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Departure


In Myriad Abyss Island, seniority mattered. Though Yan Wanjun had seen better days, Imperial Prince Huo and the Rejuvenation Isles couldn’t take him lightly because of that.

Moreover, Jiang Chen’s meteoric rise had propelled the old man back to prominence. That kind of side effect was completely unavoidable.

In front of Yan Wanjun, the imperial prince couldn't take a hardline stance.

Chief Warden Ding transmitted, “Your Highness, Winterdraw Island is already lost. We can’t change that. This Sir Jiang Chen managed to turn the tide of a war in Eternal Divine Nation, then put on a similarly marvelous performance in Martial Divine Nation. Rejuvenation can’t afford to anger someone like that. I think we should give up pursuing this matter. Let us make peace rather than draw trouble for our nation.”

Imperial Prince Huo hadn't considered the warden’s advice before, but he needed to do so now.

After a long while, he laughed wryly before proclaiming, “If Sir Jiang Chen has taken over this place, Rejuvenation is honored by your presence. We are willing to give up all claims here. Still, I have a small request I would like to make.”

“What is it?” As an elder, Yan Wanjun was much more amiable than Jiang Chen. Since Imperial Prince Huo had conceded the point, he found no reason to press the other man.

Whether Rejuvenation had given up Winterdraw or Jiang Chen had taken it, the island had a different owner from now on. The Rejuvenation Isles would no longer have a say in its affairs.

“If Sir Jiang Chen has decided to settle here, we will be neighbors from now on. Rejuvenation would greatly appreciate if the young sir could take care of us if the opportunity arises. We very much enjoy his presence.”

What the prince meant wasn’t hard to understand. Anyone would want help from a powerful neighbor. This was a request to hug Jiang Chen’s thigh.

“Oh, I don’t think that’ll be any trouble.” Yan Wanjun smiled faintly. “Sir Jiang is hardly cold enough to deny reasonable requests. I should mention that unreasonable ones however, will be met with attitude in kind.”

Imperial Prince Huo fearfully affirmed this.

“Alright, your excessive activity out here has made Sir Jiang Chen quite displeased already. You may go.” Yan Wanjun waved a hand.

The imperial prince nodded incessantly. “Yes, yes. I will leave right away. We’ve been disturbing Sir Jiang’s cultivation.”

He signaled to Rejuvenation’s men, who all collectively breathed a sigh of relief before fleeing from the scene as quickly as possible. After finding out Jiang Chen’s identity, they’d never even imagined resisting him. That was practically impossible!

When it came down to a choice between the easy way and the hard way, the latter was essentially suicide.

Yan Wanjun had mixed feelings as he watched Imperial Prince Huo’s retinue depart. He sighed internally. “Here in Myriad Abyss, young Jiang Chen has already become someone unrivaled in his generation. Will little Huang’er really be able to keep up with him?”

However, his thoughts turned for the better. “Thankfully, he is a loyal man. He and Huang’er have known each other since the human domain, and he hasn’t abandoned her despite all the ordeals. The amount of care he’s shown for Huang’er’s parents shows that he truly loves her. One couldn’t ask for a better dao partner.”

He told Jiang Chen about the happenings outside after returning to the island’s interior.

“Rejuvenation has the face to ask me to take care of them?” Jiang Chen sneered. “I faced certain death back then on Winterdraw. These isles are a hive of scum and villainy. I’ve no intention to retaliate for wrongs so far in the past though, I suppose.”

Yan Wanjun roared with laughter. “I knew you’re a generous sort! You wouldn’t stoop to their petty level.”

Jiang Chen’s mouth twitched a little. Instead of confirming this, he asked, “Elder Wanjun, when are you planning to make the trip to House Yan?”

“As soon as possible. Each extra day that Huang’er’s parents are kept in the Boundless Prison represents a great deal of risk. The more I can minimize that, the better.” The mention of his younger son moved Yan Wanjun. He had been furious at his son all those years ago, since his choice of dao partner was the only reason House Xiahou had for its enmity against House Yan.

It was youthful recklessness that had turned the young lady from House Xiahou against his son. The Generation Binding Curse cast upon Huang’er, still in the womb, had been for the same reason.

Though Huang’er’s parents were cast into the Boundless Prison, the Xiahou lady’s fury still didn’t relent against their child. She didn't want the baby girl to grow up with a happy fate.

Now that House Xiahou was no more, Yan Wanjun suddenly felt he owed his younger son far too much.

The betrothal between House Yan and Xiahou had been the result of a joke between seniors, a product of a drunken stupor. His younger son, Yan Qianfan, was naturally extremely displeased at such an incidental decision once he grew up.

He wanted to decide for himself who he would marry.

That was the reason he had fled so desperately from his house. The engagement with the young lady from House Xiahou had been a debt from his elders, ignored with the heady abandon of youth.

Before he left, Yan Wanjun gave Jiang Chen some well-meaning advice.

“Jiang Chen, there is no need to make an enemy of the Rejuvenation Isles–even if you don't want to be their friend. Your goals should be loftier than that. The support of Rejuvenation alone doesn’t amount to much, but unified support from many like it would be considerably weighty in its own right. If you can win over the majority, who in Myriad Abyss will be able to deny your greatness?”

Yan Wanjun wanted only the best for his son’s friend. Jiang Chen smiled ambiguously; he knew the usefulness of popularity quite well. However, Rejuvenation had made such a terrible impression on him back then that he didn't want to excuse them.

After sending Yan Wanjun off, Jiang Chen instructed Lu Che in careful detail, “After I leave, you lot will be responsible for guarding this place. When the formation is active, any non-divine outsiders will be stopped cold. Even gods would find it difficult to break open this restriction in a short period of time.”

Lu Che thumped his chest. “Don’t worry. We’ll take good care of this place.”

They were very excited to receive Jiang Chen’s trust.

After a few cursory preparations, Jiang Chen prepared to return to the human domain through the transportation formation.
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Returning to the Human Domain


He could have instantly gone back to Veluriyam Capital’s six palaces of heritage through his spacetime seal, but chose not to do so. He wanted to familiarize himself with the transportation formation and check its integrity.

More importantly, the Vermilion Bird and Long Xiaoxuan would’ve been forced to stay if he used the spacetime seal.

The six palaces of heritage didn’t permit non-sealholders to enter, unless some secret method was applied to them similar to the primordial golems’ one. There was no need to come up with such a convoluted plan simply to travel.

“Young master Chen, when will we return to Myriad Abyss Island after this? Little White is still cultivating in that mountain. We won’t leave him there, right?” The usually silent Long Xiaoxuan spoke up.

Though he loved to compete with the absent tiger, the beastly duo appreciated each other as rivals. They wouldn’t want anything to happen to each other.

Jiang Chen sighed softly. “The border between the human domain and Myriad Abyss will grow fuzzier in the future. According to my research into Divine Abyss history, the two will slowly become one once again.”

“Oh? Why do you say that?” The Vermilion Bird knew how things had been back in ancient times, so it was rather curious why Jiang Chen was making this claim.

“It’s the sign of the times. No one can change what destiny has decreed.”

At the other end of the formation, Jiang Chen and his friends were back in the human domain once more. His feet landed on the stones of the Celestial Cicada Court once again.

As he strode with confidence upon the earth of his homeland, he felt like he was in another lifetime. It hadn’t been even five years since his departure from this place, and yet it felt like centuries or millennia had passed.

His trip to Myriad Abyss seemed like a dream, illusory and indistinct, but like it’d really happened as well.

Over the past few years, things in the human domain had settled down. The scenery he saw in the Celestial Cicada Court’s territory as he traveled impressed him. Man and beast alike lived in peaceful flourishing.

Jiang Chen felt a painful tug on his heartstrings.

“Will the human domain remain this serene in two or three decades? Will its people be able to enjoy the same tranquility they are now?”

The demonic invasion was only a matter of time.

Whether the human domain could be spared from it depended entirely on whether Jiang Chen could successfully reactivate the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement.

If he could, the human domain would probably be spared from calamity.

However, the strength of the demonic invasion was a factor as well. If the demons came from the other connected domains and territories, the human domain wouldn’t be able to avoid the invasion.

Obviously, that was the worst possibility.

Jiang Chen would never allow something like that to happen.

The young man decided not to disturb the head of the Celestial Cicada Court, Su Huanzhen. Their familiarity and her friendliness would mean he would be kept here for a while. He didn’t want to trouble her with extra work.

Still, Jiang Chen knew he would be a frequent visitor to the place in the future. The locations of the transportation formations were fixed. As one end of the formation, the Celestial Cicada Court would be an important strategic position in the future.

Before he left, he’d already brought calm to the human domain.

The incursion of the Embittered Savage Tribe had been stopped, and the Order of the Wind and Cloud eradicated. The human domain was allowed to rest because Sacred Peafowl Mountain was at its helm.

Though Jiang Chen hadn’t appeared personally for several years, that didn’t lessen the faction’s influence over the rest of the world.

The first thing he did was inform Huang’er, Dan Fei, and his daughter that he was back.

Huang’er and Ling Bi’er had returned to the human domain a step ahead of him. The former was already conducting herself like the young mistress of Sacred Peafowl Mountain.

In this department, Dan Fei was strangely tolerant. In fact, she’d seemingly abdicated her own authority in the matter. After experiencing so many things, the sharp edges in her nature had been largely worn away.

Moreover, she knew that Huang’er and Jiang Chen were the partners that truly shared one love. She loved Jiang Chen dearly, but had only ended up with him through happenstance. His daughter was the bridge that allowed her to connect to him.

Thus, she had always felt somewhat guilty towards Huang’er.

Jiang Chen secretly returned to Sacred Peafowl Mountain without alarming anyone. Only his family greeted him.

He was reunited with the most important people in his life once more. Of course, his closest companions and friends knew of his reappearance as well. The Ling sisters, for example.

Their father Ling Su had been overjoyed at Ling Bi’er’s return to the human domain, since he’d felt culpable for her disappearance. He believed that it had been a failure of his responsibility in fatherhood that had taken her away from him.

Thus, Ling Bi’er’s sudden emergence back into his life excited him tremendously. Ling Hui was ecstatic to rediscover her sister as well.

The great strides Ling Bi’er had taken in cultivation astonished her father and sister. She was far stronger than Palace Head Dan Chi had once been, back at Regal Pill Palace.

Dan Chi himself had been shocked as well. The Regal Pill Palace was still being rebuilt. Though the building was itself complete and improved, it yearned for talent. Many of its original geniuses had died, and though it had taken in new ones, few were worthy of passing on its heritage.

Mu Gaoqi and Shen Trifire were two, and Ling Hui’er added half to that number. Now that Ling Bi’er was back and stronger than ever, Palace Head Dan Chi was almost tempted to pass on his position onto her immediately.

However, Ling Bi’er had no interest in it. She cared only about her family, her sect, and the heritage.

She had kept Jiang Chen’s involvement a secret. Not that she had anything bad to say about him, but she believed she had such a duty of secrecy. Even if his exploits were to spread across the land in the future, she wouldn’t be the one to do so.

Her return strengthened and invigorated Regal Pill Palace all at once. In the human domain, it was coming close to being a first-rate faction.


3


The Attitude of an Empyrean Cultivator


Of course, everyone knew the rise of the Regal Pill Palace had to do with Sacred Peafowl Mountain. It had risen again entirely by borrowing the greater faction’s strength, as well as Jiang Chen’s status there as young lord.

Upon Jiang Chen’s return to Sacred Peafowl Mountain, he discovered that the human domain was much calmer than he imagined.

His greatest worry back at Myriad Abyss had been the outbreak of the demonic invasion. He wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it, given his removed distance.

Thank heavens for the human domain’s extraordinary calmness. Even the criticism from the rabble had quieted down. Having dealt with Pillfire City, the Embittered Savage Tribe, and the Order of Wind and Cloud, the main threats to peace had been eliminated.

There were a number of empyrean experts hidden away from the rest of the domain, whom Jiang Chen had visited before his journey. The benefits and presents he had given them had had considerable effect.

He had gifted them the Way to Grand Ascension to convince them of his righteousness and morals. He wanted them to feel more of a sense of duty to the human domain and recognize his worth.

These hermit experts wisely came to Sacred Peafowl Mountain to meet Jiang Chen upon hearing of his return. The young man was completely different from when he’d left. He had only been a great emperor back then. After weathering Myriad Abyss’ storms, he was growing into the prime of his strength.

After the countless empyrean experts he’d seen in Myriad Abyss, the handful in the human domain somewhat paled in comparison. That didn’t mean they were to be underestimated though.

The Way to Grand Ascension had helped these human domain experts a great deal, and Jiang Chen wanted to unify them under one banner.

Though he wanted to stay a bit longer with his family, he needed to respect the time and greeting cards of these empyreans. He had fought many more far stronger than they in Myriad Abyss, but they nevertheless represented the human domain’s peak strength.

Because of Jiang Chen’s past gifts and displays of ability, these experts showed immense respect to the young lord of Veluriyam.

“Long time no see, young lord Jiang Chen. You seem to be much, much stronger than you once were.” Old Crane was the leading man among these human domain empyrean experts, with a keener eye than most. He instantly noticed the drastic difference in Jiang Chen’s aura compared to years prior.

Liu Yuan and Zhu Yun had grown quite close to Old Crane in this time, becoming his dedicated assistants. The old man’s words piqued their interests. They scrutinized Jiang Chen carefully.

Instead of boasting about his newfound strength, Jiang Chen smiled faintly in reply. “The peace this world has enjoyed is all thanks to your help, fellow daoists. It looks like you’ve benefited from studying the Way to Grand Ascension!”

If they hadn’t, that would throw into question their ability to do much of anything.

“What else could we do, young lord Jiang Chen? We accepted your request. Now that you’ve come back, we old-timers can let out a breath of relief.”

Jiang Chen wasn’t so optimistic. “Old Crane.” He smiled wryly. “Do you think that an age of peace has arrived for the human domain?”

“Ah, I’ve been thinking whether I should retire. I’ve still got a bit of fire left in me, but…” replied the old man.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “It would be a tremendous loss for the human domain if you were to retire back into solitude, Old Crane. Plus, you know so much about empyrean realm and the finer points of cultivation. Don’t you think it a shame for you to simply put all that away? In the age of strife that is to come, everyone is champing at the bit to reveal their strength. You have a lot more to lean on than most!”

“Do you mean to ask my old and decrepit bones to labor a bit longer, young lord Jiang Chen?”

Jiang Chen smiled coolly. “There’s no need to be so humble, sir. Even if the human domain grits its teeth in the wake of such a huge loss, what if the demons end up seeking you out?”

He wasn’t trying to scare the old man. That possibility definitely existed.

If the demonic invasion broke out into full swing, the human domain wouldn’t have an inch of ground anywhere spared.

If the demons knew that a hermit empyrean expert like Old Crane existed, he would be their top priority. In fact, they would likely want to consume his body with their spirit. Demons didn’t much care for consequences with their reckless behavior. Thus, it would be impossible for Old Crane to live quietly for long.

The old man thought about this for a moment before glancing at Jiang Chen thoughtfully.

The young man shrugged nonchalantly. The look from Old Crane didn’t garner much of a response from him. He wasn’t the one at a crossroads here. On the contrary, he didn’t like forcing people into doing anything.

Suddenly, Old Crane chuckled. “You’ve inspired and spurred me to understand and care a bit more about mortal life, young lord Jiang Chen. I suppose I can’t ignore the common folk’s plight. If I did, I would be too ashamed to face my ancestors.”

“Indeed. There will be great suffering in the demons’ wake. We hermit experts should do something about that, yes?”

“Young lord Jiang Chen has sacrificed so much on the human domain’s behalf. How can we drag him down with our actions?”

Old Crane’s sentiments were echoed by the other empyrean experts as well. They uniformly realized that it was no longer the right time to live in seclusion. It was high past time to set aside their lofty pride.

Jiang Chen smiled at the old man’s budging attitude. “If we look upwards to the sky, there is no limit. That’s what my trip to Myriad Abyss taught me. The human domain has fallen behind. If we all close ourselves off out of pride, that will be even more disastrous than the demonic invasion.”

If he’d said this before the trip, it would have been very disrespectful towards Old Crane. After his baptism by fire, however, he stood at a higher vantage point.
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Stunning the Group of Elders


Jiang Chen’s claims were based solidly in fact.

He’d already found a potential solution to the demonic invasion. Though he couldn’t guarantee he would be able to activate the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement, he at least had a working blueprint.

He only needed enough resources to construct the real thing.

That aside, his trip to Myriad Abyss had illuminated to him the bigger picture in Divine Abyss. He finally understood why the demons had been able to invade long ago.

If the deviation of the heavenly axis wasn't corrected and Divine Abyss' coordinates remained exposed, more and more offworld cultivators would discover this place and thereby endanger it.

Because of this, it was more than likely that the demons were only a beginning.

Offworld invaders, especially the scrappy adventurous sort, saw Divine Abyss as a tasty morsel that deserved to be taken advantage of.

Old Crane was a little surprised at Jiang Chen's somber expression. "Young lord Jiang Chen," he ventured, "did your trip to Myriad Abyss inspire you in some way?"

"To tell you the truth, Old Crane, even a second or third rate faction there far outpaces what the human domain can offer. Hoping to match the might of the Ten Divine Nations is entirely out of the question."

It was true. In Myriad Abyss, factions like Warmspring and Rejuvenation could be considered second rate at most, and that was being generous. If they were allowed to set foot in the human domain, they would sweep it with absolute ease.

Jiang Chen was quite familiar with the capabilities of both.

Rejuvenation's Chief Warden Ding and his Winterdraw elites alone would steamroll anything in the human domain. After all, there were no elites here aside from the hermit experts.

The Rejuvenation Isles, on the other hand, had plenty of empyrean cultivators. They weren't all advanced—many weren't even mid—but a group of initial empyrean realm experts alongside a few advanced ones would very likely rampage through the current human domain.

After all, their resources were superior.

The former head of the Order of Wind and Cloud, Xiahou Jing, had only been a young genius who'd lost a power struggle within his house. Yet, he’d been able to make tremendous waves in the human domain's waters with only a group of average subordinates.

That was the critical point. And wasn't the Rejuvenation Isles much superior to a single abandoned scion of House Xiahou?

This alone showed how ahead Myriad Abyss was compared to the human domain.

"Are even second or third rate factions that powerful?" Old Crane began to lose hope when he heard this. Was Myriad Abyss really so insurmountable?

"Yes, Old Crane. The forces of Myriad Abyss are incomprehensibly strong for the current human domain. Furthermore, the wall between the two realms is thinning out. You will witness their strength for yourself before long."

Jiang Chen paused before kindly offering advice. "I think it would be a good idea to work hard at cultivating. Otherwise, when the divide no longer exists one day, you may be left helpless before Myriad Abyss's overwhelming power."

Old Crane cracked a crooked grin. "I hope that day will never come."

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. "Let's all work hard at making ourselves stronger, eh?"

He was a bit saddened internally. The human domain's dereliction wasn't the result of a single day.

At the conclusion of the demon-sealing war, the various sects and factions' men and resources were spent. That ancient war had wreaked too much destruction on the human domain. Spirit veins and other cultivational necessities had been depleted to the point of exhaustion.

This was one of the many reasons why various factions had felt that the human domain wouldn't be able to recover in a short time in the post-war years.

Under these circumstances, the human domain had gradually declined for two to three hundred thousand years to its current state. Myriad Abyss Island, on the other hand, had carried an aura of mystique from the start.

The Ten Divine Nations' careful maintenance had drawn the plethora of deserters to settle there, eventually flourishing into its current state.

Old Crane and his peers were flabbergasted. They’d noticed a significant difference between the past Jiang Chen and the current young lord. The old Jiang Chen had sufficient poise, but not nearly as latent authority in his words as he did now.

Was the change affected by experience alone?

No, Old Crane realized that couldn't be right. There was something he couldn't put his finger on quite yet.

Suddenly, his eyes moved with astonishment. "Young lord Jiang Chen! Your cultivation has increased a great deal, has it not? If I may ask, what frightening level is your cultivation at now?"

Jiang Chen didn't see a reason to conceal it. "Perhaps I will have the chance to break through to fifth level empyrean soon," he stated matter-of-factly.

The countless fights he'd taken part in back in Myriad Abyss had honed him through trial. In particular, his martial intuition had been enriched significantly.

The mouths of the hermit experts were uniformly agape with shock. After a long period of stunned silence, they traded questioning looks with each other. Had they misheard?

Break through to fifth level empyrean realm?

Aside from Old Crane, none of the others here were at that level. Jiang Chen was incredibly young! How could they remotely compare to his talent?

Old Crane exhaled, then applauded with booming laughter. "Wonderful, wonderful! The birth of such a legendary genius in the human domain marks a new era for us. My friends, we may be witnessing history in the making. Truly, a veritable miracle!"

The other empyrean experts nodded in agreement. Their gazes now radiated a real admiration that hadn't been there before.

Jiang Chen was no mere pill dao legend or ruler of the human domain. If those were his only claims to fame, the empyrean experts would give him courtesy, not deference.

No, they revered him now for being both honorable and talented. Authority was insufficient on its own; crushing strength was much more convincing!
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Summoning the Heroes


Before Jiang Chen had gone to Myriad Abyss, he’d been on equal footing with the empyrean experts in the human domain. Now, especially after this meeting, he’d assumed the leading role.

The hermit experts could all tell that Jiang Chen was no longer the young genius they could dominate. To put it bluntly, all of them combined wouldn’t rival the young man.

They’d also heard about the formidable vermilion bird and true dragon accompanying Jiang Chen. There was also a white tiger whose whereabouts was unknown.

None of them were entities the recluse experts could challenge.

Moreover, they owed Jiang Chen a debt for gifting them The Way to Grand Ascension. It’d boosted their cultivation and helped them overcome long-suffering bottlenecks.

That alone was enough to stop them from turning on him, or they’d be repaying kindness with malice. Not everyone in the martial dao world walked the righteous path, but most of the time people didn’t actively stray from it.

Once the empyrean experts had left, Jiang Chen sent for Cloudsoar Monarch, who’d been defending Sacred Peafowl Mountain.

Cloudsoar Monarch had ascended to great emperor.

Before Jiang Chen left Myriad Abyss, he’d made the necessary arrangements, including leaving behind many Emperor Ascension and Emperor Supremacy Pills.

In the martial dao world, resources were the key to success. With enough resources, making progress was a guarantee.

As a result, Veluriyam Capital had remained orderly and even grown significantly stronger after Jiang Chen’s long absence, surpassing its past self during Emperor Peafowl’s rule. No one dared stir up any trouble.

The reason was simple. Jiang Chen had ruled with both kindness and an iron grip from Sacred Peafowl Mountain. No one was capable of or willing to start anything.

“Pass down my summons, Cloudsoar,” Jiang Chen commanded. “Summon every cultivator above great emperor in the capital.”

There were now a good number of great emperors in Veluriyam’s territory, unlike its previous past of being ruled by just a few. In fact, there were even more than a scattering of empyrean cultivators in Sacred Peafowl Mountain now.

Emperors Peerless and Wellspring had both reached to empyrean realm before Jiang Chen departed for Myriad Abyss. They’d made good progress since then and ascended to second level empyrean.

The others were at half-step empyrean and needed a push to ascend, Emperor Sabledeep being an example.

He’d once been turned to the dark side by the Order of Wind and Cloud. Then Emperor Peerless and the others had persuaded him to join Sacred Peafowl Mountain, earning Jiang Chen’s forgiveness.

However, there weren’t any cultivators blessed by the heaven in the human domain. It was next to impossible for them to ascend to empyrean on their own, which was why Emperor Sabledeep was stuck at half-step empyrean.

There were many others stuck at the same stage as him, including the sect heads of the Eight Upper Regions.

Upon receiving Jiang Chen’s order, they made their way to Scared Peafowl Mountain as quickly as they could. Forefather Embittered Bamboo of the Embittered Savage Tribe came as well.

After surrendering to Jiang Chen, he’d been wallowing in a life of despair in Veluriyam Capital. Only after Jiang Chen gave him the first half of Grand Ascension did he recover his spirits.

He’d been keeping a very low profile over the years. Although losing to the human still left a bitter taste in his mouth, the feeling slowly faded as he cultivated with the Grand Ascension.

He was surprised when he heard about Jiang Chen’s return to the human domain, even more so by the fact that the young lord had sent for him. He was rather conflicted.

He’d been brought to Veluriyam Capital as a captive and had never entered the core region of Sacred Peafowl Mountain due to Jiang Chen’s lingering distrust. But now, there was a direct summon for him!

What did that mean? Had Jiang Chen’s test for him come to an end? Had he earned the young man’s trust? Or had the young lord grown to the point that he didn’t need to be wary of the forefather? Had Jiang Chen reached such heights that he could overlook the forefather as a threat?

No matter what the truth was, it made Forefather Embittered Bamboo nervous and conflicted. Would the young lord be willing to give him the other half of the Grand Ascension?

Jiang Chen had sent for Forefather Embittered Bamboo on purpose. He’d decided to talk to the forefather before everyone else.

As the head of the Embittered Savage Tribe, the forefather possessed a strength and qualities that were rare to the human domain.

Previously, Old Crane had been the strongest in the domain, but he’d led a nomad life and didn’t care much about the happenings in the world.

On the contrary, Forefather Embittered Bamboo cared greatly about the fate of his tribe.

Jiang Chen appreciated characters like the forefather more. The latter was competent and willing to toil for his people.

The alien forefather entered the secret realm of the mountain with his heart pounding.

“There you are, Embittered Bamboo.” Jiang Chen walked out from the woods with a faint and genteel smile. There was an inherent grace and presence of superiority about him. Even the forefather was transfixed for a brief moment.

“Three days can change a scholar. During the years of your absence, you’ve become a different person, young master Jiang Chen. You’ve evolved and are destined for greatness!” The forefather’s tone was conflicted. He was both resigned to his own fate and shocked by Jiang Chen’s transformation.

He was a hair more observant and powerful than Elder He, so he could tell the changes in Jiang Chen with his first glance. The young lord could now defeat him head-on.

Forefather Embittered Bamboo was at the peak of sixth level empyrean. He’d been continuously trying and failing to push through to advanced empyrean realm.

Jiang Chen had reached fifth level, and wouldn’t stop there. He also possessed qualities the forefather didn’t. Given his ability and presence, he could absolutely beat the forefather in a duel. After all, he’d fought even gods before.
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The Reason for Mercy


“Have a seat, Embittered Bamboo.” Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “It seems that you’ve made good progress in understanding the Way to Grand Ascension. You’re half a step from reaching advanced empyrean realm, aren’t you? Do you know why you’re having trouble making the breakthrough to seventh level?”

Forefather Embittered Bamboo sighed dejectedly. “I don’t know. Perhaps that’s just written in my destiny.”

“Wrong!” Jiang Chen shook his head with a smile. “There’s a tradition of changing one’s fate in the martial dao world. While some are more fortunate than others, all cultivators who are truly on track to greatness possess the courage to forge their own path despite what their fate entails. You, Embittered Bamboo, are not the unlucky sort. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have spared you in our fight. Wouldn’t it have been less risky for me to eliminate you then and there?”

The forefather paused. “Didn’t you spare me so that you can enslave me?”

Jiang Chen snorted. “Enslave you?”

He shook his head and, in lieu of an explanation, waved his hand in the air. A good number of items shining with strange glow emerged out of the blue, covering the table before him.

“Are… are these empyrean decrees?” The forefather widened his eyes. “So many of them. You...”

“These are merely part of what I’ve gained. I have many more decrees. Do you still think I need to keep you around as a slave?”

Embittered Bamboo stared at the table owlishly, unable to utter a word. He felt lightheaded. He’d thought Jiang Chen only spared him to serve, but that didn’t seem to be the case anymore.

“Jiang Chen… young lord Jiang Chen, I’ve been blinded by my own biases,” he said hesitantly. “It seems more blood has been shed during your time in Myriad Abyss than I expected.”

“I’ve fought and killed a good number of empyrean cultivators, many of whom were ahead of you in cultivation. Do you know why I killed them without hesitation, but spared you at the time?”

“I don’t.” Embittered Bamboo pulled a long face. He truly had no clue. The young man was too enigmatic for him to understand.

“It’s simple.” Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “I encountered more than a hundred cultivators who are more powerful than you are in Myriad Abyss, and there are many more than that there. However, a lot of them can’t rival you in inherent presence due to the circumstances under which they cultivate.

“They’re more powerful simply by virtue of being in Myriad Abyss, which is conducive to their cultivation. If they’d been cultivating in your tribe or the human domain, they wouldn’t have reached your height. Moreover, they live to leech off their sects and other experts. They don’t have their agency like you do. If I kill you, I’ll be eliminating the hope for the Embittered Savage Tribe for the next thousands of years. I couldn’t find it in myself to do that.”

“You couldn’t?” Embittered Bamboo couldn’t believe his ears. “My tribe has always been the biggest threat to the human race. It defies logic that you would opt not to exterminate all of us.”

Jiang Chen smiled lazily. He wasn’t as short-sighted as the other seniors of the human race.

Other heavyweights in the human domain might believe that the Embittered Savage Tribe had to be rooted out while they were at their most vulnerable, but Jiang Chen disagreed.

The human race wasn’t his only consideration. His perspective was broader.

On a smaller scale, the tribe could keep the human race on its guard, preventing them from growing complacent. On a larger scale, the tribe would be part of the resistance against demons when they struck.

The conflict between the human race and the Embittered Bamboo Tribe existed within the Divine Abyss Continent. However, once the demons rose, they’d threaten all existence on the continent. If they were left unchecked, all races would become their slaves with no hope of liberation.

Of course, Jiang Chen wasn’t going to spell everything out for the forefather.

He smiled slightly. “Your tribe is merely a small, harmless ailment for the human race. The real fatal threat comes from the demonic race. They are a plague that will make the entire continent a living hell once it spreads. You don’t need me to tell you that, do you?”

Embittered Bamboo was silent for a long moment. He sighed, hit by a faint sense of loss.

“Young Master Jiang Chen is far more forward thinking than I could imagine. We old ones have learned nothing during our long years of existence.” He sounded ashamed.

“Embittered Bamboo, I plan to let you go after some time and send you to make a round through the territories around the human domain, finding out what exactly is happening in the different domains on the continent. It’s said that the continent is occupied by different races, their territories divided by boundary steles. I want you to know the exact scale of the continent.”

Embittered Bamboo smiled wryly. “The boundary steles have divided the continent since the beginning of time. I don’t know how big it is, either. However, the steles have been growing unstable in recent years. Perhaps it is true that the continent is going to face an important turning point.”

The growing instability of the steles signified an upcoming war.

Jiang Chen sighed softly and stared at the forefather. “I just want to know if I can trust you.”

“Why bother asking?” Embittered Bamboo laughed ruefully. “My life is in your hands. Don’t you already know the answer?”

“That only means I can threaten you with death. You may not be truly loyal to me, and you may not do your best when I assign you a task.”

“So what?” the forefather asked coolly.

“Again, if you make the smart decision, I’ll give you more than you expected. If you decide to be my enemy, I can easily destroy you.”

“I can’t afford to be your enemy anymore,” Embittered Bamboo responded in a wry tone. “I’m willing to work with you on one condition. You mustn’t humiliate me out of malice and use me as a pawn.”

“I don’t need a pawn. I need a hot-blooded man who’s willing to fight for his kind. Embittered Bamboo, are you willing to fight for your tribe? Do you have the conviction and courage to risk your life fighting the demons and refuse to be their slaves?”

“Demons?” Embittered Bamboo cracked a feral grin. “Demons may be formidable, but the one thing the Embittered Savage Tribe doesn’t lack is the will to fight! As long as I live, the demons will never enslave my people!”
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Obvious Improvement


There was steely resolution in Forefather Embittered Bamboo's tone. Through it, Jiang Chen heard his sincerity.

"Now you understand why I didn't kill you," the young man laughed in applause. Saying this, he placed a jade slip and a pill bottle upon the table.

"The jade slip contains the latter half of the Way to Grand Ascension. The pill within the bottle is the Crowning Ascension Pill. It will grant you a free level within empyrean realm. I see that you're not far from seventh level empyrean, so you don't necessarily have to use it right away. You can wait until after your breakthrough to advanced empyrean."

There was no need to elaborate on the Crowning Empyrean Pill's benefits.

Forefather Embittered Bamboo had no conceivable response to Jiang Chen's gifts. He hadn't imagined such incredible generosity in his wildest dreams.

The young man found the savage's helpless attitude mildly amusing. No one could remain calm before such attractive prizes.

“Don’t get complacent, Embittered Bamboo. I’m giving you these things, but I have many methods of taking them back with interest. I told you already that I’m not after your enslavement. I hope that one day, when the demons invade, there will be another group willing to declare war against them. Have you that courage?”

The forefather immediately turned incredibly resolute. “The demons, young lord Jiang Chen? I can’t promise anything else, but I will spearhead an attack against them without fail!”

“Is that so? Well, that’s not quite necessary yet. Your job is to return and unify the Embittered Savage Tribe, then get a better understanding of things from the surrounding territories. How are the other tribes around you faring? Knowledge is the first step of victory, and we have precious little of it.” Jiang Chen sighed.

Under ordinary circumstances, he wouldn’t have given Forefather Embittered Bamboo these things. But extraordinary times called for drastic measures. As long as his goals were advanced, Jiang Chen didn't care about the price.

He could’ve kept Embittered Bamboo down, but he wanted the old expert to wholeheartedly work for him. The forefather was definitely more capable than someone like Old Crane.

Embittered Bamboo lacked Old Crane and his comrades’ craftiness. People who were too calculating were destined to waver. There was no decisiveness to be found in their actions.

“Stay at Veluriyam for now, Embittered Bamboo. I need you to put on a show. Though Sacred Peafowl Mountain currently reigns supreme in the human domain, there may be factions in the Upper Eight Regions who don't understand the trend of the times. I would like to make use of your show of support to keep them in line. They should put away their selfish inclinations in light of the human domain’s difficult situation. Otherwise, they have more than enough ability to be a detriment when the outbreak happens.”

Jiang Chen had never believed the Upper Eight Regions capable of resisting the demons. Demons were extremely powerful beings, and the factions had nothing that could stand against them.

In fact, he was much more worried about potential betrayal due to weak wills. They might very well join up with the demons and become willing puppets—or worse, take the demon bloodline. In any case, he didn't want to see race traitors.

Embittered Bamboo became thoughtful. “Don’t worry.” He nodded. “I know what to do.”

“Alright. You may go for now. Wait for my summons.”

The savage forefather was thoroughly won over by Jiang Chen’s mixture of compulsion and volition. Though he knew this was also part of the young man’s manipulation, what could he do?

There was no conspiracy. Jiang Chen’s intentions were bare for all to see!

Could he refuse the Way to Grand Ascension or the Crowning Empyrean Pill?

Clearly not!

The empyrean decrees the young man was able to produce offhandedly also made his heart race. The meaning behind them was too scary to contemplate.

How many empyrean experts had he slain to obtain this many?

Mo Wushuang arrived as soon as Embittered Bamboo left. Booming laughter rushed in from a distance. “Brother, you’re finally back. I’ve missed you!”

The man was in a good mood after breaking through to second level empyrean realm. He had cultivated with great fervor these past few years, far more diligent than he had ever been in the past.

Wellspring was with him. A great emperor no more, but a second level empyrean expert as well.

The Jiao brothers were close behind.

They weren’t as high as Mo Wushuang and Jingzhong Hui—first level empyrean, to be precise. They hadn’t obtained drops of kunpeng blood, but empyrean decrees instead.

Refining said decrees had been enough to allow them to break through to empyrean realm, though with significant limitations. However, the Jiao brothers’ former talents and positions made them quite pleased to be where they were today.

They knew they couldn't possibly compare to Peerless and Wellspring. Among the six wandering cultivator giants of yesteryear, even Sabledeep was only half-step empyrean realm.

That comparison alone satisfied the brothers to no end. Regardless of what Sabledeep’s future prospects were, at least they were much better off right now. More importantly, their status in the world was a cut above the other wandering great emperors as well.

Jiang Chen felt a surge of familiarity when he saw all the old faces around him.

“Old Brother Mo, Old Brother Jingzhong, Jiao Yun, Jiao Feng! Looks like none of you slacked off during the years we’ve been apart! Well done, well done!” He was pleased with their progress.

The four men sensed the drastic change that had taken place in their young lord as soon as they came in. Mo Wushuang had always been the closest to Jiang Chen, and was consequently the most comfortable with speaking to him.

“Brother.” His eyes studied Jiang Chen rapidly. “Your sister-in-law’s been telling me all about how different you would be when you came back. We’ve been trying to guess at what level your cultivation has reached. It looks like her eyes are keener than my own.”

“Oh? What did she say?” Jiang Chen recalled that Mo Wushuang’s dao partner was Madam Yun.

“Well, she said that perhaps your cultivation will have surpassed mine.” Mo Wushuang sighed with some embarrassment. “Some people say that women tend to be foolish, but it seems that I am the foolish one today.”

Jiang Chen smiled wryly. “What was your guess, then, Old Brother Mo?”

“I guessed you would’ve reached empyrean realm, but she said you might’ve gotten to mid empyrean already. She’s right, isn’t she?”
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The Incredible Sir Ji San


Naturally, Madame Yun was far less proficient in martial dao than Mo Wushuang, but that was exactly why she could make such bold predictions free from the restraints of logic.

Mo Wushuang rooted all of his speculations in logic, which limited his imagination. As a result, he never foresaw that Jiang Chen’s cultivation would progress so quickly, ascending from great emperor to mid empyrean in only a few years.

It didn’t seem at all plausible, but nothing was impossible when it came to Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen called Mo Wushuang his brother, which showed his appreciation for the man. Mo Wushuang was dependable like Forefather Embittered Bamboo was. That was why he had always been generous with Mo Wushuang, prioritizing the expert whenever he had something good to share. That hadn’t changed.

The Grand Ascension and a Crowning Empyrean Pill were of course gifted to Mo Wushuang. On top of that, Jiang Chen also gave him five empyrean decrees, two of which were mid empyrean decrees for future use.

Mo Wushuang would one day build his own faction and gather his own confidantes. The empyrean decrees would be the best tools to win people over.

In comparison, Wellspring and the Jiao brothers of Mt. Huai didn’t receive any empyrean decrees, but Jiang Chen wasn’t going to let them know that.

Still, they were given a Crowning Empyrean Pill and The Grand Ascension. Jiang Chen also gifted them each a weapon he’d looted from his enemies. He’d fought and killed many empyrean experts, which yielded him a good number of empyrean items and even a few demigod ones.

Mo Wushuang received a demigod level longsword, which he took an instant liking to.

The four men were the highest level cultivators in Sacred Peafowl Mountain at the moment. The resources they received would further push them forward, which was what Jiang Chen wanted.

Right after that, Cloudsoar Monarch reported back. “Young lord, every great emperor in Veluriyam Capital has gathered here and is awaiting your summons.”

Jiang Chen clasped his hands and laughed. “Great! Let me see for myself how much the capital has progressed during my absence.”

He was in a fabulous mood.

As expected, many more great emperors had emerged, amounting to more than a few hundred.

It wasn’t that impressive compared to Myriad Abyss, but before his time, there had only been seven or eight great emperors. Now, after only a few years, the number had jumped by a great margin, a highly pleasing development especially since many of them were young cultivators. It meant that the capital had indeed grown qualitatively more powerful under his rule.

The older cultivators such as Emperors Coiling Dragon and Void had both reached half-step empyrean like Emperor Sabledeep, which made it clear how good a cultivating environment Jiang Chen had created for them.

Youths from each major faction were on the rise as well, which Jiang Chen was glad to see. He was especially thrilled that young master Ji San had emerged again with a cultivation close to reaching peak great emperor, soon to catch up with Coiling Dragon.

He was a step from ascending to empyrean. Even better, he was likely to make the breakthrough on his own without any outside help.

The dragon blood essence had stimulated Ji San’s true dragon bloodline, which helped restore his heritage memory and stimulated ancestral characteristics to manifest in him. His dragon bloodline had grown significantly more potent.

“I didn’t judge you wrongly, Brother Ji. You are indeed the pride of true dragon descendants. I believe you’ll be a shining star in the human domain one day.”

The one most pleased with Ji San’s outstanding performance was Emperor Coiling Dragon. His family had started out as a mere clan, and only developed into a great emperor faction in recent years.

Some factions in Veluriyam Capital still disapproved of the Coiling Dragon faction, thinking they were on equal footing with other great emperor factions only because of Jiang Chen’s favorable treatment. They believed the clan owed all its success to its good fortune and were very jealous.

However, ever since Ji San returned from his journey, he’d proven himself to the entire capital with his cultivation and character. Even those who were jealous had to admit the young man was on track to great success.

People had to be assessed with new eyes after a period of change. There was no denying that Ji San had earned his spot under the limelight.

Ji San was thrilled to be complimented by Jiang Chen. There was a time when the two of them called each other brother. Jiang Chen had helped him greatly during his rise to success.

“Young lord Chen, the best thing that has ever happened to me is you,” Ji San said passionately. “We used to call each other brother, but you were more like a master to me.”

Ji San wasn’t going to keep calling Jiang Chen brother. There was too wide a gap between their status now.

Even Emperor Coiling Dragon called himself Jiang Chen’s subordinate. Despite Ji San’s usual disregard for formalities, he was going to address Jiang Chen with the utmost respect when powerful experts like Coiling Dragon deferred to Jiang Chen. The young master would only be attracting disapproval if he addressed Jiang Chen like they were equals.

Jiang Chen could read Ji San’s thought from his excited expression. He smiled and patted Ji San on the shoulder. “Keep up the good work. You haven’t reached your limit yet. Don’t ever grow complacent. Remember, the true dragon bloodline is one of the most powerful bloodlines in the world.”

As Jiang Chen’s old friend, Ji San was of course going to receive his share of resources as well, but this wasn’t yet the time to give out rewards. Jiang Chen patted his shoulder again and they shook hands.

That simple gesture was enough to make the other factions envious. Jiang Chen treated Ji San better than he did all of them.
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A Blow to the Head


Coiling Dragon was immensely contented by the sight of Jiang Chen greeting and encouraging Ji San alone. Veluriyam Capital had many great emperor factions, but Coiling Dragon was the only one to receive special interest.

The young lord had chosen to converse with Ji San before everybody else. The brotherhood and bond formed through thick and thin was paying off.

The Coiling Dragon clan had transformed from a failing clan into a faction headed by a great emperor. Furthermore, their bloodline and ancestral memories gave them tremendous potential. For them, the sky was the limit.

Emperor Petalpluck’s faction felt the worst about its current position.

Petalpluck himself was rather upset and sorry. Once upon a time, he had been inferior only to Emperor Peafowl, almost the rival of Emperor Shura.

Alas, his personality and character affected his value in Jiang Chen’s eyes. Because he hadn’t wanted to anger either party, Jiang Chen ultimately ended up leaving him be.

Now, the situation in Veluriyam was vastly different. Several people, including Mo Wushuang, had attained empyrean realm. Meanwhile, some of the other factions that were once below him were in the process of outshining him.

Compared to them, Petalpluck’s faction was becoming more unnoticeable by the day. But what else could he do?

Veluriyam Capital was a lot stronger than in the past, undeniably so. If Emperor Peafowl were to see Veluriyam Capital now, he would be equally as astonished by the changes.

Jiang Chen looked around at all the surrounding faces, a smile apparent on his face. “You’ve worked hard these past few years, gentlemen. I see tangible improvement in many of you. However, this amount of progress isn’t enough.”

Not enough?

Everyone was taken aback at this.

“You must be wondering why I said that despite your increases in strength.” Jiang Chen’s voice was even.

“I couldn’t openly talk about much of this before, but we’re at the point where I must, regardless of consequences. Evidence from all over shows that the demons shaking free from their ancient chains is only a matter of time. If the races of Divine Abyss were united in the war effort against them, we would retain a good chance at victory.

“Unfortunately, boundary steles were erected after the ancient demon-sealing war for the sake of everyone’s self-preservation, which limited the intermingling of different races. As an obvious consequence, Divine Abyss’ strength as a whole has decreased since then. I can’t understand why this foolishness was allowed to persist for so long. Imagine, my friends: if the demonic invasion were to occur a decade from now, how would the human domain defend itself?”

Jiang Chen had never openly spoken about the demons before now. The most he had done was tangentially mention them in passing. Now, he intended to sound the alarm.

Time was against them.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, is it really impossible to stop the demonic invasion?” someone couldn’t resist asking.

“Yes. I believe it to be inevitable. Moreover, it is impossible for us in the human domain to improve ourselves to a degree that we can fend them off.” Jiang Chen’s tone was very firm.

Impossible? Everyone felt their blood chill. Indescribable fear filled their hearts.

The young man lightened the mood when he saw his audience’s pale faces. “Of course, that doesn’t mean we can only wait for our deaths. I made a trip a few years ago. Many don’t know where I went, but I see no reason to hide it. Yes, I went to Myriad Abyss Island.

“The demons aside, even Myriad Abyss is stronger than the human domain by ten times over. If Myriad Abyss were to stand against the demons alone, it would need to be several times stronger still.”

This was a very straightforward and visceral comparison.

No one found the name ‘Myriad Abyss Island’ unfamiliar. They all knew that it was a place very far from Divine Abyss, but technically still part of this continent.

Moreover, there were many rumors about the origins of the cultivators there. The most popular one was that of deserters from the ancient demon-sealing war looting the majority of the resources and tomes they could find, pilfering the human domain’s wealth.

Still, this was the first time they heard anything remotely factual about the place. Before Jiang Chen, Myriad Abyss Island was a total unknown for the human domain. The only thing anyone had to go off of was legend and rumor.

“Many versions of the story about Myriad Abyss exist. I do have one thing to say, however. The origins of those who reside there aren’t nearly as despicable as you imagine. Though most are indeed descended from deserters, its rulers are in fact heroic defenders of Divine Abyss Continent’s safety.”

Jiang Chen sighed softly. Clearly, he had strong feelings about the misunderstandings surrounding the Ten Divine Nations’ sacrifices and contributions. He liked Divine Abyss Continent much more now.

Though this place wasn't nearly as strong as the heavenly planes he’d once lived in, the efforts of the noble men and women that fought on behalf of their homeland were respectable indeed.

Strength wasn't a necessary characteristic for admiration.

“Young lord Jiang Chen.” Coiling Dragon suddenly spoke up. “Myriad Abyss has always been a very mysterious place. You must have seen some pretty amazing new sights on your trip. Why not share with us how strong the experts are over there?”

“How strong the experts are?” Jiang Chen sighed softly. “The strongest can sweep the human domain clean by themselves.”

“What? By themselves? Against the entire human domain? How could that be? Are they gods, then?” Everyone was astounded by this revelation.

“Yes, they are. Gods, in the plural.” Jiang Chen smiled faintly.

All ten of the sacred lands were safeguarded by a god. Moreover, many first rate factions in the nations—House Xiahou, for example—was the same.

These were the countable ones. Secluded divines were not included in the tally.

Myriad Abyss Island definitely had its fair share of gods in general. The places Jiang Chen had visited on his trip there had been few and far between. Even so, they’d left a very strong impression on him. The human domain simply couldn’t compare.

Gods!

This piece of information was a blow to head of the cultivators in the human domain.
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The Strongest Warning


“If Myriad Abyss has multiple gods, young lord, isn’t that enough to defeat the demons?” someone couldn’t help but ask.

To these cultivators, gods were practically omnipotent. If they existed, why couldn’t they win against the demons?

Why was the young lord saying that Myriad Abyss needed to be several times stronger demons on even footing?

Were demons really that scary?

Jiang Chen became somber. “Sometimes,” he said quietly, “a war isn’t decided on the basis of raw strength alone. If that was the case, the Divine Abyss Continent of eld was far stronger than the demons. Why did the demons end up ravaging the continent regardless?”

This was an excellent question.

The demons had been reasonably numerous in the ancient times, true, and had a sizable number of puppets to boot. However, compared to the natives here, they were perhaps only a third as strong.

Demons held the advantage in their race and blood.

The forces of Divine Abyss had been a pile of loose sand. They were conquered after being divided, unable to come together as a unified whole.

When they realized the necessity of uniting, they were already entirely separated. That meant they could only fend for themselves. Even cooperation on a smaller scale wasn’t much good against the ferocious demons.

That was why the races had suffered significant losses after struggling to seal away the demons in the end. Many sects were destroyed entirely.

The greatest mistake the continent had made was not immediately unifying at the start of the threat. They could’ve used their numbers advantage to utterly crush the invaders.

“Old Brother Mo, why don’t you elaborate?” Jiang Chen looked toward his old friend.

Mo Wushuang knew what the young man wanted to convey. “I don’t know much about demons.” He nodded. “But many books record their strength. Their myriad varieties have equally many different tricks. As a result, they’re extremely difficult to deal with.

“We must stand united if we are to fend them off. Without unity, we can do nothing. That’s not just an empty phrase! I think that in ancient times, the successful sealing away of the demons was due to the spirit of sacrifice.

“Every tribe and sect put down their differences and selfish intentions in the end, pouring themselves into the war effort against the demons. Many great men performed equally amazing deeds, giving us the long period of peace until today.

“Alas, it seems that we have not much longer to enjoy it. If we can’t deal with the demons ourselves, every race here on Divine Abyss will be enslaved by the demons. Once they control a territory, there’s no possibility of turning the tables then!”

Some of Mo Wushuang’s words had been instructed by Jiang Chen beforehand.

Veluriyam’s young lord nodded. “You’re right. Any territory the demons take is as good as irrecoverable, unless some traveling master decides to liberate his home with his own strength. Otherwise, such a change cannot be reversed. In fact, it might become a breeding ground for more demons in the end.”

Jiang Chen glanced at Forefather Embittered Bamboo. “You are the forefather of an alien tribe, Embittered Bamboo. What do you think about the demons?”

The old savage was prepared. “I agree with Daoist Wushuang’s point of view. We must stand together to fight the demons. Honestly, we savages only fight over territory and resources. The demons, on the other hand… that’s a matter of species survival. The Embittered Savage Tribe will not give an inch in this matter.”

