder to pull Taiyuan Plane out of this pit we’re in. I’m not telling Your Majesty to do anything.”

“Nonsense!” A godking dressed in a black robe snapped at Godking Greenwood with a severe expression. “What is this pit you’re talking about? Don’t try to spread fear, Daoist Greenwood.”

This was Godking Darknorth, another keyholder.

“Haha, are you blind, Daoist Darknorth?” mocked Greenwood. “Anyone with eyes can see the mess Taiyuan Plane is in.”

“That’s not because of His Majesty. His Majesty took over only a few centuries ago. He’s still adjusting to his mantle. You’re being purposefully harsh. Just what are you planning here?” Darknorth levied a serious accusation.

He did have a point. Skypillar had been on the throne for less than five hundred years, which wasn’t enough time to achieve anything great or revolutionize the realm.

“Alright, enough. You’re both godkings. It’s unbecoming of you to squabble in public.” Another keyholder took a step forward. He was dressed in a pristine white robe, which would suggest an obsession with cleanliness. Still, the man looked personable and upright.

Jiang Chen didn’t particularly care for people like him. They were rarely as innocent as they appeared to be. In fact, they often hid great darkness in their heart.

Of course, that was Jiang Chen’s first impression. He was still observing the godking to discern his true nature!
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A VERBAL SPAR


There were two godkings who hadn’t spoken up yet. One of them was dressed in a golden robe, his presence as sharp as a blade. He seemed to consider himself above mundane matters and too good to get involved.

The other was a kind, friendly looking man with a chubby face and a faint smile. He looked like a typical pushover. Then there was Godking Crimsonwaters.

Seven godkings held the keys to the prison, and the culprit was among them.

Who could it be?

Jiang Chen had been keeping watch. The truth would be revealed soon.

Godking Greenwood wasn’t finished with Celestial Emperor Skypillar yet.

“Your Majesty, you aren’t blind to the current situation of Taiyuan Plane, are you? We need a magnanimous emperor with keen foresight. All seven of us are gathered here today with the seven keys. I suggest we head to the Divine Prison of Eternity and welcome Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s return!

“It’s been hundreds of thousands of years. No matter what mistakes he’s made, he’s paid the price. Even if we don’t want him to take the throne, we can persuade him into handing over the creation token. Only then will the mantle of leadership be truly passed over, and the new emperor will be recognized and blessed by the heavenly dao.” Godking Greenwood tossed out an explosive package.

The very air seemed to grind to a halt.

It’d been a long time since anyone dared bring the matter up. Who would’ve thought that Godking Greenwood would cut right to the chase not long into the conference?

It caught everyone off guard and breathed a strange tension into the room. The godkings barely moved. Every pair of eyes bore into Greenwood, trying to identify anything unusual about him.

“No one in their sound mind would object to my proposal,” Greenwood explained with an earnest expression. “Without the creation token, Taiyuan Plane will be doomed. No matter what you think, we have to release Celestial Emperor Taiyuan. He’s the only one who knows where the creation token is, which is the only thing that can save the fortunes of our world.”

It took a long time for the crowd to recover. People talked among themselves, debating the merits of the suggestion.

Jiang Chen wasn’t sure if Godking Greenwood was after the release of his father, or the creation token.

Both were possible. If Greenwood wanted the creation token, he was likely to be the villain. Playing the good guy was his way to get what he wanted.

If Greenwood was trying to rescue Celestial Emperor Taiyuan, that would make him a loyal subject who truly wanted to change the destiny of Taiyuan Plane.

There wasn’t enough for Jiang Chen to come to a conclusion, so he didn’t try. He would see how everything played out.

Darknorth scoffed. “What are you suggesting, Daoist Greenwood? Do you miss Celestial Emperor Taiyuan? Do you want him to regain the throne? Let me tell you, Taiyuan Plane will not allow that! Celestial Emperor Taiyuan has defied the heavenly law. His era is over!”

A traitor, Jiang Chen decided, mentally listing Darknorth as an enemy. Perhaps the man was simply a blind follower of Skypillar and he only objected in order to safeguard Skypillar’s interests. Whatever the reasons, Jiang Chen didn’t like the man’s words.

Godking Whiteriver, the one in a white robe, maintained his calm composure. “The creation token is crucial to Taiyuan Plane. Even if we disregard all personal desires, it’s something we must locate. Without it, we’re as good as dead, and so is Taiyuan Plane.”

That wasn’t an exaggeration.

Godking Ninecauldrons, the godking with a chubby face, chuckled. “It’s easy for us to release Celestial Emperor Taiyuan, but have you considered who among us will be able to keep him under control afterwards? What if he holds a grudge against us for imprisoning him for hundreds of thousands of years and takes his revenge? It’ll be difficult to stop him then.”

It might sound like he had everyone’s best interests at heart, but it was obvious that he was against Taiyuan’s release as well.

The only ones who hadn’t said anything yet were Godking Hoarfrost, whose presence was as sharp as a sword, and Godking Crimsonwaters, who’d always been a prudent man.

“I agree that we should release Celestial Emperor Taiyuan,” offered Crimsonwaters. “No offense to you, Your Majesty Skypillar, but to tell the truth, didn’t the decline of Taiyuan Plane begin when we imprisoned Celestial Emperor Taiyuan? Have you considered that perhaps the decision itself was a mistake? If it was, why don’t we make up for it?”

Everyone was highly shocked.

Crimsonwaters’ words were more impactful than Greenwood’s. Greenwood had suggested the release of Celestial Emperor Taiyuan, but his focus was on the creation token.

On the other hand, Crimsonwaters didn’t even mention the creation token. He suggested that Taiyuan had been wronged, which had much more serious implications.

Everyone who had openly supported Celestial Emperor Taiyuan had either died or disappeared. Did Crimsonwaters have a death wish?

The temperature in the room dropped even further, like a gust of wind blown in from the depths of hell. Everyone feared for their lives.

Skypillar swept his dark gaze over the assembled godkings. The authority of a celestial emperor quickly silenced the agitated crowd. He slammed his hands down on the table. “You’ve sugarcoated your words, Crimsonwaters, but in the end, you’re challenging my authority. That alone is enough for me to punish you for insubordination and disrespect of this position!”

“I’m not afraid of being punished for speaking my mind!” boomed Crimsonwaters. “Many have disappeared or died for openly supporting Celestial Emperor Taiyuan, but there are truths that must be said. Someone has to take a stand. I’ve never been the most powerful or the most assertive godking, but if someone has to open this can of worms, let it be me!

“I don’t care who the villain is. I’m willing to risk my life betting on everyone’s conscience, on your belief in justice. Do you really wish for Taiyuan Plane to slip further and further into the abyss? Do you want to die with the realm? I don’t. I want to save our world!”

Jiang Chen straightened his back in respect.

He’d thought that Godking Crimsonwaters was too prudent, but he’d been wrong. The godking might not be passionate in fulfilling his ambitions, but he was a dependable man. He possessed the shrewdness and magnanimity to be a true leader!
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AT ODDS WITH EACH OTHER


Celestial Emperor Skypillar flew into a rage, his breathing labored and his expression menacing. “How dare you spread such devious heresy, Crimsonwaters?” he snapped. “Take him away and throw him into the dungeon! Strip the key to the Divine Prison from him and divest him of his title! His territory will be taken over by a godking with integrity!”

His rage pushed everyone into action. A group of cultivators lunged like beasts at Crimsonwaters.

Godking Righteous was the first to shoot to his feet.

“I support Brother Crimsonwaters. What do we cultivate for? This is our homeland. Aren’t we honor-bound to prevent its doom? How prosperous was the world under Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s rule? Look at what the realm has become. It’s weak, grim. You can’t all be blind to that, can you? Where’s your sense of justice? Where’s your conviction? Your courage?”

“I’ll put everything I have into supporting you, Brother Crimsonwaters!” The overweight godking pushed his way out of the crowd.

“Count me in.” The godking in blue was quiet, but his determination was clear in his eyes.

“Me too.” The thin godking rose as well.

The five of them had obviously reached a consensus in private.

Skypillar lost all control of his temper. “Good, good, good! All of you want to commit treason together! Take them all! Arrest them all! Who will help me subdue these cretins?”

A good number of godkings stood up. Darknorth was the most eager to please the emperor. Ninecauldrons also sighed. “No matter what, Celestial Emperor Skypillar is our supreme leader. Challenging him in public is challenging the seat’s authority, which I’ve always respected. I can’t stand by and do nothing.”

Skypillar held one of the seven keys, and among the other six keyholders, two had chosen to oppose Crimsonwaters.

Godking Greenwood sighed faintly. “What’s the point of this? I said the creation token is the important thing here. Why can’t you focus on that? I’m out.”

He withdrew from the conflict.

Whiteriver shook his head with a sanctimonious expression and muttered, “Why would you raise a hand against your own?”

Despite his words, it didn’t seem like he intended to intervene.

This made two godkings who’d decided to stay on the sidelines.

Skypillar smirked. “Take them!”

Godking Hoarfrost, who hadn’t said anything all along, suddenly opened blazing eyes. “Halt!”

His gaze was sharp enough to pierce the sky. Even Skypillar found himself breathing more quickly in response.

“What do you have to say, Hoarfrost?” Skypillar asked coldly.

“I would like to ask, what has Daoist Crimsonwaters said wrong? Wasn’t Taiyuan Plane a hundred times more prosperous under Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s rule?”

There was a steely glint to his gaze that prevented anyone from meeting his eyes.

“All of you tell me, do you think the plane can still be saved?” Hoarfrost scoffed, leveling a look straight at Skypillar. “Even mediocre trash like you has taken the throne. That’s proof of how much Taiyuan Plane has fallen.”

“How… how… how dare you!?” Skypillar trembled with fury. He didn’t expect Hoarfrost would mock and ridicule him in person. That was a challenge against the throne’s authority!

“You called me a traitor, Skypillar, but I’m saving your hide. Don’t you think you’ve bitten off more than you can chew? Unless you’re the hand behind the scenes, how long do you think you’ll be able to stay on the throne? Don’t you feel the noose tightening around your neck? Releasing Celestial Emperor Taiyuan isn’t a threat to your power, but a way for you to survive! You should be thankful, yet you call upon others to kill Daoist Crimsonwaters. Is that head of yours empty?”

Hoarfrost’s sharp words stunned Skypillar.

Although he was the celestial emperor, he cared most for his own interests. What he worried most about was that someone would overthrow him.

However, would he be able to wear the title of a celestial emperor well given his level of strength? Based on the happenings of the past few centuries, the answer was ‘no’.

Current events proved his suspicions right. Clearly, no one took him seriously!

“Stop spouting nonsense, Hoarfrost!” Darknorth snapped. “There’s no reason that His Majesty won’t be able to stay on the throne. I support him with all of my being.”

“Haha, His Majesty is the rightful ruler before a new emperor is selected. I, Godking Ninecauldrons, support him as well!”

Each of the seven top godkings had their roles. It was disorienting for Jiang Chen to watch.