Jiang Chen slapped his thigh. “Well said, Embittered Bamboo. For having said that, I can let you go back to your tribe right now and gather it together. You should also investigate the races surrounding your own territory to see how they’re doing. Do you dare take on that job?”

“I can go home? I’m free?” Embittered Bamboo’s eyes lit up.

“If you manage your assigned task, what reason have I to withhold your freedom?”

The old savage was overjoyed. “Wonderful! The races of Divine Abyss have a natural responsibility to fight against the demons. The Embittered Savage Tribe will never be their slaves, even unto our deaths. No matter the difficulty associated with all of this, far be it from me to refuse!”

Jiang Chen was well satisfied with this answer. “Ambitiously said! You may return to your people. Don’t let me down!”

“My life is in your hands. You can count on it.” Forefather Embittered Bamboo gave the young man all due respect.

“I’ll wait for your good news then.” Jiang Chen waved.

Everyone else was stunned when they saw the forefather walk out. Was Jiang Chen going to let him go that easily?

What if he came back to hurt the human domain?

Jiang Chen was completely at ease as he swept his eyes across his subordinates’ faces. “Gentlemen, I’m guessing many of you are feeling lost and pessimistic right now. You may have no idea what to do from here. Still, I must cruelly break the news to you that our days of peace are about to be over. The seal on the demons is in the process of disintegrating. Maybe that will be in twenty or thirty years. Maybe it will take less than ten. Who knows?”

“Young lord, when the demonic invasion happens… how can the weak human domain stand up against the demons? Will Myriad Abyss Island really cross the great sea to come fight them? They didn’t dare resist in ancient times, so how can we expect them to have changed?”

This was said by someone who had hopes for Myriad Abyss, but thought them unrealistic.

“Why rely on someone else when you can rely on yourself?” Jiang Chen shook his head disapprovingly. “Myriad Abyss has its own part to play in the war.”

“Its own part?” Mo Wushuang blinked. “What is it, if I may ask?”

“Simple.” Jiang Chen sighed softly. “Haven’t you wondered how the demons were able to get to Divine Abyss in the first place?”

“How?”

“What, it wasn’t just coincidence?”

Jiang Chen smiled coolly. “Coincidence? That’s far too simple. Every plane has an orbit and axis. Usually, it’s difficult to get from one plane to another… unless there’s a problem with the heavenly axis that happens to expose that plane’s coordinates. So it was with Divine Abyss Continent—the deviation of the axis has revealed us to offworld adventurers, who have taken the opportunity to attempt to plunder us.”

This particular piece of information completely turned the relatively ignorant crowd’s worldview upside down.

The heavenly axis? Planar coordinates?

These concepts sounded too distant from them, and yet strangely accessible.

If the demons came in because of the deviation in the heavenly axis, that meant stronger bandits from different planes could venture in as well!
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The Interchange of Rise and Decline


Everyone in attendance tensed.

They’d been slow on the uptake, but it now dawned what it would mean to the Divine Abyss Continent for its coordinates to be exposed—in addition to demons, there could easily be invaders of other races.

Emperor Coiling Dragon inhaled deeply. “Young lord, since the coordinates of our plane have been exposed already, why haven’t there been any powerful invaders since the demons?”

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “Why do you think?”

Coiling Dragon thought for a while and blurted out, “Can it be that Myriad Abyss has been guarding the continent?”

“The ten sacred lands, to be exact. During the ancient demonic invasion, each of the sects fighting in the war sent part of their forces to Myriad Abyss with their heritage and established the ten sacred lands. They have been defending the gap to the continent against offworld invaders since then.”

The room fell silent. Everyone was shocked by the tale. They’d always considered Myriad Abyss to be home of deserters from the ancient war.

“Then what happened to the deserters?” Mo Wushuang asked curiously.

“Apart from the ten sacred lands, there are many other factions in Myriad Abyss, most of them composed of descendants of those deserters. These factions make up the bulk of Myriad Abyss’ power. Some time ago, they staged a collective uprising, attempting to topple the ten sacred lands. However, they lost.”

Jiang Chen briefly explained the political order of Myriad Abyss.

“Myriad Abyss suffered great damage in the rebellion. It was difficult enough for the ten sacred lands to deter the offworld enemies before, it’ll be even more difficult now. Things don’t look good for the continent as a whole.” Jiang Chen’s tone was grave, but he wasn’t exaggerating.

Within the continent, demons lurked in the dark, ready to launch an attack anytime. Outside the plane, various adventurers had been trying to invade.

If a powerful foe emerged from offworld, it’d be a threat to the continent’s very existence.

There was every reason for them to be pessimistic.

A heaviness hung in the air after Jiang Chen spoke. The human domain had been a frog at the bottom of the well, ignorant to the reality of the world.

The great emperors especially, felt they had reached the peak of martial dao and the human domain at large, but in truth, they were nothing in the vast world.

Apart from the demonic race, Myriad Abyss was far more powerful than the human domain. There were divine cultivators there! And yet, the human domain had believed great emperor was a cultivator’s peak before the Order of Wind and Cloud emerged.

How pathetic.

Jiang Chen could read the heavy mood. “Reality may be cruel, but don’t be too pessimistic. Before the Order of Wind and Cloud, many didn’t even believe great emperors could ascend to empyrean, let alone that empyrean experts resided in the domain.

“These biases stem from a lack of understanding. Although the human domain has fallen from its past glory, reaching empyrean realm isn’t an impossible dream. I believe more and more empyrean experts will emerge in no time. Our martial dao will enter an age of rapid progress. Once the ancient spirit veins break through their ancient seals, everything will revert back to normal. The human domain will return to its peak in the ancient times.”

There were many factors leading to the decline of the human domain.

The most important one being the toll that the ancient demonic war had taken. Resources had been exhausted and spirit veins depleted. Many major sects and racial heritages had been moved to Myriad Abyss, resulting in the deterioration of the human domain.

In addition, many of the major sects from the ancient times had sealed off their sacred lands and heritage, knowing the demonic war would be disastrous. The Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect and the Primosanct Sect for example.

If the heritage of the ancient sects were continuously excavated, they’d naturally take root in the human domain and flourish. Even if the domain couldn’t be restored to its past self overnight, it’d gradually grow stronger.

What was more, after a couple hundred thousand years of rest, a large portion of the spirit veins had slowly recovered.

Even the martial dao world followed the law of nature. There was an ebb and flow to the natural cycle. Nothing could stay at its peak forever, and nothing would be in decline indefinitely.

As the son of the Celestial Emperor in his past life, Jiang Chen had formed a deep understanding of the patterns of heavenly law during his millions of years in existence.

In his opinion, the human domain had hit rock bottom and was naturally going to rebound after a long period of time.

In fact, it had already started to rise. Since Jiang Chen’s emergence, the collective strength of the domain had improved significantly.

The Veluriyam Capital, for example, had been ruled by a few great emperors with Sacred Peafowl Mountain taking the lead. Now, the mountain was the sole ruler with countless powerful cultivators in its ranks.

Empyrean experts like Mo Wushuang and Jingzhong Hui had also emerged.

Even Forefather Embittered Bamboo of the Embittered Savage Tribe had become the mountain’s servant. That was something no one would’ve even dare dream of before Jiang Chen’s time.

Though Emperor Peafowl was well-respected in Veluriyam Capital, no one could deny that Sacred Peafowl Mountain had made substantial progress under Jiang Chen’s leadership. Not even Emperor Peafowl himself could deny the truth if he was here.

Jiang Chen’s words made the despairing cultivators feel a little better. It was true the human domain had been improving over the years.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, is it really possible for the human domain to recover to how it used to be in the ancient times? I hear that every first rate faction at that time was led by at least one divine cultivator, and sometimes even more. Gods weren’t the rare exceptions in the human race.”

Jiang Chen smiled and answered with a question, “Do you think no human will be able to ascend to divine realm in the future?”

Could there be another human god?

Jingzhong Hui laughed and said in a bright tone, “I’ve done a lot of research on the ancient times. No genius was talented as young lord Jiang Chen even then. Why would you think our young lord isn’t going to become a god in the future?”

Everyone was surprised. Could their young lord become a god?

It suddenly dawned on them that Jiang Chen’s cultivation had reached a height beyond their expectations.
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Astonishing Good News


Wellspring chuckled and cast an admiring glance at Jiang Chen. “My eyes aren’t as keen because of my age, so I didn’t dare jump to conclusions. However, the young lord’s cultivation has definitely surpassed mine by a great margin. Given the amazing heights he’s reached at such a young age, is it really impossible for him to ascend to divinity?”

The others started. How high was their young lord’s cultivation? They only realized then that they didn’t know the answer.

Nevertheless, Jiang Chen’s presence was terrifyingly strong. Even they, the top cultivators of the human domain, felt the pressure of someone far superior to them. This wasn’t something anyone could fake.

Old Crane had been informed about Jiang Chen’s cultivation, but the cultivators in attendance were still in the dark.

Mo Wushuang laughed heartily. “Young lord Chen, your cultivation is always an enigma. The answer we know now won’t apply in a few months. Since we’re all here, would you mind satisfying our curiosity?”

Jiang Chen didn’t intend to hide it. He smiled slightly. “I’m one step away from sixth level empyrean.”

Sixth level empyrean?!

As experienced as Old Crane and the other empyrean experts were, even they took a long time to recover from the news. Here, most cultivators were at great emperor, apart from a few exceptions. In their mind, empyrean realm was a dream they could never reach.

Mo Wushuang and Wellspring, who’d ascended to second-level empyrean, were already untouchable in their eyes. They were the stars, a goal to strive towards for the rest of their lives.

On the other hand, Jiang Chen was one step away from sixth level empyrean after only a few years! It felt like a story out of the books.

Emperor Coiling Dragon couldn’t contain his excitement. “Sixth level empyrean? Heavens, young lord, if my memory serves me right, you only just entered great emperor when you departed, right? The rate at which you progressed at is unbelievable. We all pale in comparison.”

“That’s right. It’s… almost out of the realm of possibility. Young lord Jiang Chen is known for being an extraordinary genius. I only know now how true the statement is. Even every cultivator in the world combined can’t rival half your talent.”

“The human domain is immensely fortunate to have you.”

“With your talent, young lord, you’re bound to reach godhood in the future and grace the human race with your existence. You’ll become a symbolic figure!”

Everyone was in high spirits. The human race had stubbornly persevered through the ages only because of geniuses whose talent astounded the world. Every time the human race was in danger, great heroes would emerge to save the day and deliver the fate of humanity.

This era belonged to Jiang Chen. He was the genius the human race had been waiting for since a couple hundred thousand years ago.

Anticipation washed away their pessimism. They had thought the human race couldn’t possibly make a comeback, but now they believed there was a ray of hope—Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen met their hopeful gazes head-on and responded at a deliberate pace, “Everyone, a couple geniuses do not a prosperous time make. Everyone has to work together to build our future. The human domain is weak now, but that’s fine. We can change that. I’ve brought something with me from Myriad Abyss that can make you stronger.”

Every pair of eyes lit up with anticipation. What was Jiang Chen referring to?

Mo Wushuang and Wellspring had received the best gifts from Jiang Chen. The others, of course, looked forward to what their young lord would give them.

Jiang Chen swept his gaze through them. “I noticed that some of you are at peak great emperor or half-step empyrean, but struggle to make the breakthrough. I’ll help you overcome that bottleneck with what I acquired in Myriad Abyss—the Taiyi Skymender Pill. It can bridge the gap between great emperor and empyrean.”

The Taiyi Skymender Pill!

Jiang Chen had a good number of the pill in his possession. He’d kept some for himself when he refined the pill for the Eternal Sacred Land.

Then he’d been permitted by the venerated forefather to take some Taiyi Dragonscale Fruits from the sacred land’s vault due to his contributions in eliminating the rebellion.

More importantly, he had been gifted more fruit for helping the Martial Sacred Land defeat the rebels. He now had an abundance of ingredients to refine the pill.

“Every peak great emperor will be given a Taiyi Skymender Pill today,” announced Jiang Chen.

The crowd perked up.

Jiang Chen was quite known for his pills in Veluriyam Capital. The Pinecrane and Longevity Pills, followed by the Emperor Supremacy and Ascension Pills, were all highly praised for their quality. Even the pickiest person couldn’t spot any problems with Jiang Chen’s work.

A pill from Jiang Chen’s hands was the guarantee of quality.

Emperor Coiling Dragon was thrilled. He was close to reaching peak great emperor, while Ji San was at half-step empyrean.

If Ji San could get his hands on a Taiyi Skymender Pill and ascend to empyrean at such a young age, a brilliant future would be awaiting him.

The peak great emperors couldn’t be more excited. Despite their cultivation, none of them believed they could ascend to empyrean. That would require the blessing of heaven, which was a golden ticket one chanced upon rather than earned.

Not everyone was lucky like Mo Wushuang and Wellspring. Not everyone was blessed by the goddess of fortune. But then opportunity had fallen into their lap! Every peak great emperor would receive a Taiyi Skymender Pill today!
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The Awareness One Should Have


Jiang Chen took in the reactions of everyone around him. He had expected that this piece of news would deliver a shock to the human domain.

He saw the disappointment in the great emperors’ faces, especially those who hadn’t reached the peak of their realm. “For those who aren’t quite there yet, there’s no need to be sad.” He smiled faintly. “As long as I have the materials, I can make the Taiyi Skymender Pill en masse anytime. You can come get one from me when you do reach peak great emperor.”

All the great emperors were overjoyed at this, their expressions extending into wide grins.

“Not just you, but your house, clan, faction, sect—whatever. As long as someone reaches peak great emperor and has been approved, they will have the right to receive a pill as well.”

“However.” Jiang Chen’s tone shifted. “I’m not giving the pills away for free. All of you here today, remember this: if you take one of these pills, that means you have the ability to break through to empyrean realm. In fact, you will have a ninety percent chance of succeeding. With great power comes great responsibility. I hope you’re mindful of the fact that you will henceforth become a pillar of humanity and must fight on its behalf. You cannot shirk your duties, no matter when they might call upon you. If you can’t accept this, you should leave immediately.”

Jiang Chen’s tone was cool. “Maybe you’re feeling lucky. Maybe you think you can fool me later on by not doing your best. To that, I can only say this: if you want to be a fence-sitter, you’ll only die faster. No one can preserve themselves in a demonic invasion.

“Your petty trickery and schemes will become meaningless. Demons have never needed human traitors as allies, only slaves and puppets. Unless you are willing to be pressed into that kind of service, your only choice is to shoulder the burden of humanity and fight.” His speech was quite grave.

Everyone sobered up. They could tell that Jiang Chen was far from joking.

“I’ll take a pill then.” Coiling Dragon chuckled.

“My hatred of the demons is unending.” Ji San grinned easily. “I can take a Taiyi Skymender Pill as well.”

As Jiang Chen’s staunchest allies, they’d stayed by his side through thick and thin. No one could doubt their loyalty.

“I’ve been loyal to Veluriyam Capital and the human race all my life. I swear that I will never betray humanity or compromise with the demons!” Emperor Void volunteered.

Many followed his lead. They were all smart enough to know that they had no other choice in the face of the oncoming invasion.

Enslavement by demons would be something that bound them for perpetuity. There was no reason for them to join the demons. Therefore, none of them hesitated at all to make their guarantees.

Jiang Chen accepted one and all. He gave out as many Taiyi Skymender Pills as were required. He’d never thought of keeping them to himself. One of the most urgent things upon his return was to distribute these pills.

The peak great emperors who received these pills were uniformly exuberant. The value of the pill far exceeded their expectations.

Each pill was an opportunity for someone to ascend to empyrean realm. It was an opportunity that these people probably wouldn’t have gotten naturally for the rest of their lives.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, words can’t describe how grateful we are. You’ve toiled so much for the benefit of the human race. We would be craven curs to betray your trust.”

“Indeed. We will use our strength for humanity’s sake as long as we live.”

“We shall follow your orders to our last breath!”

These people wanted to posture a little after receiving the Taiyi Skymender Pills. More to the point, their expressions were largely genuine.

Even Emperor Petalpluck was deeply moved after obtaining a Taiyi Skymender Pill. He had always been rather ambiguous before, much like a fence-sitter.

Because of that, he had been sidelined significantly over the years. Getting this amazing chance to break through to empyrean realm was nothing less than serendipity.

Petalpluck felt mildly embarrassed when he considered his attitude from before.

Regardless of how cold-blooded he may have been, he had to admit that Jiang Chen was more magnanimous than he could ever comprehend. The young man was someone that could only be looked up to.

It was a blessing for Veluriyam Capital to be ruled by one such as this. If Emperor Shura had won the ultimate authority, what would’ve happened then?

There were quite a few who thought the same way. Undoubtedly, they had a great many exclamatory remarks. The years that Jiang Chen had ruled in Veluriyam had changed this place drastically.

They hadn’t even dared think about an opportunity to achieve empyrean realm before, and yet these pills were so numerous and widespread now.

What did that mean? It meant that Jiang Chen didn’t consider these pills very valuable at all.

He had more than enough clout and wealth to easily make gifts of these valuable pills. In other words, he had risen higher than any cultivator in the human domain.

Jiang Chen wasn’t simply the lord of Veluriyam Capital, but the human domain as well. Who could threaten to dwarf him in his realm?

No one whatsoever!

Even the hermit empyrean experts couldn’t shake his position. Jiang Chen was so youthful, and yet he was about to break through to sixth level empyrean.

This prospect alone excited his audience. A leader like this gave them hope for victory in the oncoming invasion.

Emperor Sabledeep received a Taiyi Skymender Pill as well. He was as overcome as Petalpluck had been. He had been tricked into the Order of the Wind and Cloud by a promise of an empyrean opportunity from its late head, but Jiang Chen was the one to deliver, all these years later!

“Young lord Jiang Chen, I hear that a great formation served to crush the demons’ fortunes in the ancient demon-sealing war. Is there a possibility that this formation may be repurposed for our use?”
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Formation Needs


Sabledeep was a wise man. He always considered the most profound of topics, and his intuition and intellect were unrivaled among other great emperors.

He had also done plenty of research into the era of the ancients as well. Thus, he was aware of the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement—though not in nearly as much detail as Jiang Chen.

Veluriyam’s young lord didn't expect such insight from Sabledeep. “That formation gives humanity a ray of hope.” He smiled. “If it can be reactivated, the first wave of the demonic invasion may well be cut short. In fact, it might be able to allow us to avoid the main assault altogether.”

“Oh?” Everyone’s eyes lit up once more.

“Easy to say, hard to do. Even in ancient times, the formation was a very large-scale project. In our current time, resources and manpower are both lacking. It is definitely quite difficult to reactivate the formation.”

“No matter how hard it is, can’t we pool absolutely every faction’s resources and make it that way?” someone couldn’t resist asking.

Jiang Chen shook his head. “Resource-wise, the human sects added together might not be enough to fuel the formation. In fact, I am rather sure of that. As for manpower… I’m afraid I would say the same.”

“If the formation can’t be used, what point is there?” Some became downcast at this.

“Is the formation really that expansive and expensive that the whole human domain’s resources pooled together aren’t enough to restart it?”

“Indeed, ancient formations tend to be exorbitant in cost.”

Everyone cast their gazes toward Jiang Chen in anticipation. They hoped the young lord would provide them with some good news.

“Compared to ancient times, the human domain of the present is less than a twentieth of its former glory. The ruins of many ancient sects are also still sealed away. If we can find a few of these and unearth the heritages within, the resource problem might be resolved. Even if we can’t, Myriad Abyss may be able to provide the same. I merely worry whether there’s enough time left.”

For Jiang Chen, time was of the essence. Without that limit, he could take a few centuries to collect all the materials. Unfortunately, the demons wouldn’t wait for him to get the work done. Instead, he had to seize the day and use every moment efficiently.

He had an understanding of the formation on a technical level already. The knowledge of the Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect, Earth Bodhisattva Sect, and Master Pei Xing had been combined into a harmonious whole.

The formation could be activated with only a little bit more study.

This was a re-activation, not a rebuilding. If he had to set up this formation from scratch, the amount of resources and manpower would be even more absurd—probably three times what he currently needed.

Re-activating a formation was a lot simpler. The formation didn't need to be constructed, etched, or otherwise constituted on a fundamental level. If he could find the formation’s nexus, he could easily use its principles of operation to bring it back to life.

Still, the material cost of doing so lay before him like an immovable obstacle.

The human domain couldn't possibly afford such a large expenditure. Jiang Chen knew the extent of Veluriyam Capital’s vaults, and very few other sects in the human domain matched its wealth. Perhaps there were none at all.

This was the basis of his declaration that the human domain couldn’t reactivate the formation, even if it pooled all its resources together.

“Find the ruins of the ancient sects?” Ji San’s eyes lit up. “A good suggestion, my friend. The human domain was a wondrous place in the ancient times, and the deserters couldn't possibly have carried everything off with them. There should be many things that remain, sealed away in places unknown. Without clues though, is it really possible to find them through any method other than good luck?”

It was as Ji San had said. Ancient ruins were extremely rare.

Jiang Chen’s forays into the Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect and the Primosanct Sect had been entirely due to fortune.

Humanity of eld had resisted the demons with an alliance of ten great sects. This alliance had included the Primosanct Sect, the Earth Bodhisattva Sect, and the Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect. Each and every member had contributed almost all of their resources without question.

The master of the Veluriyam Pagoda had once been a great leader of humanity as well, hence Jiang Chen’s incredible expectations for the Six Palaces of Heritage.

The young lord believed that the palaces contained the greatest secret and heritage of the Veluriyam Pagoda. The structure had been built by the ancient leader of the human race, and was still protected by six powerful guardians. It wasn’t a humble place.

Master P’eng, Venerated Skysoarer, and the Grand Marquis were legendary characters. The opportunities they had provided Jiang Chen were invaluable still.

What did the latter three palaces hold then? Surely, their protectors and treasures were even more brilliant than their predecessors?

Myriad Abyss was more powerful only when compared to the current human domain.

In the ancient times, it had been a very different story. Back then, Myriad Abyss had begun only as a branch of the grand tree here on the mainland. The things that remained hidden here in the human domain were worth looking forward to. The ruins of ancient sects especially held spectacular rewards.

There was a reason the Six Palaces of Heritage remained at the top of Jiang Chen’s mind, and why he had rushed back specifically to challenge them after Myriad Abyss’s urgent affairs were dealt with.
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The Final Preparations


The meeting in Sacred Peafowl Mountain rejuvenated Veluriyam Capital. Almost everyone came away with something out of it. Those who didn’t receive a Taiyi Skymender Pill had Jiang Chen’s promise; they would get their share as long as they ascended to peak great emperor.

That gave the great emperors in the capital something to look forward to, as well as motivation. Even those at emperor realm were significantly incentivized.

After the meeting, the Vermilion Bird cackled. “Don’t you still have a good number of empyrean decrees, young master Chen? Why didn’t you give them out?”

“There’s no need at the moment. These are principal descendants of the Veluriyam bloodlines. They have the potential to ascend without refining a decree.”

“Heh, but not everyone does.”

“True, but Taiyi Skymender Pill will give them a boost. If they can’t seize that opportunity, then that’s their fate. I’ve done the most I can.”

Jiang Chen had indeed given them enough help. He’d never intended to take anything from the human domain. The only reason for taking on the mantle of the young lord of Sacred Peafowl was because Emperor Peafowl’s personal charisma. He simply admired the former ruler for the latter’s character. He’d never wanted any power.

Then, the sense of duty had prompted him to take on more and more responsibilities and obligations until one day, he realized he’d become inseparable from the fate of the capital and the human domain. They’d become part of his flesh and blood, embedded into his life.

If the human domain was destroyed, he’d be able to survive, but what about the others? What would happen to his parents, wife and daughter, dao partner, and confidantes?

What about his numerous close friends in martial dao?

Their lives were centered around him and Veluriyam Capital.

He wasn’t who he’d been when he’d first reincarnated. He could no longer live his life with disregard of the strings attached to him. Every decision and action must be made with careful consideration of the greater good.

“When do you plan to enter the Six Palaces of Heritage?” asked the Vermilion Bird.

“These next couple of days,” responded Jiang Chen.

“Ah, then do so quickly,” said the bird. “I’m going to the Primosanct Sect for the next few days to check if the boundary steles have been damaged. The escaped ruler of the celestial demons will always be a potential threat.”

“Aren’t you going to try to reach divine realm in closed door cultivation?”

The divine bird was one step away from ascending. It could make the breakthrough any moment.

“That’ll require an inspiration that can’t be forced. Closed door cultivation may not be the best approach. I can feel the moment getting closer, and I want to wait and see what will give me that final push. It’s a forgone conclusion that I will reach godhood.”

The bird was optimistic. It was happy and thrilled that it had a chance to achieve what it hadn’t been able to reach in the ancient times.

For descendants of the four divine beasts, reaching divinity meant becoming immortal. Naturally, the bird was highly excited.

That was why it was so devoted to Jiang Chen. The young man had turned its fate around in ways words couldn’t fully describe. The bird had evolved and risen from the ashes!

That was no exaggeration. In fact, it was somewhat of an understatement.

“Be careful,” reminded Jiang Chen. “Demons are a cunning bunch. Be on guard and don’t fall for their traps.”

The Vermilion Bird was powerful enough that Jiang Chen didn’t have to worry about it, but there was no harm in being cautious.

Jiang Chen returned to his residence once the bird left. After returning to Sacred Peafowl Mountain, he didn’t actually have a lot of time for his family. He had too much to attend to every day.

His parents were here, as were his wife, daughter, friends, and disciples.

The tragic couple Jiang Feng and Xu Meng had been together ever since their reunion. They seemed to be making up for lost time. Their only regret was the son who was still missing.

Jiang Chen was now the ruler of Veluriyam Capital and the leader of the human race. Everyone depended on him for their livelihood.

Xu Qingxuan was constantly by their side. She was considerate and extraordinarily talented. With Jiang Chen’s help, she improved quickly, making her the brightest existence among the youths.

Both Huang’er and Dan Fei were respectful to Jiang Feng and Xu Meng and treated the elders with great care.

Then there was Nian’er. She spent time with her grandparents everyday and was her lovable, adorable self. The old couple was living the dream life.

“Chen’er, you’re meant for greatness. There are many things that are beyond my judgement, so I don’t intend to intervene. However, you must remember to protect yourself no matter what you’re doing. Don’t forget that your family depends on you. The entire Veluriyam Capital too. There’s a heavy weight on your shoulders.” Jiang Feng wasn’t one to preach, but he couldn’t help giving his son this reminder.

Xu Meng looked at Jiang Chen with caring eyes. “Your father is right, Chen’er. You are meant for greatness, but even so, your safety comes first.”

Jiang Chen knew his parents were worried about him. He chuckled. “Don’t worry. Your son is more scared of death than you two believe.”

Xu Qingxuan snickered. “I don’t believe you, brother. I hear that you encountered great dangers and took a lot of willful risks to find my sister-in-law in Myriad Abyss.”

“Where did you get that from? Your brother is fine. What dangers are you talking about?”

“Haha, you’re still denying it! I admire you for that, brother. You’re the greatest man in the world. I’m going to find a dao partner like you, who will take any risks and do anything for the woman he loves without so much as a frown.”

Jiang Feng sighed softly. “I’ve heard as well, Chen’er. You and Huang’er will follow each other to the end of the world. I support you for that. If a man isn’t going to fight for the woman he loves, what good is an empire that he’s built for himself?”
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Re-Entering the Six Palaces of Heritage


This was where Jiang Chen fully resembled Jiang Feng. Thus, instead of reprimanding his son, Jiang Feng approved of his actions.

“I hear that your cultivation has reached great heights, brother. Shall we spar to check your progress?”

Xu Qingxuan always loved to fight with Jiang Chen, even though she knew it wasn’t a reasonable request. She couldn’t rival her brother at all. However, she couldn’t help playing with him.

Jiang Chen smiled and turned to her. “You’re my little sister. Why should we fight? I wouldn’t defeat you even if I could.”

Xu Qingxuan huffed. “I don’t want you to let me win.”

Jiang Feng chuckled. “Stop that, Qingxuan. Emperor Coiling Dragon just told me that your brother has reached fifth level empyrean and is going to break through to the next level soon. No human cultivator can rival him. Aside from you, not even the heads of your Moon God Sect measure up to him.”

Xu Qingxuan pulled a long face. She knew her father was right.

Jiang Chen laughed. “How can the sect heads compare to my sister? Qingxuan is much more talented than they are. Maybe my little sister will ascend to empyrean in a year or two.”

Xu Qingxuan perked up, her eyes shining brightly as they fixed on Jiang Chen. “Brother, I hear that you have something called the Taiyi Skymender Pill, that it can boost the success rate of ascending to empyrean to ninety percent for peak great emperors.”

“I do have such a pill.” Jiang Chen chuckled.

“Do I get a share?” Her eyes shone with vibrant light.

“What do you think? You’re my little sister. I’m not going to give other people the pills if you aren’t going to get one.” Jiang Chen laughed. “Don’t worry. I set aside the best things I have for you. Remember, Qingxuan, we are family. I always keep you in mind.”

Xu Qingxuan pouted and turned away, her eyes reddening. She wasn’t going to let Jiang Chen see it, of course. A warm feeling wrapped itself around her heart.

She had to admit she was happier in Veluriyam Capital than she was in the Moon God Sect. Though she cultivated with her master day and night, she still wasn’t at ease with her master. Her master was too strict, almost to the point of being harsh.

Now, in Sacred Peafowl Mountain, she still cultivated as hard as ever, but no one was there to demand anything from her. But not only hadn’t her progress been hindered, she improved even faster.

That was largely thanks to the cultivation regime her brother had designed for her, and the resources he’d given her.

Over time, Xu Qingxuan had started to see Sacred Peafowl Mountain as her home. Staying by her parents’ side, she could both take care of them and cultivate more efficiently. Even though sometimes she did miss the Moon God Sect and her master, she was no longer willing to leave the mountain and her parents behind.

She felt welcome here, not because of intentional hospitality, but because of the warm atmosphere created by everyone and everything around her. She yearned for that warmth.

Her brother was especially crucial to making her feel welcome. Although she often like to be slightly at odds with him, he showed her great care and tolerance.

Xu Qingxuan couldn’t fully turn away from the comforting sense of belonging.
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Jiang Chen spent the next two days with Huang’er, Dan Fei, and his daughter. He also took time to check on Gouyu, Xue Tong and the others. He was pleased to see their great progress.

Jiang Chen had brought them here from the Eastern Kingdom. They were his earliest followers and had remained loyal all this time. He was naturally going to repay them for their devotion.

Ye Chonglou and other old friends had also settled down in Veluriyam Capital instead of returning to the Precious Tree Sect.

In addition, Jiang Chen’s underlings, including Lin Yanyu and Pill King Bu, were doing very well in the capital. They hadn’t disappointed him.

Jiang Chen tried his best to visit everyone, to be updated on their current situation. Afterwards, he returned to the Six Palaces of Heritage to take on the fourth and fifth palaces.

According to the rules, the fourth palace required initial empyrean realm, or half-step empyrean at a minimum. And the fifth palace, mid empyrean.

Jiang Chen was about to ascend to sixth level empyrean. He’d long since reached mid empyrean and was more than qualified to take on both the fourth and the fifth palaces. He planned to do if the circumstances allowed it.

The sixth palace was the only one that was beyond his current ability.

He’d waited until now because he’d been otherwise preoccupied in Myriad Abyss. He’d never let anyone in on the secret of the Six Palaces of Heritage, except for what little he told the Vermilion Bird and Long Xiaoxuan.

Jiang Chen entered a secret chamber and activated his spacetime seal. Not only would it teleport him into the Six Palaces, it would discern which palace he should enter.

As he expected, he was sent to the fourth palace.

As soon as he opened his eyes, he could tell it was different from the three previous palaces. Every palace had their own unique features.

The atmosphere in the fourth palace was distinct. The air was turbulent and troubled like roiling clouds. There was an edge of insanity to the way it moved. Jiang Chen kept his guard up. He had a strong feeling that he was going to experience something here he’d never come across before.

He remained composed. He wasn’t who he’d been since he last came.

If he was at half-step empyrean, he would’ve been more cautious, but his cultivation level met the fifth palace’s requirements and far exceeded that of the fourth’s. That gave him a sense of security, allowing him to be as calm as a still lake.

That didn’t mean that he would get careless. On the contrary, he expanded his senses to take in every minute change in the air. The unhinged energy was still there, and seemed to be growing more and more intense over time.
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The Mad Fiend


Jiang Chen's ears suddenly twitched. The minute airflows in the air formed strange tracks that appeared under the scrutiny of his encompassing consciousness.

In the next moment, he dematerialized into nonexistence, fading away like a ripple in the air.

A silvery streak slashed through where he'd stood. A fissure appeared on the spot, a jagged scar that was almost too painful to behold.

"Remarkable!" A bellow came forth from the air. Clearly, its source was astonished at Jiang Chen's exceptional reflexes.

There was a faint magnetism to this voice, as well as a particular unruliness that defied authority. The man's personality was evident in his way of speech.

Jiang Chen trained his God's Eye upon a specific patch of space while hovering in another part far opposite. "This is the first time I've been welcomed like this in the Six Palaces of Heritage." He shrugged with a faint smile.

An odd ripple in space was followed by the slow emergence of a towering figure. A mane of messy hair hung on his shoulders. His complexion was quite brutish, his eyes wild and free. He seemed animated to the degree of reckless madness.

Jiang Chen perused this rather strange man, who returned his regard with a similar half-smile.

"A very special welcome, is it not?" The long-haired codger flashed a toothy grin.

Jiang Chen harrumphed. “A sneak attack is unbecoming of a true warrior.”

The codger seemed to take that as a compliment. “A true warrior?” he cackled. “In the world of martial dao, those tend to die out real quick. I’m beginning to wonder how you got to the fourth palace in the first place, kid!”

His voice was loud and booming, the man apparently in high spirits.

“What’s your relation to the protector of the fourth palace?” Jiang Chen frowned. His understanding of the palaces so far had shown him that the real protectors typically didn’t take to the field themselves.

Master P’eng, Venerated Skysoarer, and the Grand Marquis alike had followed this rule. In fact, they had seemed to be stuck in the palaces, lacking freedom outside their respective posts. But this old man was very different.

The eccentric elder grinned again. “Do I look that ugly? What, you don’t think I can be a protector?”

“You?” Jiang Chen raised an eyebrow in doubt.

“Congratulations, kid! You haven’t had the chance to fight directly with the first three protectors of the palaces. But this palace has the protector as the test. Don’t be surprised if you fall here! Every genius must kneel before the Mad Fiend.” He licked his lips in mock bloodthirst.

Jiang Chen felt like he was hallucinating.

How could there be such a strange guardian in a place as sacred as the Six Palaces of Heritage? This ‘Mad Fiend’ was completely off his rocker!

Weren’t these protectors supposed to be imprisoned by the master of the Veluriyam Pagoda, hence their presence here?

He saw no such restrictions with this specific one. Was he the exception?

Jiang Chen took a deep breath. “If you are the protector of the fourth palace, may I ask your name?”

“What’s with you?” The maniac of a man shouted with arms akimbo. “Didn’t I introduce myself already? I am the legend feared by all, living and dead alike—the Mad Fiend!”

Mad Fiend?

Jiang Chen had no impression whatsoever of this title. None of the previous protectors had mentioned someone like this. Nevertheless, he didn’t look like an easy character to contend with.

He played it cool. “If you are the fourth palace’s protector, what is your test?”

There had been specific tasks he had been required to perform to pass through the first three. Now that he was in the fourth palace, Jiang Chen believed the same rules applied, and it certainly wouldn’t be easy.

The Mad Fiend smirked, then shook his head. “The fourth palace has only one test. To pass on through, you must go through me!”

“What do you mean?” Jiang Chen asked in a low voice.

“Heheh, haven’t I made myself clear? Your only test is to beat me!” The kooky old man chuckled. “Of course, you’ll leave if I beat you as well.”

Jiang Chen furrowed his brow. Each and every protector within these palaces was immensely powerful. As a venerated senior worthy of becoming a protector here, the Mad Fiend would be no slouch.

To defeat him was an almost insurmountable task. He examined the Mad Fiend, calculating all the while.

The madman had guessed what he was thinking. “Kid.” He laughed. “I know why you’re trying to size me up. Don’t worry! I am a senior of the ancient era. I see no reason to use my cultivation as a bludgeon. I had a bet with the master of this Veluriyam Pagoda once… that bastard managed to trick me!

“While guarding this place, I can only fight with strength equal to the challenger. You’re already fifth level empyrean realm, eh? Almost sixth, now. The strongest among all the challengers I’ve seen so far! This’ll be very fun, very fun indeed. I wouldn’t want my playtime to be cut short. Are you prepared, kid?”

“Prepared for what?” Jiang Chen was somewhat relieved. If the protector was forced to use only the same amount strength he had, he was no longer too worried about the fight ahead.

Perhaps the Mad Fiend had once been someone universally feared, but Jiang Chen saw no reason to fear anyone at an equal level of cultivation.

“Why, prepared for a trip to hell, of course!” The Mad Fiend grinned once more. “You did well to come so far, kid, but this place has always been a nightmare for its challengers. I hope the risk and excitement is sufficiently stimulating!”

Jiang Chen shrugged. He wasn’t scared of threats from an opponent at his level. Given the constraints, he firmly believed that he had a better chance of winning.
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A Silly Battle


Jiang Chen was entirely calm as he glanced at the frenzied Mad Fiend. None of his opponent’s scary expressions and gestures disturbed his heart.

“Eat this, kid!” The crazy old man produced a golden walking staff in his hand. On one side was a crescent, the other a square spade. Both ends were as untamed as the weapon’s owner.

A wave of the staff produced a burst of light, almost blinding Jiang Chen with radiance. However, he was quite familiar with this kind of dazzling attack. His magnetic golden mountain could do something quite similar. In fact, it could blunt all of someone’s senses.

Because of this, the attack barely did anything to him.

At his level, he didn’t need his senses to catch an opponent’s attacks anymore. He instinctively used his Kunpeng Meteoric Escape, vanishing on the spot by turning into a streak of light.

Mad Fiend cackled. “Fast one, are you? The Kunpeng Meteoric Escape? What a shame that you’re fighting me!”

True to his name, he was a complete madcap after going berserk. He brandished the staff about, leaving a flurry of countless afterimages that seemed like a golden airborne windmill. Following this, he gave chase in a burst of golden light.

Jiang Chen saw no reason to fear Mad Fiend.

Yes, the old man was crazy, but he had kept his promise of keeping his strength at the young man’s level.

Harrumphing, the youth clapped to bring a golden bell into being. It grew in the wind from its already huge size into something even bigger, a sudden obstacle between Mad Fiend and himself.

The bell flew with tempestuous strength, ringing in no time at all.

Jiang Chen made a hand seal. “By the glorious might of heaven, let the thunder of this bell quash mine enemy!”

As an unrivaled tool for defense, the bell was also pretty decent on the attack. In particular, it excelled at catching and imprisoning its prey. When its power was invoked, the mouth of the bell became an abyssal maw, filled with endless terror.

The golden bell shrieked like a ferocious beast, casting itself with an ear-piercing wail at the approaching fiend.

Though Mad Fiend’s madness was true to his name, he knew that his opponent was quite the competent rival. In particular, the treasure before him could deal a serious blow.

Alas, the bell’s momentum and spatial attribute meant that it was an all-consuming maw that stopped at nothing to swallow its target.

The old codger didn’t expect Jiang Chen’s real purpose in using the Kunpeng Meteoric Escape. Rather than actually escaping, he had been trying to lure the old man into a trap.

This golden bell looked like the trump card Jiang Chen was relying on to turn the tables. Therefore, Mad Fiend saw good reason to respect the treasure’s power.

Mad Fiend’s hair stood on end as he took in the gluttony and thirst of the bell.

“Nice moves, kid! No one who gets to the fourth palace can possibly be a pushover.” In the heat of the moment, he perceived that he wouldn’t have time to move out of the way.

Thus, he performed a vicious thrust with the staff almost without thinking.

The staff shimmered with an agonizing radiance. The two superb weapons both reverberated with a mournful wail.

Mad Fiend shook all over. He looked incredulously at the staff in his hand, still ringing at the impact. Although it had fended off the maw of the golden bell, the staff’s spirit was dampened considerably for the time being.

The golden bell was clearly an ancient treasure. Forefather Goldenbell wouldn’t possibly have been able to achieve such heights with it otherwise. The bell alone had been responsible for propelling him to demi-godhood.

In other words, the golden bell was every bit as potent as Mad Fiend’s staff. In fact, it was superior in some respects. Any other opponent would’ve retreated at the bell, but not Mad Fiend.

The old man cracked another toothy smile. He glanced at his staff, noticing its fading light, then cackled. "A remarkable treasure alright. But do you think you'll be able to match me with just a bell? Dream on!"

He swung his staff with renewed frenzy, unleashing a flurry of blows in Jiang Chen's direction. So ferocious were his strikes that the golden bell rang discordantly without rest. Staff and bell were evenly matched.

As befitting of his name, Mad Fiend fought with a crazed delirium that made him imposingly ferocious.

The bell contained offense within defense, while the staff was just the opposite. The two treasures were nearly evenly matched.

Though it was hard for the bell to overwhelm Mad Fiend, the golden staff could hardly overcome its opponent either. For a time, the two combatants were locked into a standstill.

Jiang Chen took out other pieces of equipment at this time, his Holy Dragon Bow among them. Alas, he was unable to actually take aim or fire.

Mad Fiend fought in such a ridiculous manner! His favored method of engagement was a brawl in close melee.

This was as simplistic as fighting could get. Still, someone on Mad Fiend’s level could unleash incredible power, especially if he did so with no regard for himself.

Mad Fiend was smart enough to notice he couldn’t let his young enemy take the initiative and settle into a rhythm.

Otherwise, the Holy Dragon Bow’s long-distance attacks alone would be extremely difficult to handle, let alone if the young genius found an optimal attack position.

As an experienced veteran of countless battles, he was more than capable of reading the state of the fight.
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Jiang Chen’s Suggestion


Jiang Chen didn’t fear Mad Fiend even in close quarters combat, but among the myriad of techniques he’d mastered, the melee ones were the least advanced.

On the other hand, Mad Fiend most preferred fighting in close distance. However, he was prevented from tapping into his full power because of Jiang Chen’s golden bell.

Their fight was caught in a gridlock.

Mad Fiend couldn’t break out of the golden bell’s restraint, and Jiang Chen couldn’t find an opening to attack with his Holy Dragon Bow. After being refined, the bell’s power was no joke.

Even the old man’s golden staff couldn’t break the bell’s restraint, which made him antsy.

“Are you going to fight me properly, kid? Or are you just gonna rely on your damn bell?”

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “In the martial dao world, all cultivators have their strengths. I have many means of attack against you. Why would I choose the one you prefer?”

The old man cried in anger, “Don’t forget that I’m the defender of the fourth palace! I get to decide whether you pass!”

Jiang Chen chuckled. “I’ll find a way.”

“Hmph, dream on!” The old man brandished his staff. “You’re never going to leave this palace without defeating me!”

The old man was rather put out. He wanted the challenger to meet him head-on and fight him in close quarters without abandon.

In truth, Jiang Chen wasn’t opposed to that, but he could tell the old man’s staff was not to be underestimated. He had a good number of fine weapons in his own possession, but none could rival the staff.

That was why he wasn’t willing to play the old man’s game.

Although he’d acquired some demigod-level weapons some time ago from the empyrean experts he’d killed, none of them had caught his eye. He’d either given them away, or put them aside without refining them.

In the martial dao world, instant connection was important for picking both weapons and cultivation methods. Anything he didn’t take an instant liking to weren’t meant for him.

Of all the demigod and empyrean weapons he’d acquired, the golden bell was the only one that caught his fancy. The others, he wasn’t interested in at all.

Therefore, he hadn’t upgraded any weapons other than the ones he’d been using since he was at emperor realm and great emperor, such as the Pentecolor Divine Swords.

The swords had been a gift from Emperor Peafowl. When he was at great emperor, they were the finest weapons he could get his hands on, and they were still useful at initial empyrean realm. However, after reaching mid empyrean or later, advanced empyrean, the swords wouldn’t be powerful enough.

Jiang Chen had also refined a few swords for the Heavenly Chalice Sword Formation.

They were of good quality, but their full power could only be reached in concert with the formation, as that was how they’d been designed. Used in a one-on-one fight, the swords fell short. To put it simply, they were specialized for group attack rather than single-target attack.

He had some other weapons like the nameless sword, but due to his rapid progress, he really didn’t have any weapons that could go toe-to-toe with the golden staff at the moment.

The Holy Dragon Bow ranked as high as the staff, but it was a ranged weapon and not suitable for melee battle.

Ah, that reminded him.

The bow was just one of the items he’d acquired from the ancient Primosanct Sect. There was another item he’d gotten—a giant writing brush called True Spirit Post.

It was the perfect item to create glyphs and formations with. He hadn’t had the chance to use it yet. It seemed to be a great weapon as well. According to the Primosanct Sect’s records, the brush could be used as a spear.

Jiang Chen looked at the insistently blabbering old man and laughed. “Senior, you’re just trying to talk me into fighting you in close quarters. It’s unbecoming of a senior to use your power to bully others.”

“Me? Bully you?” The old man glared at him. “Watch your tongue, kid. If I’d wanted to take advantage of you, I would’ve fought you with my full strength. Do you think you’d have the slightest hope of passing the challenge then?”

The old man was naturally much more powerful than he’d let on.

He was here because of an oath he sworn to the master of the Veluriyam Pagoda. He had to fight the challenger at the challenger’s level rather than his own peak strength, unless the challenger was as powerful as he was.

He couldn’t go back on his oath.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Then what do you mean?” the old man asked in an irritated tone.

“Your staff, of course. I don’t have a weapon that’s as good as yours, which puts me at a disadvantage. How am I supposed to fight you? You have your staff. I have my golden bell for defense and my bow for offense. I’ve simply been fighting you with my advantages.”

“You don’t have a good weapon?” The old man paused. He’d actually never considered the possibility before.

He might be unhinged, but he was proud and a man of his word. He didn’t want to be thought of as a bully taking advantage of a young man. “Hmph, what do you want then? Are we to fight without weapons?”

Jiang Chen shrugged. “I’m game if that’s the case.”

“A physical brawl?” muttered the old man. “That’s so primitive. It’s as crude as the way regular villagers fight. What’s the fun in that?”

“Then we can only use all the techniques available to us and see who wins.”

“If you don’t have a weapon, kid, I can give you one,” the old man suddenly suggested.

Jiang Chen didn’t know how good the weapon gifted by the old man would be. He shook his head. “It seems that you want us to fight with weapons. Well, I do have one, but I haven’t refined it before. I need some time to get familiar with it.”
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A Gentleman’s Agreement


Mad Fiend cocked his head as he gazed at Jiang Chen, attempting to figure out what the young man’s true intentions were.

Jiang Chen returned the look with a confident smile. If he had to use a real weapon, he could only resort to the True Spirit Post. For that however, he needed time to refine it, as well as an appropriate martial method.

Of course, he had no shortage of the latter. All kinds of texts and tomes on the matter filled his head, and it would be easy enough to find what he was looking for.

“Show me what you’ve got, kid.”

Jiang Chen produced the True Spirit Post, rolling it around in the palm of his hand dashingly. It grew to a length of eight feet within moments.

“Is… is that a brush?” Mad Fiend glanced at the young man oddly as he perused the strange design of the weapon.

The True Spirit Post was certainly not a run-of-the-mill sharp stick. It looked like it could be a polearm, but no blade was mounted on its ‘pointed’ end. Compared to a typical weapon of war, it looked more classic.

“This is the crowning treasure of the ancient Primosanct Sect, the True Spirit Post.” Jiang Chen waved his brush around a little.

“Senior.” He smiled. “Give me twelve hours to refine this treasure and practice a martial method for it. We can duel with proper weapons afterwards. How about it?”

“Twelve hours? Are you sure??” It was Mad Fiend’s turn to be surprised.

What could he do within twelve hours?

A martial method took three to five months of work at least. More commonly, more than a year of study was required to access the fundamentals. To understand the essence of anything without years of study was nearly impossible, and twelve hours was simply ludicrous.

Mad Fiend harrumphed. “You aren’t looking for excuses for your defeat, are you, kid? You sure you can do anything in twelve hours?”

Mad Fiend found the very proposition comical. Had the young man gone mad himself? The time period was patently absurd.

Cultivation behind closed doors could take decades to centuries. Twelve hours was barely enough for a single session of meditation!

And yet, Jiang Chen’s faint smile remained.

“I ask only for twelve hours. I can’t be disturbed in that time, however.” His tone was entirely even.

The old man didn’t know how to react to this. He finally settled on huffing. “Fine, I’ll do you one better and give you 120 hours instead. There’s plenty of time. I don’t mind giving you a few extra days. You won’t be able to say I didn’t give you any leniency after I win then!”

Evidently, Mad Fiend didn’t want to take a single offered inch. This surprised Jiang Chen a little. From this, he could see that the eccentric protector was just as honorable as the three before him… despite his unpredictable temperament.

A little more examination showed that this made perfect sense though. The first master of the Veluriyam Pagoda had been the leader of ancient humanity in the demon-sealing war. He must’ve chosen protectors who were upright and dependable individuals, in some sense of those words.

Jiang Chen made up his mind. He wouldn’t refuse the proffered 120 hours. The Six Palaces of Heritage would still be here waiting after he was done.

Mad Fiend followed through on his promise, giving Jiang Chen a perfectly quiet place that was isolated from outside disturbance. “This is the place. Remember, 120 hours!”

Jiang Chen chuckled, then waved. “Don’t worry. I’ll show you what I’m made of.”

“Sure, sure. I’ll be waiting.” Mad Fiend didn’t take that declaration too seriously.

Though the old man appeared crazy, he was still conscientious of his mission. He knew he was here to pick through and test the geniuses that came to this place. If a legendary genius did arrive, he wouldn’t unduly target the young person. His volatility itself was the most serious kind of trial for the intrepid challenger.

The first master of the Veluriyam Pagoda had told him to be as strict as he could. Only the most appropriate to inherit the palaces were to be allowed through.

Still, the eccentric old man didn’t have much hope for Jiang Chen. Yes, the young man was talented, but also far too reckless.

A hundred and twenty hours?!

What could he do with that? Refine a weapon and learn a martial method for melee combat? How was possible, unless he knew exactly how to do these things in the first place?

But that didn’t seem likely.

“Hmph. I hope this kid doesn’t let me down too much when I see him next. I won’t let him pass this fourth trial if he turns out to be another disappointment,” Mad Fiend muttered to himself in complaint. He was here for the specific duty of eliminating those who didn’t fit the bill.

In his opinion, Jiang Chen certainly fell into that category.

The challenger’s character, rather than talent, was the sticking point here. The crazy old man believed Jiang Chen to be crazy and boastful for originally suggesting twelve hours.

The young man had no idea what the curious protector of this place was thinking. He really did need the time to refine his brush and learn a method that would allow him to go toe-to-toe with Mad Fiend.

As the crowning jewel of the ancient Primosanct Sect, the True Spirit Post was considerably difficult to refine. Thankfully, he had a bevy of experience with valuable treasures just like it. Thus, the first part was easy and systematic.

As always, he needed only to infuse the pen with a bit of his own lifeblood, then channel his consciousness into it. Not hard at all.

His particularly robust consciousness gave him a natural advantage in this area. It was almost trivial to wipe away the remnants of the pen’s previous owner. So it had been when Jiang Chen had refined the golden bell.

His success came after only a short while. Now, he could finally start understanding the pen’s unique qualities.

In four more hours, he largely familiarized himself with the weapon.

“This True Spirit Post really can be used as a long spear. I must choose a martial method that makes sense for that.”

That would take a little bit more thought.
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A Clash Between Dragons and Tigers


Jiang Chen’s consciousness began to run at maximum capacity. He rifled through the contents of his mind in search of a good method.

“Hmm? This spear method is pretty good.”

One rose to the top of his perception. Named the Searing Sundrake Spear, it was a technique that emphasized sweeping strikes and dominance over the battlefield.

Jiang Chen had studied it carefully in his previous life. The original master of the method had used it to sweep aside his competition on a material plane. Even in the heavenly planes, he had relied on it to make his name known far and wide.

The technique had been valuable enough for his father to place it in a great library in the heavenly planes. That alone showed what kind of power it held, and how extraordinary it was.

Most importantly, the spear technique’s original master had also been a descendant of the dragons, with the bloodline to match it. That meant that it was extremely compatible with Jiang Chen’s current status.

His dragon blood would serve to amplify the effects of the technique, allowing it to unleash energies tenfold that of someone without this quality. The technique itself was remarkable, but a dragon bloodline boosted its potency significantly.

Jiang Chen had only a hundred hours remaining. But he felt little stress about that fact. He had studied this martial technique many a time in his previous life.

Others might need time to study the finer points of a technique, but for him, it was easier than breathing. He had small issues here and there, but nothing actually tough to overcome.

Any small bottleneck was completely pushed through by his powerful consciousness, fueling an incredible comprehension. His grasp over the Searing Sundrake Spear deepened more and more.

Mad Fiend didn’t think much of Jiang Chen’s efforts, but kept his promise not to disturb the youth nevertheless.

In time, the hundred and twenty hours were finally up.

The old man chuckled as he faced down the young man walking out. “You’re punctual, kid, but are you sure a hundred twenty hours were enough? If not, I can give you a couple extra days.”

Jiang Chen grinned. “That’s alright. I didn’t actually need that much time, so I used the remaining time to meditate a little. Why would learning a martial technique need a hundred twenty hours?”

Mad Fiend became blue in the face. He had seen many braggarts before, but none with so much bluster as this young man. Learning a martial technique in less than five days?

“Hmph. You’re young, but already an irresponsible talker. It looks like you’re not the best candidate for inheriting the Six Palaces’ heritage.” Mad Fiend’s expression darkened.

“Why do you say that?” Jiang Chen smiled coolly.

“Isn’t it obvious? Your flippant attitude is enough to tell.”

“Am I flippant?” The young man smiled wryly. “Can’t you accept when someone’s telling the truth, senior? Have you been bottled up so long that your heart has become smaller than a grain of sand?”

“You should know the limits of your sharp tongue, kid. Fine, fine, fine. Let’s see what you’ve learned in these five days!”

Jiang Chen shook his forearms, conjuring a chain of strange runes that appeared upon the True Spirit Post’s surface like electricity. They glowed eerily in an unorthodox manner that was worthy of being wary of.

Mad Fiend eyed his opponent, putting away some of his prejudice for the fight ahead. Perhaps the young man before him wasn’t so flippant after all. An expert knew his field well enough to recognize skill from others. This young man’s very aura was noteworthy.

Mad Fiend was instantly fired up. He grinned toothily, brandishing his cane. “Are you ready now? Here I come!”

He raised his cane high overhead, then brought down a storm of radiance upon Jiang Chen.

The fourth protector was a madman indeed. He fought with a feverish fervor that imbued the strength of ten mountains into the swing.

Jiang Chen roared, his own blood heating up. His fighting spirit was roused by the power of his opponent’s attack. The dragon blood in his veins roiled, creating a draconic resonance in the air.

His True Spirit Post darted forward like a bolt of piercing lightning, threatening to penetrate heaven and earth itself. His bloodline fueled the energies of his spear technique, producing a heat wave that burned with the brilliance of a hundred suns.

Clang!

The two legendary weapons collided against each other in the air, sending a number of terrifying shockwaves outwards.

The light of the cane and the draconic energies of the spear intermixed with each other in glorious spectacle. The sky became blindingly bright.

“Well fought. Again!”

Mad Fiend felt quite stimulated by the frontal clash. His desire to fight that’d been repressed since ancient times suddenly exploded.

He brought his cane forward for a reprise.

Jiang Chen respected the attack as much as he could. His True Spirit Post flourished like a golden dragon, blocking and parrying the cane at every opportunity.

Sometimes, he found windows for counterattack. Every thrust he returned took perfect advantage of timing, interrupting Mad Fiend’s offensive rhythm.

The young man knew that the Searing Sundrake Spear he’d studied so briefly couldn’t possibly match Mad Fiend’s fighting experience. However, the old man’s cane and techniques were of a lower level. The Searing Sundrake Spear was truly one-of-a-kind in the material planes.

Thirty to fifty percent of its actual strength was sufficient to counter Mad Fiend’s familiarity with his treasure and method.

Both combatants had their advantages and disadvantages. The fight was once again at a standstill.

Jiang Chen was unsurprised by this, but Mad Fiend was greatly taken aback.

His opponent had learned his technique practically overnight! Furthermore, this was a green kid he was dealing with. If the best he could manage was a tie, what was his age and experience good for?

The eccentric old man had some slight doubts about the impromptu nature of the study, but ceded the point in the end. When Jiang Chen had taken out the True Spirit Post for the first time, he really hadn’t refined it yet.


22


Equal in Contest of Strength


Since the True Spirit Post had never been refined before, Jiang Chen must have learned the spear method during the hundred twenty hours he had been given.

Mad Fiend had been derisive of Jiang Chen at first, even going so far as to not even want to look at the young man. However, the brief exchange made him realize that the challenger hadn’t been joking. He had indeed spent the last few days refining the weapon and grasping the martial method.

The Searing Sundrake Spear was quite extraordinary. Mad Fiend’s golden staff was known for its dominating and ruthless power; it struck with such ferocious momentum that the enemies were rendered helpless. However, Jiang Chen’s spear came out on even ground in the head-on clash with Mad Fiend’s staff, even gaining a slight edge over it. How could the old man not be shocked?

In the ancient times, he’d been well known for his melee fighting skills. Close quarters combat was his favorite form of battle. He was thus nicknamed the Mad Melee Fighter. Now however, he wasn’t able to fight with the same aplomb as he’d once had.

He brandished his golden staff like a furious temple door god. With a twist of his wrist, a shockwave of golden light radiated from the staff. His every hit was as heavy as a towering mountain.

To his surprise, Jiang Chen gave as good as he got. He wielded the True Spirit Post with the ease and impetus of a beast roaming through its natural territory. Every move he made was powerful, preventing Mad Fiend from gaining the upper hand.

The old man was shocked. At first, he had thought it was impossible for Jiang Chen to go head-to-head with him. He believed the young man had at most learned a few tricks and would start to falter after a few rounds.

Sadly, he was woefully mistaken.

Jiang Chen didn’t seem like he’d run out of tricks to use, and he used the techniques with an ease that shouldn’t be possible for someone who’d just learned them.

Is he a genius handpicked by the heaven? It’s only been a few days. How is it possible for him to reach such heights with his martial method?

Mad Fiend could barely believe his eyes. However, nothing excited him more than a formidable foe.

His attacks grew more and more ferocious as he shouted and growled. Jiang Chen fought back in kind, his spear unstoppable.

No matter how much harder Mad Fiend fought, Jiang Chen always held his ground, his presence strong even in comparison to the old man’s.

If there had been any witnesses, they wouldn’t have been able to tear their eyes away from the stunning fight. Normally, expert cultivators fought with skills. The more powerful they were, the more exciting the fight.

Straightforward blow for blow combat was considered less impressive, but it was most representative of one’s ability, including their understanding of martial dao, mastery of martial methods, control over the fight, and sensitivity to the key to victory.

What made Jiang Chen a genius was his ability to learn quickly. Where others might stumble or get stuck, he breezed through with ease.

A day passed. Then two, then three...

Three days into the epic fight, Mad Fiend was still vigorous and showed no signs of exhaustion.

He’d thought the young man would run out of stamina after a day or two, and that he’d win automatically, but Jiang Chen surprised him again.

The young man didn’t seem at all tired, either.

“What a strange fellow he is.” Mad Fiend fumed. Plenty of young geniuses had entered the Six Palaces of Heritage since the ancient times. Some had been able to reach the fourth palace, and Mad Fiend had challenged every one of them to a close quarters duel.

After all, one often found themselves fighting at close distance with demons in the ancient war. When surrounded by an army of demons, melee fighting skills were imperative for survival.

“Your staff is powerful, senior, but you must be able to tell as well that it’s impossible for you to defeat me. On the other hand, if I train my spear method for three to five more months, I’ll absolutely be able to beat you. Do you agree?”

Jiang Chen spoke up since Mad Fiend didn’t seem intend to give up. He didn’t want to waste his time here. Neither side was going to win anytime soon.

“Beat me?” Mad Fiend cracked a ferocious grin. “Then let’s fight for another three to five months and see if you get better.”

The old man was crazy. Jiang Chen didn’t have the time to waste on this fight. Moreover, repeated practice of moves wasn’t enough to improve one’s martial method. It was also important to explore and meditate on the method.

“If that’s what you want, I won’t hold back anymore, senior.”

It was true that Jiang Chen wouldn’t be able to defeat Mad Fiend anytime soon with only his spear, but he also had the Holy Dragon Bow and the golden bell.

The bell especially had been difficult enough for the old man to deal with on its own. Paired with Jiang Chen’s spear method, the two became greater than their sum.

“Hey! Didn’t we agree on fighting with only our weapons? Why did you use the damn bell again? Damn you!” Mad Fiend cried out in protest. He wanted to have a grand fight for a few more months.

“You’re no fun, kid. Entertainment like you doesn’t come by often. Can’t you let me have a good fight?”

Jiang Chen chuckled. “I’ll gladly fight you for months or even years if things were different, but I can’t afford to waste too much time in the Six Palaces under the circumstances.”

“You don’t have the time? Can it be that the demons have risen again?” Mad Fiend darted his eyes around, his expression turning icy. The mention of demons triggered a shift in his emotions.

“The seal on the demons is deteriorating, and the protections laid down in the ancient times will fall apart soon. Any surviving demons will then rise again. What’s worse, the human race has no means to resist them. They’ll be unstoppable.”

Mad Fiend unconsciously slowed down his attacks in response.
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A Swift Change in Attitude


Jiang Chen also sensed the change in Mad Fiend’s mood. Something had prompted the protector to slow down and even reel in his aggression.

Jiang Chen was quite surprised. He didn’t expect Mad Fiend to react so strongly to news about the demons.

Mad Fiend swept his staff horizontally across and lay down on the ground, exhaling deeply. “Fine, fine. No more fighting.”

Jiang Chen had never intended to fight to either party’s limits. He couldn’t be happier that Mad Fiend had decided to end the fight. There weren’t any rules stipulating that a challenger had to defeat the defender.

Besides, Mad Fiend had suppressed his power to Jiang Chen’s level in the fight. It wouldn’t be a real victory even if Jiang Chen won.

Jiang Chen withdrew the True Spirit Post with his usual faint smile, humble, but dignified. His bearing defined that he was bound for greatness.

Mad Fiend considered the young man carefully, the fighting intent in his eyes fading visibly.

“Demons, demons...” Mad Fiend’s lips twitched as he muttered the word. His head suddenly snapped up. Amazing brilliance burst from his eyes as he stared at Jiang Chen. “Among the geniuses I’ve met, young man, you’re the one most likely to gain the pagoda’s ultimate heritage. I’ve never let any challengers pass without winning, but today, I’ll make an exception for you.”

Surprised, Jiang Chen blurted out, “Why?”

“What’s momentary gratification compared to the war against demons? I can tell that you have a bright future ahead of you, and you’re very likely to be the one the pagoda is waiting for. You’ve passed through the first three palaces. For the fourth, you’re likely to pass as well if you’re allowed to use every trick you possess.”

Jiang Chen looked owlishly at the old man. He didn’t expect the sudden change of attitude.

“My wife and little sister were both killed by demons,” Mad Fiend muttered in a melancholy tone. “The sooner you gain the pagoda’s heritage, young man, the sooner we regain our freedom. There’s nothing more I want than to join the crusade against demons.”

It was personal for him.

Realization dawned on Jiang Chen. He nodded. “The demons haven’t broken through the seal yet, senior, and there hasn’t been a large scale invasion. Also, the human domain isn’t strong enough to fight demons at the moment. It’s better to avoid a head-on clash.”

“Avoid a clash? Do you think demons will retreat just because you want them to?” Mad Fiend scowled and snapped. “I thought you were a hot-blooded young man. Are you getting scared already before a fight breaks out?”

Jiang Chen smiled ruefully. “I’ve fought demons more than once—a demon emperor many years ago, then a celestial demon lord. They are formidable enemies, but they aren’t unbeatable. The problem is the human domain is so much weaker than you can imagine. Empyrean cultivators emerge only once in a blue moon.”

“What? So few?”

“Less than you’d expect. There may have been more divine cultivators in the ancient times than there are empyrean cultivators now.”

Mad Fiend slumped dejectedly.

If what Jiang Chen said was true, the human domain was indeed too weak to fight the demonic army. It might not even survive a small scale assault.

There were a few experts in the Veluriyam Pagoda, but there was a limit to what they could achieve on their own. There was no hope unless they could become as powerful as the leading figures from the ancient times.

However, things were different now. They had to rely on the younger generation.

“Since the demons are so powerful and the human domain so weak, why haven’t you sought sanctuary elsewhere instead of staying here?”

Jiang Chen smiled wryly. “It’s easy for me to just leave, but I’m too involved in the human domain to do that. Every little thing I do will impact the human race.”

“Is that the only reason you stayed?” Mad Fiend asked disappointedly.

“On a broader level, I of course want to defend my homeland. Demons are known as pests in the heavenly planes. They wreak havoc wherever they go. It is the duty of every race and every individual to fight them.”

“Good, that’s what I want to hear. You must be the human domain’s finest and a leading figure now. Do you have any plans to deter the demonic army?” Mad Fiend gave Jiang Chen a once-over.

“There’s only one viable plan: avoiding the first wave of attack when the demons do invade. The Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement is the only way to stop them from entering.”

“Hasn’t the formation already been activated before?” asked Mad Fiend.

“It has, but it’s a large-scale formation. We can activate it again with the right approach, the problem is the great amount of resources required. That’s not something the human domain can afford at the moment.” This indeed had been Jiang Chen’s biggest concern.

Mad Fiend mused. “The formation was set up and activated by three formation masters and three major factions in the ancient times. Of course, the weakened human domain won’t be able to activate it now.”

“I’ve learned how to reactivate the formation, but there’s the problem with a lack of resources. If that’s solved, I’m eighty percent sure I’ll succeed!”

“Resources!” Mad Fiend muttered. “There must be a great deal of resources to be gained from the pagoda’s heritage. The master of the Veluriyam Pagoda was one of the leaders of the human race. He was a man of great foresight with great attention to the details. He must’ve planned for the future. I’m sure you’ll receive a good amount of resources once you pass all six palaces and gain the pagoda’s ultimate heritage. It may not be enough, but it’ll cover a large portion of what you need.”

He knew a formation of that scale must require an unimaginable amount of resources.

“I’m letting you pass now. You’ll be able to defeat me sooner or later anyway. Every palace you pass yields you a gift. The fourth palace is no exception. You said before you didn’t have a good weapon. I’ll give you a pair.”

With a twist of his wrist, two blinding rays of light shot out of his hand.
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Taiji Pisces Swords


The twin blades looked like two flying fish in motion, only slightly longer. Their shapes were exotic and beautiful in their own way.

“What do you think?” Mad Fiend grinned at Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen looked at the swords, his breath catching as he felt their unique energy. They were at least demigod-level weapons, or even divine ones.

“These swords would rank among the top ten weapons even in the ancient times. They’re called the Taiji Pisces Swords.”

The Taiji Pisces Swords?

Jiang Chen stared at the uniquely-shaped blades, his heart pounding. He could tell the swords’ value with a single glance.

These were a pair of yin and yang swords, one masculine and one feminine. The spirit energy of nature had forged them into powerful divine weapons that could influence the rule of yin and yang.

Such weapons were very powerful, and since they had been created by nature, they came with the heavenly law’s blessings, flawless in all aspects.

Jiang Chen would be lying if he claimed to be unmoved.

“Young man, I hope the next time I challenge you to a duel, you’ll fight me with the Taiji Pisces Swords.”

With a shake of his arms, Mad Fiend sent the blades of yin and yang to Jiang Chen. Blinding light radiated from the swords, emitting the powerful energy of heaven and earth. Jiang Chen could feel something old, something from the primordial age.

The swords must have an illustrious and storied history.

He could barely contain his excitement. His hot gaze fixed on his new weapons.

The swords resonated lowly, shining with an extraordinary sheen as they crossed before Jiang Chen, rather than falling into his hands.

Jiang Chen paused and glanced at Mad Fiend. Understanding dawned in the next second. This was a test to see if he was good enough to tame the swords.

Having understood, Jiang Chen wasn’t worried. He didn’t mind proving himself to Mad Fiend and showcasing his techniques.

He was second to none in his wealth of knowledge and mastery of various skills. He was capable of taming powerful weapons in more ways than one. However, it’d require a delicate approach to tame the Taiji Pisces Swords. Weapons born of nature were sentient and often proud.

To tame them, he had to first understand the weapons’ attributes and characteristics—their personality and temper.

With his powerful consciousness, Jiang Chen was able to gain insight with a bit of observation. In terms of weapons grade, these were absolutely top class.

He transmitted his intention to communicate to the swords. Contrary to usual methods, his delicate control over his consciousness allowed him to talk to the swords as he would with humans.

Once he’d gotten to know them a bit better, he deployed arts to manipulate them.

He made repeated hand seals to reel them in. The proud spirits still hung in the air, but they slowly drew close to the human.

“Oh?” Mad Fiend was surprised by how easily Jiang Chen had won the swords over.

He’d thought it’d take a long time and some unique technique for Jiang Chen to wield the swords, but to his surprise, the boy had succeeded after just a few moves.

Once again, all of his preconceived notions had been proven wrong when the swords slowly drifted into Jiang Chen’s hands.

“You’re something else, kid,” Mad Fiend said with a delighted smile. “No one at your age has been ever able to tame the swords as easily as you have. What’s your secret?”

He couldn’t be more curious about the young man, who had done the impossible again and again. Anything seemed possible when it came to the young man.

Jiang Chen smiled. “I’m fortunate to know a thing or two about manipulating weapons. The Taiji Pisces Swords should’ve posed a great challenge, but they seem fated to fall in my hands. I was able to quickly refine them in my own way.”

“You’ve refined them already?” Mad Fiend muttered. “True geniuses are often young, but even in the ancient times, there wasn’t anyone quite like you. No one could surprise me to such a degree and gain control over the divine swords in such a short amount of time.”

Jiang Chen chuckled. “You aren’t going to take them back, are you, senior?”

“Of course not.” Mad Fiend waved his hand in denial. “Alright, time’s a-wastin’. Go ahead to the fifth palace. You’re good enough to take that challenge, and you stand a good chance of passing.”

Jiang Chen didn’t expect to be let off the hook so easily in this palace. He gladly accepted the swords and cupped his hands at the old man. “The swords will be of great help to me, senior. When I use them to slay enemies, I’ll remember your kindness.”

Mad Fiend laughed heartily. “You’re welcome. I’ll take you slaughtering demons as thanks enough. Besides, once you pass all six palaces, everything will be yours anyway, and we old ones will be under your command.”

That, Jiang Chen did know.

“Alright, the portal is ready for activation. If you still need time, you may cultivate in this palace. If you don’t, I’ll send you to the next once now!”

Jiang Chen nodded after a pause. “Please send me to the next palace now. Things are constantly changing. The earlier I get this over with, the better the chance we’ll win the war.”

Demons might not invade in large numbers just yet, but it was better to be prepared.

What would be waiting for him in the fifth palace?

Jiang Chen opened his eyes once he’d been teleported.
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Suspended Runes


During the leap between the fourth and fifth palaces, Jiang Chen couldn’t help but dwell on Mad Fiend. The old man who had seemed incomprehensible initially seemed much more reasonable now.

The protector had been in the Six Palaces of Heritage from the ancient era to the present. In the process, he had been deprived of his freedom and had to bear the pain of losing his wife and younger sister.

One or two days of this would’ve been bearable, but it had been over a hundred thousand years. It’d be hard for anyone to last that long unchanged.

For a time, Jiang Chen was filled with great sympathy.

What Mad Fiend had gone through reminded him of his father, the Celestial Emperor. I wonder how father is doing now?

If a heavenly cataclysm had really been unleashed, even someone as great as a celestial emperor wasn’t guaranteed to remain safe. Where might his father be now?

No pain was as harsh as separation from one’s loved ones.

The continual increases in his cultivation and the introduction of higher and higher tiers of information fueled his curiosity about what had happened in his previous life.

“I must attain godhood. When I do, I will be able to solve the mystery of the chain seal in my consciousness. I will be able to see what clues father has left me.” Jiang Chen quite looked forward to it.

He arrived at the fifth palace in no time at all. As soon as he entered, he felt like he was in a different world.

The fifth palace was a sequestered space, strangely cut off from the outside world. There was nothing here: no buildings, life, or any distinguishing features. The very air was stagnant.

It was as if this world was perfectly still.

“Hmm? What’s this?” Jiang Chen looked all around him. There was nothing but emptiness and stillness, with seemingly no connection to the true and material.

This place was more silent than death itself.

Jiang Chen swept his eyes and consciousness across the expanse, taking in the oddity of the quietness here.

“Is this really the fifth palace?” He began to doubt where he was. He simply couldn’t understand what he was witnessing. “No. Even in the void, complete stillness is impossible. This has to be an illusion! It has to be!”

Jiang Chen kept reinforcing this notion to himself.

Clang!

A majestic and somber bell suddenly rang by his ear.

In the next moment, the world before him underwent a drastic change. Stranger sights appeared in front, beneath, behind, and all around him. Countless runes drifted bizarrely through the air like wraiths.

Jiang Chen opened his eyes, then braced himself. The leaping runes reminded him of something.

“Suspended runes?” he remarked with some astonishment.

In the world of martial dao, there was a particular kind of ability that didn’t require materials or use a medium to etch runes in thin air. A runic formation could be built using nothing but empty air as the basis.

It wasn’t a proper formation, since it lacked a foundation and other trappings of one. But it was just as potent and diverse as a real formation. In fact, it was more mysterious in some ways.

As an experienced man, Jiang Chen had an inkling of what the glowing tadpoles swimming in midair meant.

Thankfully, he had some basic knowledge about them. If he stood still, he would probably be able to avoid triggering the runes’ effects. If he tried to rashly move about, the opposite would happen.

As such, he stayed as still as he could while examining the environment around him. No set of runes was absolutely flawless. Just like formations, they were hardly indestructible.

To find the chinks in their defenses however, required a sharp eye and a capable hand. A complex suite of skills and abilities.

In other words, Jiang Chen possessed all of the necessary qualities for success. Though his strength hadn’t yet been perfected, his experience could guarantee calm and poise before the suspended runes.

A challenger who was ignorant of what he saw would likely approach and investigate. Once he did, he would be mired in a great deal of trouble by triggering the runes’ effects.

Jiang Chen gave the runes a once-over with his consciousness. They weren’t particularly offensive. In fact, they seemed to dance with a strict purpose.

It was a safe assumption that they were present here as a test, rather than a lethal trap.

Even so, he didn’t dare move lightly. The Veluriyam Pagoda’s six palaces were to test anyone who ventured in.

If he was trapped, he would be admitting defeat. That was an obvious kink to passing all of the palaces. He decided to sit and wait for now.

Carefully scrutinizing the landscape around him, he found several patterns in the runes’ operation.

As long as he had the requisite clues, he was confident he could break through the blockade and enter the true fifth palace to greet its master. If he couldn’t even get through this much, he would be looked down upon.

Jiang Chen drew on as much of his previous life’s memories as possible. Details and snippets about suspended runes flashed before his eyes. His mind whirred with an urgency that stirred it into thought.

“These suspended runes clearly have some sort of a pattern. They’re following a diagram of some sort. Sadly, I’m inside of it, which means I can’t make heads or tails of it. If I could see a broader picture, perhaps I would have a few more clues.”

Jiang Chen seriously considered this, scattering his consciousness into every corner as he did so. He wanted to observe the runes from as many perspectives as possible.

His method paid off immediately. The multiple points of view he received were very telling, and the spectacle he witnessed became more and more amazing as time went on.
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Continuing Eccentricities


The countless angles he took, near and far, changed the outline of the runic pattern each time. Moreover, the pattern itself seemed to be shifting. That was interesting.

“The mysteries imbued in these runes are more varied than I expected.”

Inspiration flooded him. He had a good idea of what was up now. The shapes the pattern made gave meaning to the array of the runes. For example, swords signified killing. Dragons and tigers, excitement and power.

He analyzed everything he saw.

“A tree? What does its abundance mean?” Jiang Chen found the newest image odd. That couldn’t be a sign for danger.

The pattern shifted once more. A green plain, with all kinds of spirit herbs growing from it.

“The creator of these suspended runes is a tasteful individual. Drawing such beautiful images with them… that’s hardly common.”

He beheld the pretty pictures with a mixture of astonishment and enjoyment.

“Hmm? Is that a bird? A pigeon perhaps, or a dove? If it’s a dove, that’s a sign of peace and safety, no? Maybe I should try something with it.” Now that Jiang Chen had a plan, he became even more calm.

He patiently watched for further changes to the pattern, new images born out of the chaos.

After a long while, the dove appeared once more.

“Now!”

He decisively took the opportunity to fire himself into that patch of space, backed by the incredible speed of the Kunpeng Meteoric Escape.

Whoosh!

He crossed the expanse of the void in a single instant, before the dove could change to something else. He was finally free from the area of suspended runes.

Before he could land, the runes burned away like a shower of meteors. They blazed with radiance before disappearing into nothingness. There was peace all around him once more, as quiet as things had been before.

The suspended runes’ restriction was entirely gone.

“So I guessed right?” Jiang Chen wasn’t particularly pleased about his success. Things were exactly as they should’ve been.

And yet, the tacit sameness of the empty space all around him made his scalp tingle.

“Surely the protector of this fifth palace is a true master of dimensional abilities. That he’s created such a space here… perhaps he’s greater than all of his predecessors.”

The Six Palaces of Heritage were sure to become more difficult as he went further in. As their purpose was to select an heir however, an opportunity would be left for the challenger.

He saw no reason to be discouraged. Even the most minute of clues could be found.

Above all, he was supremely confident in himself. If the Veluriyam Pagoda was to fall to anyone, it would be him.

Jiang Chen didn’t believe there had been any young geniuses capable of surpassing him in the previous hundred thousand years, nor would there be any after.

Calming his heart once more, he sat down cross-legged within the serenity of space. He was waiting for that slim window to arise. The quiet wouldn’t last forever.

The fifth palace would have a sign of some sort to guide him.

Rather than stumble about like a headless fly, it was better to remain in place to meditate and observe. He would find the lone path of escape that much faster then.

In no time at all, he heard the somber sound of an ancient bell ring. This toll was even dignified and austere than the last.

Jiang Chen braced himself.

The last time the bell had rung, suspended runes had appeared immediately. There was sure to be more this time as well.

The runes he expected didn’t appear.

Instead, he felt the space all around him heat up. Without warning, the landscape became a brilliant red, as if countless embers had flared simultaneously to life.

In the next moment, the entire place was engulfed in a sea of flame.

The fire consumed all with a grand majesty, transforming from radiance into a scorching inferno before long.

How could this be?

Where had the fire come from? Or the heat before it, for that matter?

Jiang Chen was shocked. The place he was in was so big! How could it simply catch on fire like that? Was there something he hadn’t noticed?

He quickly got his answer.

The blaze illuminated all with its light. His field of view broadened; he could see the boundaries of this place! There were actual walls here. Eight gates demarcated the enclosing walls, taking the eight bagua positions. They were bizarrely astounding to behold.

In other words, he was in a very large room rather than a boundless expanse of space.

In fact, all this looked more and more like a huge pill cauldron. He’d taken the place of a small piece of refining material, small enough to be totally negligible.

This was a terrifying thought!

His first stop in the fifth palace to be inside a pill cauldron had been the last of his expectations. He could predict a great many things, but he’d never experienced anything like this before.

A real live human being transported into a cauldron? And caught up in the process of refinement?

The young man was completely taken aback. This had entirely turned his assumptions about the fifth palace upside down!
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The World of the Bagua Pill Cauldron


In the world of martial dao, there were abilities that could hide something very large within something small. Dimensional abilities were wondrous indeed, and many experts skilled in them could pull off remarkable feats like this.

Jiang Chen had witnessed the usage of these dimensional abilities before – even on Divine Abyss. This time though, he was impressed as well as surprised.

He hadn’t the foggiest inkling that he would be placed in this situation.

“There have always been powerful cultivators who could hide the world within their sleeves, or the skies in their wine jugs. Since this is a cauldron for refining pills, its owner must be an expert on that subject.” Jiang Chen was perfectly at ease.

He welcomed a protector who was capable with pills. He was absolutely confident in his own ability in that area. As long as he could meet the fifth palace’s master in person, he had a very good chance of passing through.

There was nothing he was better at in the world than pill dao.

Right now, he didn’t have the luxury to think about such things. What did this cauldron he was inside of mean?

So far into the six palaces, the personality of the palace protectors had always factored into the tests. The actions of this protector in particular seemed extremely cool.

No normal person could create such an expansive void within a pill cauldron. Dimensional abilities of this strength were rare!

In addition, specific treasure-refining methods were practically required. How could such a miraculous creation have come about otherwise?

Jiang Chen was no stranger to the eight bagua positions.

However, departing the cauldron required more than recognizing what the gates were. The eight trigrams were a science unto themselves, and it wasn’t easy at all to grasp all their intricacies.

The air began to heat up more and more.

Jiang Chen really was a pill material in the cauldron, but he was far from discouraged. He was a real live person at the end of the day.

The young man had seen blood sacrifices being required in the refinement process, but he had never done something so inhumane himself. It was too morally reprehensible to consider.

The same would be true of this protector. The motive of the cauldron wasn’t to refine him, but to test his skill.

Qian, kun, zhen, xun, kan, li, gen, dui. These were the eight trigrams.

They corresponded to eight facets of nature: heaven, earth, thunder, wind, water, fire, mountain, and marsh respectively.

Jiang Chen opened up his consciousness to observe any changes in the gates.

“Back in the heavenly planes, there was a verse about them, wasn’t there? It went like this: Three lines Qian, six segments Kun. Upward vessel Zhen, reverse bowl Gen. Empty heart Li, full center Kan. Flawed top Dui, broken base Xun.”

The verse helped remind him of what the trigrams actually looked like.

“That’s right! Three lines Qian means that Qian is the trigram with three solid lines. All three barriers prevent exit. On the other hand, six segments Kun means that there’s an empty space right in the middle of all three lines. Passage through is possible! The remaining six trigrams all have similar obstacles, and none are as free as Kun. I believe I’ve found the way out!”

Sometimes the simplest logic was also the most sensible.

Jiang Chen immediately hurtled out from his resting place.

“Time waits for no one. I have to trust my intuition and judgment. This is my way out!” he said with considerable decisiveness.

Whoosh!

He reached the threshold of the Kun gate in a mere moment.

A blinding white consumed his body. In the next moment, it was all he could see. Within this radiance, he could once more hear the movement of the air in the outside world.

Joy crept into his heart.

The empty space he had been in before had been totally calm and undisturbed. Since this was no longer the case meant he was back in the real world.

This knowledge relieved him.

When the light disappeared, he finally stood upon solid ground once more. Luxurious tiles, to be precise, splendiferous and magnificent in their hue.

Jiang Chen was astounded by the extravagance. He was within a great palace filled to the brim with opulence. Each plank and brick, pillar and shingle was decorated with utmost lavishness and severity.

Most importantly, countless statues of gods were arrayed all around. Their eminent figures dominated the space.

Jiang Chen was agape with shock. He hadn’t expected such a divergence from the program. What had happened to the emptiness he had been in before? What was up with the huge, gleaming palace?

“Well done, young man. You passed two tests in a row, hmm? I had thought youths with such keen eyesight and insight were extinct. You’ve certainly kept me waiting for a very long time.” A resonant voice intoned, amiable and serene. It sounded very much like an elder’s voice, bringing tranquility to the heart of whomever heard it.

“Greetings, senior of the fifth palace. My name is Jiang Chen,” the young man humbly introduced himself.

“Jiang Chen?” The voice paused a moment, then gave way to laughter. “Your name doesn’t matter. What matters is my appreciation for your talent.”

Jiang Chen breathed out a sigh of relief. But he didn’t completely let down his guard. He saw it as a necessary precaution to be wary of anyone and everyone.

“I count myself lucky to win your favor, senior.”

“No need to be so modest, young man. Tell me, how did you get all the way to the fifth palace? Do you know anything about this place?”

“Not at all, sir,” Jiang Chen shook his head. “No one before this has given me any hints. As for myself, I didn’t get here all the way in one go. I reached this place slowly, step by step! I do have to say though, that the test I went through was definitely one-of-a-kind.” He didn’t mind performing a bit of flattery.
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Old Pill Rune


Hearty laughter rang through the air, but Jiang Chen couldn’t detect any physical body concealed in the vicinity, no matter how hard he tried with his consciousness.

He couldn’t be more surprised. The protector of the fifth palace was powerful indeed. Very few could get close to Jiang Chen without him detecting them.

“Alright, kid, stop looking around. I’m not going to challenge you in person. In fact, you’ve already passed half of my trials. So far, you haven’t made any missteps. Now I’m going to test if you’re my kind of person. Why don’t you tell me how you made your way to the fifth palace?”

Without missing a beat, Jiang Chen explained with a smile, “I’ve overcome challenges and dangers to reach this point...”

He briefly described his experience going from the first palace to the fourth. It got him thinking. Did the protectors of the palaces, who’d been put here by the master who built and ruled over the pagoda, know nothing about the other protectors? Had they not been sharing information?

That seemed like a distinct possibility.

However, Jiang Chen remembered that back in the first palace, Honored Master P’eng had told him in advance that one of the protectors was a senior from the Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect.

Thus, he was already mentally prepared.

The fifth protector smiled in response to Jiang Chen’s words. “Good. You’re easy to like. No wonder you’ve been doing so well.

“Since the last four protectors all showed you some level of appreciation, you must be worthy to some degree. Nonetheless, this seat has my own set of criteria. I’m not going to let you pass unconditionally or take a liking to you just because they do. You have to win me over with your talent in order to pass and receive the reward. I’m going to see for myself if you deserve the heritage of the six palaces and the Veluriyam Pagoda. If you don’t meet my standards, I won’t hesitate to kick you out.” He was a resolute one.

Jiang Chen nodded with a smile. “Understood. How does the senior plan to test me?”

“Tell me, what are your talents?”

Jiang Chen erred on the side of caution this time and thought before responding, “I’m somewhat of a jack of all trades. I’ve dabbled in various fields.”

“Are you saying you’re an all-around genius?”

Jiang Chen smiled. “You’ve used glyphs and pills, senior. I happen to know a thing or two of pill dao. That’s one of my stronger suits.”

He kept his tone exceedingly humble since he speculated that the fifth protector wasn’t a fan of braggarts.

“You’re adept in pill dao?” The owner of the voice was pleasantly surprised.

“I am. If the senior is going to test me in pill dao, I’ll have a chance to prove myself and honor what I’ve learned so far.” Jiang Chen spoke matter-of-factly.

“Then pill dao it is?” the voice asked with a smile and muttered, “I’m Old Pill Rune, young man. Since you’ve picked pill dao as your challenge, you better do your best. If you disappoint me, it’ll be harder for you to pass.”

Old Pill Rune? That was what the fifth protector called himself?

Since he’d dared give himself the title, he must be a great master in the two fields.

After a bemused pause, Jiang Chen put on a confident smile. “Then let’s get started, senior. I have faith in my level of pill dao.”

“Good, very good,” said Old Pill Rune. “There are many fundamental skills in pill dao. First, a keen observation, without which you’ll achieve nothing.”

Jiang Chen nodded in agreement, like they were holding a face to face conversation. “A keen observation is the foundation to a pill expert’s success. Pill dao isn’t the right path for people without a basic level of sensitivity.”

“Good, at least your beliefs are the right ones, kid,” the old man praised. “What else do you think is crucial to pill dao?”

The question was broad. It was more about a general understanding in pill dao than about the specifics.

However, Jiang Chen went against the old man’s expectations and responded with a smile, “The devil’s in the details for pill dao. A keen observation being one of them, but there are many other crucial factors. For example, a fine control over fire and heat, a good memory, and more importantly, a strong will. When all is said and done, the heart determines a pill expert’s success. An iron will makes the cultivator unbeatable.”

Old Pill Rune made a sound of surprise. He hadn’t expected Jiang Chen’s answer.

“So you do know pill dao. The different paths share some commonalities since they’re from the same source. A strong will is crucial to cultivators of all kinds.” He sighed. “You’re on the right track. Now I’d like to test your understanding of the specifics.”

“Please do,” Jiang Chen said respectfully.

“Alright, here’s a pill recipe for you to judge.”

A translucent screen emerged in the air and spots of light transformed into text. It was a visually beautiful sight.

Jiang Chen marveled at the spectacle, but didn’t get distracted from the writing on the screen.

It was a pill recipe analysis.

“What do you think, young man?” asked the old man. “I’ll give you fifteen minutes to formulate your thoughts. Does that work?”

Jiang Chen made an assenting sound and read the recipe carefully in lieu of a verbal response. He smiled once he’d browsed through the text. He recognized the recipe. It was an empyrean level one — the Goldenhorn Moonmender Pill, used for mending injury.

Jiang Chen went through the recipe from beginning to end four times. “The pill is a fine one, but the recipe falls short. One won’t be successful following this recipe. Even if pills are successfully refined, the end products will be too flawed to be useful.”
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Giving Pointers, the Might of Pill Dao


Jiang Chen hadn’t sugarcoated his words at all. He knew his actions were risky. What if Old Pill Rune flew into a rage?

Nevertheless, his mentor from his past life had instilled a certain belief since day one: pill dao was about seeking and respecting the truth. Never lie to anyone under any circumstances. Stay true to the facts.

Jiang Chen had held himself to that principle since his first day of pill dao. No matter how important or authoritative the person he faced was, he never broke the principle.

Therefore, he never once considered lying to the protector despite the risks.

Old Pill Rune was silent for a long while before he sighed and asked in a quiet voice, “You’re bold to voice your true thoughts, young man, but there’s more than one reason why someone would be so blunt. Some follow their heart and spill their true feelings. Others speak their mind to gain a strategic advantage. Which are you?”

“I’ve learned not to twist the truth since the day I started learning pill dao,” Jiang Chen said seriously. “Facts are facts, and mistakes are mistakes.”

“So you do think the recipe is flawed?”

“It is. Very much so!” Jiang Chen’s tone was direct and without pretense.

“Explain.” Old Pill Rune decided to give the young man the benefit of the doubt since he sounded so confident.

“First, the proportion of ingredients. Too much of the main ingredient is used. The magical thing about the pill is the way different ingredients complement one another. When the portion of the main ingredient is too large, it’ll undermine the others and their complementary effects. This is the first flaw.

“The second critical mistake is the refining method. The pill has to be refined with low heat, not medium, and definitely not high heat.

“Then there are more trivial details. For example, the order of adding the ingredients makes a difference. Although the order recorded here is mostly correct, there are some mistakes. The little things combined can have a significant impact on the quality of the end products.”

Jiang Chen laid down his points clearly and without difficulty. He exuded confidence and a commanding presence. Old Pill Rune hung on his every word, transfixed for a good while.

“Where did you learn all that, young Jiang Chen?” the old man asked once he’d finally broke out of his trance. “Was your pill dao master good enough to teach you that?”

He had been an expert in pill dao since the ancient times. That recipe was something that had stumped him personally. He’d thrown it out as a test and hadn’t expected Jiang Chen to actually give an answer.

To his surprise, the challenger’s answer was detailed and comprehensive, covering both important and trivial problems. Some of the points made even gave the old man some new ideas.

Old Pill Rune was caught off guard, and his level of approval for Jiang Chen rose significantly. He’d started to accept the young man.

“I’ve learned many things from different fields, a lot of which weren’t taught by a master,” Jiang Chen responded suggestively. “Knowledge seems to emerge out of nowhere in my head. It dawns on me when I wake up or even in my dreams.”

He knew the old man was smart enough to connect the dots.

As expected, Old Pill Rune blurted out in a conflicted tone, “Are… are you a god incarnate? Are you sure you gained knowledge in your sleep, young Jiang Chen?”

“I’m sure,” Jiang Chen said with deliberate nonchalance. “It’s happened many times.”

“I knew it, I knew it! You are indeed a god incarnate!” the old man exclaimed excitedly. “Do you know what that means?”

Jiang Chen nodded. “I’ve heard the phrase thrown around. Some other people suspect me of having the memory of a god as well. However, my recollection is messy. I don’t remember much about my past life. Shouldn’t I remember if I’m a reincarnated god?”

“Most have their memories of their past lives erased by the wheel of reincarnation. Only a few particularly powerful and willful cultivators retain some memories. There are also the rare exceptions who manage to keep a significant part of their recollection, who then become talented cultivators in their new life.”

Jiang Chen pretended to be in deep thought.

“If your memory fully awakens one day, young Jiang Chen, you’ll be on track to greatness. You’ll not only become the heir of the Veluriyam Pagoda, but may even surpass the former master of the pagoda.”

He wasn’t merely trying to comfort Jiang Chen. Being a god incarnate would truly give the young man a great edge in every aspect. He had even higher hopes for the young man and brought up a series of questions about pill dao that he’d been having trouble solving.

Jiang Chen answered every single one of them.

That won the old man over entirely. He’d now had a complete change of mind and his caution melted away. He even wanted Jiang Chen to stay a little longer, given that he had the opportunity to pick the brain of a pill dao genius.

Jiang Chen could understand. The old man had been on his own since the ancient times. He must have devoted his whole life to exploring everything about pill dao. He offered all he could to the protector, not holding anything back and explaining everything he knew about every issue.

Their exchange in pill dao lasted for three days and three nights. Still, the old man wasn’t satiated.

Fortunately, Jiang Chen didn’t have anything important to do at the moment since he wasn’t strong enough to take on the sixth palace, which would require him to reach advanced empyrean or even peak empyrean.

He settled for having an intellectual conversation with Old Pill Rune until the old man himself started feeling embarrassed for taking up his time.
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Conquering Old Pill Rune


Old Pill Rune sighed. “Young Jiang Chen, you came and surprised me when I was starting to doubt if anyone from the human domain would ever be able to enter this palace again. Fate has guided you here to give me such a great surprise. This seat can now say for sure that you are going to be the best candidate to inherit the Veluriyam Pagoda.”

He was a strong and unique personality with high standards. His compliments meant the young man had won him over completely.

Jiang Chen wasn’t surprised. His knowledge in pill dao far surpassed even a master like the old man, and demanded the latter’s deference.

“Young man, I’m confident that you’re a god incarnate, and you must have been an unparalleled pill dao master in your past life, the likes of whom emerge only once every ten thousand years,” the old man mused.

Jiang Chen smiled, a little embarrassed. “Senior, your title contains both pill and rune. You must be an extraordinary master in runes as well. The silent void I encountered when I first entered the palace and the suspended runes later on were your doing as well, weren’t they?”

“You know about suspended runes?” Old Pill Rune asked with surprise.

“I know a thing or two.” Jiang Chen smiled. “I was fortunate not to be trapped.”

The old man sighed deeply. “It’s not easy to find an opening during a siege of suspended runes. You certainly know more than a thing or two. Only experts in runes and glyphs would be able to escape, and more importantly, very few would’ve recognized the suspended runes! Trying to break free in the way one would approach a formation only leads to humiliation. You’re something else, young man!” He was very impressed by Jiang Chen.

“Ah, I thought that might be your masterpiece, senior.”

“Not so much masterpiece, but it is my work. If I had created the most powerful suspended runes I could create, there would be life-threatening danger, and you wouldn’t have escaped so easily. The suspended runes I put in this palace were meant to trap rather than kill. Thus the lesser challengers could survive even if trapped. I do have some restraint.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “Makes sense. I didn’t sense any killing intent.”

“Alright, back to business. You’ve passed my trial and thus deserve rewards. I’m sure you have a good wealth of resources given your identity and talent. Perhaps my gifts won’t be good enough for you.”

“You’re far too kind,” Jiang Chen hurriedly responded.

“Haha, you don’t have to so humble. I’d prepared two gifts originally. First is ‘A Comprehensive Guide to Pill Dao’, which I have devoted all my life to writing. Second is the method and tips for refining suspended runes. I don’t think either is going to be of much help to you though.”

“Not at all. The different fields in pill dao share some common ground. Exchange of knowledge is crucial. I don’t even know how to refine the most basic suspended runes. I was only able to escape due to my observation and will.”

Old Pill Rune chuckled. “It’s a good thing you don’t know how to refine suspended runes, or I’d feel guilty for giving you gifts that are beneath you.”

In truth, suspended runes were a very advanced field of study. They could be much more useful than formations, and in some ways, more powerful.

Suspended runes were quick and agile, which set them apart from formations. In an environment abundant with spirit energy, one could tap into natural energy and create a good number of suspended runes in an instant, making them difficult to defend against.

Jiang Chen very much appreciated the runes’ value.

“The two gifts are hidden under the largest statue in this palace, young man. You’ll be able to find them without difficulty. My work in pill dao isn’t going to be that useful to you, but I hope you’ll find the refining method of suspended runes valuable.”

Jiang Chen looked around and spotted the biggest statue. He easily extracted the two gifts.

‘A Comprehensive Guide to Pill Dao’ turned out to be an epic-length academic work. The total word count amounted to tens of millions.

“Your work in pill dao is indeed comprehensive, senior. You definitely live up to your title as Old Pill Rune.”

“Haha, stop flattering this seat, young man. Given your level of knowledge, your flattery to me may as well be directed to yourself.”

“It’s not flattery,” Jiang Chen rushed out. “I’m complimenting you from the bottom of my heart.”

“Alright, you’ve passed the fifth palace and won me over. I hope you’ll be able to tap into the full potential of the suspended runes. My gifts to you are the two things I’m most proud of.”

Jiang Chen flipped through the refining theory of the suspended runes and was thoroughly surprised. The talisman was indeed a great invention.

Old Pill Rune sighed. “You’re not going to take on the sixth palace just yet despite having two chances, are you? ”

Jiang Chen nodded. “I won’t be. I have two chances, but it’ll be a waste to use one of them now.”

First, he hadn’t reached its minimum cultivation requirement. Second, the last palace must be the most difficult. If he wasn’t prepared, he’d be bumping around in the dark.

“Keep up the good work, young man. I believe you’ll be able to gain the Veluriyam Pagoda’s heritage one day. Then we’ll all be set free.” His words weren’t just for Jiang Chen’s benefit. They also expressed his yearning for freedom.

After gaining the spacetime seal for the sixth palace, Jiang Chen left the pagoda with the old man’s blessings.

The fourth and fifth palaces had been significantly more difficult than the previous ones, but Jiang Chen had gained a lot as well, including the Taiji Pisces Swords from the fourth palace and the method of refining the suspended runes from the fifth.

The swords were weapons of finest quality. They would be of great help in his future battles.

As for the suspended runes, the process of learning them might be arduous and dull, but once he understood or even mastered it, the runes would be a powerful and useful tool in battle.

Jiang Chen went into closed door cultivation as soon as he left the pagoda. He could tell he was going to ascend to sixth level empyrean.
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Sixth Level Empyrean Realm, Breakthrough!


Jiang Chen had never been bottlenecked by anything cultivation-wise since coming to Divine Abyss. Once inspiration hit, his breakthrough to sixth level empyrean was as smooth as ever. In less than ten days, he was able to stabilize his new advancement.

Sixth level empyrean increased his strength considerably in every area once again. Only after the breakthrough did he tally up his gains and losses from the fourth and the fifth palaces.

Each palace had given him something drastically different, though everything was extremely valuable. This time was no different.

He brought forth the Taiji Pisces Swords and laid them out in front of himself, extending his consciousness in intent communication. He was an expert on weapons in general, but he found the swords more and more intriguing every time he examined them.