He could now say for sure that Crimsonwaters, Hoarfrost, and Skypillar weren’t the enemy.

Darknorth, who had been yapping as Skypillar’s lapdog, was unlikely to be responsible either.

That left Greenwood, Whiteriver, and Ninecauldrons as potential suspects. One or more of them must be the mastermind.

Jiang Chen had been keeping himself under tight control, waiting for the right moment.

The air was thick with tension. It felt as if countless blades were hung above everyone's’ head, ones that could fall and reap their lives anytime.

As a result, no one dared make a sound or take a stand, despite many secretly missing Celestial Emperor Taiyuan. Just as the thin godking had expected, very few were brave enough to show their support.

Few, but that also didn’t mean none.

That was a good start. Perhaps all they needed to do was to stoke the fire.

Crimsonwaters stared at Greenwood and exclaimed with ringing tones, “You suggested the release of Celestial Emperor Taiyuan, Daoist Greenwood, yet you’re the first to back off. What are you planning? Troublemaker, and now a bystander. What exactly do you want?”

He seemed to have his suspect.

Greenwood smiled faintly. “As I’ve said before, I agree that Celestial Emperor Taiyuan should be released so that we can get the creation token from him. I’m not getting involved in the rest.”

What a cunning old man.

Jiang Chen found it more and more difficult to pin down Greenwood. He should be trustworthy since he possessed the Amaranthine Clouddew Tree. Father had also visited him before.

But father had never mentioned Godking Greenwood. Neither had he said that Greenwood was a confidante Jiang Chen could trust.

Whiteriver remained mysterious as well. He seemed to have his own agenda and was equally suspicious.

Ninecauldrons, on the other hand, was a hypocrite. Jiang Chen wouldn’t be surprised if he ended up being the hand behind the scenes.
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THE REAL INTENTION IS REVEALED IN THE END


It was an impasse.

Given the circumstances, neither side was going to convince the other. Moreover, it’d be difficult for Skypillar to take down Crimsonwaters and his supporters, given that Hoarfrost was on Crimsonwaters’ side.

The godkings had split into different factions. It might seem that there were only two sides, but that wasn’t the case. Multiple agendas abounded.

Whiteriver abruptly chuckled. “Let’s go through the matters at hand one by one. The creation token is the most important at the moment, isn’t it? And to get it, we need Celestial Emperor Taiyuan. No matter if we release him or not, we have to at least visit the old emperor. That, we all agree on, don’t we?”

Greenwood nodded. “That’s right.”

Ninecauldrons followed suit. “I have to agree.”

“What do you think, Your Majesty?” Whiteriver turned to Skypillar with a smile.

Skypillar huffed. “I’m not opposed to paying Celestial Emperor Taiyuan a visit, but we have to discuss things more before we let him go. There’s always a possibility that he may retaliate once he’s freed.”

He didn’t sound as adamant as before. After calming down and considering the circumstances, he could tell that he was in more danger than he’d initially thought.

“My proposal isn’t a personal attack on you, Your Majesty,” interjected Crimsonwaters. “However, Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s release may not be a bad thing for you. Please consider that carefully.”

Skypillar contemplated the godking’s words with a frown. Was he respected as a celestial emperor? Judging from how the godkings acted today, how many of them actually took him seriously?

Almost no one.

A mournful look flashed through his face. What was the point of being the celestial emperor then?

What did he expect would happen if he remained on the throne? Would he be able to win others’ respect? No, not likely!

None of the keyholders were to be underestimated. They’d never treated him like they would a celestial emperor.

Skypillar was swayed.

Hoarfrost smiled faintly. “Since there’s no consensus, the solution is simple. We’ll put it to a vote. Majority rules. What say you?”

The suggestion was the ultimate dismissal of Skypillar’s authority. The celestial emperor should’ve had the final say. Putting the issue to a vote meant the emperor’s opinion mattered as much as the other keyholders.

Skypillar swallowed the bitter taste in his mouth. Had he been such a terrible leader? Voting on the issue was an insult to him!

Still, there was nothing he could do. There was no reason for Godking Hoarfrost to fear him.

“I agree that we should put it to a vote,” said Godking Crimsonwaters.

Greenwood nodded. “We’ll vote.”

“It’s a viable solution. I agree.” Whiteriver seemed calm.

Ninecauldrons nodded after some deliberation, but didn’t say anything.

With all of them agreeing to the suggestion, it was a foregone conclusion that they were going to put it to a vote. Darknorth’s expression was tight. He’d put in so much effort into preserving Skypillar’s authority, but it had been all in vain.

The emperor was going to cast a vote along with these godkings. How pathetic!

Nonetheless, that was how things panned out. Darknorth couldn’t do anything to turn the tide. He threw Skypillar a weak glance. He’d done all he could.

Skypillar opened his mouth, but found himself at a loss for words. He waved weakly. “It seems that I no longer hold enough respect to be the celestial emperor. Do whatever you want. I’ll abdicate the throne from now on.”

Skypillar might seem cowardly once his steely facade was peeled away, but he wasn’t a fool. If he didn’t cut his losses while he could, he might not come out of this mess alive.

Seven keyholders, seven votes.

The results came quickly. Two were in favor of releasing Celestial Emperor Taiyuan. Three were in favor of visiting the old emperor but not releasing him. Two gave up their votes.

Darknorth and Skypillar were the two who abstained.

Crimsonwaters and Hoarfrost wanted the old emperor released, while Greenwood, Whiteriver, and Ninecauldrons supported a simple visit.

Whiteriver smiled. “The majority rules. We’ll pay Celestial Emperor Taiyuan a visit.”

The crowd was very unhappy with the result.

“All godkings should have the right to vote!” exclaimed Godking Righteous. “Why are the seven of you the only ones who have a say?”

“That’s right. The fate of Taiyuan Plane should be decided by all of the godkings, not just you!”

“Shut your mouths!” snapped Ninecauldron. “We’re the keyholders, which gives us control over the fate of Taiyuan Plane. It’s a power entrusted to us by fate. How dare you simple godkings start a ruckus? If you keep going, you’ll be guilty of disrupting the order of the Sky Palace, the punishment of which is execution!”

“That’s right!” Whiteriver said with a smile. “You’ll only make things more complicated and mislead the group.”

The two godkings killed the spark of a consensus.

Jiang Chen had been watching as an outsider, but no more. A faint smile tugged at his lips. It was time for him to act.

He could say for sure that the mastermind must be among Greenwood, Whiteriver, and Ninecauldrons. It was also possible that all three of them had been involved.

Before Jiang Chen could stand up, Godking Hoarfrost cracked a strange smile. “Whiteriver, Greenwood, Ninecauldrons, you all suggested paying Celestial Emperor Taiyuan a visit rather than releasing him. You’re after the creation token, aren’t you?”

“So what? Without the creation token, Taiyuan Plane has no future. We’re doing this for the sake of our world!”

“You’ve been thinking only about the return of the old emperor, Hoarfrost, but have you considered that Taiyuan Plane fell because of Celestial Emperor Taiyuan defying the heavenly dao?”

Hoarfrost’s smile deepened. “You sure are self-righteous, Ninecauldrons. Dare you say the same thing to Celestial Emperor Taiyuan himself?”

“Hmph, I won’t shy away from making the accusation in person!” Ninecauldrons retorted with false indignation.

Jiang Chen had had enough. He shot to his feet. “You’re all bark and no bite, old man. I’ll represent Celestial Emperor Taiyuan today and slap you for running your mouth!”
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THE TAIYUAN TOKEN


Jiang Chen’s sudden appearance injected comedy into the scene. What was a young cultivator doing in a clash between top godkings?

“Cease this insolence at once, young Zhen!” Crimsonwaters immediately called out. “Back off! This is a confrontation between premier titled godkings. What are you muddying yourself in the waters for?”

Jiang Chen returned a faint smile. “Nothing, save for this old bastard’s traitorous words! Come out, old fart Ninecauldrons, so that I can make mincemeat out of you!”

There was a confident violence upon his face.

Ninecauldrons was utterly vexed. Where did this kid, of all people, find the courage to call him out? Were Crimsonwaters’ servants all brainless idiots?

“Are these the manners to be expected from your followers, Crimsonwaters? You’re a poor excuse for a teacher, so I shall teach in your stead!” The offended godking pressed his apparent advantage.

Jiang Chen felt his anger and rage focus upon a single point. His blood boiled! Hundreds of thousands of years worth of repressed humiliation channeled through him.

Boom!

The emotions coursing through his blood forged a breakthrough past the peak of his assimilated bloodlines!

Jiang Chen vaunted to godking realm in one bound!

At the same time, the seal in his consciousness shattered into a million motes of light.

A token that was a little longer and thinner than a man’s palm floated before him. He felt a world, an endless cosmos, open up to him. It was the creation token!

Jiang Chen’s heart skipped a beat. He immediately grabbed and absorbed it into himself, imprinting his own consciousness upon it.

Claimed by a new master!

Under the imprint of Jiang Chen’s consciousness, the token emitted the powerful energies of creation. They whipped themselves about the young man in immense vortices, bringing a new world into being.

An experienced cultivator immediately cried out, “What is that? Is that the Taiyuan Token?”

“It’s the creation token!”

“How could this kid have something like that?!”

“Stop him! Stop him!”

Mass chaos swept through the crowd. Even Skypillar, who’d previously fallen silent, flared with burning greed.

Darknorth immediately sprang in the direction of the disgraced usurper. “Your Majesty, if you take that creation token for yourself, you will be recognized by creation once and for all. Who would possibly dare disrespect you henceforth?”

Blood shot through Skypillar’s eyes. “Let us combine forces! If you help me obtain the creation token, we will jointly rule Taiyuan Plane!”

Crimsonwaters couldn’t quite take in everything he’d seen. Still, he recovered with remarkable aplomb.

“Come here, young Zhen!” he called out. “I will protect you!”

Hoarfrost was a little taken aback as well. His look toward Jiang Chen was thoughtful rather than avaricious.

Greenwood, Ninecauldrons, and Whiteriver found it difficult to repress their own ambitions. They very much desired to rule Taiyuan Plane themselves by taking the token for their own.

The prospect of becoming lord over these heavenly planes filled them with deep avarice.

By now, Jiang Chen was quite surrounded.

The other vassals scattered to find the godking whom they were respectively closest to, poised to join the battle for creation token themselves. The weaker cultivators could only flee in self-preservation.

Elders Ge and Xu were scared out of their wits. They were so terribly afraid that they wanted to disappear on the spot. How could the young Elder Zhen have the creation token? He had dragged them into trouble they wanted no part in!

Grinning coldly, Jiang Huan slowly stepped in front of Jiang Chen.

He was entirely unafraid despite the arrayal of other godkings. The smile upon his visage was sardonic. “Ninecauldrons, Greenwood, Whiteriver. Which one of you is the mastermind? Or perhaps you three are all conspirators?”

“Who are you?” Ninecauldrons glared at Jiang Huan.

The servant of the previous celestial emperor discarded his disguise and revealed his true strength.

“Who am I? I want to know the answer to that very same question! I have been without an identity for hundreds of thousands of years. Long have I waited to restore my position and what the house of Jiang has lost.

“Listen up! I am Jiang Huan, the Taiyuan Celestial Emperor’s distant relative and loyal servant. Today, I receive His Majesty’s only son, Crown Prince Jiang Chen, who has brought back the creation token with him. Surrender, traitors!”

He exuded the power of a mature godking.

What?

The celestial emperor’s only son? The trash with a yin constitution?

Ninecauldrons roared with laughter. “Jiang Huan? Never heard of you! You should make up a more believable lie. Crown Prince Jiang Chen had a yin constitution. Everyone knows how useless he was! Do you take us for mere children?”

Even Crimsonwaters shook his head to himself. Evidently, he shared a similar opinion.

Jiang Huan snickered. “Ignorant fools! You know nothing of the celestial emperor’s might and ability. His Majesty has sent the crown prince through the process of reincarnation. Today, Crown Prince Jiang Chen is a godking himself. Moreover, he has the power to create heavenly planes of his own!”

As he said this, he swept his razor-sharp gaze over the rest of the crowd. “Fellow daoists, you are all pillars of Taiyuan Plane. Do you desire to keep living under the black terror you’ve suffered for hundreds of thousands of years? Do you want your realm to continue to decline? Do you not long for the glory that we once had?

“His Majesty did indeed disobey the heavenly dao by refining the Sun Moon Pill. However, his long imprisonment is more than redemption enough. His son’s inheritance of creation token will reverse the realm’s fortunes and grant it new life. Are you willing to continue as accomplices of the true villain rather than accept the change for the better?”

Jiang Huan’s eloquence was above the norm. Every statement resonated with his audience.

Crimsonwaters was overjoyed. “Young Zhen.” He glanced at Jiang Chen. “Are you truly the reincarnated Crown Prince Jiang Chen?”

The young man took this moment to draw his father’s sword.

“This is the Edge of Evermore. My father sealed it within my consciousness. As his core vassals, you should all recognize it, yes?”
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CELESTIAL EMPEROR TAIYUAN


The Edge of Evermore!

All breathing grew ragged. They hadn’t seen the sword for countless millennia, but its unique qualities and its previous owner’s lingering regality were impossible to emulate.

“That really is the Edge of Evermore!”

“Is he really the crown prince’s reincarnation after all?”

“The son should inherit the father’s throne, should he not?”

“Moreover, the creation token and supreme dao have not rejected him. They recognize him as the lawful ruler!”

Many vassals were already believers.

“Ridiculous!” Ninecauldrons declared coldly. “The last celestial emperor whisked the token elsewhere in his final days of scrabbling for power. Who can prove that you are his son?”

“I can!” A ringing voice blasted down from the firmament.

The entire palace trembled violently. A bright light rose up outside to meet the unknown newcomer. It was as if the world was crumbling and rebuilding itself.

The terrifying power’s influence soon crept into the palace proper. The light was so blinding that no one could open their eyes.

“Ah! It’s coming from the Divine Prison of Eternity!”

“Is the prison broken?”

“Who does that voice belong to?”

“It’s Celestial Emperor Taiyuan himself!”

“He is finally safe and sound! Hahaha, wonderful! Our realm is saved!”

The freedom of the old emperor allowed some to finally voice their heartfelt thoughts.

Celestial Emperor Taiyuan was a legend, a myth that no one had ever surpassed. His arrival meant the complete rebirth of the realm.

Jiang Chen squinted a little. His face and heart were completely calm. He had dreamed of this day for countless months and years. And yet, his composure was strangely unbroken when the moment actually arrived.

"Father!" he shouted silently to himself.

The collapse of the Divine Prison of Eternity allowed Celestial Emperor Taiyuan to triumphantly emerge like an unchained dragon. He arrived at his palace in mere seconds.

"Hahahaha! Who dares clamor within Taiyuan Sky Palace? Who dares defile Our throne?" His figure emerged into view.

The emperor's majestic form and wild complexion hadn't aged a day. His starry eyes and sweeping strides were utterly familiar.

Everyone felt their heart tremble at the sight. Some were already beginning to tear up and kneel.

"Your Majesty!"

"Thank heavens that you're free!" A large swathe of cultivators fell to their knees.

Jiang Chen strode up with abundant eagerness. "Father, I've missed you for so long!"

Jiang Huan dabbed at the corners of his own eyes, touched by the reunion of parent and child.

Celestial Emperor Taiyuan flashed a gallant grin. "Well done, my child. You haven't fallen short of my expectations. I’m very pleased that you've returned how you did!"

There was no need for excessive words between men.

Father and son exchanged a knowing smile. This look thoroughly connected the relationship of their past lives and the fortunes of their current lives.

"Your Majesty!" Jiang Huan proclaimed emotionally.

"You've done a wonderful job too, Jiang Huan. You far surpassed my meager hopes for you. I hadn’t actually hoped for much when I first sent you out. Your contribution is undeniable!"

The retainer wiped at his eyes. "Why should I take credit for something that is only my duty, Your Majesty?"

Crimsonwaters came forward. "Hail, O Celestial Emperor. We welcome Your Majesty's return. Please, take charge of this realm once again!"

"Your Majesty.” Hoarfrost smiled and followed closely behind.

"You are a good man, Crimsonwaters.” The celestial emperor sighed before glancing toward Hoarfrost. "And you are even better. Both courageous and wise! We owe the most to you for Our freedom."

Jiang Chen blinked. "What, Godking Hoarfrost! Are you the one behind Sectmistress Han?"

The godking chuckled. "Han Shuang, hmm? No doubt she received much help from Your Highness."

The celestial emperor roared with laughter. "Our son gifted even Our Measure of Heaven to her! 'Much' is an understatement."

Jiang Chen laughed as well. However, his expression darkened as he swept his gaze over Ninecauldrons and the others.

"Father, who was the mastermind that staged the coup against you? I will personally avenge you today!" The young man burned with indignation. His gaze darted between Ninecauldrons, Whiteriver, and Greenwood. It must be one of those three.

Celestial Emperor Taiyuan paused. His eyes cast a piercing, impenetrable light.

"We wonder who it is?" he muttered, as if to himself. "We will give you an opportunity to volunteer yourself. If you are brave enough to take responsibility, We may consider giving you a chance."

The three looked at each other skeptically. Each mistrusted the others.

Skypillar and Darknorth were already scared witless by Taiyuan's appearance. The ambition they had harbored to steal the creation token was scattered to the four winds.

The trio of suspects were the only ones stuck in a hard place.

"I didn't care much for your refinement of the Sun Moon Pill, Your Majesty." Whiteriver laughed, his face devoid of color. "Though I did oppose you, I've never plotted or conspired against you. I have nothing to do with anything that's happened in your absence."

The godking was evidently being as honest as he could.

"We already know it wasn't you, Whiteriver," Taiyuan retorted coldly. "Nevertheless, you've never been one to submit to authority. The new Taiyuan Plane does not need one such as you. Are you going to leave yourself, or shall We send you off?"

An extremely uncomfortable expression on his face, Whiteriver managed to bite back whatever else he had on his mind. "At the end of the day, it is I who has failed you, Your Majesty.” He saluted respectfully. "Whiteriver bids Your Majesty farewell!"

Taiyuan smiled coolly. "Let him go," he commanded. "If he shows himself in Taiyuan Plane hereafter, We will slay him Ourselves!"

Whiteriver was solidly exiled, but his life and liberty was safe. He had preserved himself.

The remaining duo wasn’t so lucky. The beads of sweat on their brows pooled larger and larger.

Attempting to master his fear, Greenwood stammered, "Y-your Majesty, I've no dignity left to face you. You held me in such regard back then and I was jealous of you for no good reason. But I really haven't done much to further any plots! Neither have I killed any subject of the Taiyuan Plane. The terror that's lingered here is not from me."
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THE TRUE MASTERMIND


"You have betrayed Our trust and confidence, Greenwood. That is why We took your Amaranthine Clouddew Tree. Let’s call it even between us. You may depart as well."

Celestial Emperor Taiyuan was strangely polite and tolerant.

Greenwood gasped. "Were you the one who carried off the tree, Your Majesty?"

The Amaranthine Clouddew Tree had been the godking's life. He never expected the celestial emperor to be behind its disappearance!

At the time, he had believed the heavenly dao to be displeased with his treatment of it!

Greenwood opened his mouth for a moment, then shut it in depressed embarrassment. As he left toward the exit, he murmured, "Your Majesty, do I meet with the same fate as Whiteriver?"

"Yes," Taiyuan replied coolly.

He hadn't taken the lives of those who'd betrayed him, but neither was he going to offer clemency. Greenwood and Whiteriver weren’t the culprits, but their opposition to his release were incriminatory enough in itself.

Only Ninecauldrons remained.

The last godking was as white as a ghost. He had cursed the celestial emperor the most viciously just now. Everything pointed to him as the villain. He wanted to break out into tears.

He was innocent!

Though he hated the emperor's refinement of the Sun Moon Pill and had participated in the uprising because of it, he was truthfully no guiltier than Greenwood.

What could he say for himself at this juncture though?

"You had a lot of fun cursing Us just now, Ninecauldrons, did you not? Some of what you said was quite reasonable. However, casting all blame for the decline of Taiyuan Plane upon Our head puts your malice on display.

“We can understand ambition. You want the creation token so that you might rule in Our place. Your slanderous lies are what makes you intolerable. Taiyuan Plane will not have you any longer. Slap yourself three times, then leave like the other two!"

"Father!" Jiang Chen was dissatisfied. This bastard had afflicted his father and the Taiyuan Realm for hundreds of thousands of years. Three slaps were too light a punishment!

Taiyuan smiled smoothly. "Don't get so excited, my son. Old Ninecauldrons isn’t ambitious or clever enough to be the true mastermind."

"What?" The young man gasped.

Jiang Huan and everyone else in the audience were taken aback as well.

Ninecauldrons was astonished and grateful. He knew he wasn't the chief scoundrel, but he hadn't expected Taiyuan to know that.

If the mastermind wasn't Greenwood, Whiteriver, or himself… then who could it be?

How could the three shadiest godkings all be innocent?

Crimsonwaters, Hoarfrost, and the other vassals were all flabbergasted. There was more to this mystery than met the eye.

"Can it be them?" Some turned toward Skypillar and Darknorth, but their bloodless complexions and trembling lips showed them to be soft stuff.

And yet, the rest of the vassals were much lower in status and strength. There was even less of a chance that it was one of them.

Taiyuan sighed softly. "Things have already come to this, and still you will not show yourself? Why must you continue this charade?"

He murmured these words into the void. However, Jiang Chen's consciousness was extraordinarily sharp and picked up the faintest of auras hidden in the direction his father had spoken.

"Get out here!" The young man slammed down a distorting mass of power, damaging the fabric of space there with the power of the four sacred beasts.