“The taiji conceives two poles, which birth the four cardinals. Then come the eight trigrams, and hence the rest of creation. These swords must have been brought into being at the beginning of the celestial heavens. It combines the essences of yin and yang to enact the five elements and six connections. In short, they are anything but ordinary. Even the current me can’t accurately comprehend how much potential they have.”

Jiang Chen was very pleased with the Taiji Pisces Swords. Though Mad Fiend had been true to his name, the old man wasn’t hard to understand after his inner world was laid bare. The young man was curious though, why the old expert hadn’t used the swords himself. Why had they been gifted to him?

If Mad Fiend hadn’t told Jiang Chen the reason then, he never would. That was just the type of person he was.

The Taiji Pisces Swords emboldened Jiang Chen and increased his strength. The only thing that remained was for him to choose an appropriate sword technique to match. He never had a shortage of those.

He did need to pick one out very carefully this time though. A sword technique that fit the Taiji Pisces Swords had to embody a balance of yin and yang as well.

Any technique with a degree of finesse had its own style. There existed many tendencies: might, ferocity, and broad strokes; or trickery, complexity, and general sophistication.

Speed was another popular one. If one could overwhelm one’s opponent with alacrity, it was trivial to win any fight.

In short, good sword techniques that possessed a balance of two styles were hard to find. Only the most authoritative of martial masters could come up with something so different.

A technique that succeeded on this front would become an instant classic, towering above all the rest.It was quite possible such techniques didn’t exist in Divine Abyss at all. One or two would definitely be brilliant exceptions to the rule.

However, Jiang Chen did know of a few from his previous life in the heavenly planes.

So many geniuses had congregated in the wider world of his previous home. Any that arrived were the cream of the crop in their original planes—one-in-a-millions or rarer.

Their intuitions and martial dao levels were outrageous to imagine.

These geniuses usually commanded great power wherever they arose. That meant there wouldn’t be many survivors, which made the associated martial techniques scarce as well.

Jiang Chen searched his mind and discovered several appropriate sword techniques, eventually ending up with a single one.

The technique’s name was the Sword of Genesis, so named because it sought to materialize the notion of primordial conception, when yin and yang were first parted. Once a martial cultivator trained it to perfection, they would have a significant advantage in battle. Cutting down an opponent on their level would be easier than breathing.

The Sword of Genesis was a very high-level and elegant technique. Though it was designed for killing, it was much more classy and graceful than its more brutal peers.

Because of its difficulty, Jiang Chen had a hard time completely learning it in a short period of time. His superior intuition could help him along, but his present level of actual cultivation was a concerning barrier.

The first thing he did was to mull over the method in his mind to analyze all its changes and potentialities. Despite his edge in understanding, the technique initially defied him with sheer mystery. He would have to take it slow, one step at a time.

Still, he could jog along just fine.

As expected, the Taiji Pisces Swords and the Sword of Genesis were a perfect fit.

Time passed away as he engrossed himself in study.

After a month, he finally learned the opening move of the Sword of Genesis. The Taiji Pisces Swords amplified its strength to incredible levels.

Jiang Chen was greatly encouraged. “This opening strike is called the Yin Yang Twilight Slash. It certainly has the potential to blot out the sun.”

He was overjoyed. He knew that he was only starting out with the technique, but he had a strong feeling that it would benefit him in unknowable ways in his future battles.

Though he had learned only one move, he was sure that he could cut down an advanced empyrean expert.

The practice of the Sword of Genesis would take far longer than a few days. Instead of thirsting for completion, Jiang Chen put away the Taiji Pisces Swords.

In its place, he took out ‘A Comprehensive Guide to Pill Dao’ and flipped through it. He didn’t need any tomes on the topic, really. Though the book was written at a high level, it barely helped him at all theory-wise.

The principles behind the suspended runes were a different matter. He was particularly interested in them. If he could grasp their manner of creation, he would have an ability that others did not. In fights, this would provide him with an element of surprise.
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Emerging from Closed Door Cultivation Once More


The suspended runes piqued a great deal of Jiang Chen’s interest and passion.

Old Pill Glyph had recorded many methods of bringing them into being. Also included were several specialized approaches which were especially deserving of further research.

Each kind of suspended rune had a corresponding manner of drawing. The art was somewhat different from both etching formations and using hand seals.

It was a combination of the two instead. The method of creating the runes was similar to etching formations, which meant the runes possessed quasi-formational strength. Perhaps they were weaker than formations drawn on a grander scale, but they had unique advantages.

They could be completed in a very short amount of time and used to strike an unexpected blow. Moreover, they were extremely flexible and tailorable to the current situation. Sometimes, they could be combined with the terrain to create completely unexpected and unique results.

Jiang Chen was very enthusiastic about this new craft. He enjoyed starting out from the basics.

Right now, it was very hard to even start setting up the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement. There was nothing wrong for him to spend the time on cultivation instead. The more effort he expended now, the more he would have to rely on in a future fight.

Though he did have to start from the beginning, learning how to create suspended runes wasn’t too hard. Somewhat more esoteric compared to etching formations, but not the end of the world. Of course, it was precisely because of its rarity that the technique hadn’t achieved widespread usage.

Jiang Chen stayed behind closed doors for a very long time.

He reluctantly emerged only after a full year. In that time, he had reaped notable rewards.

“Now that I am sixth level empyrean and have studied the Sword of Genesis, I can easily crush seventh or eighth level experts. Ninth level ones… I think I’ve got what it takes to take them on too.”

The young man said this thanks to his increase in strength, and not blind confidence. Everyone was overjoyed to see him emerge in such an awe-inspiring fashion. The outside world had remained mostly calm during his time away. However, news from the every corner seemed to show small changes taking place.

Since taking his place as the young lord of Veluriyam Capital, Jiang Chen had ordered annual propaganda of the dangers of demonkind everywhere in the human domain.

It wasn’t that he wanted to terrorize everyone. He wanted to use the opportunity to raise the people’s guards and make them wary of a possible invasion. He didn’t want a rude awakening to take place when they actually came. It would probably be too late then.

Because of his repeated emphasis about demons, almost everybody in Veluriyam Capital was preparing for the resistance effort. The city was being built into both an offensive and defensive stronghold.

The good news its young lord had brought back after each of his excursions had improved the city’s own strength considerably.

Today, Veluriyam Capital had far more empyrean experts than Mo Wushuang, Wellspring, and the Jiao brothers. Many of the other great emperors had gradually broken through one by one on their own time. By proxy, the Taiyi Skymender Pill acquired a famous reputation.

The human domain was very different from Myriad Abyss. If the pill could make waves in the latter, it would obviously garner even more of a reaction in the former.

Countless great emperors here had ended their lives without any opportunities for them to climb any higher. The appearance of the Taiyi Skymender Pill instantly changed this former reality. A new era was upon them; the great emperors finally had a new goal to aspire to.

Correspondingly, the overall strength of the human domain rose again.

Jiang Chen was pleased with what was happening. Unfortunately, there weren’t that many Taiyi Skymender Pills in the end. He had a number of Taiyi Dragonscale Fruits still available, but he didn’t choose to refine them into more pills.

Veluriyam Capital only had so many great emperors. He had planned distribution to them accordingly. The rest of the Taiyi Dragonscale Fruits were held in reserve.

There were countless other great emperors in the human domain, but most of them were outsiders. As such, Jiang Chen had already decided to only give one or two pills to the factions previously friendly to them to convey his attitude. As for the more lukewarm factions, he wasn’t just going to give the pills away for free.

The Moon God Sect, for example, would be given a gift because of Xu Qingxuan.

The Celestial Cicada Court and the Great Yu Skysword Sect deserved compensation for their long-time support as well.

Any pills that remained would be auctioned off.

Jiang Chen had almost every answer required to reactivate the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement. He lacked for only one thing: spirit stones.

The activation of a formation of this scale would expend innumerable resources. If any one of the ten great ancient sects had shouldered the burden alone, it would have bankrupted itself.

In the human domain of today, everyone had to pay out all that they had. To dream that the resources would be collected any other way was absurd.

Thankfully, Jiang Chen had plenty of pills to sell.

Ten should be enough to elicit a ton of interest. He expected them to fetch exorbitant prices. Only then could he grab more spirit stones for himself.

The news of his intentions spread through the human domain very quickly. Every faction that caught wind of it mobilized: the first-rate factions were especially desperate, willing to give all they had for just a single pill.

The fact that a good number of great emperors here in Veluriyam Capital had broken through to empyrean stimulated their peers in the other factions.

Before this, great emperors had held nearly absolute authority. New information that the human domain could have its own empyrean experts – and moreover, that they could be manufactured – completely shook things up.

The human domain at large was astounded and driven into a mad frenzy.

The cultivators stuck at peak great emperor for so long felt their spirits rekindled. They dearly anticipated the acquisition of a Taiyi Skymender Pill, that they might shake off their mortal shackles and ascend!
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Natural Phenomena


The heavyweights could barely calm their pounding hearts when they heard the news.

The pills were to be auctioned!

Although tensions would run high and a wealth of spirit stones necessary to procure a pill, they were still ecstatic.

Of course, Jiang Chen didn’t intend to hold the auction himself. He’d reached a height where’d he’d at most make a brief appearance and say a few, quick words. The Sacred Peafowl Mountain would be entrusted with the responsibility.

On the day of the auction, figureheads of every major sect in the human domain came in person and with a large group of elites. It was clear that no one wanted to be left out of the fun.

Although Jiang Chen wasn’t going to mediate the auction himself, he did make a public appearance to highlight the strengths of the Taiyi Skymender Pill, which completely changed how the sects viewed him.

When Jiang Chen had first become the young lord of the Veluriyam Capital, he had had a difficult time shouldering the mantle. It hadn’t been that long since then. But he was a thoroughly changed man and had achieved great success. It was possible no cultivators in the human domain would be able to reach his heights in their lifetime.

The guests erupted into chatter.

“Young lord Jiang Chen has lived up to Emperor Peafowl’s expectations. The emperor was wise to pick him as his heir despite everyone else objecting. The capital has prospered under the young man’s rule and grown more than tenfold in power.”

“Haha, Emperor Peafowl’s keen foresight is indeed admirable. It’s unfortunate that no one has heard from him over all these years.”

“Perhaps he’s passed away. That’s not necessarily a bad thing. If he lives and returns, is he going to be in charge or the young lord? The capital will be worse off with either possibility.”

“That’s right. If Emperor Peafowl returns, he’ll have to play an assisting role to young lord Jiang Chen.”

“That’s not necessarily true. If Emperor Peafowl still lives, he would’ve made great progress in his cultivation as well. Maybe his once heir will then become his enemy.”

“That won’t happen. You underestimate the emperor. He’s always been the most far-sighted man in the human domain. He must have predicted today’s situation. The old emperor will want to hand over the torch to Jiang Chen properly. He’ll also be supporting the new ruler from the shadows. Out with the old; in with the new. Aside from Emperor Peafowl, not even any of the previous experts of the capital can rival Jiang Chen.”

“That’s right. Young lord Jiang Chen is the chosen one. Some said that Emperor Peafowl still lives. There are talks of him been spotted near the capital. However, none of the rumors have been proven true yet.”

“It’s difficult to know what is the truth. Maybe he’s alive. I’ve heard that he simply doesn’t want to return to the capital and risk upsetting the status quo. He’s voluntarily surrendered his power to Jiang Chen to secure the young lord’s authority.”

“If that’s the case, Emperor Peafowl’s integrity is admirable.” Speculations flew in the crowd.

Even the reclusive empyrean experts showed up at the auction with Old Crane as their leader.

Old Crane chuckled. “Geniuses spring from the youth, but the statement has never been more true when applied to you. Young lord Jiang Chen, you’re going to ascend to advanced empyrean soon, aren’t you?”

His voice was deliberately pitched like he wanted the entire world to know.

Even those traveling far to the auction could barely recover their jaws. Advanced empyrean? Was the old man for real?

Hadn’t Jiang Chen been a great emperor? Only a few years had passed since his departure, and he had already ascended to empyrean and reached mid empyrean? Now he was going to break through to the next stage?

This went against all their preconceived notions about martial dao. What beast of a man was he to have progressed at such a ridiculous speed?

A bomb had been lobbed into the crowd.

Jiang Chen’s appearance further boosted interest in the auction. Figureheads from different sects were determined to get a Taiyi Skymender Pill. The air was thick with tension.

The price of the ten pills continued to be hiked up until every single one of them was auctioned off at a ridiculous price.

The room buzzed with energy.

Even though the spirit stones earned in the auction was nothing compared to the amount needed to activate the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement, it wouldn’t hurt to hold more similar auctions.

That gave Jiang Chen a new idea.

Perhaps he could travel to Myriad Abyss and earn stones in the same way. Given their far superior wealth, Myriad Abyss might end up surprising him.

Afterwards, when delegates from each faction still hadn’t recovered from their excitement, extreme natural phenomenon suddenly disturbed the peaceful air some distance away.

In broad daylight, cracks of lightning split the sky, and rays of technicolor light hurtled through the air. A myriad of strange phenomenon struck the space like it’d become a celestial realm.

The sudden turn of events caught everyone off guard. They all whipped around to look in the same direction. No one knew what was happening.

A terrifying possibility flashed through their minds.

Could it be the demons??

Fear overtook them and spread through the crowd like wildfire.

“Shit, the demons must have broken through the seal! They’re going to attack us!”

“The demonic invasion is coming! Is the human race going to go extinct? Is this the end of humanity?” There would always be pessimists in the world.

In contrast, Jiang Chen’s eyes shone brightly as they focused on the distant sky.

The fearful speculations filtered through his ears. He let emitted a dragon howl and snapped, “Stop talking nonsense and spreading rumors! The natural phenomenon arose due to a powerful entity’s ascension. Look at the tall waves of crimson clouds. The Vermilion Bird has ascended to divinity!”

Jiang Chen hadn’t been sure in the beginning, but further observation told him that the Vermilion Bird had gotten the push of inspiration it needed and broken through the bottleneck. It’d become a true god, a divine level sacred beast! That was cause for celebration!
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The Vermilion Bird God


Jiang Chen’s confidence calmed the panicking crowd. The horrified fear permeating the air gradually faded.

They implicitly trusted everything that the young lord said. They looked at the young man curiously, only realizing belatedly how wide the cultivation gap was, despite everyone occupying the same space.

Jiang Chen was bound for greatness. The human domain wasn’t big enough to accommodate him, and he’d travel further and further away from the cultivators here.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, are the phenomena brought about by Senior Vermilion’s breakthrough?” someone mustered the courage to ask.

All eyes focused on Jiang Chen, waiting for a definitive answer.

Jiang Chen nodded with a smile. “I can guarantee that it was the Vermilion Bird, and I’m ninety percent sure it has ascended to divinity. That’s the only explanation for the scale of the strange phenomena.”

“Divinity? Young lord, does that mean the human domain has our own divine protector now?”

“How thrilling that is! If we have a divine protector, what can the demons do to us?”

“There’s hope yet for our race! The heavens don’t wish for us to be wiped out!”

“Don’t get excited just yet. The Vermilion Bird is no human. Only one of our kind can be truly loyal to us.”

“Bullshit, you’re just trying to stir things up. Everyone knows that the Vermilion Bird is young lord Jiang Chen’s closest companion.”

“Right. Your ignorance isn’t funny. The Vermilion Bird is a kind and devoted ancient divine beast. In the ancient times, it made an oath to the Primosanct Sect and it guarded the sect’s ruins with admirable persistence. The human race is fortunate to have a moral and loyal being like it on our side.”

Over the years, news that young lord Jiang Chen had a powerful Vermilion Bird companion had spread through the human domain. The bird’s ascension was absolutely worth celebrating. Humanity possessing a divine protector meant that the demons would be less of a threat.

Jiang Chen sighed. “This is no game. No god can single-handedly save a race or even a plane from danger. It’s a good thing the Vermilion Bird has ascended, but don’t expect it to fight off the entire demonic army on its own.”

His tone grew harsher as he added, “Don’t think for one second that the Vermilion Bird’s protection is enough to eliminate the threat. Don’t ever assume we can relax our guard! You’re deluding yourself if you think so. Those from the ancient times knew how powerful demons are and how catastrophic their invasion would be. If you get careless, you’ll see for yourself how much damage they can do to our world when they invade!

“Earlier, when you didn’t know what was causing the strange phenomena, just the fear of demons was enough to render all of you helpless. Given your physical and mental fortitude, do you think you’ll be able to resist the demons? And an attack is a very real possibility!”

No one dared to look up when Jiang Chen’s piercing gaze swept through the crowd. They didn’t want to be subject to his scrutiny.

Old Crane nodded and added seriously, “Young lord Jiang Chen has spoken my mind. The current human domain isn’t prepared for a demonic invasion at all. Our future will be in jeopardy if we keep proceeding like this.”

In the distance, the boundless crimson clouds above high expanded and inched closer to the Veluriyam Capital.

Jiang Chen laughed. “Senior Vermilion is returning.”

He soared to the sky and zipped towards the tinted clouds.

Excited shrieks pierced through the air. The Vermilion Bird couldn’t stop its joyous exclamations. Jiang Chen moved to meet the bird and responded with dragon roars.

Another being took to the sky. It was Long Xiaoxuan, resting in the capital. His cultivation still exceeded Jiang Chen’s at staggering seventh level empyrean, an important milestone for one of a true dragon bloodline.

The strength from his bloodline had grown powerful enough for him to recover his heritage memories, which enabled the dragon to continually stay one step ahead of Jiang Chen in cultivation.

However, Jiang Chen was confident that the odds of him defeating the dragon in a duel were over ninety percent.

Man, dragon, and the Vermilion Bird came together in the vast sky.

Jiang Chen laughed heartily. “Congratulations on ascending to divinity, Brother Vermilion. It’s good news for both the Veluriyam Capital and the human domain.”

The bird chortled happily. “It is indeed cause for celebration to ascend to divinity, but I owe a great part of my success to you!”

The bird spoke only the truth. Jiang Chen had helped it in many ways. Without him, it would never have gotten to where it was now. It might’ve faded out of existence back when it reached the end of its last life cycle.

Thus, there was no artifice in the bird’s expression of gratitude to Jiang Chen.

The crowd of cultivators below could hear their conversation, but since man and beasts had been talking in the language of ancient beasts, they understood nothing and exchanged confused looks.

Jiang Chen led the Vermilion Bird to where the auction was being held in the Veluriyam Capital.

The bird morphed into a man and was welcomed by thunderous applause. It wasn’t an attempt to flatter or curry favor, but a genuine expression of respect.

“Your hospitality is appreciated. For that alone, this spirit will do what I can for the human domain, if nothing else.”

The bird had always been on friendly terms with the human race, and it owed its ascension to them. Therefore, its promise was genuine and heartfelt.

The crowd erupted in cheers, motivated by the bird’s promise. The thought of being helpless before the demonic invasion had been a despairing one, but now they saw a ray of hope!
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Returning to Myriad Abyss Island


Jiang Chen had kept the spark of hope alive for the human race. The Vermilion Bird’s ascension further fueled the spark.

News of the bird’s ascension reached all parts of the human domain in less than a day. Cultivators from around the domain left Veluriyam Capital still bubbling with excitement and brought the uplifting development back to their territory.

The Vermilion Bird sought Jiang Chen out after everyone had left.

“Young lord Chen, things aren’t looking too good here,” it said in a low voice.

“Did you discover something new, Brother Vermilion? The current human domain is a hapless group of easy prey. If demons do break through the ancient seal and invade in droves, we’re not ready to fight them at all. Countless lives will be lost and utter devastation inevitable.”

“I haven’t made any significant discoveries. The lord of celestial demons fled to another domain, but the seal you restored still stands, which tells us he hasn’t come back yet. However, I’ve been making the rounds in the different territories and noticed a good number of unusual details. I believe a large scale invasion will break out soon, likely in eight to ten years.”

Eight to ten years?

Jiang Chen sighed inwardly. He knew the bird wasn’t the sort to exaggerate the danger. That meant his earlier calculations had been too optimistic. The Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement could deter demons, but he had less than a decade to reactivate it.

His heart sank with the enormity of the task.

Should an invasion break out, he couldn’t imagine how the human domain was going to defend itself from the race known for its brutality in the heavenly planes.

“How much progress have you made in activating the formation, young lord?” asked the bird.

“I’ve accumulated less than twenty percent of the resources needed. I’ll have to go to Myriad Abyss for the rest.” Jiang Chen sighed silently. He’d never felt such a heavy urgency before.

He could very well walk away from the demonic invasion with his family and let the human domain rot, but he wouldn’t allow himself to. He’d promised Emperor Peafowl and the seniors in the Six Palaces of Heritage. He wouldn’t be able to forgive himself if he abandoned his kind. His conscience would be forever tormented.

He had to return to Myriad Abyss Island. The great formation had to be reactivated before the invasion!

That was the only way to change the fate of the human race, or the domain would fall in the first wave of the demonic attack.

The great formation could keep the demons out and make them advance in a different direction. Even if they did end up sweeping through the entire Divine Abyss Continent and returning to the human domain, it would be a very long time before they were back, and the human race would have some breathing room.

Hearing that Jiang Chen was leaving for Myriad Abyss again, his family was saddened, but didn’t try to convince him otherwise.

This time however, Huang’er wasn’t going to be left behind. “I’m going with you, Brother Chen.”

Jiang Chen smiled slightly and didn’t turn her down. Huang’er had ascended to empyrean realm. Although she was still at the initial stage, she was strong enough to keep herself safe even in Myriad Abyss.

Besides, the two of them had been weathered life and death together. It made him feel more grounded to have her by his side.

Dan Fei wasn’t jealous. She knew how important Huang’er was to Jiang Chen. She blinked away the tears brimming in her eyes and choked out, “You’re meant for greatness, my husband. Neither I nor our daughter will weigh you down. I only hope that before you venture into any danger, you’ll remember you have me, our daughter, your parents, and other family members to come home to.”

Jiang Chen was deeply moved. He knew everyone, from his family to the entire human race, depended on him. Their survival was his responsibility. Without him, his family would fall apart. He was more useful to them alive. Therefore, he had to protect himself no matter what.

Jiang Feng and Xu Meng teared up upon hearing that their son was leaving again.

His father bid him farewell with a simple “Be careful, take care of yourself” and a pat on the shoulder, brief and concise as a typical father would be.

Meanwhile, Xu Meng reminded him again and again to be on his guard and not be reckless with his own safety. She hadn’t been a mother to him for long, but she genuinely cared about him. He listened intently to whatever she said.

“Father, mother, don’t worry. I’ve never forgotten about second brother. I know without saying that I need to keep an eye out for him. The heavens will keep good out of harm’s way.”

His younger brother was Xu Meng’s biggest regret in her life. She’d never forgive herself as long as he remained missing.

Xu Qingxuan wasn’t as sentimental. She grinned at Jiang Chen and Huang’er. “Big sister Huang’er, I hear that there are sixteen famous beauties in Myriad Abyss. You have to keep a close eye on my brother.”

Huang’er smiled slightly back. “I’m not going to. If your brother is charismatic enough to bring all sixteen of them back to Sacred Peafowl Mountain, I won’t object to that at all.”

“For real?” Xu Qingxuan asked dramatically. “You’re too generous, sister-in-law! Won’t you be jealous?”

“Of course I would be,” Huang’er said with a wise smile. “However, there are more important things to do than to be jealous. Besides, your brother’s focus is on the greater world. How would any of those beauties catch his attention?”

Jiang Chen and Huang’er didn’t linger after saying their goodbyes. They beckoned to the Vermilion Bird and Long Xiaoxuan also prepared to leave.

The eight brothers of the Primordial Stone Golem Tribe, loyally defending the sacred mountain all this time, called out to Jiang Chen. “Young lord, can you take us with you this time to see the world?”

The simple-minded eight brothers were eager to try their luck in Myriad Abyss upon seeing the amazing progress Jiang Chen had made during his time there.
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The Rejuvenation Isles Curry Favor


Jiang Chen laughed as he gave the eight stone golem brothers a once-over. “Just do the jobs I give you the best you can. As long as you work hard, I assure you there’s a bright future ahead of you.”

Though the golems were somewhat deflated, they didn’t dare disobey.

Jiang Chen set off once more for the Celestial Cicada Court.

He utilized the transportation formation there to arrive on Winterdraw again. He had experience traveling in both directions now, and his confidence in the formation’s ability to take him between the two realms increased as a result.

This trip was much easier than his last.

Lu Che and the others had taken good care of the island while he was gone. Yan Wanjun, on the other hand, hadn’t yet returned from his visit to House Yan.

The former was overjoyed to see Jiang Chen, though he paled a little when he saw the Vermilion Bird nearby. Clearly, he was daunted by the terrifying aura the sacred fowl emitted.

Cold beads of sweat rolled down his back. The Vermilion Bird had attained godhood!

The cultivator’s eyes were filled with solemn respect.

“Anything happen in Winterdraw while I was gone?” Jiang Chen chuckled. “News from the outside, perhaps?”

“I’ve gotten no notable news from the outside world,” Lu Che replied hurriedly, “but Winterdraw itself has been relatively peaceful. Rejuvenation’s imperial family comes to offer obeisance on a regular basis. All in all, they’re very courteous about it.”

Jiang Chen wasn’t surprised that this was so. As a second or third rate faction, Rejuvenation clutched desperately at any straws of upward mobility.

Several years back, it had invited a number of Polylore’s young scions for a trial solely to flatter the more prominent nation’s people in power. It had suffered heavily thanks to that disastrous event.

But that hadn’t eliminated its ambitious desires. After the imperial family found out Jiang Chen was the heir to the Eternal Sacred Land, its members began to have new designs.

The young man’s martial prowess had spread far and wide to every corner of Myriad Abyss. Though Rejuvenation was in a remote place, it had heard about him just like the rest.

Therefore, it had a burning wish to curry favor with Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen didn’t hate these people for their designs. In the world of martial dao, a mindset like this was common. Despite Rejuvenation initially causing him some trouble in its attempt to lick Polylore’s boots, the experience had actually turned out to be something positive.

Without it, how would he have gone into Winterdraw’s core? How would he have gotten his hands on information about the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement without obtaining Pei Xing’s relics and heritage?

Sometimes, there really did seem to be a hand of destiny directing life.

Because of all this, Jiang Chen wasn’t particularly hostile toward Rejuvenation. Furthermore, it was possible that he could outsource some of his desperate need for resources to his neighbors.

To speak of the devil was to summon him. Just as he was considering this during Lu Che’s briefing, Imperial Prince Huo and Chief Warden Ding arrived on his doorstep.

“Are you going to see them, young lord?” asked Lu Che.

“How did you deal with them the last few times they came?” Jiang Chen chuckled.

“They’ve brought gifts every time,” Lu Che responded seriously. “I accepted the gifts, but haven’t let them inside yet.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “Well done. You have acted as a good subordinate should. If you had allowed them to come in, that would’ve been unbecoming of your station.”

“As is my duty,” Lu Che inclined his head in hurried deference.

“Alright. Tell them that I’ve decided to see them face to face.” He saw no reason to refuse a source of willing extortion. He didn’t have that kind of chance every day!

Imperial Prince Huo and Chief Warden Ding had come to Winterdraw several times already. Unfortunately, they had left disappointed each time.

Yes, they’d managed to give away their gifts, but the protector of the island had always told them that young lord Jiang Chen wasn’t there. Neither man had ever been granted an audience.

It was upsetting, to say the least.

They had come to try their luck once more. That young lord Jiang Chen was actually here and willing to meet them was utterly astonishing!

Both men were beyond flattered.

They had a certain degree of prominence and cultivation in their own right, but didn’t dare flaunt a bit of pride before Jiang Chen.

“Greetings, young lord Jiang Chen.”

Indeed, they were the perfect image of respectful humility before him. They raised their heads only after bowing, contemplating the legendary genius who stood before them.

The fates of the Eternal and Martial Sacred Lands had been altered because of him. That alone was enough to spread his fame far and wide in Myriad Abyss Island.

Jiang Chen’s expression was cool. A slight smile hung on his face as he gazed at Rejuvenation’s imperial prince and chief warden. His lingering eyes made them slightly uncomfortable.

“Haha, hello. I daresay neither of us expected this little reunion here on Winterdraw Island.” The young man chuckled.

“Reunion?” Imperial Prince Huo traded a confused look with Chief Warden Ding. They couldn’t understand what Jiang Chen meant.

Jiang Chen smiled slyly. He tapped his index and middle fingers against the table, continuing with an even voice. “I used to be one of the trial cultivators here on Winterdraw, prey for those Polylore geniuses. Maybe you’ve forgotten me by now, hmm?”

The imperial prince and the warden both shivered. The nightmarish past they had adamantly wanted to forget resurfaced with an incredible suddenness. They returned Jiang Chen’s look with bewilderment and turmoil.

Then, something clicked. Both men instantly turned as pale as a sheet. They had remembered something almost simultaneously.

“No need to be so tense. The past is in the past. Plus, I found it a reasonable learning experience about the harshness of things here. A rare, rather different kind of trial for my martial dao career.” Jiang Chen really didn’t hold a grudge any longer.

Chief Warden Ding drew a sharp breath. “Young lord,” he asked in a low voice. “Are you… the one who gave the houses of Polylore so much trouble? … Jiang Huang?”

Jiang Huang, Jiang Chen…

The two men from Rejuvenation finally understood.
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Visiting Intentions


If Jiang Chen was just some ordinary cultivator, Imperial Prince Huo and Chief Warden Ding would’ve flipped the table on the spot after learning the truth. Alas, the young man before them was the young lord of the Eternal Sacred Land and had an illustrious, almost perverse history in battles.

They could only feel a deep astonishment and helplessness. There was no room in their hearts to even think about vengeance.

Once upon a time, they had gnashed their teeth at Jiang Huang’s name. Once upon a time, they had raised the bounty against him again and again in an effort to capture and publicly execute him.

And yet, when the man they’d hated for so many years appeared in front of them all of a sudden, they despaired to find that they no longer even had the courage to keep on hating him.

The atmosphere froze for a few moments in awkward silence.

Jiang Chen broke that silence with a smile. “Gentlemen, if you’re interested in retaliating for any perceived abuses, I’m game anytime.”

“Ah, not at all.” Imperial Prince Huo shook his head briskly. “I think we were partially in the wrong back then as well. We didn’t know that you were on the premises, young lord Jiang Chen, and suffered by not taking into account your incredible ability.”

The imperial prince had obviously abandoned all ideas of taking revenge.

Chief Warden Ding laughed weakly as well. “I didn’t particularly agree with the idea of the hunt from the start. I didn't know that you would be present either, young lord. You truly distinguished yourself from the chaff… such is the will of heaven!”

“Yes, yes, the will of heaven,” Imperial Prince Huo readily agreed.

Jiang Chen smiled coolly. “Your explanation is sufficient. Let bygones be bygones!”

The two men were quite pleased and delighted to hear that Jiang Chen would no longer press them for being wronged in the past.

The converse would never happen, of course. For Rejuvenation to seek action against the young lord of a sacred land was tantamount to suicide.

Even Jiang Chen’s Vermilion Bird could raze the Rejuvenation Isles, not to mention the rest of the Eternal Sacred Land. Moreover, many first rate factions wouldn’t dare draw his ire given his current position, let alone a second or third rate faction like Rejuvenation.

Having possessed significant authority in both lives, Jiang Chen was used to taking careful measure of the situation.

“I hear you two have come to Winterdraw often as of late. What? Are you still not over the loss of this place? Do you seek to interfere in my affairs?”

The question caused the two men to break out in a cold sweat.

“This is a huge misunderstanding, sir. We came so many times solely to visit you and express our admiration for your sacred land.”

Jiang Chen knew that Rejuvenation had always wanted to court the Ten Divine Nations’ favor. Its relations with Polylore was a classic case study in catastrophic failure.

“Enough with the empty words. Tell me why you’ve really come here,” he declared coolly.

“That…” Imperial Prince Huo scratched his head, laughing with some embarrassment. “We promise that we have no designs on Winterdraw. However, after hearing that you were the expert residing here, we wanted to build a good rapport with you… and possibly, seek your protection.”

“My protection?” Jiang Chen blinked. “The Eternal Sacred Land’s, I assume? But that’s so far away from here. How do you propose that to happen?”

His lack of outright refusal excited the two men.

“Distance isn’t a problem,” Imperial Prince Huo replied quickly. “Your name is very well known everywhere in Myriad Abyss, young lord. A single visit would be enough to induce awe in the various surrounding factions. They wouldn’t dare disrespect us anymore, much less covet our holdings.”

“Covet your holdings? Why do you say that? If I remember correctly, I thought you were one of the stronger ones among your surrounding isles?”

In fact, Jiang Chen remembered it to be the pinnacle of its nearby peers.

Imperial Prince Huo smiled wryly. “Yes, that was the case before. But now, Rejuvenation is in a great deal of trouble. Because of the Polylore affair, several of its houses came to protest and disturb us. We’ve suffered significant losses in manpower and resources. Accordingly, our neighbors have begun to get… ideas about us. Currently, they see us as an easy, tasty morsel. Since we’re hated by Polylore Divine Nation, there’s no way we’ll get any help, so…”

Chief Warden Ding let out a long sigh. Clearly, the straits they were in burdened all Rejuvenation’s executives.

Jiang Chen burst out in laughter. He didn’t usually pay attention to the day-to-day affairs of minor factions. After he left Rejuvenation several years back, he hadn’t paid a mote of attention to it. Why would he have any interest in its flourishing or survival?

Compared to the Ten Divine Nations, it had nothing to draw him here, much less keep his interest. But it did seem that Rejuvenation’s sorry state was actually related to his past actions. He looked back at the imperial prince and the chief warden with a half-smile.

“So, let me confirm this. You came to visit to seek my personal protection, yes?” Jiang Chen inquired comfortably.

“Indeed. We aren’t hiding anything else.” Imperial Prince Huo was smart enough not to deny his motive. He knew that any fake moves before an expert like Jiang Chen was pointless. It was better to be honest.

Chief Warden Ding, on the other hand, looked at the young man with some anticipation. He had heard Jiang Chen soften, which gave him some hope.

“We’re hardly relatives or friends, Rejuvenation and I. If I cared about it, we technically have some enmity between us—though I did say that’s water under the bridge. Still, offering you my protection… don’t you think that’s a bit too far-fetched?”

The two men from Rejuvenation wilted. If they didn't know that Jiang Chen and Jiang Huang were the very same, they would’ve wished for something far more.

But that knowledge led them down a different path. Only the most optimistic would count on a past enemy to extend a helping hand.

However, Jiang Chen’s tone took an unexpected turn. “But to put it another way, we really only got to know each other after we clashed. I have a very important mission right now that needs a lot of spirit stones. If you can figure out anything to help with that, I don’t see any reason why Eternal couldn’t offer some backing. Furthermore, I can guarantee that the factions that want to cause you trouble will leave you alone voluntarily. If not… then I’ll teach them to!”
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Transaction


Neither man had expected Jiang Chen to change his mind so suddenly. Both were exhilarated at the turn of events.

Imperial Prince Huo agreed readily to the demand. “Rejuvenation has its own supply of spirit stones, as do our surrounding islands. Recently, our main opponent has been the Tritalent Isles. Tritalent is especially rich in spirit stones. In fact, that is the cause of our biggest dispute.

“An archipelago between us produces them in abundance, and we both tout ourselves to be the rightful owners. As you might expect, the situation is rather pointed.”

“The Tritalent Isles?” Jiang Chen had only a vague impression of the name. Myriad Abyss was far too large for him to do better than that. How was he supposed to know all the smaller factions by heart?

That aside, an abundance of spirit stones was good news.

“Young lord, Rejuvenation has had those islands for several centuries now. It’s only recently—well, with the affair that put us in crisis, you know—that Tritalent has dared come forth to rob us of our rightful holdings. If it was just them, we wouldn’t be concerned. Alas! Tritalent has gathered a number of other factions together and incited them to action against us.” Imperial Prince Huo was positively incensed on this subject. He felt that Rejuvenation was being taken advantage of by a lesser entity.

Alas, what could they do against the pressing Tritalent Isles? They could only make concession after concession, but there was barely anything left to cede.

If they backed off any more, they would totally lose control of the territory.

It was at this time that they had heard about Rejuvenation’s occupation by another, hence Imperial Prince Huo’s anger when he came to figure out what was going on. The fact that Eternal’s young lord Jiang Chen was the one who had taken up residence here had doubled their troubles.

However, some smarter individuals in Rejuvenation immediately proposed giving away what was unrecoverable. They could thereby make his acquaintance as well as that of the Eternal Sacred Land’s.

Was finding a patron not more than enough return for merely Winterdraw Island?

This line of thought had brought Imperial Prince Huo and Chief Warden Ding continuously back. They wanted to see the legendary youth in person.

Alas, they were turned away time and again by the response that he wasn’t actually here.

Despite the perpetual disappointment, they nevertheless came back time after time to try their luck. To their surprise, the young lord was here this time!

Only after meeting him in person had they found out the delicate relationship that Rejuvenation and the young man had had in the past.

Jiang Chen largely understood what the two men were here for. His expression remaining cool, he swept his eyes casually across the prince and the warden’s faces. His teacup clattered down on the table.

“Out with it. What kind of help do you want from me?”

“Are you really so kind as to help, young lord Jiang Chen?” Imperial Prince Huo was overjoyed.

“Help, yes, but not out of kindness. Territorial and resource-related disputes between factions are incredibly mundane, and the Eternal Sacred Land cannot possibly interfere in every instance. Furthermore, there’s nothing illegal about what they’re doing.”

Jiang Chen spoke the truth. A sacred land couldn’t interfere in the affairs of ants. To do so would be discourteous. If he was to be mobilized himself, he would need sufficient payment.

Imperial Prince Huo knew well the value of relationships. He wouldn’t have tried to build one with Polylore way back when, otherwise.

He instantly followed up. “If Rejuvenation can receive young lord Jiang Chen’s protection, we will gift half of those islands’ profits in perpetuity to you and the Eternal Sacred Land. As a token of our admiration and appreciation, you understand.”

The imperial prince was willing to go to great lengths to appease a powerful backer.

“You said those islands are rich in spirit stones? To what extent, hmm?” Jiang Chen inquired coolly.

“I haven’t an accurate estimate of exactly how much there is. Those islands are hard to develop, and there’s a lot that hasn’t been dug up. It would be a shame if Tritalent got its hands on it. They’re just a bunch of barbarians! What do they know about excavation and mining? The spirit stone vein will be wasted.” Imperial Prince Huo looked rather pained as he said this.

Jiang Chen smiled coolly. He wouldn’t trust completely everything that came out of these people’s mouths.

Still, he understood what the imperial prince meant. As long as he offered Rejuvenation his protection, he would have fifty percent claim to the archipelago’s spirit stones. This deal was entirely at no cost to him.

He didn’t care about the so-called ‘Tritalent Isles’ one whit. If they were weaker than Rejuvenation once upon a time, what could they be worth?

“Who controls the island chain right now?” Jiang Chen asked.

“As of right now? We do. However, Tritalent has declared war on us in order to wrest it from our hands.”

“Have the islands always belonged to Rejuvenation?” Jiang Chen probed curiously.

Imperial Prince Huo shook his head. “In Myriad Abyss, things change hands very quickly. The islands weren’t ours once upon a time, but that doesn’t matter now. What matters is that we are the current owners.”

“Haha, I suppose that’s why Tritalent thinks it has the right to fight you over it. How are you planning to decide this little conflict?” asked Jiang Chen.

“A gentlemanly duel would mean three or five rounds with our respective experts in the ring. A craven bout will probably mean a chaotic brawl until the winner is decided.”

“Which do you prefer?” Jiang Chen smiled.

The imperial prince shook his head. “The imperial family is divided about it.”

“Why fight then? I’ll smooth things over for you.” Jiang Chen clapped. “Go tell Tritalent that the islands are mine now.”

“Huh?” Imperial Prince Huo was astonished.

“Don’t worry, I have no use for the islands. Half of the spirit stone vein will be mine though. How about it?” The young man gazed piercingly at the imperial prince.

Imperial Prince Huo traded a look with Chief Warden Ding, heaving for breath. After a moment, a resolute look entered his eyes. “It’s decided then!” he nodded.
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To Speak Is to Spring into Action


The Rejuvenation Isles were clearly at wit’s end. Normally, fifty percent of anything was a shamefully unacceptable term.

Even for an heir of the sacred land, thirty percent was more than sufficient.

Rejuvenation had been backed into a corner and was looking for any solution it could.

If it didn’t, it could only wait for Tritalent to gather its forces and rob them of the islands in dispute. It was even possible that Rejuvenation’s fortunes would decline irreparably as a result.

Blood in the water tended to attract sharks.

Though Rejuvenation was reasonably wealthy now, it wouldn’t take long for it to be torn apart by rabid predators looking for a piece of the pie.

Jiang Chen was a principled individual. Fifty percent was extremely generous terms, and he saw no reason to take further advantage of the troubled duo in front of him.

He gave them a reassuring glance. “I won’t stay for much longer on Winterdraw, so let’s make this quick. Shall we embark now?”

Imperial Prince Huo was elated. He hadn’t expected Jiang Chen to be so swift and decisive.

“If we get out of this safely, Rejuvenation will never forget your aid, young lord Jiang Chen. If you need anything from us in the future, may your word be our command.”

“Let’s go.”

Jiang Chen didn’t have any time to listen to flattery. He was more interested in the spirit stone veins on those islands. If the veins were especially rich, that would sate a burning need.

He had only a tenth of what the Great Formation needed right now. Perhaps this opportunity would make up another thirty or forty percent of the total.

If this paid off, gathering the rest would be a lot easier.

Lu Che and the other cultivators were a little disappointed after hearing Jiang Chen was leaving very soon.

“Winterdraw is my stronghold, is it not?” the young man consoled. “I will visit frequently in the future. In fact, its importance will rise a great deal soon enough. Don’t slack off. Take good care of the island, alright?”

“As you wish, young lord.” Lu Che was very accommodating. His life was in Jiang Chen’s hands, and the future leader of the Eternal Sacred Land would provide them with incredible prospects in any case.

They were having a hard time now, but they needed to endure.

Jiang Chen left Winterdraw on Rejuvenation’s airboat, which sailed through the sky back to its home. Winterdraw wasn’t far from Rejuvenation. After all, the former had belonged to the latter in the past.

All throughout the trip, Imperial Prince Huo was the image of humility and servility.

The young man knew that the prince behaved this way only out of necessity, but saw no reason to make this plain.

At one point on the flight, Chief Warden Ding suddenly came to the ship’s front. “Your Royal Highness,” he declared seriously, “there seems to be an ambush up ahead.”

“An ambush?” Imperial Prince Huo’s expression darkened. “Have you investigated fully?”

“Not yet. Our scouts can’t get too close for fear of unduly disturbing them. However, I suspect that the ambush is from Tritalent. Perhaps they know about your departure from Rejuvenation and plan to attack Your Royal Highness on the way back.”

Imperial Prince Huo was one of the most important members of royalty in Rejuvenation, a man second only to the emperor himself. Furthermore, he was trusted and respected within the chain of authority there.

His death would strike a serious blow against his faction.

“How many enemies are there?” the imperial prince inquired in a low voice.

“No concrete news yet. If it is Tritalent, though, they’re sure to be here in droves. I think we should be careful.”

Imperial Prince Huo smashed a fist against the table. “Will these bastards’ ruthlessness never end? Hmph, they took advantage of us when we were down before, but with the young lord on our side, any further aggression will be suicide!”

The young man could hear the imperial prince’s desire for him to step up.

Jiang Chen smiled a little. “We’ll deal with them as they come. I’m sure Rejuvenation has suffered at the hands of Tritalent several times already. Shall we dish out some retribution?”

“How? This humble prince defers to your judgment.” The imperial prince bowed.

“Easy. We just crush them.” Jiang Chen’s tone was cool.

Crush them?

Imperial Prince Huo exchanged an eager glance with Chief Warden Ding. If young lord Jiang Chen was going to take to the field himself, what would Tritalent amount to?

The rebels of both Eternal and Martial Divine Nations had been composed of first rate factions, and yet they’d suffered grievous losses at the young man’s hand.

Tritalent had been inferior to Rejuvenation until very recently. The former had merely taken advantage of the latter’s weakness in light of misfortunate events to stir up a storm.

Moreover, Tritalent only amounted to anything because of its alliances with its even weaker neighbors. A solid blow would absolutely devastate this unstable coalition’s morale.

“Open up the airboat. I’m going outside to take a look.” Jiang Chen waved.

He led the charge out of the vessel, then leapt onto its roof. The Vermilion Bird and Long Xiaoxuan flanked him.

The sacred fowl and dragon by the youth’s side exuded a stunning aura that dazzled their spectators. The imperial prince and the warden found the incredible sight rather unrealistic.

Jiang Chen used his God’s Eye to cover the entire expanse before him. His gaze pierced through the mists into the valley ahead. Lush forestation covered both sides of this valley, radiating an air of antiquity.

Suddenly, his consciousness detected something around the valley itself. A faint smile curled at his lips. There was something odd in the airspace just above it. The air currents flowed with an obvious sliver of killing intent.

It was a trap! A dimensional formation that would trigger as soon as the airboat entered.

“Stop.” Jiang Chen waved once more.

At the speed they were going, they were on course to stumble in very shortly.

The airboat decelerated as soon as the order was given. It halted right before the suspicious patch of space. Imperial Prince Huo and Chief Warden Ding weren’t about to let Jiang Chen be the only man in the vanguard. They charged ahead with their own forces, making a big show of their stalwartness and loyalty.
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Ambush Along the Way


Those from the Tritalent Isles were surprised when the Rejuvenation airboat stopped a few hundred meters from their location. They’d planned things perfectly.

Imperial Prince Huo’s airboat would be caught in a fatal confinement as soon as it triggered the trap. They would then have a seventy to eighty percent chance of eliminating everyone from Rejuvenation without risking a single hair on their heads.

They were so close to achieving that goal!

Nonetheless, the failure of their original plan didn’t make them lose composure. They had formulated several strategies and a contingency backup, which, unfortunately, involved defeating their enemies with brute force.

Tritalent had gathered experts from various local factions to set up a perfect ambush. Their number was at least three times as many as Imperial Prince Huo’s.

Under these circumstances, if they ambushed and caught their targets off guard, the odds of a victory were over ninety percent.

“What a sly fox the imperial prince is, Commander Gao!” complained a frustrated man with one eye and unkempt hair. “Damn him for noticing the trap!”

The commander he was talking to was a burly, tanned man with short hair and sculpted features. He was Gao Kui, a senior executive in the Tritalent Isles and one of their strongest warriors. The ambush had been set up under his command.

Gao Kui scoffed, disappointed by the turn of events. They could’ve eliminated all their targets without drawing weapons. Now that the trap had failed, a fight was inevitable.

Their number put them gave them the edge in a clash, but there would still be casualties, and they might be more serious than preferred if Rejuvenation did something reckless in their desperation.

“Listen up, everyone!” exclaimed the commander. “Our primary target is Imperial Prince Huo. We have to kill that old fox no matter the cost. Chief Warden Ding is our secondary target. The rest can escape for all I care. Our operation will be a success as long as the prince is taken out. It’s a great success if we can kill both the prince and Ding. I’ll get you the rewards you deserve afterwards!”

His pep talk boosted morale; his men were pumped. Their numbers were many, but in an ambush the elites were the ones that mattered. The lesser cultivators were here to clean up the stragglers or serve as cannon fodder.

According to their analysis, there were only four true experts on Imperial Prince Huo’s side, the prince and the chief warden being two of them. The other two were the prince’s left and right hand men who never left his side.

In comparison, Gao Kui had three times the number of experts under his command. Twelve that could rival Rejuvenation’s best. In addition, they had many more lesser elites.

With this set up, Gao Kui believed there was more than ninety percent chance that they could eliminate Imperial Prince Huo and the others.

“Take a good look at the route we’re taking...” He pointed here and there on the map. “Remember, we’ll assign two each to take on the prince’s two bodyguards. They don’t have to die, only be distracted. We’ll set another two to delay Chief Warden Ding as well. Then six are going to trap and attack Imperial Prince Huo. The remaining two from the twelve will be on standby, getting ready to help any team that may need help.

“Alright, let’s assign tasks.” Gao Kui started taking roll.

Imperial Prince Huo was their primary target. Naturally the commander would be leading that assault himself. The most powerful of the twelve elites would be with him.

Once everyone was assigned their tasks, Gao Kui encouraged, “Stick to the plan, and Imperial Prince Huo is deader than a doornail no matter how good he is!”

“Ready!” He gestured. “Take your positions and block off all possible escape routes. Let’s trap them and shoot them like fish in a barrel!”

Suddenly, a man’s explosive shouting came from the outside. It was Imperial Prince Huo, furiously cursing them out.

“Listen, you lying in wait! Only shameless weasels sneak around! If you’re bold enough to go after Rejuvenation, show yourselves and let me have a good look at you. How ridiculous the world has become for losers and misfits to attack Rejuvenation!”

“Hmph, how foolish it is for a man about to die to speak so arrogantly!” sneered the one-eyed man standing next to Gao Kui.

“Keep your calm, everyone,” Gao Kui spoke up immediately. He was experienced enough to know what the prince was doing. “Imperial Prince Huo is cunning. Psychological warfare is his specialty. Stick to the plan and don’t let his words affect you.”

His people nodded and exchanged glances before vanishing into thin air.

Gao Kui beckoned the others over. “Come on. Let’s take a look.”

Their numbers made Gao Kui fearless. He leapt into the air with his group in tow.

Right ahead of them was Imperial Prince Huo, followed by his two personal guards, and Chief Warden Ding, seemingly unprepared for any danger.

Gao Kui was ecstatic.

Imperial Prince Huo was courting death. The four of them had filed into a line rather than a battle formation. An ambush would be able to instantly kill two of them. The remaining two wouldn’t pose much of a challenge then!

“So it’s you rats.” A derisive look shot out from Imperial Prince Huo. “Gao Kui, Tritalent’s been waiting for this day for a long time, hasn’t it?”

Gao Kui was surprised by how calm the imperial prince was. He laughed. “Rejuvenation has been in power for long enough, Imperial Prince Huo! It’s time for you to surrender what you’ve deprived us of!”