"Tsk, you really aren't trash anymore, you little animal!" The voice that responded was sinister and filled with intense malice. "Why aren't you dead yet, Taiyuan? Why didn't hundreds of thousands of years wear you to nothingness?"

Many godkings paled when they heard the voice. How could this be?

The voice belonged to a subject that ought to have died at least two hundred thousand years ago.

"Godking Mirrorbloom!" someone yelped.

Mirrorbloom was a woman who had served as one of Celestial Emperor Taiyuan's most trusted advisors and his cherished strategist.

She and her faction had always been only a hair below the emperor himself in strength.

Alas, she had disappeared shortly after the coup, believed by many due to the fact that she had openly supported the emperor both before and after it.

Fallen to the mastermind that had staged the coup, no doubt.

Thus, she had slowly been forgotten about as a footnote in history.

Who could imagine that she wasn't dead after all! Not only that, but she had been the hand in the shadows behind the entire affair!

Truly, this was a wholly fantastic revelation.

Mirrorbloom's figure emerged from the air. All onlookers were bewildered.

Her face was just as stunning as before, but ferocity and viciousness tinged it now as well. Her extended hermitage had caused her skin to take on a sickly pallor.

"If you wanted Our domain, Mirrorbloom, you should have simply asked. Why did you do something like this? Was there really a need?" Taiyuan sighed.

"Enough of your pretend sympathy, you old pervert! If you had really wanted to pass the throne to me, you wouldn't have refined the Sun Moon Pill or raised other potential heirs!" Mirrorbloom gnashed her teeth.

"Jiang Chen is my son. Should I have simply let him die in front of me?" The celestial emperor sighed again.

"Your son?" Mirrorbloom spat words full of venom. "A son who was utterly useless! I told you time and time again I would gladly bear any number of children for you. I waited by your bedside, as naked as the day I came to this world, but you just brushed me off! You said that you saw me only as a daughter, you lying hypocrite!"

The shocking secrets that were finally being brought to light dumbfounded the others. Such details regarded the celestial emperor's private life!

"I have a wife," replied Taiyuan coolly. "She may have departed from this existence, but my son remains as proof of our love. The entire world knows I see you only as a child, Mirrorbloom."

"I don't want to be just a daughter! What use is that? Is a foster daughter worthy of inheriting the rule of the realm? I want to be empress! I want to rule the realm myself!" Mirrorbloom snarled savagely.
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MIRRORBLOOM PLANE


Emperor Taiyuan sighed. “Mirrorbloom, I could have borne the responsibility for whatever crimes you committed. I could have overlooked your betrayal. But for the chaos you’ve brought upon Taiyuan, for all the lives lost because of you, I will slay you personally.”

Mirrorbloom crowed with laughter. “Old fogey, you must be living in the past. Do you think I’m still the same? Your realm will be mine once I change its name, and mine alone! From now on, this place is to be called Mirrorbloom Plane! You and your son are mere stepping stones on my road to ascendancy!”

“An idiot dreaming in broad daylight, what a sorry sight.” Jiang Huan smiled coldly. “Your Majesty, allow me to kill this traitor in your stead!”

Emperor Taiyuan waved him off. “Stand aside. She’s too strong for godkings to take on!”

Mirrorbloom cackled maniacally. “Since you know I’m too much for them, what makes you think you’ll be any different? You are no longer the mighty celestial emperor you once were. I am no longer the long-suffering Mirrorbloom who gave way in everything!”

The air solidified around her, suddenly condensing into mirror-like crystals in a bizarre, spine-chilling scene. “Old geezer, let’s see what you think of this lady’s handcrafted plane!”

With a hand seal, the multitude of mirrors suddenly emitted countless rays of light that acted as black holes. Everything the light touched was sucked inside Mirrorbloom Plane.

Her skills were truly a sight to behold.

Fortunately, Celestial Emperor Taiyuan reacted promptly enough and slapped away most of the light. At the same time, a fierce astral wind rose at his back and blew away more than one godking standing behind him.

Even so, many were those captured inside the mirrors. Busy looking after others, Celestial Emperor Taiyuan himself inadvertently fell prey to a ray of light as well.

Mirrorbloom laughed happily. “Old coot, you’re as dumb as ever. Worrying about others at a time like this? Your reward shall be death inside my realm!”

But how would Jiang Chen take that lying down?

He brandished the Edge of Evermore and sent a thunderous slash to intercept the mirror fragments. Possessing the power of spacetime, the sword ignored the concept of distance to land viciously on the edge of Mirrorbloom Plane.

Clang!

His strike shattered many shards of crystals. Terror-stricken, several godkings suddenly fell from these and ran for their lives. However, the one imprisoning his father remained intact.

“Little punk, you should have lain low while this lady was feeling merciful!” Godking Mirrorbloom seethed.

Even so, she didn’t dare make light of the young man. The Edge of Evermore was in his hand, but most essentially, he’d refined the Taiyuan’s creation symbol.

Technically, he was Taiyuan’s true sovereign. Even one as great as her had to stay on her toes when fighting the world’s master on home soil.

Jiang Chen shouted, “Everyone, get as far as you can from the Sky Palace. Don’t try to help!”

At this stage, not even godkings would be of any help.

Crimsonwaters and Hoarfrost understood immediately. “Everyone, follow our lead and fall back! She stands no chance against two generations of celestial emperors. Peace will soon return to our lands!”

The moment someone took charge, the crowd retreated blisteringly fast, deserting the place in record time. Only Jiang Huan lagged behind, somewhat reluctant. His elder master’s life hung in the balance.

His heart hung heavy!

More than anything, he wished he could lend a hand, but the fight had regrettably gone beyond his level. It was a true clash between celestial emperors.

To think Mirrorbloom hid such a phenomenal power! She’d almost succeeded in refining her own plane, even without the help of a creation symbol.

It was clear she’d constructed the embryo of a plane, and was planning to make it slowly devour Taiyuan Plane so it could supersede the latter!

Of course, she could also let her world grow by itself, but the process would be excruciatingly long and arduous. The path of least resistance would be to use another greater world as a foundation for her own, and it was the path she’d opted for.

If she could have her way, Taiyuan Plane would disappear forever while she’d obtain the universe’s endorsement and gain her own token, thus cementing the plane as hers. The woman was truly a force of nature.

She’d endured for an eternity, ever striving toward her goal. Yes, she was detestable, yet she was also admirable in some ways.

Jiang Chen stayed in hot pursuit, the razor-sharp Edge of Evermore in his hand. He couldn’t let her escape. He knew he had to kill her for good, here and now.

Thankfully, he could match her speed. Moreover, the power of his domain was working to obstruct her plane’s course.

Epiphanies came to him one after another, from the Four Symbols True Spirit Painting he’d long been studying, from the wonders of the universe, from the profound principles of creation.

A plane also started to take shape at his side, slowly growing.

Just like Mirrorbloom, he had the power to build his own world, but his approach was more direct, impactful, and orthodox!

While it had been somewhat grueling task for her, the blood of the four sacred beasts flowed in his veins. His was a textbook creation born from the five elements. Earth, water, fire, wind, and metal all blended to give birth to something new.

Such a world was a firm and proper existence compared to the patchwork that was Mirrorbloom Plane.

Whether in cultivation or in character, he and his enemy stood at opposite ends of the spectrum.

But Mirrorbloom wasn’t without her own advantage. She’d been nurturing her realm for a long, long time. In comparison, Jiang Chen was but a freshly-minted godking.

Without the Four Symbols True Spirit Painting, he wouldn’t have come so far so fast, and wouldn’t even have dreamed of going head-to-head against Mirrorbloom.

The lack of a creation token was the one chink in the armor of an otherwise nigh-impossible opponent. After all, Jiang Chen had had next to no time to consolidate the power of his own token.
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MADNESS


It might seem like they were fighting within the Taiyuan Sky Palace, but in reality, both had tapped into the power of their planes. They flung around powerful spatial techniques and could enter a completely different space at any time.

Regular godkings weren’t powerful enough to be involved. Godkings who could refine a plane was but a step away from becoming a celestial emperor. The only thing holding them back was the lack of a creation token, which they would acquire sooner or later.

The light reflecting from the Mirrorbloom Plane was as bright as stars. Countless rays of light washed over the entire area, hitting anything and everything.

Jiang Chen deployed his newly formed plane to defend against the incoming attacks. Even he might be devoured by the enemy if the light scored so much as a glancing blow. Then he’d be in Mirrorbloom territory. He would be far from helpless, but he would be at a disadvantage.

Anxiety burned in Jiang Chen’s heart. His father had been devoured and trapped by the Mirrorbloom Plane in order to protect the other godkings. There was no telling what would happen if he didn’t get his father out in time.

Jiang Chen pushed his innate power to the limits and directed the might of the four bloodlines in his body as four different attacks.

True Dragon Howl!

Astral White Tiger Roar!

Fire of the Vermillion Bird!

Black Tortoise Festering Gas!

These were techniques the four sacred beasts regularly employed. However, once one tapped into the power of the heavenly dao, the fight was no longer about the technique itself, but an individual’s understanding of the heavenly law and profound mysteries of heaven and earth.

Dragon howls reverberated!

The true dragon bloodline controlled time and space. Great forces of lightning tore through the sky and lunged at the light reflected from the Mirrorbloom Plane.

Tiger roars abounded!

The Astral White Tiger’s bloodline was one of conflict and slaughter. Incomparably keen blades materialized and cut through the air, seemingly capable of destroying even time and space.

Vermilion Bird fire was that of utmost yang in the world. This bloodline summoned the most scorching flames from heaven and earth and ignited the void, refining all matter.

Festering gas contained the power of the Black Tortoise, pulsing in concert with the earth. It was the most extreme of yin power in the universe and the most all-encompassing force of the earth. All returned to their origins.

The four bloodlines embodied almost all phenomena in the heavenly planes and all natural forces that dictated the universe.

The incorporation of the four bloodlines was in itself the process of refining a world. The four attacks intertwined to present the trajectories of all things, the transformation of life itself since genesis, and the ebb and flow of a world.

The four sacred beasts manifested and resonated with the supreme power Jiang Chen had released. Their bloodlines worked perfectly with his attacks.

Two strands of power came together as one with Jiang Chen as the core. The attack could topple a world!

Godking Mirrorbloom couldn’t be more shocked as she hid within her plane, observing the tremendous forces coming her way.

“That brat is surprisingly powerful. He’s as good as his old man was back then.” The woman grimaced.

Her eyes darted to the side and settled on Celestial Emperor Taiyuan, who sat cross-legged in her realm with an aloof and all-knowing expression.

His calmness infuriated Mirrorbloom. Even now, the celestial emperor maintained this pretense!

With grit teeth, she reinforced the defenses circling her plane, maintaining a steady supply of energy to keep it intact. Then, she flashed to the subspace near the celestial emperor.

“Taiyuan!” Mirrorbloom bit out, her eyes feral.