“Surrender? To the likes of you?” With Jiang Chen as their backer, Imperial Prince Huo spoke with easy confidence.

Gao Kui gave him a feral grin. “The likes of us? That’s right! In the past, we weren’t in any place to challenge Rejuvenation, but you dug your own grave! Haha, if the aristocratic families from Polylore Divine Nation hadn’t knocked you down a peg, it wouldn’t have been as easy for us to knock you off your pedestal.”

“So what?” the imperial prince said coolly. “Gao Kui, do you honestly believe you have us by the throat?”

“Are you still holding out hope that Rejuvenation will turn things around? Imperial Prince Huo, the good fengshui in this area makes it a decent resting ground. Accept your fate!”

With a wave of his hand, the cultivators came out of hiding and locked down the area.
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The Tables Turn in a Second


Twelve advanced empyrean experts arrayed themselves in a circle, completely surrounding Imperial Prince Huo’s airboat. Their formation was clearly premeditated and well-practiced.

Gao Kui radiated disdain. He considered his prey with a diabolical smile. “Imperial Prince Huo, do you think you left the Rejuvenation Isles without anyone knowing? We’ve kept a close eye on you these past few days. You were hard to track, but your carelessness finally showed through. We’ve picked up your trail in the end. What do you think? Is this a good place for an ambush?”

“Not a bad place, all things considering.” The imperial prince smiled coolly.

“A fine burial site, wouldn’t you agree?” Gao Kui’s deep hatred for Rejuvenation was undisguised. His tone was filled with violence and rage.

The imperial prince nodded. “Yes, yes. A very good burial site.”

“Then let me send you to hell!” Gao Kui brayed with laughter.

“Oh? Were you talking about my burial site? You must have gotten something wrong,” Imperial Prince Huo protested with an air of seriousness. “I believe it’s for you lot.”

Gao Kui blinked, then roared with laughter. “You’re very funny even on death’s doorstep, Imperial Prince Huo. Do you think you can possibly escape?”

“Escape? Who said I wanted to escape?” The imperial prince feigned astonishment. “Did I say anything like that?”

His acting was incredibly realistic. He turned to Chief Warden Ding for exaggerated confirmation.

The warden returned his question with a brilliant smile. “No, sir.” He shook his head. “Truly, I’m confused myself.”

Gao Kui’s fury instantly ignited.

Imperial Prince Huo and Chief Warden Ding were bastards through and through! Why weren’t they panicking, even though they were obviously about to die? Why weren’t they cooperating?

For a brief moment, the situation became mildly absurd.

“If you insist on being stubborn, Imperial Prince Huo, you can repent your sins in the underworld!” Shrieking, Gao Kui waved to the other men. “Kill them! Kill them all!”

Imperial Prince Huo sneered. Suddenly, there was a different shriek in the air—the sound of a bird’s cry. A crimson light pillar pierced the sky.

The Vermilion Bird’s ferocious form blotted out half the firmament. A slight bit of energy was released into bloody, biting currents, surging towards the cultivators at the front.

They had barely a moment to react before being swept into the flow. The Vermilion Bird shook its wings a little, consuming them into its radiance.

Not to be outdone, Long Xiaoxuan’s draconic body moved as well. His gigantic claws grasped two nearby experts by their midsections.

Two shrill screams later, his victims’ bodies souls were utterly crushed by his Claw of Crushed Mountains and Rivers.

Jiang Chen jumped into action himself as well. The Holy Dragon Bow channeled his draconic energies into two arrows that soared at different targets.

Though he was sixth level empyrean realm, his combat strength was far greater than that. He could take on even ninth level empyrean experts head-on with ease, much less snipe them at a distance with his bow.

The Holy Dragon Bow, coupled with the draconic energy from a son of a celestial emperor, was capable of inflicting injuries on gods. Advanced empyrean cultivators were easy prey.

Pop, pop!

Two crisp noises later, two ninth level empyrean heads exploded like watermelons. They died on the spot.

In the blink of an eye, nine cultivators on Gao Kui’s side had died.

Only three remained: Gao Kui himself, the one-eyed man with a mane of hair, and a cultivator near the back.

Gao Kui couldn’t believe his eyes. His comrades were falling all around him. Was he dreaming?

His head went blank with shock. “Commander Gao, let’s get out of here!” the one-eyed man shouted. “They have powerful experts with them!”

Alas, their reactions were far too slow. The surrounding space was already locked down by a cloud of fire.

No matter where they headed, a hell of flames awaited them. The scorching temperatures singed their souls before they could even approach.

They could only return to their original location. There was no more arrogance in their eyes, just terror!

The tables had completely turned in the blink of an eye.

Imperial Prince Huo was profusely exuberant. He had finally made the correct decision, and it was already paying off! Young lord Jiang Chen had instantly reversed the situation!

No matter what kind of fighting would take place later between Rejuvenation and Tritalent, the death of twelve advanced empyrean experts would significantly reduce the strength of the latter!

Such a huge loss irreparably damaged Tritalent’s military capital, which would force a reevaluation of the differences in strength between the two rival factions.

This moments-long battle had completely changed the war, as well as the Rejuvenation Isles’ fate.

Gao Kui felt entirely the opposite as the imperial prince. He was more than terrified; he was abjectly lost and despairing. He couldn’t understand how all of this had happened. Hadn’t they been on the verge of killing Imperial Prince Huo?

Who had the imperial prince managed to petition? He hadn’t even caught how the enemy had slain his comrades.

The fighting had taken place in a flash. Mighty beings had shown their strength on the battlefield by reaping the lives of his men.

Gao Kui had no delusions left after that convincing display. The entities he was fighting against were too terrifying. He wouldn’t have a chance to run.

“You were right about one thing, Gao Kui. This place is a perfect burial site for you lot.” Imperial Prince Huo was exercising a victor’s right. His tone and mood were completely relaxed.

Gao Kui was absolutely ashen. “Imperial Prince Huo, who did you invite?!” he screamed, glaring in the prince’s direction. “I’ve lost, and I don’t expect to leave alive. Can you at least tell me who I lost to, so I can die with some understanding?”

The imperial prince sneered. “Why should I tell you? I’d prefer you to be ignorant.”

Gao Kui was as white as a sheet. His lips trembled and he couldn’t stop shaking his head. Evidently, he was stuck in the throes of despair.

Suddenly, he howled in exasperation, pouncing in Imperial Prince Huo’s direction like an arrow in flight.
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A Display of Might and Awe


Gao Kui knew he was about to die. He wanted to take Imperial Prince Huo with him to the underworld.

So sudden was his attack that the imperial prince and the chief warden were both caught off guard. If Gao Kui was allowed to get near them and self-detonate, he would unleash incredible destruction.

It was hard for empyrean experts to defend against their fellows’ suicidal techniques. In fact, suicide attacks were the most dangerous kind in their duels.

If someone chose to ignore any danger to themselves, they would inevitably become significantly more dangerous to others in turn. Only an expert that could overwhelm them would have no reason to fear.

Gao Kui’s sudden charge sent Imperial Prince Huo into a panic.

“We go together!” cackled the Tritalent expert.

However, his ideas were cut short by a golden wall that had spontaneously materialized into being. The barrier completely cut him off from the imperial prince. No matter how hard he hit it, he could not get through.

Gritting his teeth, Gao Kui soared into the air in an attempt to get a different angle.

When he did so, however, a golden bell was waiting for him.

It opened its maw like an ancient consuming beast, ravenous enough to swallow up even the heavens and earth.

The bell smashed into Gao Kui, ringing with dragon-song. Potent energy radiated from the bell in the form of an immense pillar of light, enveloping its victim within.

Gao Kui was like a rabbit in a cage, entirely unable to escape no matter how hard he tried.

Jiang Chen stood in midair with stern majesty. His Evil Golden Eye opened wide, firing ray of consciousness into Gao Kui’s own eyes.

“Know your place!” There was a faint authority in his voice that naturally invoked awe in others.

Nearby, the Vermilion Bird was rather amazed. It had seen countless human experts from ancient times until now. Even so, even the ancient leaders of humanity could only equal the youth in authority. This Jiang Chen was a natural leader of the highest caliber.

He was more used to being in power than practically anyone else the bird had seen!

“That humanity would have a genius like him nowadays… I suppose there is a reason for the human race’s long standing vitality.” The sacred fowl was shaken.

Though it had attained godhood, it didn’t lord that achievement over its companion. It knew well that Jiang Chen would reach the same level someday soon.

In fact, the Vermilion Bird believed Jiang Chen to have much more future potential than itself. The young man’s capacity for achievement was immeasurable. Perhaps he would walk where no genius has walked before, and work miracles the world has never seen!

Something strange began to happen.

The arrogant Gao Kui’s fierce expression turned to helplessness and despair. His body hardened bit by bit, until his expression and extremities became totally frozen.

He had become a statue!

Imperial Prince Huo and his men were positively astonished. Had he been turned into a statue by a mere look from Jiang Chen? What scary ability was this?

The imperial prince’s heart pounded. He’d always thought Jiang Chen’s strength to come from his prominent status and his partner the Vermilion Bird.

Though Jiang Chen was certainly a genius himself, his strength hadn’t been greatly perfected yet.

What he saw though, proved those assumptions naively false.

With the abilities he’d shown so far alone, Jiang Chen could easily cause a great deal of trouble for Rejuvenation without taking the Vermilion Bird at all into account.

His archery skills and his ocular skills seemed inescapable. The imperial prince wasn’t sure he would’ve been able to escape Gao Kui’s fate had their places been switched.

He exchanged a relieved look with Chief Warden Ding. They were lucky to have made the right choice in more ways than one. If they hadn’t sought a compromise, making an enemy out of Jiang Chen was absolutely suicidal.

Jiang Chen was no longer the same man as Jiang Huang the fugitive!

He was a force to be reckoned with anywhere in the Ten Divine Nations, let alone among the lesser factions.

The two left behind were even more clueless. They tried to run, but were caught and crushed by Long Xiaoxuan with little resistance.

The dragon was seventh level empyrean realm, and his draconic heritage allowed him to fight as well as a peak ninth level expert.

Taking down two seventh level cultivators was more than easy. He utterly outshone them in both power and speed.

Gao Kui’s twelve-man ambush squad had been fully wiped out.

Even Imperial Prince Huo felt like he was dreaming. He knew that Tritalent would no longer be a problem after receiving young lord Jiang Chen’s patronage, but he hadn’t expected such a smooth resolution to his problems. Rejuvenation’s life-and-death issues were trivial affairs for the Eternal Sacred Land’s young lord.

The imperial prince stirred with thoughtful emotion. At the end of the day, strength decided standing. Currying favors was only going to get them so far.

Jiang Chen glanced at Imperial Prince Huo. “I killed them, so I’m going to take the things they’ve left behind. There’s no problem with that, I trust?”

“Of course, of course. They are your spoils, young lord,” came the hasty reply. How could Imperial Prince Huo possibly want to dispute ownership? “Let me send out my men to collect the belongings for you,” he suggested thoughtfully.

The battlefield was tidied up in a few quick moments.

“Let’s keep going,” Jiang Chen remarked with a collected ease. “And while we have time, tell me what factions Tritalent has managed to garner as its allies. How many experts are there, approximately?”

Imperial Prince Huo was gleeful. “After suffering this devastating defeat, the Tritalent Isles will be severely hurt. We might be able to take advantage of this by quashing Tritalent itself. Everything will be solved then!”

“Well, then let’s follow that plan.” Jiang Chen nodded.

He lacked understanding about second and third rate factions in Myriad Abyss, but according to some common sense, the twelve dead empyrean experts would’ve been the majority of Tritalent’s higher end—plus a number of other factions’ as well.

Just Tritalent alone probably didn’t have that many advanced empyrean experts.
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Rejuvenation Royals


With the ambush taken care of, their way back to Rejuvenation was wholly uneventful.

In a few hours, the airboat had returned to the core Rejuvenation Island, where the imperial family resided. That family fell short in comparison to that of Eternal Divine Nation or even the Bluesmoke Isles.

The core island had its own unique charm. However, Jiang Chen didn’t particularly like the atmosphere in Rejuvenation. There was a distinct lack of established foundation.

Nonetheless, he wasn’t here for a tour, but to acquire the spirit stones the imperial prince had promised him. It’d facilitate his plan significantly.

Meanwhile, Rejuvenation was boiling in anxiety.

The imperial family had received a secret report that the Tritalent Isles had gathered a group of desperados to attack Imperial Prince Huo.

Unfortunately, the imperial family couldn’t afford to send any reinforcements. The aristocratic families of Polylore Divine Nation had killed many of them in fits of unreasonable rage and robbed Rejuvenation of a great fortune.

They were too weak to respond to the ambush. The imperial family debated among themselves and couldn’t agree on a rescue plan.

Some were in favor of rescuing the imperial prince. Others were against it.

The emperor was naturally in favor of a rescue mission. He and the other supporters knew very well how important the imperial prince was to the imperial family and Rejuvenation at large. If he died, Rejuvenation really would have no more talent to be found within its borders.

However, the opposition had a solid argument as well. Rejuvenation had a great shortage of manpower. If their experts were further spread thin, it’d be easy for their enemies to divide and conquer.

What would they do if attacked while part of their cultivators were away for a rescue mission? They had enough difficulty defending their territory as it was. They’d fall easily with only part of their forces.

If imperial prince was truly Rejuvenation’s hope, he would overcome the challenge and survive. If he didn’t, he wasn’t the savior they were looking for.

The two sides clashed furiously and prevented a decision from being made. Just as they were stuck in a stalemate, Imperial Prince Huo returned, alive and well!

Rejuvenation rejoiced at the good news.

The opposition didn’t feel embarrassed at all. They believed they’d been proven right. Since the imperial prince was the true savior of Rejuvenation, it only made sense for him to return safely.

With the prince came shocking news.

They’d assumed the imperial prince must have evaded the ambush, or the ambushers must have targeted the wrong location. That was the only explanation for his safe return. However, according to his words, Tritalent had ended up attacking, and had deployed a staggering number of twelve advanced empyrean cultivators!

Everyone in Rejuvenation worried and feared for their home.

They wouldn’t have believed the imperial prince had survived such a scenario if he wasn’t standing before them without a single scratch! It defied common sense for the imperial prince and his companions to come back uninjured.

“Your Highness, an intense fight must have broken out if you encountered that large group of advanced empyrean experts. Why does it seem like neither you nor Chief Warden Ding has gone through a fight? Those from Tritalent couldn’t have let you go out of the kindness of their heart, could they now?”

Many believed that the imperial prince might have exaggerated to make himself look better, which was exactly what they had to avoid in current times. Any misinformation could lead to them misjudging the situation.

Imperial Prince Huo smiled easily. “I understand why you’d be skeptical. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t been there myself. However, the ambush did happen, and the one in charge was Gao Kui.”

“Gao Kui? He’s hostile to Rejuvenation. Why would he let you off the hook?”

“Let me off the hook? No, he did no such thing. He launched an attack without so much as a warning.”

“Then how did it go…?”

Imperial Prince Huo chuckled. “They’re dead! All twelve of them!”

“They’re all dead?!”

None of them believed his words. What a blatant lie! It was impossible for the imperial prince and his companion to eliminate all twelve advanced empyrean cultivators. His party didn’t even look like they’d been in a fight!

The story was more unbelievable than the most fantastical fairytale. Unstoppable laughs of incredulity burst forth.

“You said they all died, Your Highness, but how? They couldn’t have killed themselves out of shame, could they?”

“You’re putting words in my mouth,” Imperial Prince Huo retorted calmly. “They were killed, and it was a quick death. They all died in only a few breaths of time.”

“A few breaths of time? Well, Your Highness, that… sounds a little surreal. If Rejuvenation is that powerful, we wouldn’t have...”

“Did I say we were the ones who killed them?” Imperial Prince Huo questioned coldly, his gaze sweeping over those who were antagonistic to him.

They started.

Imperial Prince Huo didn’t spare another glance for them and instead bowed to the emperor. “Royal brother, I have wonderful news for you!”

The emperor perked up. “What is it, brother? Let’s hear it.”

“I’ve found Rejuvenation a great patron!”

“Patron?” This elicited another round of surprise. The emperor was curious as well.

“What patron?” asked the emperor. “Tell me.”

The word patron conjured some traumatic memories. Many were reminded of the whole ordeal with Polylore Divine Nation. That was why many of them harbored grievances towards the imperial prince.

He was the one who had brought in Polylore Divine Nation, which had led to a series of unfortunate events.

“Imperial Prince Huo, why would you seek someone to be a patron again? Haven’t you learned your lesson yet?”

“Haha, speaking of patron makes me think of the nightmares that Polylore Divine Nation brought down on us.”

They mocked and ridiculed the imperial prince, making their stance against the idea known. They also knew that most in Rejuvenation shared their sentiments.
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Setting the Tone


The atmosphere grew heavy.

Some didn't refute Imperial Prince Huo to out of considerations face, but his words did hearken back to some nightmarish memories of the past. If these so-called patrons were actually reliable, would Rejuvenation have fallen so far? They were naturally opposed to any mention of another after what they’d gone through.

Furthermore, they hadn’t approved of the imperial prince’s insistence on finding another.

However, his expression gave no sign of worry. He glanced lightheartedly at the emperor upon the throne.

“Royal brother, I’ve toiled on behalf of Rejuvenation these past few years. Yes, there have been some mishaps of fortune here and there, but I’m sure that I’ve obtained an opportunity for us this time. This patron is a hundred times more trustworthy than any we’ve ever had before. The ambushers from Tritalent were like children who’d just learned how to walk, annihilated in the blink of an eye.”

“Who is it, pray tell?” mused the emperor.

“His name has been one of the hottest topics here in Myriad Abyss as of late. In fact, he single-handedly changed the course of the rebellions in both Eternal and Martial Divine Nations.”

“Do you mean… the Eternal Sacred Land’s young lord, Jiang Chen?” The emperor was stunned.

“Indeed, royal brother. None other!”

The mood in the room instantly shifted when the name was uttered. Those who opposed immediately found themselves having a change of heart.

Those who’d been neutral before felt their eyes light up.

To all of the people here, Jiang Chen was a living legend. The young man was truly above the clouds, and no one had any delusions about actually being able to reach him. Many in the wider world idolized and looked up to him.

When they’d found out that Jiang Chen had taken over Winterdraw, no one had dared suggest seeking justice, much less attempt to regain the lost island.

They had never fantasized such a character would have any relationship with Rejuvenation at all. Could someone as meager as Imperial Prince Huo really gain the young expert’s favor?

Or was he just making everything up?

The emperor drew a sharp breath. “Good brother.” He looked with heated eyes at Imperial Prince Huo. “This is an important matter. Please do away with any exaggeration. In the past, didn’t you say you never got responses to your presents? Young lord Jiang Chen has always been absent from Winterdraw, has he not?”

“When have I exaggerated before, royal brother? Rejuvenation was lucky to finally catch the young lord actually on the island. In fact, I met him myself.”

“Oh? Did young lord Jiang Chen agree to help Rejuvenation?” The emperor was very pleased.

“Yes. However, I decided of my own accord to give half of the spirit stones on those islands to the young lord.” The imperial prince saw no reason to conceal the fact. It wouldn’t stay hidden for long regardless.

The atmosphere turned a little odd after his statement.

“No wonder the young lord is willing to help. Imperial Prince Huo is certainly generous with the emperor’s assets. That’s why you agreed to it so easily, no?”

“Haha, what a spendthrift.”

“Imperial Prince Huo, your prodigal nature will one day cost Rejuvenation everything!”

Imperial Prince Huo’s expression darkened. Chief Warden Ding, who’d been silent until now, stepped in angrily to defend him.

“You bunch of windbags, why didn’t you step up when Rejuvenation was under threat by Tritalent? Where were your solutions then?

“The imperial prince finally finding a patron to rid us of Tritalent is a wonderful thing, but now your opinions are supposed to matter? Let’s be honest. Without outside support, how long do you think Rejuvenation can last?!”

Chief Warden Ding was extremely indignant. He’d been involved in the matter from beginning to end and knew the amount of stress Imperial Prince Huo had had to shoulder.

He wouldn't stand for derision and mockery now that a solution had been found.

These people would never be reliable in a time of need, but were incredibly quick to oppose anyone that did make themselves productive.

A mediator stepped forward. “Your Majesty, Chief Warden Ding is right. Without something to change our situation, we wouldn't have been able to keep those islands for long. It wouldn't be a stretch to assume that they would’ve fallen into Tritalent hands.”

This was the undeniable truth.

The emperor nodded. “You were correct in your decision, good brother. Rather than have Tritalent take away all of the spirit veins to enrich its coffers and strengthen its armies, why not give half to young lord Jiang Chen? We retain the remainder while winning a long-term favor. Making friends with the young lord of the Eternal Sacred Land is much better than financing the enemy, doesn’t everyone agree? Does the matter even warrant any consideration?”

The ruler’s attitude was very clear; his subjects didn’t dare voice any contrary opinions.

They couldn’t come up with an alternative solution anyway, even if they tried, much less when just flapping their mouths.

Someone quickly changed the topic. “Your Majesty, I wonder if young lord Jiang Chen agreed simply because he was in a good mood? Will he really follow through on his promise and help us resolve the Tritalent problem?”

Everyone looked at Imperial Prince Huo again.

“Young lord Jiang Chen always makes good on his promises,” the prince replied coldly. “I’m sure you’ve heard about what kind of person he is already. Back during Eternal Divine Nation’s rebellion, he wasn’t actually at the sacred land, and yet returned to it out of a sense of duty without regard for the dangers there. He eventually became instrumental in actually quashing the rebellion. Do you think someone like that is likely to be the dishonorable sort? If even he isn’t trustworthy, who is?”

“My loyal subjects, my wise brother has done something well this day. Rejuvenation requires a patron to rise. Young lord Jiang Chen is blessed with great fortune. Even if we had given the islands to him entirely altogether, so what? If we can follow in the Eternal Sacred Land’s shadow, what worries would we have about our future?”

The emperor’s vision saw further ahead. He knew that just a little boost from young lord Jiang Chen was enough for Rejuvenation to jump several rungs up.

If they announced right now that the young man was the Rejuvenation Isles’ protector, the other surrounding factions would froth at the chance to ally with them!


45


The Tritalent Isles


The very appearance of Jiang Chen in Rejuvenation made the choice easy. Given the latter’s circumstances, a powerful patron was something it desperately needed. The young lord of the Eternal Sacred Land was indeed an ideal choice.

In fact, many in the Rejuvenation Isles knew of Imperial Prince Huo’s previous attempts to court Jiang Chen’s favor.

They had merely chosen to laugh rather than hope. They didn’t believe the prince had a chance, nor that Jiang Chen would stay for long in a place as insignificant as Winterdraw.

Given both of these points, the prince’s chances of success seemed miniscule.

But life was just that strange sometimes. Against all odds, Imperial Prince Huo had brought young lord Jiang Chen in the flesh.

This was amazing!

If they could build a strong rapport with young lord Jiang Chen, it would mean far more than winning against Tritalent. Rejuvenation’s future development would depend on it.

After the emperor decided their direction, there was virtually no opposition.

“Good brother, has young lord Jiang Chen already arrived in Rejuvenation?” asked the emperor.

“Yes. I’ve settled him into Spring God Park. After this assembly, royal brother, you can go meet him yourself. It is good for us in the lesser factions to take a humbler stance.”

“Absolutely. We should like to visit him personally.” The emperor wasn’t a rigid person. He didn’t dare put on airs before Jiang Chen by requiring the young man to come see him.

To do so would be entirely ignorant.

When court concluded, the emperor and his brother immediately headed for Spring God Park.

This was especially true after the emperor heard about Jiang Chen’s hair-raising feat of cutting down twelve advanced empyrean experts in almost a single instant.

That number comprised of a majority of the main forces of all the hostile factions around them. How had they died so easily?

With this event, Rejuvenation finally understood the difference between the Ten Divine Nations and themselves.

Outside Spring God Park, Jiang Chen received his imperial visitors with an aura of perfect courtesy. He made no mention whatsoever of what had happened on Winterdraw.

The emperor was quite pleased to see the young man’s manners and magnanimity. He had been afraid that Jiang Chen would be a tyrannical man, wont to accept benefits without working for them.

In person, the young lord seemed extremely reasonable. This made any ensuing negotiations and discussions much easier.

“Your Majesty, you must agree to Imperial Prince Huo’s earlier promise. Once you do, we may consider the matter settled,” Jiang Chen stated matter-of-factly.

“Of course, of course!” the emperor hurriedly answered. “Why shouldn’t we give half of the islands’ ownership to you, young lord Jiang Chen? You are much preferred over the Tritalent brutes.”

“So you agree?”

“I do!” the emperor declared decisively.

Jiang Chen smiled before standing up. “Come on, then. Let’s head for Tritalent Isles.”

His frankness caused the other two men in the conversation to exchange a confused look. But they were used to making hard decisions quickly, and immediately realized what was about to happen.

“Good brother, you’re in charge of everything related to this operation. Gather together the troops and follow behind young lord Jiang Chen. We must crush Tritalent until they have no strength or will left to make trouble!”

“You don’t need to bring too many men.” Jiang Chen smiled coolly. “In a war between two nations, taking out one’s leaders will suffice. Why put the populace in harm’s way?”

It was better for the leaders of the rival factions to settle their differences at their level. Large-scale fighting would only lead to unnecessary loss of life.

He was uninterested in arbitrary slaughter.

“Well...” The emperor was a bit hesitant.

“If you trust me, then leave this entire matter to me,” Jiang Chen stated coolly.

“Of course! Of course I trust you,” the emperor hurriedly affirmed. “Good brother, listen to young lord Jiang Chen’s every need. Bring however many he wants you to.”

It wasn’t their place to repudiate Jiang Chen’s words.

“How many should we bring, young lord Jiang Chen?” Imperial Prince Huo ventured.

“A dozen or so is more than enough.”

In actuality, Jiang Chen needed only a single guide. He didn’t mind giving Rejuvenation a feeling of participation though; a few extra audience members was no issue.

The emperor was mildly perplexed when he heard the young man’s surety, but the imperial prince tossed him several meaningful glances.

The prince knew Jiang Chen much better than the emperor, and moreover had witnessed his abilities in action. The young lord of the Eternal Sacred Land was much stronger than they could ever imagine.

Thus, the prince would support the young lord even if the two of them went alone.

The emperor trusted his brother greatly. Seeing the prince thus and then thinking of the young lord’s reputation, he nodded without another word of protest.

Imperial Prince Huo was very efficient. He began to gather the men immediately.

Not all called were advanced empyrean experts. Out of the eighteen, only five were. The rest were only mid empyrean realm.

Even so, most of Rejuvenation’s elites were here. Much of the remainder was left to protect the imperial family and the capital of the isles.

Many shook their heads when they saw the scant numbers of the attacking force. What could a handful of people do? Tritalent was no slouch. Could they really be beaten by such a ragtag bunch?

The emperor saw them off personally, and waited until the group disappeared into the distance before returning.

Jiang Chen’s mood was completely calm. He didn’t make himself too familiar with anyone from Rejuvenation, instead up an aura of distance and mystique.

After leaving Rejuvenation, he turned to Imperial Prince Huo. “We go to execute the enemy’s leadership, not to slaughter their civilians. Give me a list of threatening individuals among Tritalent and their allies. I’ll handle them for you.”

He didn’t want to kill too many people. If Tritalent was amenable to doing so, he would be happy to resolve the conflict without bloodshed.

He wasn’t interested in asserting his dominance under the Eternal Sacred Land’s banner.
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The Tritalent Isles received the bad news almost immediately. Gao Kui’s ambushing force had been completely wiped out!

The faction and its allies were paralyzed with shock.

They hadn’t been ready to hear about something so awful. Failure had been a possibility, but only the kind that allowed Imperial Prince Huo to escape.

As for Gao Kui and his men coming to harm, that had been entirely inconceivable.

And yet, the experts that should have had a decisive upper hand had been annihilated instead. None of the twelve advanced empyrean realm cultivators had managed to escape!
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Seized with Panic


The Tritalent imperial family was gripped by panic.

Gao Kui had taken half of their elites and the best of the neighboring factions to ambush Imperial Prince Huo.

All twelve of the advanced empyrean cultivators had been killed in one fell swoop. The lesser cultivators hadn’t even been able to get close enough to see how Gao Kui and the others died.

That was the most terrifying.

Powerful enemies were terrifying, but powerful unknown enemies, even more so.

“Everyone, speak your mind,” the emperor said. “Do you have any clues as to how our men were killed? What are your theories?”

He couldn’t maintain his calm. So many elites had been killed so suddenly. If news of this got out, Tritalent morale would plummet. Moreover, the loss of the twelve advanced empyrean cultivators was a serious blow to their collective strength.

That was cause for real panic.

He wasn’t alone in that sentiment. The aristocrats who had been in favor of waging war against Rejuvenation were stunned as well.

“Your Majesty, their deaths are very suspicious. This subordinate suspects they weren’t killed by Rejuvenation.”

“I agree. Everything about this is too outlandish. Rejuvenation doesn’t have the power to do that.”

“That’s right. We’ve been their neighbor for a long time. We know what they’re capable of.”

“How about we conduct an investigation first? I don’t believe that Prince Huo and Chief Warden Ding could kill Gao Kui and the other advanced empyrean experts, especially not when Gao Kui had the initiative.”

The emperor scowled. No one had provided any constructive ideas. All they had was hot air.

“Everyone, I’m asking for your ideas. What do we do next? No matter who killed Gao Kui and his people, Tritalent has suffered a serious blow. Are we still going to wage war against Rejuvenation?” This was what the emperor was debating.

“Of course we are, Your Majesty,” someone piped up immediately. “We’ve worked so hard to get to this point. If we back down now, everything we’ve done will have been in vain!”

“That’s right. If Rejuvenation was capable of killing Gao Kui and his team, they wouldn’t be where they are today. Gao Kui must have encountered some powerful senior and offended them by mistake. That’s how they ended up dead. It has nothing to do with Rejuvenation.”

“Your Majesty, we mustn’t give up. Even if we can’t occupy all of the island, we have to at least lay our hands on half of the profits.”

Despite the unforeseen casualties, a greedy light still shone in the eyes of the Tritalent aristocrats. They felt that the potential gain from occupying the islands was theirs and refused to give it up.

However, there were still some voices of reason at court.

“Your Majesty, the morale is high and this subject shouldn’t rain on everyone’s parade. However, Tritalent’s future is at stake. I must make my point. We can no longer afford to fight with Rejuvenation for the islands. If Gao Kui’s death has something to do with them, we must think about how we’re going to protect ourselves.”

His words attracted immediate backlash.

“That’s ridiculous, Zhao Situ! You’re making our enemies seem more powerful by putting your own people down. No one believes that Rejuvenation can kill Gao Kui! If they’ve always been that powerful, why would they suck up to Polylore Divine Nation? Why would so many of them die at the hands of Polylore’s nobility?”

“Seconded! Rejuvenation can barely protect themselves, let alone bother others. This is the perfect opportunity for us to make a move. It’s now or never!”

They viewed Rejuvenation with utter contempt. Even after the deaths they couldn’t explain, there was still no change of heart. They just didn’t think that Rejuvenation was capable of such a feat.

Zhao Situ laughed ruefully. “You can refute me all you want, but our existence is at stake here. We must be careful.”

“Haha, Zhao Situ, your ambition has wilted in your old age. You’re too timid now to make decisions for our nation.”

It was true that Zhao Situ wasn’t a young man anymore, so he didn’t take the rude remarks personally.

He looked at the emperor with great devotion. “Your Majesty, it is my duty to speak my mind to you. My opinions may not necessarily be the truth, but they’re worth considering.”

Deep down, the emperor agreed with Zhao Situ to some degree.

The ambush had failed spectacularly without so much as a clue to what had happened. It didn’t make sense for it to be a freak accident unrelated to Imperial Prince Huo.

“Your Majesty, why don’t we send a delegate to test Rejuvenation? If they’re willing to share half of the spirit stones with us, we’ll talk.”

The emperor considered the idea. His train of thought was interrupted by footsteps rushing into the palace.

“Your Majesty, Your Majesty! Imperial Prince Huo has entered our territory with a group of experts. They are close to our core island and are less than three thousand miles from the imperial city!”

The emperor started. “What?!”

The news exploded like a spontaneous crack of thunder in clear, blue skies. The greedy Tritalent nobles were sent into a frenzy.

They were no fools. They knew what it meant for Imperial Prince Huo to break into Tritalent with his people—he was responsible for Gao Kui’s death! Rejuvenation had gained the power to fight back and turn the tide!

Nerves stretched taut and the atmosphere became tense.

“How many people does he have with him?” The emperor calmed himself enough to ask.

“In response to Your Majesty, according to the scouts, there are only twenty of them, but they’re all elites!”

“What? Twenty?” Their panic gave way to befuddled surprise.

They planned to take revenge with only twenty people? An invasion force of just twenty? Was Imperial Prince Huo alright in the head?

Even if all twenty of them were advanced empyrean cultivators, there was a big limit to what they could do. Besides, it was impossible for Rejuvenation to gather twenty advanced empyrean cultivators!

The emperor relaxed somewhat when he heard this latest update.
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Refusing to Repent until Failing Completely


The emperor was flabbergasted. “Everyone, what do you think Imperial Prince Huo is trying to accomplish by bringing only twenty people with him?”

“Why should we care, Your Majesty? Twenty people isn’t enough to achieve anything! Even if they’re all advanced empyrean cultivators, it’s impossible for them to fight all of Tritalent. This is our home ground. We can easily eliminate all of them. Besides, we also have help.”

The others nodded. Even Zhao Situ began to doubt himself. If Rejuvenation was here to take revenge, they would’ve sent a proper army. Twenty wasn’t enough to do anything substantial, no matter how powerful they were.

What was more, Tritalent had gathered many allies from the area. They were all in the same boat. If a war broke out with Rejuvenation, the neighboring factions wouldn’t stand by and do nothing, due to their vested interest being at stake.

“Your Majesty, perhaps the imperial prince is here to negotiate?” someone suggested.

“Surely not! If he’s here to negotiate, he would’ve sent word beforehand rather than just break in.”

“But if he’s not here to talk, what else? He can’t be here to kill us, can he? How much damage can those twenty of his possibly do?”

“Is it possible that Rejuvenation has deployed an army, and these twenty are vanguards sent out to forge a path?”

Still, twenty was too little even for an advance party, especially since Tritalent’s imperial family held the territorial advantage and had formations to protect them. There were also a group of powerful experts defending the isles.

Only a fool would force an attack given the circumstances.

Many of Rejuvenation’s top experts had been lost in the wake of Polylore’s harassment. They couldn’t afford to launch an attack now.

“Your Majesty, Imperial Prince Huo from Rejuvenation has reached the outer sky of the imperial city with his people.” A second group of scouts brought back updated news. “He demands for Your Majesty to meet him in person!”

That halted all discussion in the room and resolved their suspicions.

Even the densest mind could tell the imperial prince wasn’t here to negotiate. Otherwise, he would’ve sent an invitation for a civil meeting and resolved the conflict through diplomacy.

Instead, he’d specifically named the emperor; he was plainly here to stir up trouble.

The officials’ faces contorted.

The more hot-headed ones cried out, “Your Majesty, since the imperial prince insists on courting death, we should grant him his wish!”

“That’s right! He dares challenge us on our doorstep? Perfect timing to destroy him! That’ll save us the time and effort to chase him down!”

“Please give the order, Your Majesty! We’re willing to lead the charge against the experts from Rejuvenation.” They plainly hadn’t given up on defeating Rejuvenation.

Zhao Situ hurriedly cut in, “Something isn’t right, Your Majesty. It defies common sense for Imperial Prince Huo to bring so few people with him and boldly demand a meeting. He’s an imperial prince, which is no match for you. He’s clearly taunting us on purpose. Please be cautious, Your Majesty.”

The war hawks naturally wanted to solve the problem by fighting. The enemies had come knocking on their door. It only made sense for them to eliminate the enemies once and for all.

However, Zhao Situ also had a point. It didn’t make sense for someone as cunning as Imperial Prince Huo to come all the way to Tritalent Isles just to get himself killed.

It was something worth considering.

The emperor thought pensively. “There’s no use speculating wildly. Be prepared and follow me to meet the famed Imperial Prince Huo. Let’s see for ourselves if he’s here to wage war, or sue for peace. If it’s the former, we must be ready for a fight. If the latter, we will argue for half of the profits from the islands. That’s our bottom line. Does anyone disagree?”

The emperor had made his final decision. Even the war hawks weren’t going to argue now. They knew Tritalent didn’t have the power or confidence to claim the islands.

Zhao Situ opened his mouth but didn’t say anything. His lips twisted into a wry smile.

He wanted to remind them that Rejuvenation clearly weren’t here to bargain away half of their profits. Besides, Tritalent had lost twelve advanced empyrean cultivators. The emperor was in no place to negotiate a deal with Rejuvenation.

But he knew if he played the devil’s advocate again, he would offend everyone and even the emperor. He couldn’t risk that.

The emperor took his subjects’ silence as confirmation. “Alright, ready yourselves. Come with me to meet the imperial prince!”

Although Gao Kui and the others were dead, Tritalent had recruited more experts over the past few years. Many of them started out as wandering cultivators. They had joined Tritalent to earn more spirit stones.

As a result, Tritalent had been developing rapidly. They wanted to make use of Rejuvenation’s decline to become the ruler of the region. The emperor had a group of elites under his command.

They marched outside the imperial city with ferocious energy. Encircling the city was a powerful defensive formation. With that and the good number of elites on their side, Tritalent’s morale was high, unfazed by Rejuvenation’s actions. What did Imperial Prince Huo really think he could do here, huh?

“Which one of you is Imperial Prince Huo?” rebuked an imperial expert in a booming voice. “His Majesty the Emperor has come to grace you with his presence. You should’ve been prepared to formally greet him!”

Imperial Prince Huo smiled faintly when he heard the voice coming to him in waves. “I am Imperial Prince Huo of Rejuvenation. The only one deserving my respect is the emperor of Rejuvenation.”

“Arrogant bandits! You dare disrespect us in our territory? What a group of barbarians you are!”

“You’re just an imperial prince! Do you think you’re in any place to challenge His Majesty’s authority?!”

Imperial Prince Huo laughed, his voice creating a vortex of air that swept through the sky.

“Stop wasting our time and tell your emperor to show himself! I have some matters to impart to you!”

“How dare you, scum!”

“You better watch your tongue before His Majesty, Imperial Prince Huo!”

Imperial Prince Huo gave them a half smile. “Tritalent has been inferior to Rejuvenation for thousands of years. Do you still not understand where you stand with us?”
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Jiang Chen Shows Off


“Bullshit! Even rivers change direction over time. Rejuvenation may have been the ruler of this region once upon a time, but new talents emerge every generation. Each century is influenced by different generations. Your time has ended!”

“Brat, what gives you the right to strut around in our airspace?”

“Rejuvenation may be in decline, but if there’s one thing I’m sure of, it’s that your time has yet to come,” Imperial Prince Huo responded blandly. “In fact, your time may never come.”

Tritalent’s experts raged. They could barely contain their urge to charge at the imperial prince and give him a good thrashing. His remark was a direct insult and utmost humiliation to their home.

Tritalent’s time would never come?!

Was Rejuvenation still clutching at unrealistic hope?

Before they could counter that with their own insults, the emperor emerged from the crowd and leveled a cold stare Imperial Prince Huo. There was an inherent air of superiority to him.

“Imperial Prince Huo, you haven’t come all this way here to spout off such nonsense, have you? If it’s about the islands, is Rejuvenation ready to make an offer for peace?”

“An offer for peace?” Imperial Prince Huo smirked. “What offer?”

The emperor growled, “You dare come seeking peace without offering us anything?”

Imperial Prince Huo’s smile dropped, in its place was a severe scowl. His voice was frosty as he said, “I haven’t said we’re here to negotiate peace, have I, Your Majesty? I’m here to deliver you a message: Gao Kui and his people were all killed in their attempt to ambush us. It’s laughable that you people consider yourselves superior to us.”

“Hmph, you aren’t claiming that you’ve killed Gao Kui, are you?” The emperor wasn’t convinced.

“I didn’t kill him, but I was part of it,” the imperial prince said faintly. “Rejuvenation and Tritalent know everything about each other, old emperor. Without the twenty elites, Tritalent lacks battle strength.”

“Is this why you’ve brought so few people with you? Do you think that’s enough to wage war on Tritalent?”

Imperial Prince Huo gave the emperor a look that was both sympathetic and indifferent. He turned around without another word and walked up to Jiang Chen.

“Young lord, I just checked and confirmed that most of Tritalent’s elites are here, as well as some of the neighboring factions that have chosen the unjust side.”

Jiang Chen nodded thoughtfully. “Let’s get down to business. If they want to fight, we’ll fight. If they know what’s good for them, I’ll consider showing them mercy.”

“They aren’t going to give up until they have one foot in the grave,” Imperial Prince Huo forced out through gritted teeth. “Tritalent may be aggressive, but they used to be a respectable faction. The other factions are local pirates in the neighboring seas. Some were recruited by Tritalent, some chose to follow it, and others struck a mutually beneficial relationship with it. Tritalent had gathered all kinds of people.”

“That’s not important,” said Jiang Chen. In a flash, he zipped to the front line, his icy gaze landing on those from the Tritalent Isles.

Apart from the emperor, there were also a group of elites on their side. However, other than the bodyguards protecting the emperor, the others stood without any order, obviously a disparate group unfamiliar with teamwork.

The emperor blinked when a young man suddenly showed up next to Imperial Prince Huo. One of his men snapped, “Who are you, brat? You should be bowing to His Majesty!”

Jiang Chen huffed and responded with faint amusement, “Bowing to him? Me? Isn’t he afraid of losing a few years off his lifespan?”

That elicited quite a reaction from the Tritalent’s group.

“You’re bold, brat! What gives you the courage to speak so rudely to His Majesty like this?!”

“His Majesty is our supreme leader, the most noble of royalty! How does he not deserve your respect?”

Jiang Chen chuckled. “Oh, he sure doesn’t.”

The emperor frowned and asked faintly, “Do you have the final say with regard to Rejuvenation, or is that Imperial Prince Huo?”

He was trying to guess at Jiang Chen’s identity.

“I do.” Jiang Chen’s expression was still calm and unreadable.

“Alright, since you’re in charge, I can pull our army back and maintain peace as long as you offer us half the islands. What say you?”

“Nothing.” Jiang Chen shook his head. “You still naively refuse to face reality. It’s ridiculous.”

“Face reality?” One of the emperor’s personal experts scowled. “Tritalent has a powerful army and countless experts. What does Rejuvenation have left?”

Jiang Chen shrugged, attacking the emperor with his Evil Golden Eye without warning.

The emperor froze and trembled uncontrollably. It felt as if his soul had been hit by an unknown force.

“Be careful, Your Majesty!” One of the imperial experts blocked his line of vision with a brandish of the sleeve, which offset part of Jiang Chen’s attack. The remaining power wasn’t enough to penetrate the emperor’s consciousness. Otherwise, the emperor would’ve turned into a statute as soon as the young lord had finished his sentence.

Jiang Chen’s Evil Golden Eye had reached terrifying levels of power after years of hard work. Even the emperor had almost fallen for it when caught unprepared.

Jiang Chen’s attack was a wake up call to everyone from Tritalent. The young man held a higher status than the imperial prince, and he was a much more formidable foe!

“Who are you?” The emperor steadied himself, still reeling from the attack. That had been a close call. If his men hadn’t reacted quickly enough, he’d would’ve been hit.

Jiang Chen was slightly disappointed that his eye art had failed. He wore a cold smile. “That’s not important, but here’s a friendly reminder: Tritalent can give up on the islands.”

“Give up? On what grounds?”

“Who the fuck are you, dickhead? Fancy yourself some kind of hot shit? Look at you strut around like you own the place! I’ll break your neck myself if you want to die so much!”
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Unyielding Ferocity and Defiance


With how powerful Jiang Chen’s consciousnesses was now, he could scan the enemy forces with a single glance. Even the most minute change in their expressions didn’t escape his attention.He looked up to mentally hone in on the one who insulted him.

Two more golden rays of light streaked through the air and into the man’s eyes.The man cut off in mid-word like his throat had been slit. His body spasmed slightly, and he froze like he’d been hit in an acupoint. His expression was permanently stuck in one of shock.It painted an eerie picture.When the Tritalent crowd recovered from their shock, they realized that the man had been turned into a statue in the span of a breath. His blood seemed to have congealed and it was as if countless pails of molten iron had been poured over him. The new statue seemed to have stood there for thousands of years!

How...

The cultivators nearby moved away from the newly formed statue like the plague, afraid that they’d be the next to turn.“What… what happened to him?” stammered someone closer to him.

“This is a trick of the demons! That man knows demonic techniques!”

“Nonsense! That must be a petrifying technique that can turn a person into a stone statue!”

“That’s no petrifying technique. He would’ve turned into stone, not a statue looking like it’s made out of copper or gold.” Some of them were observant enough to identify the key issues.

What they were more eager for was to learn how everything had happened. The man from Rejuvenation had done nothing, but suddenly their companion had transformed into a statue. What a terrifying attack!Jiang Chen didn’t want to kill needlessly. He simply wanted to knock Tritalent down a peg and deter them. However, that one had been ludicrously arrogant in running off his mouth like that.

There would be no mercy shown to people like him. He’d serve as a warning to the others.

“I’m waiting for your response, Your Majesty,” continued Jiang Chen solemnly, ignoring the man who’d been turned into a statue.

The emperor was caught off guard by the bizarrely unpredictable and difficult to avoid attack.

“Your Majesty, that man is very strange. Can he be the help that Imperial Prince Huo recruited?”

“If he’s the one who killed Gao Kui and his people, we have to be wary of him.”

“He might really be a master in demonic techniques. I didn’t even see him do anything! Your Majesty, just who is this man?”

Jiang Chen’s actions had cast a pall over the Tritalent crowd.

Zhao Situ suddenly broke his silence. “That’s an eye technique. Haven’t you all figured it out? That’s a masterful eye technique!”

“Eye technique? From someone so young? Who is this man? Since when has there been such a young genius from Rejuvenation?”

“He can’t be from Rejuvenation! Imperial Prince Huo is the second most important person in their isles, yet he defers to the young man. He must be foreign help!”

Zhao Situ paled when realization dawned on him. He turned to the emperor with a tragic look. “Your Majesty, this old official has figured out his identity. He… he...”

Suddenly overcome with uncontrollable fear, his teeth chattered incessantly. Heretofore unfelt terror drained all body heat from him.

“Old Situ, what are you trying to say?”

Zhao Situ took a deep breath to calm himself. “Your Majesty, if you value my opinions at all, give up. It’s better to surrender. If we give up on fighting Rejuvenation, we may have a chance to live...”

“Old Situ, have you gone senile? He’s just an immature kid! Why are you so fearful? We’ll just charge in and cut him down!”

There were still some defiant hotheads on Tritalent’s side.

The emperor asked gravely, “Old Situ, who are you referring to? Do you know this young man?”

“This old official doesn’t know him personally, but I can guess at his identity,” Zhao Situ said gravely. “He’s very likely to be the Eternal Sacred Land’s genius who recently shot to fame — young lord Jiang Chen!”

What?!Young lord Jiang Chen?Even the fiercest amongst them instantly lost their will to fight.

How could that be? Young lord Jiang Chen was the future ruler of the Eternal Sacred Land. Why would someone like him be interested in a conflict between two minor factions?

However, if it wasn’t the young lord, was there anyone else his age who could do what he’d done?

The emperor burned with anxiety.

“We don’t know if he’s the young lord, Your Majesty. Even if he is, he hasn’t told us his identity. Why not finish what we’ve started and kill him? If he’s an imposter, we’ll become a laughingstock for being intimidated by his words!”

“You mustn’t, Your Majesty! If we start a fight, we’ll essentially be declaring war against young lord Jiang Chen and the Eternal Sacred Land behind him! Tritalent is only so big. If the young lord is hurt or killed, we won’t be able to take the sacred land’s ire.”

“Hmph, you sure are confident. Do you really think you’ll be able to hurt him? With what?”

A hot debate broke out.

Jiang Chen crossed his arms idly. He was in no hurry. If he really was here to kill, he’d have made a move already instead of wasting his breath. In fact, he wouldn’t have killed anyone at all if that man hadn’t insulted him.

Tritalent’s forces were composed of desperados who lived on the edge. In the end, the majority decided to pretend not to know Jiang Chen’s identity as long as it wasn’t explicitly revealed. They would stop at nothing to obtain the wealth of stones from the islands!

“Your Majesty, we are willing to take matters into our own hands and test him.”

“Your Majesty, they’re in our territory. Even if we kill them, it’s simply an act of self-defense. No one can fault us for that.”
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A Merciless Crushing


Jiang Chen’s eyes were incredibly sharp. Even without using his Ear of the Zephyr, he could perceive their unruly stubbornness. They clearly had no intentions of easy compromise. Despite his example and warning, they thirsted for a fight.

Tritalent hoped to squeak by. What could a dozen people do against an entire capital’s worth of elites?

What face would they have left if they surrendered without struggle?

“Don’t be discouraged, Your Majesty. We are willing to shoulder your burden.”

“Your Majesty, please order us to fight! Maybe they’re just trying to bully us by using another’s name!”

“Your Majesty, even half of the spirit stones on those islands would be enough for us for centuries. We can’t let such a tremendous amount of wealth pass us by.”

The emperor was swayed by his subjects’ words.

Yes, what if Rejuvenation was borrowing someone else’s reputation? Tritalent wouldn’t be scared off so easily. He began to have his own ideas about the situation.

“Imperial Prince Huo, Tritalent and Rejuvenation don’t have irreconcilable differences or blood feuds. We would merely like to share in the bounty in front of us. Why not give us fifty percent of the spirit stones there? That’s not too extreme, is it? If you agree to that, then let the matter be settled. I think that would be preferable to any loss of life.” The emperor spoke these words to test the waters.

If Imperial Prince Huo readily agreed to this, that meant there was no bite behind his bark.

On the other hand, if he staunchly refused, they could make use of their home field advantage to battle it out. No one on Tritalent’s side believed they would lose.

Imperial Prince Huo smirked coldly. “Rejuvenation has entirely delegated its authority in this matter to the young gentleman here.”

The Tritalent emperor’s expression darkened. “Rejuvenation intentionally chooses depravity then. If that’s the case, our ensuing ruthlessness cannot be blamed! Listen up, men! We ready for war!”

Jiang Chen watched all of this happen with a cold eye. He knew that at the end of the day, these people wouldn’t so easily let go of a tasty morsel that was already on their plate.

Harrumphing, he suddenly roared into the sky. Heaven and earth paled at the sound; every light around him dimmed and the ground rumbled.

The sound of a dragon’s roar resonated with the din of a brood ten thousand strong. The weather began to change—already, roiling clouds were gathering in the firmament.

“A dragon’s roar!” There was someone on the ground who was knowledgeable enough to recognize it.

Tritalent’s cultivators uniformly paled.

“So what?” shouted the militant ones with murderous expressions. “We might as well use our defensive formation to kill our enemies. We’re already past the point of no return!”

“Turn on the great formation!”

Belligerence was an emotion that easily spread to others. Experts joined the militant faction in droves. Zhao Situ could only watch on in horrified silence. He had thought his advice would convince the emperor to avoid bloodshed.

Alas, the drive for profit had caused these people to lose sight of reason. The young man before them was so incredibly talented that he had to be from a big faction. Even if he wasn’t young lord Jiang Chen, he was surely some other top-quality genius from the Ten Sacred Lands.

How could the Tritalent Isles make an enemy out of someone like this?

Zhao Situ couldn’t affect the direction of things by himself, though.

Jiang Chen suddenly tossed a golden bell and a magnetic mountain into the air.

Mountain and bell hurtled viciously towards the defensive formation.

“Old brother Vermilion,” Jiang Chen called out simultaneously, “show them a little pain!”

The Vermilion Bird nodded. Its body suddenly expanded several hundred times over with a flourish, its huge wingspan blotting out the sun.

Its divine aura expanded outward to paralyze everyone caught within its influence. Its pinions slanted down on a corner of the defensive formation, reducing to dust everything beneath. Countless disintegrating runes were among the rubble, their designs reduced to nothingness. The well-built defensive formation around the capital had been damaged by a single blow from the Vermilion Blow.

The formation whined in alarm.

The emperor and his militant subjects were blindsided by this development. One slam had destroyed a corner of the formation? What incredible power did this bird possess?

Zhao Situ paled. “It really is him. Your Majesty, please call for peace. We may yet have a chance at life. That young man really is the young lord of the Eternal Sacred Land. The bird is the sacred fowl that was instrumental in his exploits, the Vermilion Bird!”

It was already too late for that, though.

Several brutish cultivators charged at the forefront. Their piratic careers and capable cultivation made them naturally aggressive. They ran especially fast out of a desire for glory and riches.

Within a breath or so, they were only several hundred meters away from Jiang Chen. Just as they were about to be within reach, the cultivators collided with a translucent wall of golden air. Ripples expanded in the air from the impact.

As soon as they came to a forcible stop, Jiang Chen guided his magnetic golden mountain and golden bell down onto their heads with a hand seal.

Long Xiaoxuan unceremoniously joined the fray as well. His Claw of Crushing Mountains and Rivers seized a cultivator’s head and stuffed the man’s soul into his maw.

While he did so, the golden bell had already captured a cultivator as well.

The magnetic golden mountain was not to be outdone. Its potent storms snatched up another.

The men in the vanguard were neutralized in the blink of an eye, before the Vermilion Bird even had a chance to act. They couldn’t even reach Jiang Chen, much less threaten him.

The development stunned everyone watching. The ones who’d clamored for a tough stance wanted to find a hole in the ground and bury themselves. The militants were completely quiet now.

Any desire to keep on fighting was tantamount to suicide.

Though the exchange just now had lasted only a few short moments, Tritalent’s people felt as if they’d just suffered through a lifetime of hell. They were also thankful that they hadn’t been at the very front. Those were now dead or captured.

The emperor felt the blood drain from his face. His heart trembled painfully. A minute ago, he had charted an ambitious course for Tritalent’s future.

Now, that seemed an utter daydream!
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Intention to Recruit


Jiang Chen!

These words elicited endless terror from the people of Tritalent like a nefarious curse.

Horror and regret filled them, the emperor included as well. They were frankly unqualified to defy him at all. To put it more bluntly, they were too insignificant to be considered an enemy in the first place.

If Jiang Chen wanted to deal with Tritalent—destroy it, even—he could do so with comically minimal effort. What had ensued was living proof of that.

“Zhao Situ, why didn’t you say anything earlier!” The emperor’s tone was full of misery. His emotions were a complex mixture of fear, concern, and despair.

He wasn’t thinking of how to resist, but rather how to preserve a sliver of Tritalent before Jiang Chen’s wrath. He was worried that the young man would cause a massacre here thanks to his anger.

Such things weren’t uncommon in Myriad Abyss. Several houses from Polylore had done just so with their old rival Rejuvenation.

There was no justice to be found after the fact for something like that.

The fault was attributed to the victim for aggravating a faction they were too strong to handle.

In Myriad Abyss Island, the Ten Divine Nations’ factions were naturally higher than the rest. Jiang Chen’s status as a true disciple of a sacred land aside, even a normal disciple from an average first rate faction would be able to rampage through here.

Moreover, the young man’s very name was a very common topic these days. Who among the younger generation could rival his fame?

This wasn’t someone Tritalent could think about opposing.

The ease with which Jiang Chen slew the more stubborn Tritalent cultivators gave Imperial Prince Huo and the others from Rejuvenation immense satisfaction. Tritalent had been contentious for all these years, a tremendously annoying nail in their side.

Unfortunately, Rejuvenation hadn’t had the energy to teach their long-time rival a lesson for several years now. Seeing rival experts crushed again and again was therefore delightfully gleeful.

Jiang Chen radiated a frightening aura with his God’s Eye, its rays scattering across the Tritalent cultivators beneath. They hung their heads wherever he looked.

It was obvious that their fighting spirit was no more. They didn’t have the courage to meet his eyes, much less battle on. The difference between them was far too great. Jiang Chen could kill them as easily as stepping on a few ants.

“Listen up, you of Tritalent.” Jiang Chen’s voice was cool. “I didn’t intend to spill too much blood today. But if you must continue to provoke me with your obstinacy and ignorance, I don’t mind making the Tritalent Isles part of history. I trust you won’t doubt my ability or resolution to do so.”

Everyone from Tritalent collectively trembled, but were somewhat cheered up afterwards. There was still room for negotiation then?

The emperor took a step forward, prostrating himself on the earth. “Young lord Jiang Chen,” he cried out, “we were blind to your presence! If we knew you were here in the flesh, we wouldn’t have dared disobey you. Pray charitably excuse our foolishness.”

“If I wasn’t inclined to do so, do you think you would still be talking to me?”

“Yes, absolutely. We thank you for your magnanimity. In our rudeness, we made only trouble for ourselves,” the emperor wailed, taking a very low posture.

“I don’t want to kill, but that doesn’t mean I won’t. I hold no enmity for the Tritalent Isles. Nevertheless, some of your men dared ambush me when I was a guest of Rejuvenation. If the Eternal Sacred Land caught wind of this atrocity, you would be annihilated within the month.” Jiang Chen spoke true.

Tritalent hadn’t known that he was on Imperial Prince Huo’s airboat. If they had, they wouldn’t have dared ambush him.

However, the Ten Sacred Lands didn’t care for ignorance as an excuse. The very act was a challenge to their authority, and destruction was assured.

When the Tritalent emperor heard these words, his face only grew paler.

If young lord Jiang Chen decided to pursue this, the Tritalent Isles would have no peace for the rest of its days.

Imperial Prince Huo on the other hand, was secretly impressed. As expected of a sacred land’s young lord, Jiang Chen had taken care of everything flawlessly. If he had said he was here solely to help Rejuvenation, he would be suspected of being uncharitably biased. An overly strong faction bullying the weak was never good for optics.

This excuse of being ambushed by Tritalent, on the other hand, made everything completely different. Any harsh treatment Jiang Chen doled out was completely reasonable then.

“Young lord Jiang Chen,” the emperor wailed, “we do have a few conflicts with Rejuvenation, it’s true, but we would never dare disturb you with them. If we knew of your presence, we would only have given you the utmost respect. For what reason would we want to harm you?”

“Hmph!” Jiang Chen snorted. “I hear you’re after those islands that Rejuvenation has? Haven’t they told you that I own half of them? Do you covet my property?”

What?

The Tritalent emperor was bewildered. Young lord Jiang Chen owned half of the islands? Had they been opposing him all along?

He wanted to die on the spot.

However, he quickly realized what had actually taken place: Rejuvenation had sought out young lord Jiang Chen when it grasped the hopelessness of its own situation, giving him half the islands’ ownership in exchange for his protection.

That had to be the reason!

For Tritalent, though, the reason didn’t actually matter. At the end of the day, they could never think of coveting the islands. Otherwise, that really would be suicide.

The emperor knelt and kowtowed several times. “We were blind and foolhardy,” he begged, “but we promise we won’t do anything of the sort ever again. Please, allow us to live. The whole of Tritalent will thank you for your mercy.”

Jiang Chen harrumphed. “You’ve raised a hand against both my property and myself. If I forgive you with only a few words, what awe would the Eternal Sacred Land inspire in the future?”

Though he didn’t want to engage in a slaughter, he couldn’t let Tritalent go easily, either. It had to be taught a lesson.

“As long as you’re satisfied, we’re willing to do whatever it takes,” the emperor promised hurriedly. “We would be happy to comply with anything that is within our power.”

Jiang Chen waved a hand. “Easy enough, then. Tritalent should submit to the Eternal Sacred Land henceforth. If you become my subjects, I see no reason why I shouldn’t pardon you.”


52


To Subdue


The emperor was dazed for a few moments. Confusion filled his mind. Submit to young lord Jiang Chen’s protection? Would that mean becoming a puppet of the Eternal Sacred Land?

“The Tritalent Isles really doesn’t know good from bad, eh?” Imperial Prince Huo interjected icily. “Countless factions all over the world would jump at the chance for young lord Jiang Chen’s protection. For you, this is practically a free lunch. Why do you hesitate? Do you want to die at the young lord’s hand before realizing your mistakes?”

The imperial prince wanted Tritalent to become Jiang Chen’s subordinate faction, of course. That way, they would listen to the young lord’s orders in the future.

Since Rejuvenation was going to do the same from now on, Tritalent wouldn’t dare bother them in the future. Whatever possible friendliness between the two was another matter.

Rejuvenation needed some time to rest and recuperate in the next few years.

Jiang Chen glared coldly at the Tritalent collective.

“Your hesitation means you have no desire for it. Fine enough. However, know that Rejuvenation is under my protection. If you aggravate them in the future, that is the same as provoking me. Don’t expect the same kind of mercy next time!” His tone grew frosty as well.

Zhao Situ became extremely anxious. “Your Majesty, what are you waiting for?” he messaged the emperor. “Rejuvenation will only grow under young lord Jiang Chen’s banner. Rather than be consumed later on, why don’t we join the young lord now? Even if he doesn’t treat us equally, our heritage will still be passed down.”

He knew very well that Rejuvenation had never been the peaceful sort. If they were allowed to recover to its former state, they would surely attack every faction around them with Jiang Chen’s protection.

Since Tritalent had been significantly wounded in this exchange, the reverse of recent events would occur. It would be optimistic simply to survive, much less hold their own.

The emperor snapped awake from his reverie. “Young lord Jiang Chen,” he shouted, “Tritalent is willing to yield. Please grant us your protection as well!”

“Is that what you really think?” Jiang Chen asked with a faint smile.

“Absolutely! I hesitated not because I was unwilling, but rather worried that we would be assimilated by Rejuvenation later on. What would become of our heritage then?”

The emperor was smart enough to make plain the reason for his delay. Perhaps the young lord would give him a response.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “Regardless of my dominance, why would I wipe out your heritage? If you fall under my protection, you’ll grow stronger for it. Of course, since you two are both under my protection from now on, you can only be allies. Absolutely no invading each other from this day forth, either of you.”

“Of course, young lord. We shall defer to you.” The emperor was delighted.

As long as their heritage was preserved, he was open to most other things. Tritalent was in bad shape right now and couldn’t do much in the near future anyway.

Sharing patronage would mean that Rejuvenation would never be able to openly attack them again. Thus, surrendering to Jiang Chen actually seemed to be the best choice.

Jiang Chen waved a hand. “Alright. What’s your name?”

“The surname of the imperial family of Tritalent is Yan. His Majesty’s name is Yan Duo,” Zhao Situ hurriedly replied.

Yan Duo?

Jiang Chen nodded. “Emperor Yan Duo, Imperial Prince Huo. Let me make this clear today. Now that you’re both under my banner, I will treat you equally. From this day forth, let any grudges be washed away. There will be no more fighting between your two factions henceforth. Do you understand?”

“As long as Tritalent has enough tact, Rejuvenation will not strike the first blow,” Imperial Prince Huo responded.

“Tritalent will listen to the young lord’s every word. I guarantee it.”

“I hope you can really do it.” Jiang Chen sighed softly. “The future is difficult. If you’re preoccupied with civil strife, one of you will attain victory in the short term… but long term, both of you will lose.”

Yan Duo and the imperial prince both blinked.

“I can’t speak too plainly right now. Perhaps another time. I want to say only one thing: put everything you have into making yourselves stronger. There’s a wave of drastic change on the horizon, and its scope will be far greater than you can ever imagine.”

Jiang Chen’s mood was dampened by thoughts of demons and other offworld enemies.

The seriousness in his voice sobered up Yan Duo and Imperial Prince Huo. They couldn’t guess the reason behind it, but they respected that reason’s gravity.

“Alright, Imperial Prince Huo. I hope the affair has concluded satisfactorily. Both of you should be able to proceed in peace from now on. Rather than plotting against each other, I advise you to cooperate and build a stronger bond. I foresee that many smaller factions will be shattered by the oncoming tide.”

These words further complicated the two men’s thoughts. It wasn’t their place to ask, but their concern for these future world-changing events only grew.

“Come, take me to those islands. I’d like to take a look.” Jiang Chen changed the subject.

The imperial prince’s eyes brightened. “Sure.”

Though Yan Duo lusted after those islands as well, he knew that Tritalent could no longer participate.

“Young lord, would you like to come sit awhile in the imperial palace?” He bowed.

“Maybe next time.” Jiang Chen waved a hand.

Yan Duo didn’t insist. The pressure bearing down on him could finally be alleviated by the young man’s departure.

Jiang Chen left as quickly and decisively as he’d come.

The men from Tritalent finally let out sighs of relief. They wiped at their brows and backs, happy to simply still be alive. There was a great deal to be thankful for on this day. An heir with a worse temper would’ve massacred a great number of them.

Yan Duo didn’t find it shameful at all to kneel in surrender before Jiang Chen.

The first thing he did after returning to the islands proper was issue an important command. “Listen up, people of Tritalent! From this day onwards, the Tritalent Isles submits to the authority and protection of young lord Jiang Chen. Our past grudges with the Rejuvenation Isles are wiped clean. Anyone who picks a fight with them is bringing disaster down on us all, and shouldn’t expect any tolerance or sympathy!”

The emperor didn’t dare defy what young lord Jiang Chen had emphasized just now. Any further animosity toward Rejuvenation was equivalent to turning a deaf ear toward the youth’s advice.

Such a thing could not be permitted at this juncture. From what the young lord had said, there would be some cataclysmic event in Myriad Abyss Island’s near future. What this event entailed wasn’t clear yet, but a problem for someone as great as him must be very serious indeed. His tone wouldn’t have been so grave otherwise.
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Further Changes, Again


The crystal-rich island chain was quite a distance away from the heart of Rejuvenation. Moreover, the imperial family’s influence didn’t extend to these faraway isles, making it difficult to manage the chain.

“No wonder Tritalent thirsted after this place. It’s not too far away from their core islands. Closer to theirs than yours, honestly. The ownership of this place couldn’t have been terribly clear before, could it?” Jiang Chen asked with a faint smile.

Imperial Prince Huo coughed in half-laughter. “Several thousand years ago, nobody owned these islands. When Rejuvenation first got our hands on them, we only wanted to turn some of them into a place like Winterdraw. Alas, our formation level was insufficient at the time to succeed.

“Afterwards, when we stationed some men here, they noticed that there were spirit stone veins in the rock beneath. We kept this secret for a few centuries, but the veins we found were hard to excavate, and we didn’t ever get a good chance to do so. I’m not sure why news got out within the last decade. Now the factions all around us are eyeing it with hunger. My brother is worried if it’ll attract even stronger factions here. What will we do then?”

“Rejuvenation doesn’t have a neighboring stronger faction, does it?”

“You could say that about us before.” Imperial Prince Huo sighed. “Rejuvenation was between a third and a second rate faction back then, and we almost made it to the latter. We had a ways to go compared to the fellows at the top obviously, but… well, after what Polylore did to us, we lost a lot and downgraded as a result. Even the likes of Tritalent can bare their fangs at us now.”

Jiang Chen smiled slightly. The reason for that was tangentially related to him, but the majority of the blame lay with Rejuvenation. Or rather, their flattery had been misplaced.

“Whether you’re third or second rate, you’ve managed to survive so far. You’ll get the chance to thrive before long. Some factions bloom and wither in the blink of an eye. There’s not much point to their transient radiance,” Jiang Chen remarked with some emotion.

“You’re right, young lord. Maybe it’s just not time yet for Rejuvenation. We were a bit too hasty. If we had another few centuries, we would have stabilized among the other second rate factions. We could then progress from there… a vastly more conservative path.”

After experiencing what he had in the last few years, the imperial prince was a much more collected individual.

“Okay. Let’s go down and take a look. You own the islands still, yes?” Jiang Chen confirmed.

“For the time being,” affirmed Imperial Prince Huo.

Suddenly, Jiang Chen’s expression shifted a little. A strange smile curled at the corner of his mouth. “You might’ve spoken too early. Not necessarily anymore.”

The imperial prince looked confusedly at the young man, who waved dismissively.

“Let’s go see what’s going on over there.” Jiang Chen’s senses were much sharper than Imperial Prince Huo’s. His God’s Eye could see several hundred miles away.

There were many airboats parked outside the islands, in numbers much greater than was possible for Rejuvenation. The vessels certainly weren’t friendly, in that case.

When they got closer and the imperial prince could see for himself what was happening, his expression became increasingly grimmer.

How could this be??

“Are there any other powerful factions around Rejuvenation?” Jiang Chen asked coolly. “A capable second rate faction, for example?”

Imperial Prince Huo searched his mind for answers.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, there are none stronger than Rejuvenation within thirty-thousand miles. There is one in fifty-thousand, there is one. In seventy-thousand, another. The rest are over a hundred thousand miles away.”

“What faction do these airboats belong to then?”

Imperial Prince Huo broke out into a cold sweat. He was utterly perplexed. How could something so shocking have happened over only a few days?

Foreign airboats parked in their waters! And Rejuvenation didn’t know a thing about it!

Sneaky and underhanded tactics indeed!

The prince tried to make out any distinctive markings, then shook his head. “These airboats have been painted black in disguise. I can’t tell where they’re from.”

“They’re flat-out robbing you in broad daylight then.” Jiang Chen laughed softly.

Imperial Prince Huo was greatly ashamed. They had promised they would give half of the spirit stone veins here to young lord Jiang Chen. Clearly, their guarantee had been an untimely one.

If the spirit stone veins weren’t theirs anymore, what would they have left to give?

The prince was furious, horrified, and terrified. Furious and horrified at how these brazen invaders didn’t seem to care for Rejuvenation in any capacity, and terrified about how angry the young lord would be if they couldn't fulfill their end of the bargain.

Rejuvenation’s problem had just been resolved, and Tritalent had suffered considerable losses before surrendering. What if the young lord decided to cut them all down for not upholding their oath? There was nothing anyone could fault him for, if he did that.

Imperial Prince Huo’s lips trembled. The blood drained out of his face.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, I really didn’t know about what’s happening here. I’m sure my brother is the same way. Please give us a little time. I will go back and call for reinforcements right away. We absolutely must take these islands back!” he declared with some exasperation. This was a slight against his entire family!

Jiang Chen frowned, then waved a hand in dismissal. “Call for reinforcements now? You’ll waste a ton of time going and returning. Let’s take a look ourselves. These marauders are certainly audacious. I own half of this place. Their very presence disrespects me, does it not?”

Imperial Prince Huo felt his heart calm just a little. Young lord Jiang Chen’s attitude gave him hope. Though he was angry, he was only angry at the invaders. If that was the case, these people were in for a beating.

No matter where they were from, were they worthy of standing up to the young lord? So what if they were one of the top second rate factions within a hundred miles?

Even the first rate House Xiahou of Eternal Divine Nation had suffered a devastating loss. All of its forces and holdings had been wiped out.

The imperial prince almost felt that no one in Myriad Abyss could oppose the young lord.
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Enemies with an Unknown Origin


Jiang Chen was truly feeling a bit of actual anger. He didn’t expect someone to so boldly steal from his doorstep.

“Brother Vermilion, it seems we’ve been too polite,” Jiang Chen remarked in the ancient beast language. “They won’t see us as a threat without us teaching them a lesson, will they?”

The Vermilion Bird cackled. “How do you want to do this?”

Jiang Chen and the bird had weathered many hardships together. The bird had a genuine respect for Jiang Chen and thus listened to the human’s every idea.

“Wait for my order,” Jiang Chen growled, his expression dark.

The bird nodded. It could feel Jiang Chen’s ire. It grinned and leered at the airboats below with pitying eyes.

“Imperial Prince Huo, find out who those people are. Don’t tell them who I am just yet.”

If they were told about Jiang Chen, they might not reveal their true intentions.

With Jiang Chen’s support, Imperial Prince Huo had a newfound confidence. Although the airboats below were likely to belong to some second tier faction, he wasn’t afraid. Rejuvenation was under the young lord’s wing.

The imperial prince dove down with his confidantes and Chief Warden Ding.

“You there, listen up!” boomed Imperial Prince Huo. “This is Rejuvenation territory. No matter where you come from, you better wise up and get out of here!”

In no time at all, a large drove swarmed out of the islands. Troops of cultivators armed to the teeth came out of hiding. There were also a good number of craftsmen who looked to be experts in excavating mines.

Imperial Prince Huo could hardly contain his anger. Did these bastards really consider the islands their home?

They even had craftsman with them! Were they planning on taking all the spirit stones for themselves?

Imperial Prince Huo’s keen eyes zeroed in on a few noble-looking figures among the group. The leader was a bearded, middle-aged man. He was opulently dressed and his features handsome, but the scowl on his face made him haughty and aloof. It seemed that his very identity and status made him prideful, and he considered himself far superior to everyone else.

Next to the man was a woman dressed to seduce, her body very curvy and alluring. She clung to the bearded man’s arm in an intimate gesture.

The bearded man also had a few bodyguards with him. They held themselves with great composure and pride—far from nobodies.

Imperial Prince Huo sucked in a breath. Rejuvenation was no match for even the bodyguards. The four of them might be able to kill all his companions on their own, let alone when they had a large group of armored cultivators with them.

The middle-aged man looked at Imperial Prince, his gaze derisive and crass.

“What did you say?” It was an exceedingly rude question. He made it sound as if this was his home, and Imperial Prince Huo an intruder.

His strong bearing made the imperial prince question himself, but only briefly. Young lord Jiang Chen was watching him. If he showed any signs of cowardice, the young lord might look down on him, and he’d lose the young lord’s trust.

He tamped down his nervousness.

“This prince said this is Rejuvenation territory. No matter where you come from, get the hell out of here!”

The middle-aged man twisted his lips into a mocking smile. Instead of sparing a look at Imperial Prince Huo, he turned to the alluring woman. “Did you hear him, Xiaofei? What did he say?”

The woman giggled. “I think he told us to get out of here.”

The middle-aged man cackled. His eyes turned cold as they focused on the imperial prince. “If you piss off now, I, Han, may consider sparing your life.”

“Han? And who the hell are you? This is our territory. What gives you the right to say that?” Imperial Prince Huo raged. He’d seen many bullies before, but even Polylore Divine Nation wouldn’t have been so overbearing if they hadn’t lost their descendants in the trial.

Who were these people, and why were they being so brutish?

“It might have been your territory, but not now.”

“Bullshit!” One of Imperial Prince Huo’s guards couldn’t help but snap. “You thieves should know your place! This is our territory!”

“Oh?” The middle-aged man picked leisurely at his ear. “Are you trying to tell me that I can’t risk making Rejuvenation my enemy?”

Imperial Prince Huo waved a hand to stop him before the guard could retort.

He took in a deep breath. “Forgive this prince for not knowing who you are, my friend. However, everyone in the world must play by the rules. The islands have always been ours. Since when have they had anything to do with you? Do you have a written agreement of ownership transfer? A deed?”

“No,” the man responded coolly.

“Then how are the islands yours?”

The seductive woman giggled. “I say, how are you so blind? When my Master Han wants something, people scramble to give it to him with both hands. You should know your place. It’s an honor for him to ask something of you. Others can’t even beg for the privilege. No wonder Rejuvenation is still a third tier faction. You don’t know what’s good for you.”

Her words couldn’t have been more humiliating. Imperial Prince Huo might have lost his calm if he hadn’t been as experienced as he was.

He took another deep breath and scoffed. “This prince has met my fair share of powerful cultivators, but I’ve never even heard of a Master Han. You don’t look like people from the Ten Divine Nations, and even they play by the rules. Do you fancy yourself better than the divine nations?”

The prince had quite a sharp tongue.

Seemingly irritated with the imperial prince’s persistence, the middle-aged man arched an eyebrow.

“I’ve changed my mind. You refused to leave when I told you to. Now I’m not going to let you go. Azure Ox, Azure Tiger, take care of this ‘prince’ who claims to own the place. Knock out his teeth and break all his limbs. Oh, and refine his soul afterwards. Let him know the consequences of challenging my authority!”

Two of his bodyguards took a step forward as soon as his words sounded.
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Heavenlight Isles


The two guards were both eighth level empyrean realm, and the kind very capable at fighting to boot. They were just a small step away from ninth level.

Though Imperial Prince Huo had several seventh level empyrean cultivators with him, there was a huge difference between the seventh and eighth levels.

Three seventh level empyrean experts could perhaps just barely maneuver against an eighth level one, and it would be a struggle to do so.

Moreover, these two guards were obvious veterans of battle. One guard could possibly take on four of them.

If there was a fight, Imperial Prince Huo’s men wouldn’t necessarily have the advantage—even though they numbered more than a dozen. If two more guards were added to the other side, Rejuvenation’s forces would be trivially crushed.

These two guardsmen were broad-shouldered and well-built. They radiated killing intent. It was obvious that countless experts had died at their hand.

The one in a striped outfit was Azure Tiger.

“Mouthing off in front of Master Han, eh?” He grinned toothily. “You’re the only one dumb enough to have done that in recent years. Remember, grow a better pair of eyes in your next life. Don’t be so stupid…”

He pounced like a real tiger as he said this, hands ferociously outstretched like claws. His right made a swipe at the imperial prince, the image of a phantom claw flickering in midair.

Suddenly, a rushing wind swept in.

Azure Tiger was halfway there when he felt an obstacle in his way. In the next moment, he unconsciously reached for his neck.

A different claw had materialized around it. A huge, scaly one shimmering with strength and nobility. A true dragon came into view, enshrouded in mist and cloud.

Snap!

The draconic claw closed on its prey. Azure Tiger’s neck snapped at a right angle and his eyes burst out of their sockets.

The corpse disappeared a second later, clearly having been eaten by the dragon.

Azure Ox wasn’t faring much better. Though he had been a bit slower in his charge, he discovered countless dimensional barriers around him. No matter what direction he slammed himself in, he couldn’t break free.

As he struggled vainly, a giant golden bell appeared in midair. The runic carvings upon it glistened with incredible radiance, as if recalling some ancient totemic entity.

The bell locked onto Azure Ox, who was stuck running in circles on the spot.

This was Jiang Chen’s handiwork, of course.

Though he was only sixth level empyrean realm, his treasures and abilities allowed him to fight ninth level empyrean experts evenly. Azure Ox would have been a worthy opponent for him to face.

However, Jiang Chen had surprise on his side. His opponent hadn’t been able to react before he was soundly trapped.

Under Jiang Chen’s control, the golden bell was too powerful to resist. It crashed down, sealing Azure Ox within.

The middle-aged man and the seductive woman beside him were completely astonished. They couldn’t believe the strange things they were seeing.

There was a tinge of change in the man’s proud expression. He had four personal guards. Yes, Azure Ox and Azure Tiger were weaker than the other two fellows, but not by much.

And yet, they’d been so trivially dealt with! One had died instantly, and another was now seized by a golden bell. Whether he was dead or alive was yet to be determined.

He had never dreamed that such a situation would come about!

They’d carefully calculated and considered every possibility before invading Rejuvenation. They were secure in the knowledge that it could not resist them, which was why they’d bit back when Imperial Prince Huo had arrived.

What was the reason for their confidence? They thought they had enough strength, of course.

But the bloody spectacle just now had smashed his confidence. His superiority had shattered into a million pieces, much like a mirror.

Imperial Prince Huo was overjoyed. The young lord had joined the fray!

Now that he had joined the field, what were these vermin worth? He had just now managed to roughly guess where this ‘Master Han’ had come from.

There was a very powerful second rate faction in the waters twelve hundred thousand miles away from Rejuvenation. In fact, it approached many first rate factions in strength.

The imperial family of those islands bore the surname Han.

The Heavenlight Isles was a well-known powerhouse in its region, but it rarely cared for weak factions like Rejuvenation so far away from its shores. Before this, there’d been almost no contact between them.

In Heavenlight’s eyes, Rejuvenation should have been a worthlessly remote place. Had news of the spirit stone veins gotten out that far?

To the imperial prince, this must indeed be the case.

The amount in the veins here was so abundant to be attractive to even first rate factions. It was natural that the second rate Heavenlight would covet this wealth.

For them, this could very well be the springboard into advancing in rank. If they could make this place theirs, it was a chance for them to finally take wing and join the ranks of the first rate factions. This prospect was too good for Heavenlight to pass up.

Moreover, there was minimal effort involved in invading Rejuvenation. Even before the disaster it had suffered in recent years, it had been no match whatsoever for Heavenlight.

This was a dog-eat-dog world.

Imperial Prince Huo was tremendously thankful for his extremely wise decision. Thank goodness Rejuvenation was under young lord Jiang Chen’s protection!

Otherwise, they would’ve engaged in a vain struggle against Tritalent before noticing far too late that Heavenlight had come in and plundered it.

“I’ve guessed where you’re from, Han. Has the well-known Heavenlight Isles begun to resort to banditry?”
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Terrified and Fearful


Imperial Prince Huo unrelentingly revealed the identity of these mysterious enemies.

The middle-aged man turned absolutely furious. If the imperial prince had done this before, he wouldn’t have been embarrassed at all. Rather, he would have enjoyed it quite a bit.

He had held the advantage at the time and saw Imperial Prince Huo as nothing but prey. He enjoyed seeing the terror of others.

But now, Azure Ox and Azure Tiger had died for seemingly no reason at all. The middle-aged man began to suspect whether these people were even from Rejuvenation. Since when had it become this strong?

He glared at Imperial Prince Huo angrily, his alert eyes roving for something.

The imperial prince knew that the man opposite him was filled with terror right now. This was especially true because Jiang Chen and his draconic friend had fought in an inscrutable way. Not understanding what one’s opponents were doing was the most frightening blow to one’s morale.

“Master Han, was it? Heavenlight is used to being presumptuous in its own land, no doubt. However, this isn’t your territory.” Imperial Prince Huo was emboldened by the young lord’s support.

The middle-aged man had evidently come amply prepared. Though his guards’ fate had cast a shadow over his heart, he was here for the spirit stone veins. There was no way he would fail against the likes of Rejuvenation!

Fire spewed from his eyes as he fixed them upon the imperial prince. “If you’ve done all this knowing the great name of the Heavenlight Isles, that means Rejuvenation isn’t scared of trouble, yes?”

“Rejuvenation doesn’t make trouble for others, but we can handle any trouble that comes our way!” Imperial Prince Huo sneered. “Are the fates of Azure Ox and Azure Tiger not enough to make you repent?”

“Tsk tsk, Master Han, is he threatening us? Didn’t you say that Rejuvenation was no better than an ant?” The seductive woman rubbed coyly against the middle-aged man’s arm.

The man tossed her aside with a light flourish. “Women shouldn’t interfere in the matters of men.”

His cold anger cowed the woman into submission, though her resentment found a different outlet.

“Rejuvenation is really in for it this time!” She glared viciously at Imperial Prince Huo. “You can’t possibly bear the consequences of angering Heavenlight.”

“Windbag!” the imperial prince retorted. “I don’t understand why you’ve brought a loudmouth like her with you. She’s worse than useless and will only hold you back. Heavenlight’s name doesn’t seem to hold much water, does it?”

The middle-aged man ignited at these words. “You’re trying to provoke me, aren’t you?”

The prince shrugged. “So what if I am?”

“Congratulations, you’ve succeeded! Succeeded in bringing disaster to the Rejuvenation Isles, that is! I’m going to make this very clear. Before, I was just going to take all of the spirit stones here. Now, I’m going to conquer the entirety of Rejuvenation. I will crush your homes and annex your territory!”

Imperial Prince Huo laughed heartily. “An impressive boast! If I didn’t know any better, I would think a senior from the Ten Sacred Lands was here.”

The middle-aged man scanned the air with viper-like eyes.

“Hmph! I confess I did underestimate Rejuvenation. Still, do you think that killing two guards will spare you from catastrophe? Don’t be naïve! We investigated every detail about you before we came. If you know what’s good for yourself, don’t resist. Otherwise, I guarantee that there will be mountains of corpses and rivers of blood!”

The imperial prince scoffing. “Your bragging is truly one of the history books. Didn’t you ask around before you came here, Han?”

“About what?” the middle-aged man replied proudly.

“Alright. Even if you didn’t, aren’t you the least bit worried after your two guards died for no reason?” Imperial Prince Huo continued, snickering.

The middle-aged man’s heart sank. He was still filled with determination, but the repeated questions from Imperial Prince Huo in a strange tone tipped him off that something was wrong.

Was he still dealing with Rejuvenation? If so, what were they so sure about? They should be terrified and listless instead.

Wasn’t this imperial prince far too calm for the situation?

Why was that?

The middle-aged man didn’t care all that much about Rejuvenation. He thought their forces too insignificant compared to Heavenlight’s.

However, reality was overruling instinct. Everything about this was strange.

“What are you trying to say?” His voice became a little strained.

In comparison, Imperial Prince Huo was very relaxed. “Didn’t your woman say that I was blind just now?” He shrugged. “Actually, I think you’re the one who needs to get your eyes checked.”

“Hahaha!” the middle-aged man roared with laughter. “Are you telling me that Heavenlight is ignorant about Rejuvenation’s supposed strength?”

“Who told you that these islands belonged solely to Rejuvenation?” the imperial prince declared seriously. “Don’t you know that someone else owns this place as well?”

This news stunned the man from Heavenlight.

This revelation hadn’t been in their report. The only thing they knew was that the Tritalent Isles had been fighting over these with Rejuvenation.

Tritalent was hardly a major faction either though. Certainly nothing worth being concerned over for Heavenlight.

Now that the middle-aged man’s origin was plain, Imperial Prince Huo no longer needed to hide who Jiang Chen was, either. The young lord chose this moment to materialize.

He swept his eyes across the islands below coldly. “I don’t know how strong the Heavenlight Isles are, but I own half these islands. You came without notice, which means you are trespassing invaders. Tell me, is there anything you believe will save yourselves from my wrath?”

He was truly upset by Heavenlight’s actions here. If they continued in their foolish ways, he didn’t mind killing them all.

Before that, though, he was content to press for spirit stones. He needed resources, not grudges.

If the Heavenlight Isles was willing to pay a substantial fine, he would consider giving them a chance at life. If the middle-aged man insisted on resisting, he would no longer worry about mercy.

The aura the young man exuded as he emerged from thin air clearly distinguished himself from Imperial Prince Huo.

The middle-aged man was shaken by his appearance and felt mildly uneasy.
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Complete Capitulation


Jiang Chen’s strong presence immediately raised the hackles of the middle-aged man from Heavenlight. He looked at the young man with guarded eyes. He had a bad feeling about this. There must be a reason why Imperial Prince Huo had been so brazen, and the young man was very likely to be it.

Was he someone very important? Most who called themselves young lord had the influence to back that up.

Master Han cautiously toned down his arrogance.

“Who might you be?” He stared at Jiang Chen carefully.

Jiang Chen scoffed. “Why do you ask? Are you trying to see if I’m someone you can afford to offend?”

Jiang Chen’s mocking expression angered Master Han greatly. For the longest time, it had been him looking down on others. When was the last time someone from Heavenlight had been subjected to such scorn?

An elder looking bodyguard transmitted with a solemn expression, “Master, from the way he holds himself, it’s obvious he’s no small fish. The deaths of Azure Tiger and Azure Ox are very likely his doing as well.”

Master Han managed to contain his anger and swallowed a curse. “If you’re someone I can’t afford to offend, I’ll get out of your hair. In Myriad Abyss, strength is law.”

“Get out?” Jiang Chen huffed out a laugh. “That’s easy for you to say. You’ve trespassed into my property and tried to steal what’s rightfully mine. Do you think I’ll just let you off the hook?”

“What else do you want?” The middle-aged man believed he’d made enough compromises. If the young man refused to back down, he would tolerate things no further.

“You don’t have the right to know. You better pray that you haven’t laid a finger on the spirit vein or extracted any stones. Otherwise, none of you will be leaving here alive.” Jiang Chen’s forceful tone allowed no room for argument.

The air thickened with tension.

Imperial Prince Huo silently praised Jiang Chen for his assertion of dominance. Heavenlight was nothing compared to the Eternal Sacred Land!

Master Han boiled with rage. He’d met his share of arrogant men before, but none as arrogant as this young man. None of them will be leaving here alive? Did the young man honestly think he’d be able to capture all of them with so small a force?

How ludicrous!

Jiang Chen clapped his hands, ignoring the man’s reaction. “Brother Vermilion, let’s give them a show.”

Without missing a beat, the Vermilion Bird shrieked and emerged from the void. It expanded its wings, its body growing in the howling wind until it was a hundred times bigger. The sun was obscured by its wings and the airspace shrouded by its enormous body. Fire spread and dyed the firmament red.

The bird exerted its power over the area like it had capped a lid on the skies. The surrounding space was sealed off, making everyone from Heavenlight feel infinitely stifled and sick. Blood boiled and they almost collapsed.

Even the bodyguards, the most powerful of them all, felt a bone-deep terror they couldn’t describe. Fear turned all of their faces ashen.

Shocked, the old bodyguard turned to the middle-aged man, “Master, this is the power of a god!”

Master Han was already trembling under the bird’s might. His mind went blank with explosive shock when he heard the old man’s words.

A god!

He never expected to run into a god in Rejuvenation’s territory! How was this even possible? The middle-aged man broke into a cold sweat.

“From this moment on, none of you are allowed to move,” Jiang Chen said faintly. “Whoever takes even a single step will be killed without prejudice!”

His tone wasn’t particularly vicious, but there was an undeniable killing intent to it. Those from Heavenlight cowered and lowered their heads reflexively, too afraid to meet his gaze.

“Imperial Prince Huo, take your men and look for Rejuvenation’s members stationed here,” said Jiang Chen. “Find out what’s happened.”

Imperial Prince Huo sighed softly. “I’m afraid there may not be any survivors.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “An eye for an eye. If all of them were killed, Heavenlight will pay for it in kind.”

Imperial Prince Huo’s eyes lit up with gleeful delight.

Without Jiang Chen’s support, it’d be impossible for them to kill those from Heavenlight to avenge their people. With the young lord here, Heavenlight wouldn’t dare resist at all.

If they angered Jiang Chen, their own deaths would be the least of their worries. The entirety of Heavenlight Isles would be in danger.

The middle-aged man rushed out, “Gentlemen, gentlemen, please listen to me. The ones stationed here are still alive...”

“Where are they?” Jiang Chen asked sharply.

“They… they...” stammered the middle-aged man. He gritted his teeth and admitted, “We made them our slaves and planned on having them excavate the mines.”

Imperial Prince Huo flew into a rage. “How dare you! This is ridiculous!”

The middle-aged man had lost all his air of superiority. There was no place for pride when faced with a god. He had no power to back his arrogance up.

Although he hadn’t guessed the young man’s identity, it was unquestionable the young man must be from a faction at least ten times more powerful than Heavenlight.

A god could easily destroy Heavenlight ten times over!

The old bodyguard’s expression changed when realization dawned on him. He leaned closer to his master and transmitted, “This subordinate has figured it out, master. The young man… is young lord Jiang Chen from the Eternal Sacred Land!”

“The Eternal Sacred Land?” A shiver ran down the middle-aged man’s spine. He’d made the connection too. He looked at Jiang Chen’s proud stance, then at the enormous Vermilion Bird blotting out the sky.

That was Jiang Chen, whose reputation was far-reaching and growing exponentially.

He couldn’t believe his eyes; his mind swirled with a mass of unanswered questions. Young lord Jiang Chen was a prominent figure from the Eternal Sacred Land. Why would he have anything to do with a third-tier faction like Rejuvenation?

What had Rejuvenation done to deserve Jiang Chen’s support?

Or did the young lord truly own half of the spirit stones here?

Seized by panic, Master Han finally realized what an enemy he’d made for himself.

He’d offended the most well-known young genius in Myriad Abyss, and the Eternal Sacred Land behind him! If he did nothing to control the damage, their heads would roll, and Heavenlight was doomed to total destruction.
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Enacting Punishment


Imperial Prince Huo soon returned with the cultivators originally stationed on the islands. They’d been turned into mindless slaves.

The imperial prince shot Master Han a glare. “You certainly stretched your hands out far! The islands are hundreds of thousands of miles away from your isles. You have no business being here! How dare you barge in and claim it as yours? Do you consider Myriad Abyss a lawless land?”

Normally, the middle-aged man would’ve killed Imperial Prince Huo ten times over for talking like that. The prince was inferior to him in both status and cultivation. Now however, he kept averting his eyes.

“Imperial Prince Huo, we can restore their minds,” he stammered. “Also… we didn’t know the islands are the young lord’s. Had we known, we wouldn’t have had been bold enough to stir up trouble here, even with all our courage combined.”

That was the most honest thing he’d said so far.

He carefully didn’t address Jiang Chen by name before introductions were made. He’d be in a world of trouble if he got the wrong person.

His blunt remark jabbed the imperial prince where it hurt the most. “So Heavenlight set out to walk all over Rejuvenation, didn’t it?”

Such was the truth, but the middle-aged man couldn’t possibly acknowledge it. He knew that Rejuvenation had gained a powerful patron. Although Rejuvenation itself was nothing in his eyes, it’d be unwise of him to offend them while this young lord was here.

He bowed timidly to Jiang Chen. “Your achievements are great despite your youth, venerated young lord. Very few possess such cultivation and might at your age even in Myriad Abyss. If I’m not mistaken, you must be young lord Jiang Chen?”

He had exceedingly thick skin and knew when to change his tune. A moment earlier he’d been an arrogant bully, but he quickly set aside his pride and spouted off flattery as easily as breathing when the situation called for it.

Jiang Chen had met many like him. Without proper punishment, the man would soon forget about his lesson and repeat his mistakes. If shown too much mercy, the man would consider the young lord a pushover.

He ignored the man’s words and turned to Imperial Prince Huo with a cold expression. “Have you checked the mines yet? Have the spirit veins been touched?”

Imperial Prince Huo had surveyed the area. “They were still at the planning stage and haven’t really put their plans into motion yet.”

Master Han responded in a servile tone, “We haven’t done a thing. Although we’ve sketched out a development plan, we weren’t going to get started until the day after tomorrow. That’s the most auspicious time.”

Jiang Chen snorted. “Consider yourselves lucky.”

“Yes, yes, we are.” Master Han was a professional brown-noser through and through. There was no trace of pride left in him.

“But I’m not done with you.”

“We foolishly offended young lord Jiang Chen,” the middle-aged man rushed out. “Naturally we should pay for it. We’ll willingly accept any punishment. I only hope you’ll give us a chance to atone for our crimes. Whatever Heavenlight is capable of, we’ll do it.”

Tritalent had realized they couldn’t defy Jiang Chen after knowing his true identity. The same was true for Heavenlight. They didn’t dare play tricks nor were they bold enough to stand their ground. Compromise was the only way for survival!

It didn’t take long for the cultivators from Rejuvenation to recover their mental faculties. They were shocked to see Imperial Prince Huo and their peers. Their jaw dropped even further when they noticed how much deference the middle-aged man was showing to the imperial prince. What was going on here?

They knew the man was from the Heavenlight Isles. Why would he be so respectful to Rejuvenation?

Their questions were answered when they were told about young lord Jiang Chen

When asked, they told Imperial Prince Huo and Jiang Chen that Heavenlight had arrived two days ago. They’d come prepared, bringing craftsmen so they could claim all the spirit stones in a short period of time.

These fellows certainly had a healthy appetite.

Jiang Chen mused and quickly came up with an idea after learning everything. Since Heavenlight had brought their craftsmen, he might as well use them. He could spare them their lives, but they weren’t going to escape punishment.

“You should’ve been killed for coveting my property, but I’m a merciful man. I’m not going to kill you. However, it’s up to you to atone for your crimes.”

Master Han immediately bleated, “I’m willing to do anything!”

“First, none of you are leaving the islands until the excavation is complete. If it takes a year, you’ll stay for a year. If ten, then you’re staying for ten years. Whoever tries to escape will run only to their death!”

Master Han shuddered. He knew Jiang Chen was serious.

“Second, all of you will work as miners to extract the spirit stones, employing labor to make amends.”

Master Han pulled a long face at the prospect of being a miner, but he didn’t dare voice his dissents. Not even all of Heavenlight’s top experts combined would be able to save him now. Manual labor was a small price to pay for his life.

Young lord Jiang Chen had been merciful enough to spare him.

“Third, you’re my captives from now on. Even after your work here is done, you must buy your freedom with spirit stones. These are my three conditions. Any objections?”

Jiang Chen didn’t intend to list too many requirements. He was already essentially milking their value twice.

Master Han bobbed his head earnestly. “No objection! Young lord Jiang Chen is admirable for your magnanimity!”

He didn’t dare object. Jiang Chen could kill him with a thought. Although he had a lot of guards protecting him, they were nothing when facing a god.

The Vermilion Bird could easily take out all of them with a single mental strike.

It was good enough he was offered a way out. Of course he wasn’t going to argue.

Besides, it was just hard work. According to their previous estimations, it’d take less than a year for them to deplete the spirit veins if they were quick.

Afterwards, they’d have a chance to buy their freedom with spirit stones. It wasn’t that bad a deal. Better than fighting Jiang Chen head-on, at least, which was just courting death!
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The Most Radical Plan


Imperial Prince Huo approved of Jiang Chen’s plan. He knew that killing these people would be enjoyable, but it would also create a permanent grudge between Rejuvenation and Heavenlight.

Once that happened, Rejuvenation wouldn't be able to stand unscathed against the hot vengeance of a faction much stronger than them.

Yes, Jiang Chen was their patron, but what if he wasn’t around? Or rather, if he was too far away in the Eternal Sacred Land to take care of them?

Heavenlight couldn’t openly deal with them, but it could easily make them suffer under the table.

It was better to avoid making enemies. A solution that was both peaceful and mutually satisfactory was optimal.

However, a little warning was necessary regardless. “I must remind you of one thing: you are now miners. If you harbor selfish desires, or worse, try to smuggle out any spirit stones, death will be the only result upon discovery.

“Don’t consider yourself lucky enough to get away. A single spirit stone is enough to warrant my wrath!” Jiang Chen warned ferociously.

Theft wasn’t necessarily going to occur, but it was best to pre-empt any problems before they arose. He didn’t want to end up benefiting these people after all his hard work.

Calling together all the craftsmen, Jiang Chen learned the general details about the spirit stone veins on the islands. Alongside those was a rudimentary excavation plan.

He wasn’t happy with their proposition. It was too conservative and slow, and he didn’t have that time to waste.

The craftsmen wanted to take two to three years to mine out the entire island, but Jiang Chen wanted everything to be done in that many months. Time was of the essence, and he didn’t want to spend too much time here.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, it’ll be impossible to excavate all of the stones within two or three months! Even the best masters in Myriad Abyss wouldn’t be able to accomplish such a feat. All that work needs time. Plus, we don’t have nearly enough people either.”

“What do you mean?”

“To excavate the spirit stones from the veins here requires a lot of manpower deployed in an organized manner. Unless you can get your hands on several million practiced miners and keep all of them in line, it simply cannot be done.”

“Other than the manpower problem, is there anything else?”

“Some parts are especially difficult to dig up. We need people to prospect and separate the usable from the unusable as well. It’s fine manipulation.”

“Back to the manpower problem, is it?” Jiang Chen laughed.

“Indeed, but that’s the hardest problem to solve, isn’t it?” the craftsman remarked.

The young man nodded. “Do as I command. Don’t worry about the requisite manpower; I’ll take care of it.”

“How many people can you get together, young lord Jiang Chen?” the craftsman looked rather astonished. “The mineshaft won’t be able to hold nearly that many. Chaos isn’t conducive to productivity.”

“I don’t intend on employing human hands.”

“No human hands? What kind of hands are you using, then?” The craftsman was utterly bewildered. How else were they going to get the stones out of the ground? They weren’t just going to separate themselves from the surrounding rock.

The Vermilion Bird was a powerful being, but it couldn’t take the place of thousands of workers in excavation.

Jiang Chen smiled mysteriously. “I have my ways. Just do your job and revise the plan to be as fast as possible.”