Celestial Emperor Taiyuan glanced at her. “It’s still not too late to turn back, Mirrorbloom. You’re surrounded by all these mirrors. Haven’t you seen the reflection of your own soul?”

“Shut up! Don’t talk about inconsequential crap! My soul is mine to control! Aren’t you the celestial emperor? You’re sitting there like a dead dog. Has your divine power finally been eroded after hundreds of thousands of years? Hahaha! I couldn't be happier seeing you fall from grace and sprawl before me like a dead dog!”

Mirrorbloom laughed like a maniac, her body trembling

Taiyuan sighed faintly. “You’ve lost yourself to your inner demons, Mirrorbloom. What a shame. You’ve been able to refine your own plane. What astounding talent that is! If you’d kept yourself at peace, you’d one day master the heavenly law and surpass even me. Why couldn’t you be patient?”

“Patient? Why should I be patient? I waited more than a million years! When did you ever pay any attention to me? You cared only about your useless son! How did I know you weren’t going to pass your throne to him after all the effort you’ve spent on him?”

Mirrorbloom’s expression was wild and vicious. It was clear that she’d gone mad.

Taiyuan flashed the same faint smile that’d always infuriated Mirrorbloom. He never lost his composure. Even after being devoured by her realm, he remained the aloof celestial emperor overlooking everyone. No matter how hard Mirrorbloom tried, she was nothing but a subordinate to him.

“Stop grinning! I’ll beat you until you can’t smile anymore!” Snarling, Mirrorbloom threw a punch.

Golden light flashed before Taiyuan. Tremendous defensive power surged like a vortex and blocked her punch.

“How dare you resist?!” Mirrorbloom threw furious punches at Taiyuan with great ferocity. This was her world! She didn’t believe a decrepit celestial emperor would be able to defend against her.

However, she couldn’t break through the golden light no matter how relentless her attacks were. It frustrated her greatly.

“Impossible! This is my world. My attacks overpower all. Why can’t I break your defenses? You’ve been imprisoned for so long. Your fortunes as a celestial emperor should’ve long faded. Why is this happening?!” Mirrorbloom growled angrily, her attacks growing more and more vicious.

Meanwhile, Mirrorbloom Plane trembled dramatically. Jiang Chen’s attacks outside were threatening to undermine its structural integrity.

This was a clash of two worlds.
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CELESTIAL EMPEROR TAIYUAN IN A TIGHT SPOT


“Mirrorbloom, your ambitions have made you blind. You were already on the fringes of the supreme dao. You were so close to receiving its favor. But now, you reject it like a madwoman. Sometimes, you have to take a step back to move forward. The longer you persist in the wrong direction, the further you travel from the truth. Mirrorbloom, you’ve lost your way…”

“Shut your mouth!” At this stage, anything the celestial emperor said was only sheer annoyance to Mirrorbloom’s ears. Her desires clouded her mind.

The only thing on her mind was to kill the pair and wrest control of Taiyuan Plane so she could use its energy to nourish her embryonic world. She wanted a realm to call her own sooner rather than later, and the supreme dao’s endorsement to boot, along with her own creation token!

To that end, she’d bided her time in secret for ages untold.

Taking a step back after all of this? It’d be the failure of an entire lifetime! It was too late for her to turn over a new leaf.

But it hadn’t been long since she’d attained enlightenment and crafted her embryonic plane. With little time to strengthen it, the combined assault from Jiang Chen and the four sacred beasts was a constant thorn in her side.

The young man’s voice reached her, echoing directly inside her realm. “Mirrorbloom, I will spare you if you release my father!”

He might have looked a single step away from Mirrorbloom Plane, but they were in fact two worlds apart. To convey his voice through the different spacetimes was proof that his power had reached the celestial emperor realm.

She smirked cruelly, her eyes pure venom. “Little pup, I’ve already pulped him into mincemeat and made dumplings with him. Want a taste? The flesh of a celestial emperor is quite tender.”

Steam almost boiled out of Jiang Chen’s ears. “You crazy woman, if you dare harm a single hair on his head, I’ll cut you into a thousand pieces and torment your soul night and day for a million years. You’ll be begging me for death!”

“Hmph, what a load of bullshit! A snotty brat challenging me? Remember, I took down your old man at the height of his power. I guess you’re a chip off the old block. See how I deal with you disgraceful lot!”

She clasped her hands together, then spread them apart.

A strange hexagonal mirror appeared between them, seeming to encompass the four cardinal directions and the entirety of the universe. Within that mirror, she held the moon in one hand and the sun in the other.

“Taiyuan, it’s time to send you off to the afterlife. Don’t worry, your little pipsqueak will go along soon to keep you company!” She crossed her arms and sent two beams at him. Midway, they combined into one, shooting his way with supreme power.

Merging yin with yang, the dreadful attack carried the most primordial principles of the universe. It was a solid hit that demonstrated full comprehension of her own power.

Boom!

The beam twisted on itself and rammed against Celestial Emperor Taiyuan’s golden vortex in a deafening crash, overpowering it and shattering it to pieces.

Fortunately, the vortex cushioned some of the impact before disappearing, mitigating the damage as Celestial Emperor Taiyuan took it head on.

Divine light exploded around him, but his armor served its purpose. Its glow dimmed as its structure underwent an alarming change, its defenses instantly distorted by the onslaught of energy. But ultimately, it withstood the attack.

“You old fart, I guess you were once a celestial emperor after all. A fallen titan’s still a giant! But do you think simple armor will save you? Now that your power has declined, all resistance is futile. Watch me take your life!”

For her, the man was merely prey. She’d been toying with him thus far to enjoy his futile struggles, but Jiang Chen’s attacks cut the spectacle short. The situation was too urgent for her to waste her time tormenting the father.

I’d better kill him as fast as possible. A long night is fraught with dreams.

Celestial Emperor Taiyuan had been held captive for too many years to count. Bit by bit, the prison’s constant corrosion had eaten away at his cultivation and devoured his strength. After several hundred thousand years, not even he could avoid being affected.

A celestial emperor he might be, but his body was made of flesh and bone, rather than of the supreme dao itself. Not to mention, he no longer had his creation token by his side. He was far from his zenith, and the supreme dao’s protection was weakened.

Though he’d secretly sent the creation token to his son, he was still a celestial emperor recognized by the heavens.

It was how he’d endured for this long. The prison might have gnawed away some of his strength, but not all of it. He’d simply fallen to the level of a godking.

Even so, he could handily sort out the current crop of godkings. But perhaps one who matched a celestial emperor in strength like Mirrorbloom was a step too far.

His long captivity, the lack of a creation token, and various reasons all conspired to make him lose ground against her. He resisted her casual attacks with his reserve of energy, but a strike containing the supreme dao of the universe was beyond his ability to weather.

Luckily for him, he was wearing his celestial emperor armor, but it couldn’t shield him forever. Fending her off once or twice was its limit.

In the outside world, he might have used his dexterity to evade, but she was supreme inside her own world. No matter how he moved, her attacks could arise from anywhere in her plane, so dodging would be a waste of mental and physical stamina.

Hence, he didn’t even try. He spared himself the trouble and sat on the ground cross-legged, preserving his energy. Why squander what little he’d managed to save from the prison’s clutches?

As a veteran of untold battles and an experienced celestial emperor, he barely held on despite her frenzied barrage. How long could he last? He himself couldn’t answer the question.

Yet, his heart was light. His son was now a fine man thanks to his plans. His legacy would live on. Why should he be worried?

“Chen’er, I know you’ll come out victorious,” he silently repeated to himself. He was staring death in the eye, but seeing his son all grown up again was enough. His efforts hadn’t been in vain.
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ALL FOR NAUGHT


Jiang Chen had been nervous at first, but calmed himself as the critical moment approached. His plane expanded with great might as the four sacred beasts contributed their power.

The four were capable of creating formidable domains with great restraining power. With the realm fully formed, their power grew even more tremendous.

Terrifying might radiated from them and quickly covered the vast sky, enclosing the entire area.

One after another, the rays of light emitting from the mirror shards winked out like candles.

Mirrorbloom’s eyes blazed with aggression. Her body trembled with deep despair

Unacceptable!

Why couldn’t she defeat the young man after exhausting her power? Why couldn’t she defeat father and son despite her talent and strength?? Even her last gamble failed in face of the young man’s realm!

She refused to give up and poured her remaining power into activating another batch of mirror shards. Lighting up countless rays of divine light, she attempted to break through the restraints of Jiang Chen’s plane.

However, his plane had grown substantially in size and power. Before the light could even spread, the realm extinguished the sparks like a cascade of rain.

“Surrender, Mirrorbloom!”

Jiang Chen deployed his plane, the supreme overlord of his world. He was finally demonstrating the power and presence of a celestial emperor! Confidence and authority radiated from his very being.

Mirrorbloom lost her mind when she saw Jiang Chen’s majestic presence. By contrast, she was as pathetic as a stray dog.

“What are you yapping on about? You’re just lucky to have a good father!” Mirrorbloom shrieked hoarsely. She knew she’d lost, but she wasn’t going to stop resisting, even if it was just verbally.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “You were more fortunate than I was. Father saw you as a daughter. Given your talent, you’d be able to create your own greater world if you were willing to follow father’s guidance. However, you focused only on your own profit and gain. You wanted everything for free. You never thought about forging your own path and establishing your own plane!”

“History is written by the victors. You can say whatever you want!” Mirrorbloom responded coolly. “I don’t care about forging my own path or establishing my own world. That’s a man’s job. I just want to be empress. This should’ve all been mine. You were useless with your yin constitution. Why should your father put so much effort in you, when he never spared me a glance no matter what I did? It’s not fair!”

Jiang Chen shook his head and sighed. This woman couldn’t be reasoned with. She’d lost her rationality.

“Chen’er is of my blood,” Celestial Emperor Taiyuan responded faintly. “He’s the only thing his mother left to me. Why did you think I put in so much effort for him? It’s only natural for a son to inherit his father’s legacy. You’ve lost, Mirrorbloom. I don’t want to see you embarrass yourself further. You should end this yourself.”

Mirrorbloom alternated between crying and laughing maniacally. She jabbed a finger at Taiyuan.

“I hate you, old man, I hate you! If you wouldn’t give me anything, why would you raise me at all? Why would you feed my ambitions? Why?”

Taiyuan sighed faintly. She was no longer the Mirrorbloom he knew.

“As your name suggests, your ambition is nothing but a fleeting reflection. Such is your destiny.” Jiang Chen spoke coolly. “End your life yourself, so that you may die with dignity.”

Mirrorbloom cackled. “End myself, end myself! Oh, I will, but I won’t let you off the hook easily!”

She hovered in the air as countless shards flickered around her, forming a terrifying vortex of light.

“Take her down, Chen’er. Now!” Taiyuan exclaimed. “She’s collecting the remaining pieces of her realm and wants to self-detonate to break through your plane and hurt your core.”

Jiang Chen smiled slightly. “It’s alright. My plane is far more resilient than she thinks.”