Off to the side, Imperial Prince Huo was as doubtful as the craftsmen.

The people from Heavenlight on the other hand, were relatively calm. They were here to dig, so the efficacy of the method used didn’t really matter to them.

Without further ado, Jiang Chen summoned the king of the Goldbiter Rats.

“Ole Gold, how many rats are there in your tribe now?”

The rat king chuckled. “We passed the hundred million mark a long time ago. What, young lord? Is there work for us to do?”

“Some community service.” Jiang Chen smiled. “I need just about one million of you. Can you handle it?”

“What’re you asking me that for? Since when have I been unable to handle anything you’ve thrown at me? One million is nothing. I can do ten or a hundred, easy.”

“I don’t need that many. Also, they need to be able to listen to orders,” Jiang Chen said.

“Don’t worry. My first, second, and third generations of descendants have awakened their intellects very nicely and they’ve received the most from you as well. They are absolutely loyal. All of the Goldbiter Rats are extremely grateful to you, young master Chen. They’d leap at the chance to help you.”

Jiang Chen didn’t suspect the veracity of this statement.

He personally felt that he’d treated the rats very well indeed. However, he was worried that their love of gnawing on spirit stones would win out. What if they couldn’t resist eating the things they were supposed to excavate?

“Ole Gold, I don’t doubt the Goldbiter Rats’ abilities one bit. This job is a bit more special, though. I’d like to hear what you think about it.”

The rat king blinked. “What is it, young master Chen?”

Jiang Chen laid out his situation.

The king of the Goldbiter Rats stroked his whiskers, then laughed squeakily. “A reasonable worry, yes. I can see newborn rats doing that. I’m sure the mature ones will be able to overcome their hunger though. If they know that these stones are important to you, they will make every effort to resist their desires.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “These spirit stones are sorely needed. I’ll give you other compensation and rewards at a later date.”

“Don’t worry about that, young master Chen. You wouldn’t forget about us if you had something good anyway.” The Goldbiter Rat King knew the youth’s temperament from the time it’d already spent with him. It would actually earn the young man’s disliking if the rat king haggled endlessly with him.

The young man was relieved by the certainty in Ole Gold’s voice.

“Go prepare your children then. Tell them the importance behind this operation. Any rat that can’t handle temptation should stay home.”

“Yes, of course.” The rat king nodded.

No one else present understood a word of this conversation since the two of them had spoken in ancient beast language. They were utterly confused when they saw Jiang Chen talking with a big golden rat at length.

“Everyone, this giant rat is descended from the ancient race of Goldbiter Kingrats. The species is characterized by its incredible chomping ability. Back then, even the bloodlines closely related to the four sacred beasts didn’t like to antagonize them.”
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A Crazy Efficiency


These people had never heard of the Goldbiter Kingrats before. They didn't know what this species meant in the heavenly planes. However, the addendum that even the four sacred beasts’ kindred didn't like crossing them gave them an inkling of what these rats were like.

In the world of martial dao, the bloodline of rats in general was grossly discounted by the vast majority. The fact that these rats could be so strong surprised Imperial Prince Huo and the others.

“I can summon a million of these rats, gentlemen. Moreover, I can guarantee their cooperation in the mining effort. Can the timespan be shortened to three months now?” Jiang Chen asked the craftsmen probingly.

His audience was rapt with astonishment and awe. They’d heard of many absurd plans before, but using rats to dig up spirit stones was surely a first in its class.

A million was a lot of rats.

But now, here was another question.

After some consideration, one of the craftsmen spoke up furtively. “Young lord Jiang Chen, we do not doubt your ability. However, these rats aren’t exactly human. Are they reliable? What if they snack on your spirit stones?”

“I will be supervising them.” Jiang Chen laughed. “Plus, I can all but guarantee that they won’t do what you said. They wouldn’t dare!”

“If you can ensure that’s the case, then I see no problem with it. Will they listen to what we tell them to do?”

“Don’t worry about that either. Goldbiter Rats are very clever. They understand the human language. Moreover, since I’ll be overseeing them the entire time, they’ll follow orders to the letter.”

All the craftsmen nodded in understanding. The young lord had said more than enough, and they weren’t exactly about to oppose him.

It would be incredibly unwise of them to do so. After all, the young lord had come up with all the solutions already. If they refused to execute, that was on them.

“As long as these rats are obedient and diligent, I think we can manage three months,” one of the craftsmen affirmed. “Provided, of course, that they’re orderly enough not to make a mess.”

The rats’ advantages were clear as well. Their incredible biting ability was very good at getting rid of the waste ore around the spirit stones. The product didn’t need much more processing before it was ready to use.

They were also small rodents, which meant they didn’t occupy nearly as much space as human miners would.

The king of the Goldbiter Rats summoned up a swarm of his descendants immediately.

Everyone who saw the teeming sea of rats felt their scalps tingle. Even the advanced empyrean experts’ hairs stood on end when they saw the density of the furry creatures.

The rats were almost too terrifying to behold. If a large enough group rushed at them, even they could do little more than flee.

The rat king began to his speech. "Without young master Chen, we Goldbiter Rats wouldn't be where we are today. Only by following in his footsteps will we have a brighter future, and a hope of a world of our own. Young master Chen's business is our business. We must obey his orders to the letter. I have only called descendants here today whom I deem trustworthy. Tell me, will you sneak a bite of the spirit stones?"

The Goldbiter Rats in attendance were generally of the more awakened variety. They squeaked in unison in a show of loyalty, solidly affirming that no, they would not misbehave by eating the spirit stones.

The rat king became more serious still. "The young lord may be kind enough not to do much to you, but I'm making this very clear right now: if I discover that one of you have infringed, I won't show the same mercy!"

Having received much from the young master, he wanted to put his own devotion on display, hence the enthusiastic performance.

Jiang Chen clapped. "You've a lot of work ahead of you, my friends," he said in ancient beast language. "Know that I am watching. When the opportunity arises to do so in the future, I will surely compensate you in other ways. These spirit stones are vitally important to me. Even eating a single one is measurably detrimental to my work."

The rats squeaked again to insist their resolution.

Smiling, Jiang Chen waved a hand to the craftsmen. "You can get to work now."

The rats were surprisingly docile and organized. They worked with an efficiency far exceeding that of human cultivators.

Since rats were social animals, they communicated among each other with relative ease. It was actually easier to direct them than humans. Humans could only offer basic limited assistance where they were able and couldn’t keep up with the actual mining.

The work of many rats was accompanied with incredible chatter. The Goldbiter Rats dug out and carried away the spirit stones with shocking speed.

Even Jiang Chen thought the sight was rather impressive, not to mention Imperial Prince Huo and the rest. He’d merely wanted to make a bold experiment at first. He hadn’t anticipated at all that his foray would produce results far beyond expectations.

Those from Heavenlight were utterly convinced.

They had to admit that this heir of a sacred land lived up to his name. They had never heard of the preposterous things he was doing, much less seen them before.

Still, they were pleased to find that they didn't need to do any hard labor. They’d already resigned themselves to that fate, given Jiang Chen’s demotion of them to their current status, but there wasn’t much room for them to do anything. The frenzied rats were taking care of practically everything.

The rats’ incredible productivity was simply astounding. Many places that would have required a miner’s trained hand, such as drilling, chipping, and smashing, were reduced to trivial operations by the Goldbiter Rats’ sharp teeth.

These rats were certainly natural-born experts in this field.

All this was an eye-opening experience for Imperial Prince Huo. “Young lord Jiang Chen,” he joked, “with these rats helping you, you could very well be considered one of the very best prospectors in Myriad Abyss. These Goldbiter Rats will make practically everything easy!”

This gave Jiang Chen an idea. He remembered Mount Cloud Camel back in Eternal Divine Nation. His buddy the Astral White Tiger had discovered a vein of ore there a while ago.
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One’s Only Crime Was Their Wealth


Once the Goldbiter Rats were deployed, efficiency was boosted significantly. No one, not even Jiang Chen, had anticipated this result. They’d thought it’d take the rats three months to completely excavate the large mine, but it ended up being depleted in one and a half months.

Mountains of spirit stones shone with a seductive sheen, taking all bystander breath away.

Even though Master Han was no more than a miner now, envy couldn’t help but creep in when he looked at the stones. Unfortunately, Heavenlight was fated to have absolutely nothing to do with them.

Jiang Chen could barely contain himself. The yield was about as big as he’d expected. Half of it would account for thirty percent of the stones he needed for the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement! Added to that the stones he’d collected before, that meant he was forty percent done!

He looked at the cultivators from Heavenlight. “All of you should be glad that you only had to be miners for one and a half months and barely did any hard work.”

Master Han smiled awkwardly and nodded. “It’s all thanks to the young lord’s clever plan and fine execution.”

“Alright, there’s no need for flattery. Count your men and think about paying the ransom. You either serve me as slaves from now on or buy your freedom. Your choice.”

“I’m willing to pay,” the middle-aged man rushed out. “But how much is the ransom?”

“How much do you think you’re worth?”

The middle-aged man’s face fell. “Unlike the sacred land, Heavenlight doesn’t have any large mines. It’s difficult for us to bring froth that many spirit stones.”

Jiang Chen pointed at the mountainous piles of stones. “I’m not asking for much. I’ll let you go as long as you pay a tenth of the stones here.”

The middle-aged man paled and pleaded, “Young lord Jiang Chen, it’ll be impossible for us to buy our freedom if that’s the case. There might be less than ten mines as big as this one in the entirety of Myriad Abyss, and this is the only one we’ve ever excavated. The others have either been claimed, depleted, or haven’t been discovered yet. Heavenlight will never be able to gather that many stones. Even if we can, our peers will never agree to pay all of our reserves for our freedom.”

Jiang Chen knew it was going to be difficult, but he wasn’t going to listen to their whining.

With a slight smile, he remarked, “So you prefer being my slaves. That works too. Atoning for your crimes by serving me isn’t too bad a bargain, is it?”

Han pulled a long face and begged, “Is there room for negotiation, young lord? Please allow us some leeway in the payment. We’ll try our best to satisfy your needs.”

“Alright, one twentieth of the stones extracted then. That’s my bottom line. If you can’t pay up, prepare to serve me as a slave.”

One twentieth of the stones was still a large number, but Heavenlight could afford it, albeit with great difficulty. The fellows here were pretty important back home. Without them, Heavenlight would suffer a great loss in manpower.

And so, an agreement was reached. Jiang Chen let two minor characters go back and report to Heavenlight, telling them to collect the stones and find him on Winterdraw Island.

He wasn’t going to take everyone back to Rejuvenation. Neither did Imperial Prince Huo want him to do that. Rejuvenation had no desire to become Heavenlight’s enemy.

The imperial prince was grateful. He knew Jiang Chen could’ve completed the trade in Rejuvenation, but had instead picked Winterdraw. The young lord was being rather reasonable and considerate.

“We’ll split the spirit stones here, Imperial Prince Huo. You witnessed the extraction of the stones. You should be able to tell that I haven’t hidden anything for myself.”

“Oh, you’re a man of integrity, young lord Jiang Chen,” Imperial Prince Huo responded hurriedly. “I’m very grateful and thoroughly impressed.”

This was the honest truth. Imperial Prince Huo wouldn’t be able to oppose Jiang Chen at all if the young lord forcefully claimed a bigger portion of the stones, or even all of them.

When it came down to things, Jiang Chen hadn’t taken the islands from the imperial prince, but from Heavenlight. Rejuvenation had long lost their ownership over the islands.

Jiang Chen peered at Imperial Prince Huo, then at those from Heavenlight. An idea came to mind. He smiled. “There’s something I hesitate to tell you, Imperial Prince Huo.”

“Please do,” the imperial prince replied earnestly.

“I’ll be frank then, I’m fine with you taking half of the stones, but it may not end well for Rejuvenation. A great fortune can be its owner’s death sentence. Have you considered that yet?”

That was right. Was Rejuvenation powerful enough to keep and protect the large number of stones?

If there hadn’t been any witnesses from Heavenlight, they might be able to quietly ferry the stones back to their territory with no one the wiser. As it was now, the news would get out sooner or later. How many potential enemies would be coveting the stones then?

The sum was large enough to make even the first rate factions lose control. Not even the ten sacred lands could resist the temptation of such a great fortune.

The imperial prince threw the middle-aged Han a glance, who gave him a half smile.

Clearly, Heavenlight wouldn’t be bold enough to rob them of the stones, but they had no qualms about spreading the word of Rejuvenation’s recent acquisition.

The stones could very well be their downfall.

They had thrown themselves under Jiang Chen’s banner and acquired his support, but that didn’t mean the young lord was going to be their bodyguard and keep them safe at all times.

Other factions could easily take all the stones from them when the young lord wasn’t around. There wouldn’t be much he could do from the Eternal Sacred Land. The robbers would be long gone when he arrived.

Imperial Prince Huo’s good mood evaporated. He was smart enough to recognize the truth to Jiang Chen’s words. It was a problem they had to face seriously, and if they failed to solve it, great trouble would soon follow.
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Promising Great Benefits


Imperial Prince Huo frowned deeply. He wanted to seek advice from his royal brother, but what if Jiang Chen upped and left them now?

Once they brought the stones back to Rejuvenation, the prince gave it anywhere from ten days to half a month before their enemies came knocking, or thieves and robbers targeted them. It was considerable wealth that would attract a lot of attention. No factions would let slip the opportunity to make a great profit.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, I can’t figure out a solution,” Imperial Prince Huo responded deferentially. “Do you have a good idea? Please enlighten me.”

“Let’s move the stones to Winterdraw first.” Jiang Chen waved a hand. “And I mean all the stones, yours and mine. The stones will only be your downfall if you take them to Rejuvenation.”

Imperial Prince Huo hesitated. What if he didn’t get the stones back afterwards?

However, if the young lord wanted to take their half of the stones for himself, he didn’t have to do so in such a roundabout way. He could simply just take them. After all, he was the one who’d reclaimed the spirit vein from Heavenlight. Rejuvenation had no say in the matter.

“We will do as you say, young lord,” Imperial Prince Huo agreed hurriedly. “If you’re so inclined, Rejuvenation is willing to give you all of the stones.”

The imperial prince wasn’t a shortsighted man. Further thought had enlightened him that the stones would be more trouble than they were worth. If he gave them to Jiang Chen, Rejuvenation would be losing only the stones. If the prince took them home instead, Rejuvenation’s very fortunes might be in danger.

Jiang Chen smiled. “Your kind offer is appreciated. The stones will be of great help to me. Let’s settle things like that then. We’ll take them back to Winterdraw first.”

Imperial Prince Huo had simply been testing the waters. He hadn’t expected Jiang Chen to just accept the offer without a word of protest. His heart was bleeding, but he maintained a bright smile. “Alright, let’s do that.”

Jiang Chen was surprised and secretly impressed by the imperial prince’s self-control.

One after another, airboats made their way to Winterdraw.

Lu Che and the others were delighted to see Jiang Chen return. They were surprised that the young lord had brought back a large group of captives, and ones that Lu Che recognized to boot.

The middle-aged man from Heavenlight was equally surprised to see Lu Che and his companions. “Venerated Elder Lu? Aren’t you law enforcement elders from Warmspring? What are you...”

Lu Che pulled a serious face. “Warmspring is a crock of shit compared to young lord Jiang Chen. We’ve chosen to follow him.”

The middle-aged man made a dejected sound of understanding. It was true that Warmspring paled in comparison to the young lord of the Eternal Sacred Land. There was absolutely no competition.

“Watch them closely, Lu Che, and wait for their people to pay their ransom,” Jiang Chen ordered coolly. “If no one comes around in a month, they’ll be Winterdraw’s slaves from then on. You’ll be free to order them as you will.”

“Great!” Lu Che responded excitedly.

Jiang Chen summoned Imperial Prince Huo and Chief Warden Ding after taking care of those from Heavenlight.

“You must be resentful, thinking that I’m greedy for taking your share of the stones.”

“Not at all!” Imperial Prince Huo protested hurriedly. “Honestly, Rejuvenation can’t really claim to have any ownership over the spirit stones. You took the mines back from Heavenlight. It’s in your right to not give us anything. In fact, we owe you the stones.”

Jiang Chen waved a hand. “That’s not how things go. I told you to give me the stones for your own good.”

“What?” Imperial Prince Huo was befuddled, but realization then dawned on him.

“You’d be the cause of your own doom by taking the stones with you,” explained Jiang Chen. “That’s the truth even if you don’t want to admit to it.”

“Honestly, you’re right, young lord. Rejuvenation isn’t powerful enough to keep the stones for ourselves.”

“That’s why I asked you to come here, to listen to your opinions,” Jiang Chen said with great conviction. “If you insist on taking the stones, I won’t force you to surrender them. You can keep your share.

“But I’d greatly appreciate if you’d be willing to exchange for other compensation. I need the stones and I’ll pay you back with things of the same value. The compensation won’t be in terms of material resources, but heritage you can pass down for many generations.”

“Oh?” Imperial Prince Huo’s eyes lit up. Jiang Chen was indeed a man of integrity. He was offering them a fair trade! That would be the best outcome for Rejuvenation. He was both excited and curious about what the young lord might offer them.

Jiang Chen did have pressing need for the stones. If Rejuvenation gave him their half, he’d have gathered fifty to sixty percent of what he needed for the great formation. Sixty to seventy if taken into consideration the stones he’d accumulated beforehand.

He’d be halfway there.

With some hard work, it’d be possible for him to gather the remaining thirty to forty percent in three to five years.

It’d require some luck to locate more mines, but there must be a wealth of untapped spirit veins on the vast land of Myriad Abyss. He was most confident he could achieve his goal.

“What do you think it is that Rejuvenation lacks the most, Imperial Prince Huo?”

Imperial Prince Huo paused and gave the question some thought. “We lack a solid foundation and heritage, without which we have difficulty raising top cultivators. There aren’t any peak empyrean cultivators in Rejuvenation. If we did, factions such as Heavenlight would at least think twice before invading us.”

“That’s right, you lack a solid foundation.” Jiang Chen nodded. “How is a foundation laid down for traditionally powerful factions? Heritage. It may not be material resources either. A wealth of collection can often be more important, such as martial dao methods, divine treasures, and other heritage.”

Imperial Prince Huo sighed. That was something Rejuvenation didn’t dare even dream of.

“The spirit stones are quite valuable. I’m not going to take you for a ride. If you’re willing to give me the stones, I’ll grant you three things.

“First, if you can find the ingredients for the Crowning Empyrean Pill, I’ll refine you a cauldron of them for free. The pills can advance empyrean cultivators a level at no cost.

“Second, I’ll give you a martial dao method. It’ll be at demigod level, if not divine level.

“Third, if you encounter trouble you can’t resolve, I’ll unconditionally come to your aid once!”
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Enormous Gains


Jiang Chen’s offer was generous. In fact, in certain ways, what he promised in return was more valuable than the stones themselves.

Therefore, Imperial Prince Huo could scarcely believe his ears. He exchanged a glance with Chief Warden Ding, silently confirming that the other had heard the same thing before falling into deep thought.

It was an offer they couldn’t resist.

Spirit stones were consumables. Once used, they were gone. There was no heritage to speak of, and they contributed nothing to Rejuvenation’s foundations.

They would either make Rejuvenation nouveau riche, or bring doom to their home. A double-edged sword, so to speak.

On the flip side, what the young lord promised would benefit Rejuvenation in the long term. Any of his three offers was too good to turn down.

“Take your time to consider my words. Give me an answer in a month.” With that, Jiang Chen waved a dismissive hand and walked away.

Imperial Prince Huo glanced at Chief Warden Ding. “What do you think, Old Ding?”

The chief warden sighed. “We’d have to be remarkably short-sighted to turn down such an offer. There’s no telling what the spirit stones will do to us, but what the young lord offers will surely do us good.”

“I agree. However, I worry that those who lack foresight may assume we’re giving away the spirit stones to get on the young lord’s good side.”

“That can’t be avoided no matter what we do. It’s impossible to make everyone happy.” Chief Warden Ding chuckled. “Besides, His Majesty will be the one making the final decision. As long as we convince His Majesty, there’s nothing the others will be able to do. One cannot achieve greatness without making a leap of faith. This decision will determine Rejuvenation’s future. You shouldn’t be overly concerned with things, Your Highness.”

Chief Warden Ding was a worldly man. He knew what the right thing to do was.

“Old Ding, stay here while I return to Rejuvenation and brief my royal brother so that he can make a decision. This is a once in a lifetime opportunity.”

Chief Warden Ding nodded without hesitation. “Understood.”

The imperial prince was efficient. It took only eight days to make a round trip from Rejuvenation.

When he came back, he sought out Jiang Chen.

“Have you made a decision yet, Imperial Prince Huo?”

“My royal brother has the final say in all things for Rejuvenation,” Imperial Prince Huo responded seriously. “This minor prince wanted to make the deal happen. Therefore I reported back about it and detailed the factors involved. Being the wise man my brother is, he approved of my judgement. However, he’s been so bold as to make a few trivial requests of his own.”

“Let’s hear them.” Jiang Chen could fulfill a few reasonable requests.

“First, he said the young lord could have all the spirit stones, but it should be announced to the public.”

Jiang Chen smiled. “That’s fair. It’s the only way to ensure Rejuvenation isn’t targeted. You’ll never be safe if people don’t know you’ve given the stones away.”

“Exactly.” Imperial Prince nodded. “Second, we hope you might announce that Rejuvenation is under your protection from now on. Targeting us will be equivalent to challenging your authority.”

That was also fair.

It wasn’t unreasonable for Rejuvenation to use Jiang Chen’s name to deter potentially hostile factions.

Jiang Chen nodded. “I can grant you that wish, but remember, if I find out you’ve been using my name to commit atrocities and hurt people, there will be consequences. You better think before you act.”

“Rest assured, young lord, we aren’t bold enough to do anything untoward on your behalf.” Imperial Prince Huo had no doubt about that. After the time he’d spent with the young lord, he was aware that Jiang Chen cared about his image. If they dared damage his reputation, they would have no one to blame for their doom.

“Anything else?”

Imperial Prince Huo shook his head. “No, just these two.”

“Good. It’s good that Rejuvenation didn’t let greed get the better of you and stayed within the boundaries.” Jiang Chen had thought they would make a lot more requests, but there were only two, and both were in good faith.

“Since you haven’t requested for anything unreasonable, we have a deal. Among the three offers, I can fulfill the second now. Do you need a cultivation method or a tangible martial method? Or perhaps you have other needs?”

“Cultivation method,” Imperial Prince Huo said without hesitation.

Cultivation methods were the basis of martial dao. It could improve one’s level and bring about the most comprehensive progress. Specific martial dao methods were too limited.

Jiang Chen browsed through the wealth of cultivation methods in his head and picked one to share.

“Imperial Prince Huo, any empyrean cultivator can learn this method. How effective it is will vary depending on each person’s fate. Those who aren’t as fortunate may stop at advanced empyrean, while the more fortunate may reach peak ninth level empyrean, or demigod. Those who are particularly compatible stand a chance to ascend to divinity. In other words, the method, if used well, can be your heritage for generations to come.”

That was no exaggeration. The cultivation method was considered a demigod method, but in reality it was as good as any divine method.

Imperial Prince Huo didn’t doubt the young lord’s words at all. There was an air of integrity about Jiang Chen that demanded trust. The thought that the young lord might be lying to him didn’t even cross his mind. He gingerly accepted the method and cupped like the precious treasure it was.

The imperial prince knew his place well. Jiang Chen added after a bemused pause, “Since you’re being so cognizant of the situation, it’d be remiss of me to give you only a cultivation method and not a martial one. I’ll give you a hand-to-hand combat method as well to go with the cultivation method. However, you mustn’t let anyone outside Rejuvenation learn about the method. Otherwise I have ways to take it back from you!”

Imperial Prince Huo could barely contain his excitement. He hadn’t expected the additional boon! He hurriedly promised, “We’ll be sure to keep it from outsiders!”

Jiang Chen handed both methods to Imperial Prince Huo. “And here’s the list of ingredients needed for refining the Crowning Empyrean Pill. You must keep this confidential as well. In addition, don’t try to study and refine the pill yourself. Once you gather all the ingredients, contact me.”

It’d be difficult to gather all the ingredients. If Rejuvenation managed to do it, Jiang Chen wasn’t opposed to refining a cauldron of the pills for them.

Noting the bemused look on the imperial prince’s face, Jiang Chen added faintly, “It’s for your good. It’s difficult enough to gather the ingredients. If you recklessly try to refine the pill yourself, all of the ingredients will go to waste. You won’t be able to get any results even after a hundred thousand years.”
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Revisiting Old Haunts


Jiang Chen had put it plainly enough. Imperial Prince Huo would be a fool not to understand by this point. The prince's heart pounded as he held the items in his hand. His heart was crystal clear on their meaning: these were immeasurably precious treasures for Rejuvenation, fit to be passed down through countless generations.

More men from Heavenlight arrived on Winterdraw in a fortnight's time.

When they heard that some of their comrades had fallen into young lord Jiang Chen's hands, they were dumbfounded. The Eternal Sacred Land and its young lord weren’t entities that they could afford to anger.

Furthermore, the ones who'd brought back this news had described Jiang Chen's power and the Vermilion Bird's terrifying consciousness in exaggerated detail.

The whole of Heavenlight had descended into great fear, concerned that Jiang Chen would take this chance to strike at them. Thankfully, the end of the message included only a request for ransom. The young lord didn't seem to want to ruin them too much.

Heavenlight could finally breathe a sigh of relief. The ransom was quite exorbitant in its amount; it took seven days to ready that many funds.

After they were prepared, a group was sent to Winterdraw to immediately redeem the prisoners. The prisoners were incredibly important to Heavenlight's power structure. If they couldn’t return, its strength would plummet overnight, possibly to a level equal to the likes of Rejuvenation.

Thus, the ransom had to be paid, even if they had to pinch pennies for a while after the fact.

Jiang Chen kept things simple. He released his captives as soon as he got the money, but not before issuing a warning.

If these Heavenlight nationals committed some crime and ran afoul of him again in the future, a simple ransom wouldn't be enough resolution.

Everyone else involved made fervent promises as to their future subservience before they were finally permitted to depart.

The little interlude had substantially increased Jiang Chen's spirit stone supplies. He now had seventy percent of the amount needed to reactivate the Great Formation.

The remaining third wouldn't be too much harder to put together. Another trip to the Eternal Sacred Land and some extra work was needed, but three to five years was quite doable.

He didn't plan to stay too long in Winterdraw. Huang'er was with him, and her heart had probably already flown to Eternal Divine Nation.

Yan Qingsang had wanted to return to House Yan alongside Yan Wanjun before, but the old man had denied his grandson's audacious request. Yan Qingsang been forced to stay on Winterdraw and train instead.

Jiang Chen and Huang’er’s return presented a welcome opportunity for the youth. He swore up and down that he would be accompanying the couple back to Eternal Divine Nation this time.

Yan Qingsang’s obvious resolution was enough to sway his friend. The rebellion had already been quelled in Eternal, so the trip wouldn’t be particularly dangerous. Moreover, the Vermilion Bird was more than sufficient of a deterrent to any threats.

“Let’s go back together then, Brother Qingsang.” He nodded.

Calling Lu Che and the others to his side, he instructed them, “Rejuvenation and Tritalent have both sworn their allegiance to me. If anything serious arises, you can request help from them when necessary.”

“Yes, milord.” Lu Che nodded.

After taking care of everything, Jiang Chen soared rapidly atop Starfate in Eternal Divine Nation’s direction.

Huang’er felt very differently about this trip home than her last.

Darkness and despair had gripped her heart the previous time she’d been here. Aside from her faith in Jiang Chen, she had very little to hold on to.

This time, she was together with her beloved. Her worries now rested with her parents. She knew that House Yan had been warned to rescue them from the Boundless Prison within the allotted time, but she couldn’t cast aside her anxiety.

The suffering her parents had no doubt experienced over the years cut her heart to ribbons. She didn’t even know if they were still alive!

“I’m sure they’re blessed enough to survive, Huang’er. We’ll be back at House Yan in only a few more days. Everything will be made plain then,” Jiang Chen comforted his beloved, aware of the topic of her worries.

Huang’er leaned lightly upon his shoulder. “Brother Chen,” she murmured, “my parents were thrown into the Boundless Prison not long after I was born. It’s been so many years since then… what if they haven’t lasted until now? Even in my childhood I heard stories of how terrifying that place is…”

Jiang Chen had heard of the Boundless Prison before. Supposedly, it was a kind of extra-dimensional prison that had entrances in each of the Ten Divine Nations. It was a tremendous furnace that consumed the vast majority of those who entered.

Having little actual impression of her parents, Huang’er’s apprehension for them stemmed from something more primal.

One day, Starfate passed by the Bluesmoke Isles.

Bluesmoke had been the place of their reunion some time ago. Jiang Chen still had some ancient jade on hand from the meeting that’d forged his friendship with Yan Qingsang. He would earn quite a pretty stone for them if he sold them now.

Informing Huang’er of his intentions, he was met with complete support. Huang’er knew what these spirit stones meant to Jiang Chen. It would only take half a day to sell the jade, an inconsequential delay in the grand scheme of things.

“Your business comes first, Brother Chen. Don’t worry about me.”

Jiang Chen nodded, and the couple revisited Miracle City.

Stepping upon the ground of the city recalled past experiences, filling his heart with warmth. He gripped Huang’er’s hands more tightly. Evidently, she shared the same sentiment as he did. Adoration filled the lovebirds’ eyes when they looked at each other.

“Good thing you’re dressed in your normal clothes, Huang’er. If you were wearing a man’s clothing, the imperial family might recognize you. They’re probably looking for a certain someone.”

Huang’er burst out in laughter. She knew what Jiang Chen was poking at; Ling Bi’er had been a princess here, and they’d taken her away, never to be heard from again.

Though Bluesmoke’s imperial family had sent envoys to Eternal Divine Nation to investigate what had happened, they’d only managed to pick up on the drastic changes within House Yan. No one knew a thing about ‘Princess Bi’er’.

Tremendously depressing news for them, to be sure.

A little asking around found them the largest jade store in Miracle City. Its reputation and scale were unparalleled. Its employees didn't dare slight a customer with Jiang Chen’s imposing aura. He demanded to see the person in charge as soon as he entered.

Someone higher-up was found immediately—a shrewd, middle-aged woman who was perceptive and experienced. She was the very image of courtesy to the couple of undoubtedly grand origins.
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The Unexpected Arise


“Honored customers, my surname is Liu. Many within the industry call me Sister Liu. Your noble bearings mark you as extraordinary people. If I may?” The middle-aged woman was adroit at socializing and hobnobbing with her betters.

But Jiang Chen was uninterested in small talk. He was here to transact in business, nothing else.

“My surname is Shao,” he stated coolly. “I’m in the market to make a mutually profitable deal. Are you interested, Sister Liu?”

“Haha, Sir Shao, then. We are open for business, so of course we’re happy to consider all business propositions. What amount of product are you looking to buy or sell?”

Jiang Chen brought out the storage ring with the ancient jade. Opening it up, he laid out a veritable mountain of jade.

Sister Liu drew a sharp breath. Some of the jade was of exceptional quality, which frankly astonished her. Even this store rarely handled jade in such impressive amounts.

Excavation on this kind of scale was largely impossible. Moreover, Bluesmoke hadn’t seen any events that did involve extensive unearthing of ancient jade. Where did all these come from then?

The woman colored slightly before recovering.

“Are you able to take all of this?” Jiang Chen scrutinized the manager across from him.

Sister Liu breathed in deeply. “We need a few days to gather up the requisite capital. It’s a bit hard for us to rustle up this much cash on the spot.”

“A few days?” Jiang Chen frowned. “Never mind then. Buy as much as you can afford and I’ll look for a few more stores to lighten your load.”

“Please don’t, honored customer,” the Liu surnamed woman hurriedly interrupted. “If you split it up between several stores, you won’t get the best price for such a huge amount of jade.”

“If you can’t purchase all of it, then that is what I must do.”

“Will two days suffice?” Sister Liu looked at Jiang Chen earnestly.

“I can’t wait for even that long. All of this jade will be yours tomorrow at this time if you can furnish the funds. If not, then let that be the end of it,” Jiang Chen declared decisively. He only had a single day to dawdle here for.

Fervor flashed through Sister Liu’s eyes. There was so much jade here that she couldn’t resist its allure. Gathering the stones in just one day was an almost impossible task, but she agreed without hesitation nevertheless.

“One day is fine! Let us follow through on our agreement tomorrow at this time.”

“Hah, what agreement? We haven’t decided on the price yet.” Jiang Chen smiled coolly.

“We have a systematic method of determining the price based on rank and amount. I guarantee you’ll get fair market value for your jade.” Sister Liu laughed. “Our store is the largest of its kind here in Miracle City, the leader in the industry. We wouldn’t damage our own reputation by ripping off our customers.”

“Alright. I’ll wait a day for you then.” Jiang Chen had nothing to add. He whisked his ancient jade and Huang’er away.

With a conflicted look, Sister Liu saw the couple off until they disappeared into the street.

She’d made several important deals since getting into this line of work, but none of them had been on the scale of the one she was about to make.

Many cultivators could only sell a handful of jade at once. The volume of jade that this young man had produced completely defied her understanding. Could he be a scion of the imperial family?

Definitely not!

There were only so many in the imperial family. None of them had the ability to get their hands on so many—nor were they so dignified and beautiful as the young couple she’d just received.

Regardless of her turmoil, Sister Liu absolutely wanted to push the deal through. If she could finalize the purchase of these goods and flip them later, she would make an incredible amount of profit.

“Watch the store,” she directed her employees. “I’m going to gather funds.”

As promised, Jiang Chen and Huang’er didn’t visit any other stores afterward. Instead, they checked into an inn. The young man planned to complete the transaction the next day.

If Sister Liu couldn’t get together the stones in time, he would sell as much jade as she could afford. The leftover amount could be offloaded onto the other stores.

He wasn’t much interested in what was contained within the ancient jade. There were some neat finds, yes, but nothing particularly valuable to him.

The former half of the night passed relatively peacefully, but this wasn’t to stay the case. Amid Jiang Chen’s meditations, just after midnight, he heard a flurry of quick footsteps from all around. Countless cultivators approached from every direction.

Furrowing his brow, he opened his eyes to find Huang’er staring at him.

“Is something the matter?” She looked a little puzzled. “Are they here for us?”

Jiang Chen frowned a little. “I don’t know yet. If they are, I can only attest to their blindness.”

He was no longer the hot-blooded youth he used to be. He wouldn’t come to a hasty conclusion without evidence. He focused on listening to the commotion outside before declaring, “The place has been surrounded. They’re after someone in this inn, I presume.”

“Everyone inside the inn, listen up! Bluesmoke’s Blue Eagle Guard is looking for a criminal. You should remain in your rooms and await our search. Do not move about or leave. You will incur our wrath if you do.”

The Blue Eagle Guard?

Jiang Chen remembered a force with that name as the imperial family here’s private guard. They occupied a lofty position and possessed considerable strength, a group to be reckoned with.

In the Bluesmoke Isles, they could do as they liked.

He didn’t take them too seriously though. Miracle City was one of the most bustling cities in Bluesmoke, filled with outsiders from every corner of the world.

That the Blue Eagle Guard was operating with such a high profile was utterly irritating, regardless of whether they were actually tending to their duties. Personally, Jiang Chen wouldn’t permit them to search his room for a second.

Many shared his attitude. A number of people began to curse loudly.

“What criminal are you looking for at midnight?! You can do whatever you need to tomorrow. What the hell are you disturbing our sleep for?”

“Exactly. I’m not from Bluesmoke myself. The Blue Eagle Guard has no right to be so obnoxious!”

“Want to search my room? I’d like to see you try!”

There were definitely more than a few uncooperative individuals. The Blue Eagle Guard’s rude, overbearing attitude had provoked quite a crowd.


66


The Blue Eagle Guard


Jiang Chen sat idly back down and smiled at Huang’er. “Looks like we don’t have to do anything. Others will be giving them trouble.”

Huang’er nodded. “I hope they aren’t here for us.”

Huang’er’s worries weren’t unfounded. One’s fortune was best kept a secret. They’d let it be known that they had a wealth of ancient jade earlier. It was possible that someone had targeted them for it.

The Blue Eagle Guard might not be the righteous organization it claimed to be. There was no telling if they had any qualms about committing clandestine deeds.

However, Jiang Chen wasn’t concerned at all.

The Blue Eagle Guard would be wise not to make a move on him. If they did, he wouldn’t hesitate to teach them a lesson. He’d been irritated enough these days due to the pressure of collecting spirit stones.

Outside, all hell had broken loose.

Numerous cultivators shouted and swore at the guards, but that didn’t stop the guards from doing their job. Many foreign cultivators were beaten up. After howls of protestation and pain, they were forced to cooperate with the investigation.

Tempers were stoked ever higher.

On hearing how aggressive the guards were, many cultivators rushed out of their rooms in a fit of rebellious rage to support the victims.

The conflict continuously escalated.

More and more cultivators left their rooms and as a result, a temporary alliance against the Blue Eagle Guard was formed.

That rather surprised Jiang Chen. He hadn’t expected the cultivators in the inn to be bold enough to go against the guards.

After all, the Blue Eagle Guard was the authority figure of the Bluesmoke Isles. No one dared disobey their orders.

Most of the cultivators in the inn were wandering cultivators from other lands. They had no support network in Bluesmoke. It would be very unwise for them to fight the guards. And yet, more and more cultivators took a stand to join the resistance.

Bam, bam, bam!

Someone pounded on Jiang Chen’s door.

He frowned. Was the Blue Eagle Guard truly blind enough to target him?

The door burst open.

Jiang Chen swept a frigid glare outside, surprised to find that his caller wasn’t anyone from the Blue Eagle Guard or a ferocious, uniformed cultivator, but a few wandering cultivators.

One of them cupped his hands in greeting. “Excuse me, brother, the Blue Eagle Guard is way out of line and keeps bullying us foreign cultivators. This isn’t the first time they’ve conducted a midnight raid and they always make a scene. We can’t let them walk all over us. We’re all ready to stage a protest. Are you going to selfishly think only of your own safety, brother?”

Jiang Chen smiled slightly. “I’ve just arrived and know nothing about this city. What’s wrong about the Blue Eagle Guard investigating and searching for wanted criminals?”

“Ai, it’s more than wrong. Do you know how many innocent people they’ve victimized lately? How many have been falsely accused?”

Jiang Chen shook his head. “I don’t.”

“Let’s put it this way, brother. The Blue Eagle Guard claims to be searching for wanted criminals, but really, no one knows who they’re looking for. If you have a lot of valuable items on you, you’d better be careful. It won’t end well for you if they find out.”

A surprised look blossomed across Jiang Chen’s face. “What would my property have anything to do with them?”

“Ha, that’s for them to say! This is Bluesmoke, not your home. Your words don’t count. Here, they have the final say. So are you joining us or not?” the cultivator asked in a frustrated tone. “If you hide in here and something happens to you, don’t blame us for not giving you a hand then.”

In other words, if he didn’t help when it was needed, he only had himself to blame when he was targeted and no one helped.

Jiang Chen huffed out a silent laugh. He wasn’t a selfish man. However, he didn’t want to blindly follow the herd before he had a good grasp of the situation. He smiled faintly. “You guys can go on. I’d like to see what’s happening first.”

The cultivator scoffed angrily and waved a hand in the air. “Fine. Good luck with that.”

He and his companions stalked away without another word.

When Jiang Chen returned to the room, Huang’er frowned at him. “It looks like the Blue Eagle Guard isn’t exactly a lawful organization.”

“I hope they don’t bother us.” Jiang Chen smiled. “Why don’t we go take a look?”

The din outside was making it impossible for Huang’er to meditate. She nodded. “Alright, let’s do that. We can see if they’re actually searching for criminals, or just using that as an excuse to rob people.”

There was a patch of empty ground outside the inn. The inn itself had been encircled by the Blue Eagle Guard. Not even a fly would be able to escape.

More and more wandering cultivators swarmed to the empty ground, standing up to the guards. It was chaotic, and tension was thick in the air. Both sides were running high on emotions.

Jiang Chen and Huang’er stayed on the fringes of the crowd and calmly looked on. Jiang Chen took note of a thing or two.

Suddenly, the guards parted to the side to make way for a group of people. At the center of the newcomers was a burly man with eyes as bright as lightning, his presence remarkably fierce.

“Commander Yan!”

“Greetings, Commander Yan!” All guards bowed to the man in unison.

Commander Yan’s presence loomed over all the protesting wandering cultivators. His piercing gaze swept through the crowd and made everyone shudder.

“Ninth level empyrean?” This took Jiang Chen off guard. He hadn’t expected someone of that level to be part of the Blue Eagle Guard.

Bluesmoke was merely a second tier faction, with quite a ways from reaching their first tier brethren. And yet, the commander of the Blue Eagle Guard was a ninth level empyrean cultivator!

There was no denying that Myriad Abyss was powerful.

However, Jiang Chen could tell that the commander had only just entered ninth level empyrean. His consciousness would definitely overpower the commander’s.

“The Blue Eagle Guard is fulfilling our duty as the law enforcers. What do you think you’re doing?” Commander Yan’s voice wasn’t loud, but it demanded respect.

The crowd fell silent. Previously shouting cultivators timidly averted their eyes, worried that the commander would target them.

“Any objections to us doing our job?” the commander slowly asked again.

A cultivator took a step forward at this time.

“Commander Yan, we came to do business in Miracle City because we admire the city. However, the Blue Eagle Guard kept intervening during this time and always causes a great disturbance. How do we know you’re actually doing your job or if there’s something nefarious going on? None of us know if the people you arrested are wanted criminals!”

Jiang Chen knew the man was in trouble as soon as he’d taken a stand.
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Playing the Tyrant


As expected, a figure leapt from Commander Yan’s side. He reached the wandering cultivator’s neck with a single, wraithlike grab.

The poor sap didn’t even have time to resist before being picked up like a hapless chick.

He was thrown onto the ground with incredible force, making every bone and organ in his body creak in protest. The impact brought him to the brink of death as he breathed out without taking any air in.

The one who’d taken action was one of the captain’s capable underlings. After the deed was done, he dusted off his palms, like he’d done something utterly insignificant.

The display of brute force utterly stunned the other dissenters.

“Since when did the Blue Eagle Guard suffer commentary from the rabble?” The guard swept a murderous glare across the wandering cultivators’ faces.

“All of you, get the hell back to your rooms now and wait for inspection. Anyone who does not after a count of ten will be treated as a rebel. The penalty for noncompliance is death without exception!” The man spoke in a dominant, unquestionable tone.

Jiang Chen shook his head to himself. He didn’t know why these guardsmen thought they were untouchable, or if there was another reason. But what they were doing was utterly unreasonable.

Yes, the Blue Eagle Guard was unrivaled in Bluesmoke, but who knew if anyone present was from a greater outside faction? What guarantee was there that they would respect Bluesmoke’s strength?

There wasn’t much risk of the above occurring, but it certainly existed.

Still, there had to be a reason for their actions, though Jiang Chen wasn’t interested in finding out what they were.

In the meantime, the ruthless subordinate had already begun the countdown.

“Ten, nine, eight, seven…”

Part of the crowd scampered off with each counted number, retreating back to their rooms. The more cowardly cultivators gathered couldn’t ignore the threat.

“Five, four…” The man put down his fingers one by one, mockery plain upon his face. These cultivators were nothing special. A bit of shock and awe would easily force them into submission.

But there were a few stubborn ones that remained. They furtively traded disgruntled looks.

Commander Yan’s aura was the deciding factor that beat them back. He was too strong for them to take on.

All of the wandering cultivators here added together wouldn’t be able to defend against a single one of his attacks.

In the blink of an eye, most had retreated back into the courtyard. Those who were especially timid had already retreated into their rooms. The stragglers were close behind them, sighing helplessly all the while.

Jiang Chen’s eyes rested on the back of one of them. A surprised glint entered his eye. The person he was looking at seemed rather familiar!

Just as the last couple of people were about to walk back into the inn’s courtyard, the guard interrupted them. “Stop right there, you lot!”

The stragglers tensed as their footsteps came to a stop, unnerved by the sudden demand.

“Commander Yan, these guys should be the ones behind that commotion we had earlier. They’re the last ones to leave. Clearly, they’re not going willingly.” The savage lieutenant snitched to his captain.

Commander Yan nodded slightly. “Investigate all of them. Don’t miss a single lead.”

All of the mentioned people paled at this. “Commander Yan,” a few of them called out, “we didn’t start anything. Look, aren’t we going back inside as well?”

The captain ignored these people. He swept his gaze in front of Jiang Chen instead, scrutinizing the youth in the corner.

In the meantime, Jiang Chen’s attention was on the wandering cultivators. When the one he’d noticed turned around, he was very pleased to confirm his suspicions.

It really is him!

Jiang Chen hadn’t remotely expected to see him here in Bluesmoke. It had been so many years… that they would meet again!

It was none other than Chu Xinghan, whom Jiang Chen had saved on Eternal Spirit Mountain! The former disciple of the Purple Sun Sect had then departed under the charge of Elder Shun.

As a student of the House Yan elder, he had disappeared after Elder Shun’s capture a few years back. Jiang Chen had asked the elder about his whereabouts, but the elder hadn’t known where the young man had ended up.

To meet him again here at this Miracle City inn was certainly propitious!

Jiang Chen’s drastic growth and disguise had prevented Chu Xinghan from noticing him. Even if he had, he wouldn’t have recognized him.

The Eternal Sacred Land’s young lord swept his eyes across his old acquaintance. Chu Xinghan certainly hadn’t wasted his time in Myriad Abyss in these recent years.

He wasn’t yet empyrean realm, but already peak great emperor. This kind of progress was virtually impossible in the human domain. And yet, it was only slightly remarkable in Myriad Abyss.

If he had kept studying under Elder Shun’s tutelage, he might have been talented enough to break through to empyrean.

By now, Chu Xinghan and a few others had caught the unwelcome attention of the Blue Eagle Guard. Several furious guardsmen surrounded them.

“Hand over your storage rings!” There was immediately an unreasonable demand.

The cultivators who were hemmed in collectively paled at this.

A sallow man mumbled, “Good sirs, I’m from House Helian of the Verdantpine Isles. I’m definitely not the criminal you want. Here’s proof of my identity…”

“Enough prattling. Do you not have ears? Didn’t you hear what we said?” The lieutenant who’d killed someone a moment ago delivered a crisp slap.

Clearly, the Blue Eagle Guard had no regard whatsoever for some so-called House Helian.

The man’s face bruised immediately. The hungry guards stripped him bare, then began to loot his valuables.

Though everything worth money was found, it was thrown on the ground in front of him. Evidently, his property wasn’t particularly interesting. “What a beggar. Go back to your room!” a guard cursed.

The sallow-faced man stumbled off dejectedly, afraid of making another fuss. He picked up his things and clothes, then ran for shelter.
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They Come with Unfriendly Intentions


“You, come here!” One of the guards pointed to Chu Xinghan, his face twitching impatiently. He didn’t seem to hold with much regard the person he was intent on victimizing.

Defiance shot out from Chu Xinghan’s eyes. His resilient, resolute nature had once caused him to be discarded by the Purple Sun Sect. In fact, he had almost died at the hands of a former ally.

After all these years, he was still the same stoic, indomitable man.

Chu Xinghan had no intention of cooperating: Jiang Chen saw it in his eyes. He wasn’t going to go down without a fight.

A moment later, his actions confirmed this. Chu Xinghan raised his head, glaring coldly at the uppity guard.

“I am only a wandering cultivator, but I am no dog. Do you take me for some animal you can order around? You can kill me, but you cannot humiliate me!”

The guard was unprepared for such adamance. The murderous lieutenant from earlier grew icy. He brandished a sleeve towards Chu Xinghan, sending gleaming steel towards the young man’s head.

His bloodthirst was almost instinctive. He didn’t want to waste any words. Why do that, when cutting the guy in half was so much easier?

This subordinate of Commander Yan’s was clearly much stronger than Chu Xinghan. He was a mid empyrean expert, and gave no opportunity for his weaker prey to flee from the blow.

Jiang Chen’s intervention was nearly instantaneous. He’d known before Chu Xinghan had spoken that the young man would not go quietly. The prospect of him being attacked was almost a certainty.

Thus, he reflexively tossed out a magnetic storm toward the attacker. A different drawing force pulled Chu Xinghan towards himself.

The fluidity of his motions belied their difficulty. His martial expertise was on display for all to see.

This unexpected turn of events caused the situation to descend into chaos once more.

All of the Blue Eagle Guards drew their blades. Their eyes were trained upon Jiang Chen with hungry interest, waiting only for their captain’s order to pounce.

The wandering cultivators were overjoyed to see someone stick up for them. The few who’d been stopped were already despairing at being shamed or killed today. That someone would intercede on their behalf was a blessing from heaven!

The vicious cultivator stumbled as Jiang Chen’s magnetic storm slammed into him, almost biting the dust in his unsteadiness.

All eyes rested upon Jiang Chen. He had stood in the corner prior to now as someone unassuming and unnoticed. That had immediately changed when he joined the fray.

The wandering cultivator who had visited Jiang Chen earlier was agape with surprise. He had thought the impassive man a coward, but it was obvious that that was a misunderstanding.

Commander Yan examined Jiang Chen with great scrutiny. “I’ve been paying attention to you for a while. Are you simply interfering in others’ business? Or are you the criminal we’ve been after all along?”

Jiang Chen sneered. “I’ve traveled all over the world and have been to the Ten Divine Nations as well. However, this is the first time I’ve seen law enforcement behave in such an arrogant way.”

The captain cracked a sinister grin. “There are many firsts in life. I’m sure you’re prepared for the consequences of acting this way?”

“What consequences are you talking about? Actually, don’t bother answering that. I’m not interested,” Jiang Chen retorted coolly. He didn’t much care what these guardsmen had in mind for him.

“To resist the Blue Eagle Guard is to make an enemy of us.” When Commander Yan’s tone grew frosty, the atmosphere around him did as well.

But parlor tricks like that didn’t scare Jiang Chen one bit.