Nevertheless, he exercised utmost caution and focused all of his power to strike the vortex of light, choosing to initiate an attack rather than wait for Mirrorbloom to detonate herself.

Boom!

Two currents of power clashed for the last time.

The Mirrorbloom Plane collapsed like the illusion it was, vanishing into thin air along with Mirrorbloom’s body. Fragments of light rose and faded into the void, returning to heaven and earth.

It was over!

Finally, the battle that would determine the fate of the plane had come to an end.

Jiang Chen allowed himself to relax. The four sacred beasts swayed and staggered. They’d exhausted their power to the point of hurting their cores.

“Haha, thank you all for your hard work, my friends,” Jiang Chen said gratefully.

“Not everyone has the chance to take part in such the ultimate battle, young master Chen.” The Vermilion Bird grinned. The bird was exhausted, but it’d enjoyed the ride greatly.

“I’m fortunate to know you, young master Chen,” Long Xiaoxuan breathed.

The Astral White Tiger snickered. “We’re alive. That’s what matters.”

The Black Tortoise breathed in the air of the heavenly plane. This was a privilege only the living enjoyed.

The battle had left a deep impression on them as they realized what true power was. They had witnessed the might of a celestial emperor and the heavenly dao.

“You’ve done beautifully, Chen’er!” Celestial Emperor Taiyuan walked up to Jiang Chen with a smile. “You’ve surpassed even me. What an impressive man you’ve become. Nothing makes me happier than seeing you take after me.”

Finally, Jiang Chen had some time to consider his father, the man who’d changed his fate and created a miracle. The man hadn’t aged, but several hundred thousand years of torment and oppression had left bone-deep marks.

“Royal father!” Jiang Chen rushed forward and wrapped his arms around his father tightly. This was a warm hug he’d never had in his past life.

“Haha, you’ve achieved something miraculous, son.” Celestial Emperor Taiyuan chuckled. “Where’s that stubborn pride of yours from your past life?”

He was very happy. Nothing felt better than reuniting with his family and seeing his child grow into a great man.
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YEARNING FOR GREATER SKIES


“Heh, son, you dashed her hopes, so there’s no need to hold grudges. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. The heavens have already punished her,” lamented Emperor Taiyuan.

“She’s already a thing of the past. Father, you’re the one I’m worried about. You’ve suffered for far too long.” Jiang Chen couldn’t help but sigh.

“Heh. In fact, you did as well. You just don’t remember it. Think about it. You’ve been trekking for hundreds of millennia on the road of reincarnation until you descended on Divine Abyss. How much pain and anguish do you think you’ve endured along the way?”

“But since I can’t remember, I’m not particularly distressed,” the young man responded with a hearty laugh.

The warm heart-to-heart between father and son was interrupted when the four sacred beasts and the Goldbiter Kingrats came forward.

Jiang Chen introduced them one by one and they showed his father due deference. He was a celestial emperor, on top of being the young lord’s progenitor.

“Wonderful! Chen’er, you’ve accomplished what I couldn’t. The four divine beasts coexist in harmony and the Goldbiter Kingrats obey your orders. Many celestial emperors in the heavenly planes would dream of being in your shoes. Feel proud, you can stand tall among them!”

Taiyuan’s titled godkings also greeted their return in a most orderly and solemn ceremony, their applause lasting seemingly forever.

“Taiyuan Plane welcomes your return, Your Majesties!”

Crimsonwaters and Hoarfrost were the de-facto leaders. The former found Jiang Chen, while the latter rendered extraordinary services in rescuing their old liege.

The young lord spotted a familiar figure standing behind Godking Hoarfrost. He smiled gently. “Sectmistress Han, I told you we’d meet again.”

She wasn’t dressed as a widow for once. Instead, she was as fresh as a girl from next door. Shy from the sudden attention, she hid behind Godking Hoarfrost, too embarrassed to show her face.

“Haha, I remember this little girl. Chen’er, she went to a great deal of effort to save this father of yours,” remarked Celestial Emperor Taiyuan with a grin.

His son nodded, then faced Crimsonwaters.

“Lord Crimsonwaters, my thanks for being the first one to speak up at the conference. You were the one to set the events in motion. Didn’t I tell you we’d upturn Taiyuan’s fate as long as someone does? Thank you, all of you.”

The subjects of his gratitude included Crimsonwaters and the latter’s friends like Godking Righteous.

The five of them blushed so fiercely that the tips of their ears turned red. The prince’s recognition made them proud, but also a little afraid. To think they’d once planned on making him Crimsonwaters’ successor! It was shameful to recall.

Having an august celestial emperor inherit a godking’s seat? What a farce!

Ignorance was truly bliss!

After interminable upheaval, Taiyuan Plane was finally back on track. The restoration would take a long time, but what mattered was that the situation had bounced back. And the hidden mastermind, Godking Mirrorbloom, had been executed.

Several ambitious godkings harboring hidden motives had also been chased away, exiled forever from Taiyuan Plane.

Most of all, Celestial Emperor Taiyuan, the one who’d once ushered the realm into its golden age, had returned, along with a sense of stability and security. Not only that, he also had a perfect successor in his young son. Things couldn’t be any better.
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The renovated Taiyuan Sky Palace had recovered most of its former splendor. Everything felt so familiar, as if all these years of suffering had been a fleeting dream.

Inside the palace, Celestial Emperor Taiyuan once again held an audience with his godkings.

Compared to the past, their number had dwindled by more than half. He couldn’t help but be afflicted by sorrow at the sight.

“Dearest subjects, it is true that We went against heaven’s will and altered the track of destiny by refining the Sun Moon Pill. But do ask yourselves this in your heart of hearts. If death was to take away your only son, would you idly sit by without lifting a finger?”

The crowd fell silent.

They were exalted figures, one and all, yet none of them was immune to emotion. The ways of the world were inscrutable. As godkings, they stood at the pinnacle of the cultivation world, yet they couldn’t match a mortal’s fertility.

Siring one descendant was the norm. Only the luckiest ones were blessed with two or more.

Hence, heirs were extremely valuable for peak cultivators.

Had they been in the celestial emperor’s situation with the same capabilities, at least nine out of ten would have made a similar choice.

“Your Majesty, we were blind and let ourselves be swayed. It was only after the fact that we came to realize the value of what we lost! Without His Majesty on the throne, Taiyuan Plane has been in permanent decline,” Crimsonwaters exclaimed ruefully. “In comparison, refining a Sun Moon Pill, going once against the will of the heavens, it’s little to speak of.”

“Alas, all is predestined.” Godking Hoarfrost sighed. “We were short-sighted and were punished in consequence.”

“The sin of going against the heavens is mine alone to bear. I would’ve never involved the rest of Taiyuan Plane. I hadn’t expected the situation to deteriorate this far.” Emperor Taiyuan grimaced.

Jiang Chen exclaimed, “Fortunately, all’s well that ends well! Father, this is the Taiyuan Token. I formally return it to you. Your Majesty, please allow me to welcome your return with my fellow godkings and celebrate your second reign!”

He dropped on one knee and presented the creation token with both hands.

“Chen’er, you should be the one to rule Taiyuan Plane at this stage,” his father replied, hesitating.

“Hehe, royal father, I’m not like Mirrorbloom. My heart yearns for greater skies. I long to create my own world and pioneer my own realm. At that time, our planes can ally with one another. Both of us will be celestial emperors. Won’t that be a wonderful tale?”

Moved, Emperor Taiyuan laughed out loud. “Wonderful, worthy of my son! You can count on my full support! In that case, I’ll supervise this world for now. Perhaps we can merge our planes one day into the most celebrated realm in the boundless universe!”

The crowd followed suit and cheered boisterously.

Seeing the heroic atmosphere about the father and his son, the godkings felt an extreme sensation of security. That’s what a strong celestial emperor should look like, someone who can lead his people to glory.

In comparison, the previous musical chairs for the throne was an utter disgrace!
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A MATCH MADE IN HEAVEN?


Once back in possession of the Taiyuan Token, Emperor Taiyuan quickly regained his lost strength and found his footing. He promoted those loyal to him and placed people like Crimsonwaters, Hoarfrost, and Righteous in important positions.

Taiyuan Plane also slowly recovered. Many orders streamed forth from the celestial palace, restoring the rule of law and reestablishing order, quickly righting the greater world’s trajectory.

Alongside these positive changes, many neighboring lesser worlds and other fiefs slowly returned to the fold.

A greater world’s control over its subordinate factions and neighboring territories was a measure of its strength. When Taiyuan Plane had been falling to pieces, many distant lesser words and other regions turned away from its rule. They had no confidence in the interim rulers, displayed no deference, and paid no tribute.

In all respects, the return of its rightful sovereign changed Taiyuan Plane almost beyond recognition.
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Jiang Chen was in no hurry to leave. After an endless separation, he wanted to fully enjoy this long-anticipated parental affection.

The two of them had almost returned to the good old days before the plane’s collapse. Only, the young lord was no longer the same.

“Royal father, I remember burying myself in the library’s classics back then, reading books from every corner of the heavenly planes. I used to be blind to your intentions. Why would you want a cripple like me to be this extensively well-read? I now realize you were already giving the future a lot of thought,” lamented Jiang Chen.

“Haha, you have a good head on your shoulders, son. Providence didn’t see fit to give you a body suitable for cultivation, but it gave you a photographic memory. The heavens are fair, you see. My plans were merely tentative back then. I wasn’t certain they’d meet with success, so this reunion is absolutely worth celebrating. The supreme dao didn’t give up on us, it seems,” Emperor Taiyuan responded, thick with emotion.

“It’s mainly because you didn’t give up on me, father. That’s why the heavens stood by you,” replied Jiang Chen fervently.

“In the end, you and I were preordained to live through the cataclysm. Mirrorbloom was simply the medium.” His father sighed.

“Yes. Heavenly tribulations and calamities are difficult to avoid, even for a celestial emperor, but Mirrorbloom was vicious enough. Towards the end, she even tried to land a most poisonous move on my loved ones in Divine Abyss. I didn’t understand how she could be aware of them from so far away. It should’ve been impossible to calculate even with the sagacity of a celestial emperor.”

“Have you come to understand since then?”

“Yes. The Goldbiter Kingrats’ thoughts and memories must’ve been projected into her realm. It’d be impossible otherwise.”

The rat tribe had largely contributed to his final victory, but sending them out had nearly harmed Divine Abyss. It had truly been a close call.

His father smiled faintly. Of course, his son had another family in his new life, people he cherished and cared about. As a supreme celestial emperor, he’d long come to terms with it. In fact, he’d already foreseen the consequences when he’d arranged for his son’s reincarnation.

So he merely smiled at the mention of Divine Abyss. “Chen’er, when are you going back? Will you bring them here, or...?”

Jiang Chen answered truthfully, “I’ve asked myself the same. I think it’s better for them to live on Divine Abyss. It’s their home. Of course, I’ve also begun to refine my own world. The Four True Spirits Plane is slowly taking shape. When it’s complete, it’ll attract many lesser worlds into its orbit and assimilate other planes. I can simply fuse Divine Abyss into it when the time is ripe.”

“Yes, that’s the best choice.” His father naturally wouldn’t oppose him in such matters.

In the warm and pleasant atmosphere, the two of them brought up many anecdotes from the past. However, his father suddenly asked out of the blue, “Chen’er, do you have wives on Divine Abyss. A child, perhaps?”

Jiang Chen replied, “I do. Two daughters and one son.”

“Oh? That many?” His father’s face lit up with interest. Descendants were usually sparse for godking-level cultivators. With three children already, his son was an exception to the rule.

“The oldest one is a girl. I sired her when my cultivation was at its lowest. The other two are fraternal twins, a boy and a girl. They were born when I was ninth level divine realm.”

His father grinned. “Good kid. Keep up the good work until you become the universe’s most badass celestial emperor in this department!”

Jiang Chen coughed. Did this kind of title also exist?

“That reminds me. Chen’er, your wives are too far away on Divine Abyss. They can’t come visit me with your children, so you should leave a few offspring on Taiyuan Plane as well to remind me of you. Han Shuang looks like a fine woman. I like her mettle, and I can tell she likes you. But now that you’re a celestial emperor, she’s too intimidated by the difference in status to make the first move. Be a man and take the initiative.”

Jiang Chen rubbed his nose. Why was his old man playing matchmaker?

He’d never thought of her that way, even back when they were frequently in touch.

“Brat, what are you hesitating for? I’m going to assert myself and play the parental authority card. I’ll talk about it with Godking Hoarfrost tomorrow. He’s the one who raised her, so he can act as her guardian. Don’t worry, I’ll welcome her into our family in style so that she gives birth to multiple children!”

Suddenly high-handed, his father wouldn’t take no for an answer.

The young lord initially thought he was joking, but the whole world was to learn a few days later His Majesty was searching for a concubine for Crown Prince Jiang Chen.

Taiyuan Plane almost exploded at the news. More than one daughter from a good family dreamed of catching the prince’s eye. It was such a unique opportunity. He was no longer the cripple he once was, and in fact was now a celestial emperor after his reincarnation. Some people even argued his strength didn’t pale in the least compared to Celestial Emperor Taiyuan. In fact, the son might have surpassed the father!

Jiang Chen pulled a face after hearing of it. In fact, he rather despised the concept of arranged marriages. But, out of love and gratitude, he ultimately couldn’t disappoint his father.

They weren’t simply parent and child. His father had given him life twice over by now!
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RETURNING TO DIVINE ABYSS


Inside Hoarfrost’s mansion, the godking chortled at Han Shuang.

“Girl, aren’t you usually the bold and headstrong sort? Why are you playing the timid maid at a time like this? Just tell me, do you want to be his concubine or not?”

Her cheeks bright red, she refused to give an answer, opting for a soft smile instead.

“I’ll take that as a no, then. I’ll refuse His Majesty’s proposal. He should pick a virtuous and proper daughter-in-law instead.”

“Err, my lord, are you saying I’m not virtuous enough?” Han Shuang grew anxious.

The godking chuckled. “You, virtuous? Are you skilled with needlework? How about cooking, aiding a husband, or raising children? I don’t think you’re exactly the type.”

Han Shuang sulked in silence. She really couldn’t compete in that domain.

Her life was centered around dancing swords and gory rains of blood. She’d never aspired to be a prim and proper lady of the boudoir. She wanted her abilities to do the talking, to accomplish great things, and to leave her mark in history. To become a tomboy—no wait, a female hero revered by the world!

That was why she’d set thoughts of her reputation aside and become involved with Fiendstar, thanks to that fake engagement. She’d even been willing to bear the infamy of being a husband killer, playing the part of a widow despised by all.

Only she knew where her true goals lay!

But all of it now weighed on her mind. She was still pure of body and heart, but would she be to His Majesty’s liking? What about the prince? Did the annoying Elder Zhen Junior still remember the trials and tribulations they’d shared together?

Nothing was for certain.

But she had no regrets. On the contrary, she was very proud of herself for accomplishing her goals and making outsized contributions to Taiyuan Plane’s renewal.

Idly fiddling with the Measure Of Heaven, her thoughts were at sixes and sevens. She wasn’t the archetypical housewife, but she was earnest. She truly wished to be with that irritating little fellow.

For his sake, she was willing to mold herself into the picture of a demure, feminine lady!

The godking couldn’t bear to continue poking fun at her when he saw her lost, heart-broken face. “Alright lass, I’ll stop teasing you. His Majesty has talked to me already. He circled your name specifically. He’s very fond of you and thinks you’ll make the most suitable daughter-in-law.”

“Really?” Han Shuang’s eyes trembled, unable to hide her happiness.

“Of course. A gentleman wouldn’t joke about such matters.” The godking smiled.

“Then… what about the prince?” A little worried, Han Shuang stepped heavily into the ground with her toes, trying to shift all her nervousness to the floor. “H-he isn’t a simple Fiendstar elder now. With his status, I…”

She wouldn’t have felt so inferior with someone else.

As a bold woman, she wasn’t one to shy away from her sentiments. She’d never felt that kind of pressure, but he was an exalted prince, and a celestial emperor in his own right to boot!

By shamelessly saying yes, wouldn’t she be like one of these gold diggers looking for a free ride? She wasn’t coy with her feelings, but she had her self-respect.

“His Highness? The celestial emperor gave him a second life, how can the prince refuse? There are two lifetimes worth of gratitude at play here. Not to mention, you two were once part of the same sect. You spent decades as friends in harsher circumstances. They say familiarity breeds affection.”

Han Shuang stared into space. Did he mean “familiarity breeds contempt”?

[image: ]


Jiang Chen’s feelings for Han Shuang didn’t run nearly as deep as those for Huang’er. Nevertheless, he didn’t have a bad opinion of her.

He’d first thought her a loose woman willing to expend any means, fair or foul, to reach her goals. However, that first impression flew out the window once he’d gotten to know her better, to the point where a deep-seated admiration developed when he’d learned of her true goal.

He couldn’t refuse his father’s resolve to find him a new bride, so there was no reason for him to give her the cold shoulder.

Their magnificent wedding gave rise to unprecedented celebrations throughout the greater world.

[image: ]



As his father pointed out, the heavens seemed to restrict the amount of a godking’s progeniture.

It took Jiang Chen and his new wife six hundred years to beget a son, then another three centuries for a daughter, much to his father’s great delight.

It was now two thousand years since he’d left Divine Abyss.

Jiang Chen broached the matter with Han Shuang one day. She replied forthrightly, “My husband, they say husband and wife are attached at the hip. I’ll follow you wherever you go.”

Jiang Chen laughed. “Haha, marvelous!”

Emperor Taiyuan personally saw off them off, ceaselessly exhorting, “Chen’er, you have to treat all my daughters-in-law equally well. Don’t forget Shuang’er the moment you set foot back on Divine Abyss.”

Jiang Chen made a face. “Father, what the heck are you talking about?”

They both laughed heartily, aware it was a joke.

All the godkings on Taiyuan Plane were present to send them off.

The young lord began his new journey, accompanied by his wife, the four sacred beasts, and the Goldbiter Kingrats.

Jiang Huan wasn’t with him this time, but he didn’t need an escort. Taiyuan Plane was back on track. The coast was clear, not to mention his status was a shield in itself. Who’d dare cause trouble for him? They would be thankful enough if he didn’t go looking for them.

As he was now in a godking, the journey back wasn’t nearly as tedious as before. He’d spent several centuries traveling to Taiyuan Plane, but cut the return trip down to one-tenth of that timeframe.

Two thousand years after his departure, he finally returned to his former home. The outer space around Divine Abyss was extremely stable, a sure sign that nothing of note had occurred during his absence.

Prosperity reigned in Divine Abyss. Like Taiyuan Plane, it was well in the throes of a golden age.

One day, various strange phenomena appeared all over Veluriyam Palace, imparting peculiar feelings for the young lord’s loved ones. As they puzzled over it, Jiang Chen made his return known!

The entire continent erupted in jubilation. It had been two thousand years since his departure!

A procession from Veluriyam Palace traveled ten thousand miles to welcome the return of its prodigal son. Jiang Feng and his wife were included in the party.

Han Shuang felt rather nervous. On a mundane plane like this, all the locals put together wouldn’t be able to bring down a ninth level god like her, but the pressure currently on her shoulders was enormous, as if the people rushing her way were dreadful beings that could threaten her life.
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THE LEGEND OF A PLANE


Jiang Chen understood Han Shuang’s mood. She was a foreigner, an outsider, and those coming were supposed to be family. She might be rejected, ostracized, or cold-shouldered.

“Don’t worry, I’m here. My parents and wives are all very friendly. Ah, I also have a younger brother and sister. You’ll meet them all soon.” Jiang Chen clasped her hand tightly and comforted her in a soft voice.

There were no traces of her usual bravado now. Like a kitten, Han Shuang curled up in her husband’s embrace, her heart pounding fiercely.

“They’re here.” Jiang Chen smiled and patted her back.

On tenterhooks, Han Shuang watched a group approach them from the distance.

Huang’er and Dan Fei immediately took note of the unfamiliar woman, and a pair of stunning, enchanting women was the first thing that Han Shuang saw.

Whether in terms of bearing or appearance , both Huang’er and Dan Fei were simply too extraordinary. Han Shuang felt her own femininity wither, far inferior in comparison.

The two women paused when they saw the stranger, but immediately smiled at each other in understanding.

“Brother Chen, you’ve finally returned. Who is this big sister?”

It was actually Jiang Chen who found himself blushing. He soldiered on bravely. “This is Han Shuang, my wife in the Taiyuan Plane.”

The title of wife brought a sweet smile to Han Shuang’s face. She looked nervously at the two. “Hello.”

Huang’er smiled faintly. “Sister Han Shuang, it looks like Brother Chen’s caused you no end of trouble in the Taiyuan Plane. Thank you for taking care of him.”

The group laughed loudly, slowly dissipating the awkwardness.

Back in Veluriyam Palace, Jiang Chen gave a full recounting of his adventures in the Taiyuan Plane.

His tales enthralled his audience, painting wondrous scenes of fantasy and stunning images of danger. The revelation of their young lord’s past life and having a celestial emperor for a father further staggered them. These matters were outside the realm of comprehension for Divine Abyss.

In fact, they wouldn’t have believed it if it hadn't been for Jiang Chen relating everything himself.

Jiang Feng was surprisingly accepting of everything. “Chen’er, you're my son no matter what. It’s very gratifying to share a son with a celestial emperor. This is a piece of good fortune that the heavens have bestowed onto me! I’m not so fortunate that ascending to celestial emperor myself is written in the stars, but I’m lucky enough to be the father of a celestial emperor! Hahaha!”

Xu Meng wasn't jealous either. This was still her son, born of her flesh and blood. This was something that neither the past nor present could alter.

“Brother, look at all the crazy stuff you lived through in the past two thousand years! It’s all so exciting,” exclaimed his envious sister. “When will I get to leave the continent and see the outside world?”

She was a god now and her imagination long since flown out of the confines of Divine Abyss. She too wanted to stretch her legs.

“Brother,” Jiang You also asked, “can Qingxuan and I go for a spin in the outside world?”

“Of course! When I refine a greater world and absorb Divine Abyss into the Four True Spirits Plane, that will also mean that I’ve absorbed many lesser worlds and other territories into my realm. The world will be quite exciting then, and you’ll be able to experience the greater universe through a variety of ways!”

Xu Qingxuan and Jiang You were both highly excited by the prospect.

A thought suddenly struck Han Shuang. “You should pay a visit to my home then. There are a lot of beautiful legends there.”

“Alright, we must visit sister-in-law’s then.”

As a celestial-emperor-in-waiting, no one batted an eye that Jiang Chen had multiple wives. All of these women had gone through life and death with him.

Whether it be Dan Fei, Huang’er, or Han Shuang—all of them shared beautiful experiences with Jiang Chen. It was thus only right and proper that they stayed by his side.

At first, a certain degree of assessment filled the group’s eyes when they looked at Han Shuang. But after getting to know each other, they realized that the newcomer had a forthright and generous personality. Happily accepting her as one of their own, Han Shuang also proactively tried to fit in with everyone.

In this regard, the family happily coalesced into a greater whole.

As for Jiang Chen’s followers, their cultivation levels continued to increase thanks to numerous pointers and fortuitous opportunities from their young lord.

He explicitly trusted his people on Divine Abyss. He planned on using them to form the core of his future army. With the Amaranthine Clouddew Tree, he was highly confident that he could raise his old followers to an utmost cultivation level.

He too would create a batch of titled godkings from them, forming the ruling force of his future plane.

Of course, the most important was his own children. He would pour forth all effort and knowledge into them.

He had a son on Divine Abyss, sired with Huang’er. He devoted the same care and resolve to the child that his own father had given to him.

As for his son with Han Shuang, Jiang Chen knew that his father would keep the child by his side as the future sovereign of Taiyuan Plane.

The days trickled by peacefully and pleasantly within Veluriyam Palace.

One thousand years passed.

Two thousand years passed.

Three thousand years passed.

When nine thousand years passed, Jiang Chen finally had a tangible breakthrough on his course of plane refinement. He successfully melded Divine Abyss into the greater world—Four True Spirits Plane.

After another thousand years, three minor worlds voluntarily became part of the plane.

When a total of three hundred thousand years had passed, the Four True Spirits Plane had expanded to very far reaches. There were seventy-two minor worlds under its jurisdiction, three hundred and some territories, and a myriad of mundane planes.

When the count reached six hundred thousand years, Jiang Chen finally reached the apex of his dao. He received the acknowledgement of the heavenly dao and with it, the Four True Spirits Token. With the bestowment of the creation token, he became the legitimate celestial emperor of a plane.

The enthronement of a celestial emperor, the obeisance from all cardinal directions.

Supreme glory flared from the newly-vested plane, stunning the vast reaches of the universe and drawing attention from many neighboring greater worlds.

The rise of a new power naturally resulted in challenges. Faced with all sorts of provocation and suppression, Jiang Chen displayed ferocious strength and wily diplomatic smarts.

One could fight, and one could chat.

Armed with his own power, the four sacred beasts, and the fierce Goldbiter Kingrats, Jiang Chen defeated enemy upon enemy and made conquest upon conquest.

The name of Celestial Emperor Jiang Chen echoed resoundingly through the universe.

As a new faction, the momentum of his rise was finally acknowledged by the rest of the universe in the end. Understanding that this new upstart wasn’t to be stopped, many slowly accepted this new reality.

The rise of a new plane often met with all sorts of setbacks and obstacles. Sometimes, neighboring forces formed a coalition to keep the newcomer down. If the new ruler didn't possess unparalleled resolve and battle strength, they frequently meet with a premature death.

Jiang Chen was plainly not of that sort! Just like the paths he’d taken before, he feared no challenge and in fact, leveraged his stubborn willpower to set firm foundations for his plane.

Though these foundations were intimately intertwined with help from his celestial emperor father and the support of the four sacred beasts, it was he in the end who’d done the most on this path!

When the counter ticked to a million years, Jiang Chen’s Four True Spirits Plane thoroughly stabilized, opening the chapter on his own legends in the three realms.
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OUTTAKE


In the extreme reaches of the wintry north, frost and snow that hadn’t melted in a hundred thousand years threatened to freeze time itself.

A crisp birdcall broke through the desolate void of the cloudy sky. Rainbow light flashed over snowy ground as a mythological luan bird abruptly appeared in the skies. A sighting of this creature indicated peace, and its outward appearance resembled that of a phoenix.

A charming girl perched on top of the luan. She softly patted the bird’s neck. “This is it.”

Excitement brimmed in her eyes and she looked around, seemingly murmuring to herself. “It’s been a hundred thousand years. Has big sis been contemplating dao in such a harshly frigid environment? She’s too ruthless to herself!”

In the far north, a snowy wind bit into the skin like blades, but this girl was dressed in only downy-yellow chiffon. It seemed that there was a halo around her that kept out the elements.

“Hehe, junior brother Mu, are you still refusing to come out?” The girl’s giggles tinkled, and her tone even sweeter.

“Senior sister Hui’er.” A warm voice traveled out from empty space as the sound of cracking earth rustled beneath the snow.

The incredible happened next.

The thick layer of permafrost around the girl slowly broke open, cracks spiderwebbing through the earth.

When they spanned thousands of meters, shoots of young growth appeared within the cracks, stubbornly yearning towards life after countless eons of slumber.

The girl blinked, then swiftly understood. She chuckled. “Junior brother Mu, nice rejuvenation technique you got there. It looks like your powers of creation can awaken even this barren, arctic land. Your cultivation has improved yet again.”

As they conversed, the young shoots grew at a speed visible to the eye, covering the ground with verdant growth over the span of a few breaths.

A young man slowly walked out of the lush undergrowth, as if a wood sprite. The air of divine deliverance wreathed about him, exuding boundless life force.

The passage of a hundred thousand years left no mark on his body. He was precisely the premier genius of the Regal Pill Palace—Mu Gaoqi.

And the girl was his peer, Ling Hui’er.

Countless days had passed, but the two remained the same as they always were.

“Man, look at you. Doing all this as soon as you see me! Are you trying to take me down a peg?”

“Senior sister Hui’er, this younger brother isn’t putting on airs. It’s just that I heard you say senior sister Bi’er’s been meditating here for a hundred thousand years. My hands itched for a second and I wanted to sense senior sister through my divine arts. But alas, I couldn’t perceive her existence! It would seem that senior sister’s cultivation level is much higher than mine!”

Mu Gaoqi sighed, but the joy of reconvening with old friends was written on his face, rather than disappointment.

Ling Hui’er glanced at the man and heaved a long sigh. “A hundred thousand years. Big sis sealed herself in for meditation, and all of you had your own business. Only I pointlessly whiled away the years.”

“What makes you say that, senior sister? Being carefree and forthright, having no care in the world… that is the ultimate state that cultivators strive for. I’m foolish and have always been obsessed with pill and martial dao. How do I in any way measure up to senior sister’s natural and dashing elegance?”

Mu Gaoqi had meant his response as polite pleasantry, but they actually sent Ling Hui’er into contemplation.

No care in the world?

Did she really have no cares in the world?

As the conversation went on, a small blizzard kicked up and gathered strength. The new growth was swiftly covered, as was the cracked earth. All was white between heaven and earth, and the two seemed to have returned to an emptiness of snow and ice.

Ling Hui’er tightened her clothes around her and Mu Gaoqi frowned faintly.

How were they unable to withstand this chilly air, given their cultivation levels? It seemed the very heavens were bearing down disapprovingly.

“What’s going on?”

Bafflement flashed between their eyes as they looked at each other. When they looked around again, an even more mystifying event occurred.

The snowy-white peaks around them rose and fell, a multitude of illusions constantly shifting and morphing into incredulous sights. The past hundred thousand years seem to converge in this instant and blink through reality.

Vast oceans turned into mulberry fields, which then grew into tall mountains. Towering peaks eroded into flat plains, which then materialized villages. Villages evolved into cities, which then fell into ruins. And the ruins slowly decayed into barren wasteland…

A hundred thousand years flew by in front of their eyes.

Suddenly, time stopped. The illusions dancing in front of them halted as well.

Wind gusted and snow swirled again, as if it were all a dream.

It was still a world of ice and frost before them.

In an inconspicuous corner on a peak touching the clouds stood a proud plum blossom flower. It seemed to have just bloomed, or maybe it’d been blooming for a hundred thousand years, bearing witness to the loneliness of passing age and isolation of time.

“Ai!” Ling Hui’er sighed softly. “Big sis still isn’t willing to come out and see us in the end. She hasn’t worked through the knot in her heart yet.”

Mu Gaoqi remained silent. He naturally knew what it was. He tilted his head back to look up into the boundless sky. The towering figure to be found somewhere in the void didn’t only weigh on the Ling sisters’ hearts, but was a legend in his as well.

On his celestial emperor throne outside the void, Jiang Chen’s eyes abruptly opened. His gaze seemed to pierce through the veil of space and rest on the plum blossom flower, blooming all by its lonesome on that high peak.

A wise smile spread across his face. “I fulfill the promise of a lifetime when the plum blossom bloom. Senior sister Bi’er, you’ve spent a hundred thousand years nurturing this patch of unparalleled beauty! How do I possibly deserve this honor?”

With that said, he split open time and space with a casual wave and leapt into the opening…

The End.


AFTERWORD


Dear readers,

Congratulations on reading to the end and thank you for your support! ’Tis your neighborhood etvolare here, and wow, we’ve been on one wild ride!

Sovereign of the Three Realms marked the transition from my career in M&A consulting/corporate finance to sharing Chinese literature with the rest of the world. That’s right! My background is actually in accounting and finance, and you can find more about me at etvolare.com. These days, I'm blessed with readers around the world, guesting on interviews and hosting podcasts, and being asked how to convey the perfect face smack of a maddening young master. This series is where it all started.

When it was updating on Wuxiaworld, readers lovingly dubbed him a Pokemon trainer and labeled his allies the "old men harem". SOTR is also tongue-in-cheekly named the “dao of word count”, of which I’m sure you understand why at this point.

If you want another fantastic read, please check out my post-apocalyptic tomb-raiding xianxia, Necropolis Immortal at https://www.wuxiaworld.com/novel/necropolis-immortal. The world, civilization, and cultivation is in tatters while many hands pull many different strings from the shadows. History, the cultivation system, and the kingdom is a mess -- and that's exactly what the enemies want. Everyone seems to have a different understanding of everything in the world, so... best of luck. I also have a cameo in that series!

Cheers to our adventures with Jiang Chen, and let’s soar into an ever-expanding world of amazing stories!

*cupped fist salute*

etvolare
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