Yes, the captain was a strong and capable cultivator with a powerful consciousness. Regardless, trying to scare the young lord with a mental ability was a foolish endeavor.

Cultivation-wise, while Jiang Chen might only be at the threshold of advanced empyrean, his consciousness rivaled demigods’.

Therefore, this Commander Yan’s ninth level empyrean consciousness wasn’t worth very much in his eyes at all. The pressure the man tried to exert felt barely more than a spring breeze. There was minimal actual effect.

Derision curled at the corner of the young man’s mouth. “Commander Yan, was it? I’m rather curious. If it were some common criminal, the Blue Eagle Guard alone would be enough. The fact that you’re here means it’s not that simple. Why not make plain what you’re here for?”

From the details of the situation, Jiang Chen supposed that these guards and their captain could very well be here for him. The reason? Because he had shown off so much ancient jade earlier.

Perhaps they did have another criminal they were after, but a trumped up excuse seemed more likely.

Commander Yan’s expression darkened as questions swirled in his mind. Just who was this young man? He seemed to be able to see clearly through everything.

He didn’t like the youth in front of him, not one bit. Not his smile, not the way he talked, and certainly not the way his eyes seemed to pierce his soul.

“I’ve no interest in wasting words. The Bluesmoke Isles has seen many instances of ancient jade being excavated without permission by some rogue or bandit. We’ve received information that this individual has been roaming near Miracle City as of late. This inn could very well be his hideout. Therefore, you better make every effort to accommodate our inspection. If you don’t, your fate will be determined by whatever I say!”

Jiang Chen burst into peals of laughter.

“I see no reason to explain myself then. Sure, I have some ancient jade with me. Your excellent investigative abilities will no doubt conclude that I am that bandit, correct? I wonder, who’s really the bandit here? I think you’re failing to notice some important suspects right in front of you.”

Anyone could hear Jiang Chen’s sarcastic insinuation—these guardsmen were using the excuse of arresting a criminal to conduct robbery.

Commander Yan’s face was as black as coal.

There was a bandit he was after, but he wasn’t here because of that. He had heard from Sister Liu that this person possessed a tremendous amount of ancient jade, and the temptation of such a princely sum had lured him here.

Though she’d informed him that the ancient jade wasn’t freshly excavated, the captain didn’t care at all. Did it matter whether this person was the bandit or not? Not really.

He had something that the commander wanted!

Jiang Chen was smart enough to guess that this was the case. Thus, both men had a tacit understanding of the other’s motives.
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Stunning the Blue Eagle Guard


Jiang Chen hadn’t expected to run into Chu Xinghan here. The two young men held a mutual admiration of each other, and Chu Xinghan had become Elder Shun’s disciple to boot. Jiang Chen couldn’t possibly stand on the sidelines when he was going to be killed.

That was the reason behind the intervention, which gave the Blue Eagle Guard another excuse to attack.

Chu Xinghan was actually completely befuddled. He’d been in Myriad Abyss for years now and knew how aloof the locals were and how dangerous the jianghu could be. It was unimaginable that someone would come to his aid.

He’d been prepared to die, yet a young man had stood up for him and saved him at the last moment.

His rescuer didn’t seem to fear the Blue Eagle Guard. He maintained an easy smile even when faced with the aggression from so many guards.

He must be someone important.

Moreover, Chu Xinghan had an unexplainable inkling that his rescuer was an old acquaintance.

Taking a closer look at the man’s appearance, he didn’t find anything familiar about it, and he was sure he’d never known someone with such a strong consciousness and presence.

So why was the man familiar? Chu Xinghan didn’t have an answer.

The Blue Eagle Guard had gathered around Jiang Chen and was prepared for a fight. The air was thick with tension and killing intent. The slightest movement would be enough to trigger a fight.

Commander Yan took in a deep breath and boomed, “I’m going to ask you one last time, young sir. Who are you?”

Jiang Chen broke out in laughter. “Why bother asking when you’ve clearly made up your mind already? Just do whatever you want to do. You’ll only be embarrassing yourself by getting to the bottom of this.”

“So you insist on defying the Blue Eagle Guard?” There was a growing doubt in Commander Yan’s mind. Something about the young man made him wary.

Even young geniuses from powerful factions would at least show some signs of nervousness in such a situation. However, this man didn’t seem at all concerned. His confidence gave even Commander Yan, who had a wealth of experience, pause.

Could they afford to offend the young man?

He pushed aside his doubts and hardened his resolve. To hell with that. The young man is too insolent. Even if he is from an important faction, we’ll take him down first. If he resists, we’ll kill him. What’s he gonna do?

Anger boiled and made him bold.

“Take him!” ordered the commander. “If he resists, kill him!”

At his order, the empyrean cultivators at the frontline growled and split into groups, their faces contorted as they charged Jiang Chen.

Looking at them piercingly, Jiang Chen manifested a golden behemoth of a mountain with a fling of his hand, from which came countless air torrents that rushed in all directions like a golden waterfall.

The torrents of air covered Huang’er and Chu Xinghan in a protective circle.

The magnetic golden mountain had become progressively stronger as Jiang Chen continued to refine it. Capable of both offense and defense, the mountain could deter most regular cultivators.

The empyrean cultivators struck relentlessly at the mountain, but they couldn’t break through the defenses and get to Jiang Chen.

Unfazed, Jiang Chen shot them a glare, and his Evil Golden Eye split through the air in the form of golden arrows, hitting three cultivators at the front.

They froze, their movement slowed. The next moment, it felt as if their blood had also congealed due to some unknown force, its flow decelerating.

“Shit!” The three cultivators finally realized they were in trouble, but it was too late. Their consciousness had already started to dull.

Commander Yan thought that they’d been hit by Jiang Chen. He shouted, “Retreat, all of you!”

He was on the right track. It was survival instinct to back away from danger. However, he didn’t know what the three cultivators were facing. His warning was useless.

The petrifying force of the Evil Golden Eye had seeped into their meridians, blood, and organs, and then entered their consciousness.

Their movements slowed visibly, their expression pained and increasingly desperate.

In no time at all, they had stilled completely. Their bodies were frozen and harder than stones. They had become immovable, lifeless statues.

The cultivators trying to break through the magnetic mountain looked on with fear in their eyes, their hearts pounding. Reflexively, they took a few steps back.

Jiang Chen looked idly at them. They didn’t even have the courage to meet his gaze.

Commander Yan finally realized what Jiang Chen’s method of attack was. “Watch out and don’t meet his eyes!” he exclaimed. “He has a powerful eye technique.”

It was too little, too late.

Those with a weaker will suffered the same fate as their peers when Jiang Chen’s gaze swept over them. One after another, the guards were turned into statues.

The same thing befell more than ten of the arrogant and egoistic guards. Not even the most aggressive empyrean cultivators had escaped the fate. Without any forewarning, Commander Yan lost all his best people to Jiang Chen.

He felt a sharp pang in his heart. These were his best officers. Without them, he was a beast without wings and fangs. What would a commander do without anyone to command?

Resentment burned in his eyes, but even he cautiously averted his gaze from Jiang Chen. It was clear that he dreaded the young man’s terrifying eye technique.

He could tell that Jiang Chen’s cultivation fell short in comparison, but the young man’s eye technique and consciousness were no lesser than his. In other words, even he had to be cautious when fighting the young man. He couldn’t guarantee that he would be able to defend against the eye technique.

The wandering cultivators struggled to recover their dropped jaws. It wasn’t the first time they’d witnessed a raid from the Blue Eagle Guard. The guards had been unchallenged in Bluesmoke. They’d never suffered such loss before.

They turned to Jiang Chen with conflicting emotions in their eyes. Who was this young man?

No wonder he didn’t care about the Blue Eagle Guard’s threat. His cultivation was at such a great height and his techniques so powerful!
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Facing Off Ninth Level Empyrean


Commander Yan was deeply conflicted. He could count on one hand the number of ninth level empyrean experts in Bluesmoke. Moreover, the guard had acquired a powerful patron recently. That was why they had been so aggressive and bold, and why they dared enforce the law in such an unreasonable manner.

They had been unchallenged in the past, running rampant in Bluesmoke without encountering any resistance.

However, as the saying went, it was impossible not to get one’s shoes wet when frequenting the river bank. They’d finally targeted the wrong person, offending a man they never should have.

Jiang Chen had been in a dark mood these days, stressed about the demonic threat and the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement. He’d planned to just sell his ancient jade in Bluesmoke, but trouble had come knocking even though he’d done nothing to warrant it.

He hadn’t intended to do anything to the Blue Eagle Guard, it was they who had foolishly made a move against him. One really couldn’t always get what they wanted.

“Commander Yan, I’ve already witnessed how arrogant the Blue Eagle Guard can be. Unfortunately, you aren’t powerful enough to back up your arrogance. Do you have any other tricks up your sleeve?” Jiang Chen’s tone dripped with sarcasm.

Commander Yan glared at Jiang Chen, his eyes as vicious as those of a wolf’s.

Jiang Chen didn’t even have to summon the Vermilion Bird to fight the commander. He was eighty percent sure that he’d be able to defeat the man himself. As for the Blue Eagle Guard, they didn’t even pose a challenge to someone at Jiang Chen’s level. He could take all of them on easily.

Commander Yan refused to acknowledge his defeat. He growled, “I admit that you’re good, kid, but I’m going to test you myself.”

He decided to take matters into his own hands. If he won, all was good. If he failed, he’d retreat and fight another day.

Jiang Chen scoffed at the commander’s insistence on struggling. He came to full attention and focused his mind. If there was going to be a fight, he would win. He wouldn’t let Commander Yan control the flow of the battle or allow the man to pull away and retreat easily.

Commander Yan’s presence grew exponentially stronger.

With a sudden whip of the commander’s arms, countless rays of blinding light shot towards Jiang Chen like torrential rain. There was no warning, but the young man was prepared.

He boosted the magnetic mountain’s defense again, pushing it to its limits.

The rays of light turned out to be Commander Yan’s concealed weapons. Blades fashioned like swallow wing-feathers hit the golden air currents and were attracted by the mountain.

The mountain was capable of resolving any attacks from metal weapons, and neatly rendered Commander Yan’s sneak attack ineffective.

“Hmph, is this all you’ve got? Absolutely nothing to boast about.” In truth, Jiang Chen was drenched in cold sweat. If he hadn’t been prepared, even if the attack hadn’t hurt him, Huang’er and Chu Xinghan might be hurt.

That further deepened Jiang Chen’s dislike for the commander.

The commander was the head of the Blue Eagle Guard, yet he cared nothing about honor when he fought. This was a man who would do anything to further his goals. Jiang Chen resolved to take out Commander Yan no matter what.

Commander Yan was mortified and angered by his failure. He reached out and summoned his feathered blades. With a twist of his wrists, the two snow-white blades twirled and advanced towards Jiang Chen.

This in turn stoked Jiang Chen’s competitive spirit. He howled and exclaimed, “I’ll meet your twin blades with my twin swords!”

He had many means of attack that could defeat the commander, but he decided on using the Taiji Pisces Swords.

The two blades came to him with a whip of his hands, the yang sword in his left, the yin sword in his right. He crossed the blades before him in the initial stance of Sword of Genesis. The swords created a unique energy when used together.

Commander Yan was an experienced fighter. The moment Jiang Chen presented his weapons, he realized that the young man was no small fish and wouldn’t be easy to deal with.

Regret rose from the bottom of his heart. He’d been too reckless after all. If he’d found out who Jiang Chen was before making a move, his people would still be alive, and the Blue Eagle Guard would still have the upper hand.

But it was too late to think about that.

Commander Yan hardened his resolve. There would be no peaceful resolution to the situation. He had to finish what he started and take out the young man.

The feathered blades in his hand were the perfect weapon. Every move flowed into the next like a river. Once his attack started, it was unstoppable.

However, even in the face of such relentless attack, Jiang Chen remained composed. The Sword of Genesis was, in essence, infallible no matter how ferocious the opponent’s attack was. He could meet every attack and resolved it easily like they were sparring.

Having started picking up the Sword of Genesis only some time ago, Jiang Chen was at best a novice. There was a long way to go before he could master it.

Nevertheless, it was enough for him to fight the commander’s feathered blades. Although Commander Yan’s attacks were relentless and seemingly unstoppable, he was more frustrated and surprised than anyone. His attacks didn’t even leave so much as a scratch on Jiang Chen!

The young man danced around and evaded the blades with grace. When the commander attacked ferociously, the young man’s swords always easily rendered the assault useless.

Battles like these were the most frustrating.

Commander Yan had killed countless experts, but Jiang Chen’s strange swords were posing a real challenge. A deep sense of helplessness overtook him.

He tried many strategies—aggressive, patient, slow and unrelenting, and bold. None of his attempts mattered to the young man. His moves and rhythm remained unchanged.

Commander Yan grew more and more anxious and insecure.

The more powerful members of the Blue Eagle Guard could tell the challenge their commander was facing. They gathered together and discussed what they could do, trying to come up with a solution to their commander’s plight.
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Taking Down Commander Yan


Disparate pairs of Blue Eagle Guard gathered together and pulled out their crossbows, wanting to help their commander by attacking the formidable foe who had come out of nowhere.

Unfortunately, their plan was destined to fail.

Arrows flew at Jiang Chen like locusts, but they couldn’t get closer than a few meters to the man before being blown away by the natural defenses of his tempered body. However, in doing so, the Blue Eagle Guard angered the Vermilion Bird and Long Xiaoxuan, who had been secretly watching.

Those lackeys had dared make a move before they had?! This was a challenge to their authority!

Long Xiaoxuan howled. Without even showing his form, endless wafts of black fog manifested and tumbled through the air. It was one of Long Xiaoxuan’s techniques—Black Prison.

When activated, it caught every one of the Blue Eagle Guard and trapped them in a prison of black smoke. Their wails and cries rang through the sky.

Commander Yan was dumbfounded. The young man was still locked in a fight with him. Why would the remaining guards get attacked so suddenly? The young man’s female companion hadn’t done anything. Were there others?

Commander Yan froze, overwhelmed by a sense of terror he’d never felt before. He’d remained calm before because he was sure he wouldn’t be in danger even if he couldn’t defeat the young man. As a ninth level empyrean expert, it was next to impossible for the young man to threaten his life.

However, it seemed that he’d been too optimistic.

All he could hear was the Blue Eagle Guard’s pained cries. The elites of his team were completely enveloped by the writhing black smoke, their forms obscured.

“The hell!” Commander Yan’s heart skipped a beat. This was it. If he didn’t flee now, he’d lose his chance to retreat as well. He immediately cycled his twin weapons and sent two torrents of frosty blade edge at Jiang Chen, trying to rush backwards to escape.

Jiang Chen scoffed and threw an enormous golden bell into the air. It morphed into sudden existence and rang with tremendous might.

The solemn sound invoked the impression of sutras being chanted. Strange patterns emerged from the body of the bell and glowed with a golden light, awakening the secret power within and bringing about its hidden effects.

Countless rays of light shot from the bell and smothered the commander.

He slowed under the pressure and broke into a cold sweat. He hadn’t expected the bell’s control to be so powerful! Even someone at his level found it impossible to break free.

Before taking action, Jiang Chen had already made up his mind to keep the commander from leaving. Even when the commander had lost the will to fight, that didn’t mean Jiang Chen was going to let him off the hook.

After taking the bell from Forefather Goldenbell, the more he refined it, the more he realized it was more complex and powerful than he had thought.

He was quite certain that the golden bell was a divine weapon. Although he couldn’t tell its rank yet, one thing was for sure—the bell had been wasted in the forefather’s hands. The former owner hadn’t tapped into much of its full power.

Jiang Chen was slowly discovering the true potential of the bell, but a large part of it remained untapped.

The patterns on the bell, especially, were connected to the ancient times. If he could understand all of them, he’d be able to further boost the bell’s might.

Under the pressure of the divine treasure, Commander Yan gradually lost his strength and his resistance grew weaker. After half an hour, he collapsed to the ground like a pile of mud.

Jiang Chen subdued him without any hesitation.

The cage made of black smoke slowly dissipated, leaving nothing in its wake. The guards who had been flaunting their power had vanished into thin air. If not for the bodies on the ground and the newly formed statues, the Blue Eagle Guard might as well have never been here.

The wandering cultivators erupted into cheers and applause, expressing their respect and gratitude for Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen snorted. He hadn’t made a stand for the wandering cultivators, and yet they considered him their savior. He shot a glance at Huang’er and transmitted, “We’ll talk inside.”

Before he could step back into the inn, the owner went up to him with a group of clerks. All of them dropped down to their knees.

“Please have some mercy, sir. This small establishment cannot accommodate someone as great as you are if we want to continue doing business. You’ve killed so many of the Blue Eagle Guard. That’s going to get us into a lot of trouble. Please step away from the inn. We can’t afford to offend either you or the Blue Eagle Guard.”

Jiang Chen didn’t expect that he would be considered a troublemaker. Anger translated into a sharp smile. “Do you mean that I’m the one to blame and not the Blue Eagle Guard?”

The owner bowed down in pleading. “We don’t dare judge the Blue Eagle Guard for doing their jobs.”

Jiang Chen was furious. He didn’t want to take his temper out on the owner, but he wasn’t going to leave just when asked to do so. He’d paid for the room, and it was a matter a principle that he should stay.

He didn’t know how many more members Blue Eagle Guard had in Miracle City, but Commander Yan was the head of the guards. With the man under his control, why would he fear the guards?

“Hmph, if I leave now, aren’t you afraid that the Blue Eagle Guard will take their anger out on you? With me here, they’ll only target me when they come to seek revenge. I’ll be here to take the brunt of their anger. What more do you want?”

In a flash, Jiang Chen flew past the owner and the clerks like a ghost and disappeared.

The owner’s face turned ashen. Before he could speak, the other patrons of the inn started to reprimand him.

“Are you in cahoots with the Blue Eagle Guard?”

“Agreed! Our safety isn’t ensured at all here, and you have the audacity to kick your patrons out?”

“You’d better watch out. You’ve angered that young master! Perhaps he’ll burn this unethical establishment to the ground.”
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Stunning News


Chu Xinghan was rather demure when he entered Jiang Chen’s room. He didn’t know what he was supposed to do or how to react.

Jiang Chen smiled as he looked over his old acquaintance. “Brother Chu, it seems you’ve advanced since our last meeting on Eternal Spirit Mountain. After you left with Elder Shun, I didn’t expect to see you again here.”

“You…” Chu Xinghan trembled. Astonished, his eyes glazed over as they fixated on the other man. For a time, he couldn’t even speak.

“You’re… Jiang Chen? And you’re Miss Huang’er?” Having followed Elder Shun for many years, Chu Xinghan realized the truth after a moment of lucidity.

“Indeed, it’s us. How have you been, Brother Chu?” Jiang Chen made an effort to speak as calmly and softly as possible. He knew that Chu Xinghan was very stressed right now.

After a long period of shock, Chu Xinghan finally came around. “Never in a million years would I have expected to see you here, Brother Jiang.” He smiled wryly. “Miss Huang’er, I’ve heard about what happened to House Yan after coming here to Myriad Abyss. If I may ask, how is my master now?”

Chu Xinghan had always wanted to go there to see for himself, but he remembered Elder Shun’s instructions. He was not to do so until he reached mid empyrean realm. Though he was a very loyal person, he could not disobey his master.

Yes, his current cultivation put him at the top of the human domain, but it wasn’t worth much in Myriad Abyss.

Even third rate factions here wouldn’t spare him a second glance. Empyrean realm was the most basic of achievements. It was difficult to get anywhere without first attaining that requirement.

Chu Xinghan’s strength had increased quite rapidly over the past few years. Given his origins, he owed a lot to Elder Shun’s painstaking guidance.

Of course, none of the sixteen kingdom alliance geniuses lacked talent. Rather, they lacked someone to show them the ropes, as well as an environment and resources to grow with.

When Chu Xinghan had found a new master in Elder Shun, the elder had helped him rebuild his constitution and meridians. He wasn’t much different from a Myriad Abyss genius now. That was why he had reached peak great emperor in the first place.

It would have been almost impossible for him to get to his current level otherwise. Even if he had, he would’ve spent more than ten times the time to do so.

“Elder Shun… his cultivation was crippled by the house.” Huang’er sighed softly. She was saddened whenever she mentioned this. The elder’s suffering had largely been due to her.

“Don’t worry.” Jiang Chen smiled. “Elder Shun is doing well now. Last time I visited House Yan, I brought him to the Eternal Sacred Land to help him recover. He should be as good as new in a few years – better than ever, in fact.”

“Really?” Chu Xinghan was delighted. “Master is alright, then?”

“I would say so, yes,” Jiang Chen nodded.

Tears welled up in Chu Xinghan’s eyes. Though he’d been considered a genius in the Purple Sun Sect, he had not been happy there. His travels with Elder Shun had been filled with much more joy in comparison. The elder had given him many things: tutelage, guidance, and care.

He had felt a paternal warmth during his time with the old man. From that time forth, he treated the elder as his own grandfather. He had cultivated like mad the past few years so that he might rescue his master one day.

Alas, this wish had always been limited by his cultivation.

Thus, he was very excited to hear that his master had already been freed.

Once Chu Xinghan recovered himself, he and Jiang Chen exchanged stories of their respective histories. The young man had heard a great deal about Jiang Chen’s exploits elsewhere, but his status as a wandering cultivator had prevented him from picking up on too much. Most importantly, he had lain low all this time in an effort to stay hidden.

His master had told him upon their departure to be careful. If House Yan found him, he wouldn’t be able to escape.

His indignant outburst had only been due to the Blue Eagle Guard’s contempt. Without Jiang Chen, he would’ve died here.

Their reminiscences elicited a wave of thoughtful sighs. From start to finish, Chu Xinghan didn’t ask after the Purple Sun Sect one bit. He was wise enough to know that it was too small to have survived the calamity.

He didn’t feel much for its destruction, anyway. Any lingering affection had long disappeared.

After all, he had almost died at the hands of his peers. Without Jiang Chen there to save him, he would be long buried.

“Brother Chu, we’re going back to Eternal Divine Nation tomorrow. Come with us. Elder Shun will be very happy to see you again.”

“Of course! I feel the same way,” Chu Xinghan replied elatedly.

Indeed, his heart had already flown there when he heard that Elder Shun had regained his freedom.

“Brother Jiang, why not leave right now? I heard that there have been some changes around here in Bluesmoke. They seem to have found a new backer. Some say they’ve been motioning to create a new divine nation here, one to rival the Ten!”

“What did you say? A divine nation, here on Bluesmoke?” Jiang Chen frowned. “Does Bluesmoke have the strength and resources?”

He knew better than anyone where the Ten Divine Nations had come from. They’d inherited heritages from the ancient demon-sealing war. Having always been a second rate faction, was Bluesmoke daydreaming when it made a claim like this?

His brows remained furrowed when he thought of the implications of this.

“Maybe this is a smokescreen?” Huang’er laughed. “We know of their mediocrity firsthand.”

Jiang Chen did not agree. “The times are different. Myriad Abyss—no, Divine Abyss in general—is in the midst of chaos. Drastic changes are taking place all over. It’s hard to say that that isn’t the case here.”

Huang’er nodded a little at his analysis. Her encounter with the imperial family a few years ago had reflected their inability back then, but things could definitely be different now.
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Looting with Abandon


If Bluesmoke really hadn’t seen any changes whatsoever, why would the Blue Eagle Guard have been so overbearing? They’d always been rather high-handed, but not nearly to the same degree.

Jiang Chen sank into some reflection at the unexpected news.

He wasn’t going to just leave though. He was no coward. Furthermore, he didn’t believe that this would be the end of it.

Yes, he’d taught a painful lesson to the Blue Eagle Guard. He’d even captured Commander Yan. However, he had a few things to ask Sister Liu, the manager of the large ancient jade store.

He suspected that he’d been sold out. The Blue Eagle Guard had come to this inn precisely because of his ancient jade. This entire elaborate show was the result of their greed. Why else would they go to so much trouble just to arrest a criminal?

Laying in ambush outside the inn would give them a much better chance of catching someone!

After a bit more thought, it was definitely blatantly obvious. By now, it was almost daybreak.

“Brother Chu,” Jiang Chen declared, “I’m not the type of guy to leave right now. I’ll only do so after everything is appropriately dealt with here. Come with us. Don’t be afraid.”

Chu Xinghan had witnessed Jiang Chen’s abilities with nothing short of awe, and finding out that this was in fact an old acquaintance had doubled it. There was no reason for the young man to refuse.

No more Blue Eagle Guards came. The inn wasn’t brave enough to confront him either, and the wandering cultivators were content enough to leave him alone.

Jiang Chen and company left only when the sun was high in the sky.

When they came to the store he’d visited yesterday though, it wasn’t yet open. Jiang Chen snickered. He could afford to wait.

After a bit more than an hour, all the other surrounding stores had opened for business. This one was the only of its fellows that remained resolutely closed.

“Hmph. Trying to hide from me?” Jiang Chen sneered. He was even more sure that the person he was looking for had a guilty conscience. At this point, he could dispense with courtesy.

Walking up to the door, he pushed at the air with both hands. The restrictions blocking entrance disintegrated like paper and glue; utterly destroyed within a moment. There was nothing to stop him from entering forcibly.

The neighboring stores peeked their heads out at the violent gesture. This store was one of the largest stores in Miracle City, and did a lot of business everywhere. In fact, it often stole customers from its competitors

As wealth often drew ire, staff from neighboring stores watched the show with some schadenfreude instead of offering any help. It seemed that the victim of the apparent robbery in progress had made too many enemies with its arrogance.

To have it burned down or smashed to smithereens would be the best thing in the world. Then, all its business would trickle away to the other stores. There was a ton of profit to be made here!

Shoving past the door, Jiang Chen picked up a chair and sat down in the very center of the store.

A few ordinary associates ducked out fearfully from the corners. Jiang Chen knew there were people inside in the first place. He snickered as he looked them up and down. “What? You don’t have the courage to open your doors today?”

The employees collectively paled. They glanced at Jiang Chen as if he was the grim reaper. In particular, they avoided making any eye contact whatsoever, almost as if they were worried that he would eat them alive.

“Tell me, where is your Sister Liu?” Jiang Chen stated callously.

“Sister Liu… she has business elsewhere. She left overnight and won’t be back anytime soon,” an employee stuttered out.

“Really?” Jiang Chen’s smile was scornful. “And here I am waiting for an explanation. So she’s decided to hide, has she?”

“No, no, you misunderstand, dear customer. Sister Liu was getting the stones together, but something urgent came up that needed her. Unfortunately, we have to give up buying your ancient jade.” The employee who answered was nervous, but remarkably kept up the lie.

Jiang Chen wasn’t going to believe such hogwash. “Maybe a three-year-old would believe you.” He chuckled. “Here, I’ll give you thirty minutes. If she doesn’t show up in that time, you can’t blame me for taking a few… less-than-friendly measures.”

The staff member felt his heart pound. “Honored customer, I’m telling the truth with every word. Sister Liu really can’t come back so quickly. Please have mercy on us.”

“Are you sure she won’t be able to come back within thirty minutes?”

“Definitely not,” the employee stated readily.

Jiang Chen chuckled again. A strange grin crept over his face. “So you don’t want to give me a proper answer then. Well… allow me!”

He quickly poked his fingers at all the employees around him. They were instantly incapacitated. Jiang Chen began to rob the store blind. He put all the jade he could see into storage.

“Ole Gold, send out your children and harvest anything you can find. All of the hidden vaults and traps, both above and below ground. Leave nothing uncovered!”

The Goldbiter Rats were quickly mobilized like a swarm of locusts.

Robbery hadn’t been Jiang Chen’s original intention. If Sister Liu had given him an explanation, even a false one, he wouldn’t have been able to do much without evidence to the contrary.

However, if she was hiding from him, that was another matter. Clearly, she was being shamelessly dishonest. Since that was the case, there was no reason for him to hold back.

There was no doubt as to the Goldbiter Rats’ efficiency. As befitting of one of the largest shops in Miracle City, the amount of jade and spirit stones in its stores dazzled even Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen unceremoniously pocketed everything, and took out a portion of the ancient jade to give it to the hardworking rats.

“Ole Gold, you and your brethren should take this jade as your rightful reward. Eat up!”

The employees had been incapacitated, but were still quite lucid. Wanting to weep from the loss, they saw firsthand how quickly the shop was cleaned out.

Even the hidden compartments and areas that they hadn’t known about were depleted. Seeing the large amounts of wealth and fortune being looted, the employees knew that this place was done for!

The ones watching the show from outside were mildly worried that they would be plundered as well.

But that didn’t occur. The expert meting out punishment was very principled in his refusal to harm innocents.
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Interrogating Commander Yan


Jiang Chen was quick. In less than half an hour, he’d made a clean sweep of the shop.

Chu Xinghan’s jaw dropped as he witnessed the process from start to finish. He’d never known how great it felt to do whatever you wanted in the martial dao world.

Jiang Chen naturally didn’t linger after raiding the shop. He boarded Starfate and prepared to leave.

Commander Yan had witnessed Jiang Chen’s actions as a captive. He widened his eyes and glared at Jiang Chen after getting into the airboat, his gaze blazing with fury.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “Looks can’t kill no matter how hard you stare at me, Commander Yan. I’m not afraid of killing you. You’re only alive because I don’t want to kill you yet. Watch yourself. I may just change my mind because of the way you’re looking at me.”

“Then kill me,” Commander Yan croaked. “I’m not afraid of you.”

Jiang Chen shrugged. “I don’t need you to be. You’re free to keep angering me. Perhaps I’ll grant you your wish right now.”

Commander Yan may have spoken like a martyr, but in reality, he still dreaded that Jiang Chen might kill him. He was hale and strong, at the peak of his life. He was a ninth level empyrean and recently acquired a strong backer.

He was just about to achieve great things in Bluesmoke. And yet, he’d met his downfall in this unassuming inn. He couldn’t make peace with it. He didn’t want to die yet!

Silence stretched on. The commander let out a long breath and said pensively, “You’re good and you’re not a nobody. If I’m going to lose, I can do a lot worse than losing to you. I don’t fear death, but may I first get some answers?”

Jiang Chen smiled slightly. “What do you want to know?”

“I want to know who you are so that I may accept my defeat.”

Yan Qingsang, who’d been drinking with Jiang Chen, scoffed and piped up. “The Bluesmoke Isles sure are foolish. Which do you think is more powerful, Bluesmoke or House Xiahou from Eternal Divine Nation? How about the rebels of Martial Divine Nation?”

Yan Qingsang greatly admired Jiang Chen. Ever since meeting Jiang Chen, his life had gone only uphill. He was both grateful and impressed with his brother-in-law.

Although he’d disapproved of the two being together at first, when the entire house had been against the idea, he was the first to give in and support Jiang Chen.

Therefore, he felt entitled to half of the credit for what Jiang Chen had achieved.

His decision to follow his brother-in-law had proven to be wise. Jiang Chen was the reason why he’d ascended to empyrean, and why he kept breaking through.

He couldn’t list out all the ways Jiang Chen had helped him.

Commander Yan paused and, as if realizing something, disbelief shot forth from his eyes. He stared at Jiang Chen and stammered, “You… you’re the successor of the Eternal Sacred Land, young lord Jiang Chen?”

Jiang Chen didn’t answer the question, but instead considered Commander Yan carefully with an impossibly deep gaze. It was as if he was trying to dissect the commander with his eyes.

Commander Yan shuddered under the scrutiny and averted his eyes, not willing to meet it.

On one hand, he’d seen how powerful Jiang Chen’s eye technique was.

On the other, he felt exposed when their eyes did meet. It was as if the young man could see through everything and penetrate all of his secrets.

“This is a serious matter, Commander Yan. If you want to live, answer my questions honestly. You may lie and try to trick me, but at the risk of your own life.” Jiang Chen smiled like they were simply talking about the weather.

Commander Yan tensed. This was the real trial.

“I hear that the Bluesmoke Isles has acquired a powerful backer and is planning on establishing a divine nation. I’m curious, who is this mysterious ally of yours?”

Jiang Chen’s blunt words cut right to the chase. The look in Commander Yan’s eyes shifted. Jiang Chen’s God’s Eye penetrated and locked on the commander’s consciousness, making it impossible for him to come up with a lie.

Commander Yan closed his eyes in deep thought, or possibly not wanting to answer at all.

Jiang Chen didn’t push. In a mild tone, he remarked, “If I don’t get an answer in ten breaths of time, it’ll be the end of your life.”

His words were threatening, but his expression free of aggression, which further sent a shudder down the commander’s spine. He opened his eyes.

“Is that really necessary, young lord Jiang Chen?” muttered Commander Yan.

“Seven,” Jiang Chen calmly said.

Commander Yan’s face contorted painfully, like he was having a fight with himself mentally.

“Four,” continued Jiang Chen.

“Fine, fine,” muttered Commander Yan. “I lose. Whatever you want to know, I’ll tell you. I don’t know who Bluesmoke’s backer is, but according to His Majesty, it’s a divine cultivator, and not just any divine cultivator.”

“Divine realm?” Jiang Chen frowned. “How can there be one with the limited foundations in Bluesmoke?”

“I was doubtful as well, but from what His Majesty told me, the divine realm senior is indeed from Bluesmoke. He escaped the Boundless Prison not too long ago.”

“The Boundless Prison?” Jiang Chen’s attention was piqued. Huang’er too, turned her focus to the commander.

“Are you sure he said the Boundless Prison?” The young lord sought confirmation.

Commander Yan shook his head. “I’m not sure, that’s what His Majesty himself said.”

The Boundless Prison!

“It can’t be!” Huang’er shook her head. “It’s a dimension prison with an unbreakable seal. One can go in, but it’s next to impossible to get out. Throughout the long history of Myriad Abyss, very few have actually fled from the prison.”

“Very few,” said Commander Yan, “but not no one.”

“Have you met the divine expert yet?” asked Jiang Chen.

“No,” Commander Yan said without hesitation. “The senior refuses to meet with anyone but His Majesty. However, I can say for sure that the senior does exist. I’ve felt his terrifying power before!”

“How terrifying?” Jiang Chen asked faintly.

“I’m not well-versed enough to describe it, but the senior must have ascended to divinity some time ago.”
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Declaring Fealty


Commander Yan was a rather important individual in Bluesmoke. Though he led only the Blue Eagle Guard, those more influential than him around these parts could be counted on with one hand.

If even he couldn’t give much information about this divine senior, then the individual was mysterious indeed.

According to the commander, the god had only come to Bluesmoke in the last half year. That was roughly when Jiang Chen had returned to the human domain as well.

Thus, the young lord had no impression of these events. If he was in Myriad Abyss, surely he would’ve heard of a divine expert who’d escaped from the Boundless Prison.

“I’ve been to Miracle City more than once before. Though you were domineering in the past, you’ve never been so blatantly abusive before. Tell me, is your newfound behavior related to this divine expert? Do you feel that his backing allows you to do whatever you wish?”

It would be laughable if that was the case. Even the most churlish of upstarts wouldn’t be so foolish.

Miracle City had a ton of people going to and fro all the time. Just about anyone from anywhere could pass through without much notice—visitors from the Ten Divine Nations included.

This kind of loud, reckless modus operandi only painted a target on Bluesmoke’s own head.

Commander Yan looked somewhat sad and upset. Jiang Chen’s question cut deeply into him.

“What, you’re brave enough to do the deed but not to own up to it?” Jiang Chen sneered.

Ruefulness filled the commander’s eyes. “Keeping the truth from you wouldn’t do me any good. The divine expert demanded all this of us. After he came to Bluesmoke, the emperor has listened to his every word. The expert said that to create a divine nation, a tremendous amount of wealth is needed. Accumulating it by ordinary means is nearly impossible.”

“Is that why you resorted to such underhanded methods to amass wealth?” Jiang Chen snickered.

“Ah, we know that this is the same as killing the golden goose for its eggs as well. Alas, the divine expert’s instructions cannot be disobeyed. The emperor doesn’t have the courage to defy him.”

“Do you?” Jiang Chen smiled coolly.

Commander Yan froze, then smiled with some self-deprecation. “No.” He shook his head. Saying this, he immediately glanced in a challenging fashion at Jiang Chen. “Do you?”

Jiang Chen curled his lips. “Do you think that you’re representative of the entire world?”

Commander Yan sighed. “You don’t understand. A divine senior’s strength isn’t something that empyrean cultivators can stand against. A god’s will cannot be opposed.”

“Tch!” Yan Qingsang spat with disdain. “Are you supposed to do anything a divine expert tells you to do? A real man should do what is right, even if it costs him his life to do it. You’re no saint, Yan. Don’t pretend like you’re innocent.”

The commander cast an icy glare at the other youth. “And who the hell are you?! I lost to young lord Jiang Chen, but I don’t see how any of that relates to you. What right do you have to make these claims?”

Yan Qingsang flared up with anger. He instinctively wanted to walk forward to beat the captive commander, but a little thought revealed that the man was right.

He didn’t have the right to shame someone who’d lost at Jiang Chen’s hands. That didn’t prevent him from huffing though. “Yes, you can ignore my words if you like. However, I’d just like to state that Jiang Chen here is a stark counterexample. House Xiahou and the Martial Divine Nation rebels both had divine experts. The young lord fought them without fear anyway.”

“Hmph. Those are big, unsubstantiated words.” The commander was clearly doubtful.

“Tsk, tsk. Are you still in denial?” Yan Qingsang was furious. “Jiang Chen’s loyal companion, the senior Vermilion Bird, is also a god. A sacred beast god… isn’t that stronger than any senior you might’ve seen?”

“The Vermilion Bird is a god?” Commander Yan was stunned. Hadn’t rumors circulated that the sacred fowl was only a demigod before?

Were the reports wrong?

If that was the case, Jiang Chen certainly didn’t need to fear other gods. A sacred beast naturally had a fighting advantage against humans. Having nothing to say, he wilted rather than press his nonexistent point.

After a long while, he worked up the courage to look at Jiang Chen once more. “Young lord, how do you mean to deal with me?”

Jiang Chen smiled easily. “How would you like me to? If you can’t bring yourself to part ways with Bluesmoke, suicide is an open option. I won’t stop you.”

Commander Yan had no viable response.

“Just tell me if you want me to die, young lord Jiang Chen.” He decided on a shameless approach instead.

“I haven’t decided yet. I obviously can’t just release you, unless Bluesmoke is willing to pay up. Considering that we’re already enemies, I doubt that’ll happen.” Jiang Chen seemed to be talking to himself.

Commander Yan utterly despaired when he heard this. Any ideas he had of going back were crushed.

“Even if I did release you though, do you think your emperor would still trust you the same way he did before? Without your elites, do you think he’ll need you like he did before?” Jiang Chen suddenly asked, feigning curiosity.

The commander paused once more to reflect on this. He found it difficult to answer. The emperor always favored new allies and subordinates that were more useful to him. In fact, he was currently acting solely on the advice of the divine expert.

The commander had been an appropriate thug before, so there’d been good reason for the emperor to care about him. But now, he had lost imperial family face as well as all of his elite forces.

If he went back by himself, whether the emperor still wanted him around was a real question. Disregarding the possibility of punishment, it wasn’t likely he’d be placed in a position of any importance either.

“Never mind that. Let’s decide on things later when I go back to Eternal Divine Nation.” Jiang Chen didn’t want to think too much right now. “Three or five years locked up will do you some good.”

Commander Yan sweated bullets from his forehead. “Young lord Jiang Chen, you might as well kill me instead!”

“So you want to die still?” Jiang Chen blinked.

The commander was very upset. He couldn’t settle on one or the other that was in any way favorable to him. Suddenly, an idea came to him.

“Young lord, I think I am reasonably useful as an individual. Since I can’t go back to Bluesmoke, I’d like to make myself useful under your leadership.”


76


Sudden Bad Tidings


Commander Yan was a smart man. He’d considered all options and realized that he didn’t have any other choices. Returning to Bluesmoke was a no-go. Even if Jiang Chen let him go, would the royal family place their trust in him like before?

Of course not!

So then should he choose a valiant death?

Absolutely not. While that might sound like a noble and righteous idea, Commander Yan wasn’t a young man anymore. It wasn’t in his blood to be a martyr. The thought of surrendering his life had never even crossed his mind.

That was, unless Jiang Chen was determined to kill him, then he could do nothing but face death.

Since that didn’t seem to be the case, Commander Yan wasn’t going to single-mindedly choose death. The idea of pledging himself to Jiang Chen struck him suddenly, and he followed through on that impulse.

In fact, Jiang Chen had purposefully kept his attitude vague to give the commander an opportunity. It’d be ideal if the commander decided to surrender. If not, he wouldn’t push it.

Thus, he wasn’t exactly ecstatic by Commander Yan’s unprompted forfeit.

He looked at the commander meaningfully and asked with a smile, “Are you sure you didn’t make that decision because that’s the only way for you to survive?”

Commander Yan shook his head and responded with great conviction, “I‘m sure.”

“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” asked Jiang Chen.

“It’s simple. Firstly, I can’t go back to the Bluesmoke Isles. Even if I do, I won’t be able to maintain my prior status and privilege. Secondly, my ambition was to win glory by contributing to Bluesmoke’s establishment as a divine nation and make a name for myself. But I can obtain that immediately by surrendering to you, young lord. Thirdly, I’m not ready to die yet. It would be a worthless death.”

He’d made his points clear, but Jiang Chen wasn’t convinced yet.

“You’ve got a silver tongue,” the young lord said with a smile. “However, if you’re swearing fealty to me, you have to abide by my rules. Lu Che and his companions from Warmspring chose to follow me after their defeats as well, but they serve me as slave followers. What of you?”

Commander Yan paused. A slave?

Anger boiled in his heart. He almost blurted out that he’d sooner face death than to take such humiliation, but he managed to stop himself.

He had a feeling that Jiang Chen wouldn’t hesitate to kill him if he made such a remark. However, it was very much beneath himself to be a slave.

His hesitation grated on Yan Qingsang’s nerves.

“Remember your place, Yan! Do you think you have any right to negotiate?” Yan Qingsang snapped. “Haven’t you been serving the divine senior like a slave as well? What sets you apart from his puppets? Jiang Chen has found success in his youth. He will ascend to divinity sooner or later. If you become his servant, you’ll be one day serving a god. Countless demigods yearned for the opportunity to receive guidance from a divine being. You’ve been offered the privilege, and yet you hesitate?”

Those should’ve been Jiang Chen’s lines, but Yan Qingsang had delivered it more effectively for him.

It was undeniably tempting. Commander Yan’s mental defenses fell apart despite his hesitance. One couldn’t fight their fate. His pride didn’t allow him to be a slave, but saying no would undoubtedly lead to his death.

Moreover, what Yan Qingsang said made sense. Given the trajectory of Jiang Chen’s life so far, the young man was bound to ascend to divinity. It’d be possible then for the commander to receive guidance and help as Jiang Chen’s servant.

The last of his hesitation melted away.

“I’m willing to be your servant, young lord Jiang Chen,” Commander Yan asserted immediately after making up his mind.

Jiang Chen wasn’t at all excited about it, far from it, in fact. His only reaction was a faint smile. “Good, you’ve made the smart decision. I hope you’ll do as you’ve said and fully honor your choice. One day, you’ll realize that this was the best decision you’ve ever made.”

Commander Yan paused. He couldn’t picture that future, but the young lord was certainly confident.

After a few days, Starfate entered Eternal Divine Nation.

Jiang Chen and Huang’er were both eager to return. Huang’er especially, could think of nothing but House Yan after hearing the news about the Boundless Prison.

The Eternal Sacred Land was still rebuilding and rejoiced when they heard of Jiang Chen’s return. They hadn’t heard from him since he left for the Martial Sacred Land.

Everyone considered Jiang Chen the leading figure of the sacred land’s younger generation and the hope of their future. Naturally, they all cared greatly about him.

The sacred forefather wasn’t in the sacred land, but the first prime and Venerated Elder Ziju were.

After some brief chitchat, Jiang Chen eagerly asked about House Yan.

The first prime was hesitant. “Elder Ziju, Jiang Chen has just returned from a long journey. You should help him recover from the fatigue of travel. This seat has a lot of business to attend to. Please excuse me.”

Her avoidance enlightened Jiang Chen that something bad had happened to House Yan.

As he predicted, once the first prime had left, Ziju Min sighed. “Try to remain calm. House Yan… all of House Yan has been massacred.”

“What?!” Jiang Chen shot to his feet. “When?!”

“Not long after you left for the Martial Sacred Land. You’d probably just eliminated the rebels by then. I haven’t mapped out the exact timeline.”

Jiang Chen’s mind had gone blank, but Ziju Min’s words triggered something in his mind.

“Right after the Martial Sacred Land’s rebellion ended?”

“Yes.” Ziju Min nodded. “About that time.”

“If that’s the case, is Elder Yan Wanjun alright?” Jiang Chen didn’t really care much about the other members of House Yan, but Yan Wanjun was Huang’er’s grandfather.

“Yan Wanjun? He’s here in the sacred land with Elder Shun, but he’s not in a good place emotionally right now. I don’t know if he’s heartbroken about what happened to House Yan or something else.”

Jiang Chen felt a little better after hearing that Yan Wanjun was safe. That left him with one question: What had exactly happened to House Yan?

Meeting Jiang Chen’s questioning gaze, Ziju Min shook his head with a wry smile. “We didn’t exterminate House Yan. Neither have any of the factions in Eternal Divine Nation. Rumor has it that House Yan offended a powerful cultivator escaping from the Boundless Prison. That’s why...”

Again, the Boundless Prison was involved!
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The Fall of House Yan


Fortunately, Huang’er and Yan Qingsang were staying in Jiang Chen’s residence at the moment and weren’t here to hear what Ziju Min had said. Otherwise, Huang’er might not have been able to come to terms with the development.

Thank heavens that her grandfather was safe.

But that didn’t make Jiang Chen feel much better. For Huang’er, the family she cared about the most were her parents, who were still in the Boundless Prison.

Noting Jiang Chen’s silence, Ziju Min knew that the young man was affected by the news.

After a long pause, Jiang Chen took in a deep breath and asked, “Did the sacred land not realize at all when House Yan was destroyed?”

He might not like House Yan, but that was still Huang’er’s family. It was infuriating to have them destroyed right under the sacred land’s nose. It had happened while he was away to help the Martial Sacred Land. The Eternal Sacred Land was partially to blame for not paying enough attention.

Of course, this wasn’t a good time to point fingers.

Ziju Min sighed. “It all happened very suddenly. The forefather wasn’t in the sacred land at that time. When news came that House Yan had been destroyed, the first prime personally led a team to investigate. They arrived to find House Yan already in ruins with no survivors.”

“Any bodies?” asked Jiang Chen.

Ziju Min sighed, his eyes pitying. “Almost none that are intact.”

“Then how do you know the perpetrator is an escapee from the Boundless Prison?” Jiang Chen questioned.

“Rumors and some of the findings from our own investigation.” Ziju Min couldn’t give him a full answer.

Jiang Chen was on friendly terms with Ziju Min so didn’t push the elder too hard. Besides, the perpetrator must have hidden his tracks well when he annihilated House Yan. It was only natural that the sacred land hadn’t reacted in time.

Eternal Divine Nation had just been through a large scale rebellion. Restoration was in order. The sacred land had trouble taking care of its own business, let alone others’.

Jiang Chen asked a few more questions, but the elder didn’t seem to know much about the details. Jiang Chen sat with him for a while before excusing himself.

As soon as he stepped into his residence, Huang’er and Yan Qingsang came up to him.

“Brother Chen, are we going back to House Yan now?”

Jiang Chen’s heart ached when he saw her eager expression. He struggled to find the right words.

Huang’er was clever enough to note his hesitant look. She paused. “Has something happened, Brother Chen?”

Jiang Chen took in a deep breath. “I’ll take you to your grandfather and Elder Shun first, Huang’er.”

Elder Shun had settled down in a residence in the sacred land. Hua Ming, the disciple Jiang Chen had taken in back in Bluesmoke, was there as well.

His response cemented Huang’er’s suspicion. A hint of sadness tinted her expression. “Brother Chen, is there no news about my parents yet?”

Jiang Chen looked back at her grimly. “Huang’er, Qingsang, something terrible has happened to House Yan.”

“What is it?” asked a blank Yan Qingsang.

“I’m sorry. House Yan… House Yan has been exterminated.” Jiang Chen wasn’t going to keep them in the dark. He couldn’t even if he wanted to.

“What?” Yan Qingsang paled. Huang’er staggered backwards.

“Don’t worry,” Jiang Chen hurried out. “Elder Wanjun is safe. Elder Shun, too.”

“What about my father?” Yan Qingsang blurted out.

“Your father? He wasn’t in the House Yan home base. He should be fine.”

Yan Qingsang’s father had long lost his place in House Yan’s headquarters due to his limited talent and cultivation. He’d established his own branch of the family elsewhere. What happened to House Yan wouldn’t have happened to the subsidiary branches.

There were too many of them to eliminate.

Yan Qingsang and Huang’er calmed down a little once they heard that their closest family was safe.

“Who did it? Any idea?”

Jiang Chen shook his head. “According to the sacred land, it was an expert who escaped from the Boundless Prison. However, this is an unusual situation and there’s no concrete proof yet. We need to find Elder Wanjun first and hear him out.”

Neither Huang’er nor Yan Qingsang were that close to House Yan, but its fall still hit them hard. Fortunately, those they truly cared about were safe.

The massacre had a serious impact on Yan Wanjun. When Jiang Chen saw the elder, he’d aged visibly, and there was a heavy air around him.

Jiang Chen knew Yan Wanjun had a different relationship with House Yan. At his age, he’d been through a lot more with the family. Its destruction therefore hit him a lot harder and scarred deeper.

As for Elder Shun, he was simply one of Yan Wanjun’s aides. He wasn’t as attached to House Yan as Yan Wanjun was.

Moreover, the cruelty House Yan had shown him had greatly diluted whatever love he had for the family. He was still affected by its destruction, but he seemed a lot better than Elder Wanjun.

Seeing his grandson and granddaughter put a slight smile on Yan Wanjun’s face.

“Elder Wanjun, fate has mercifully left Huang’er and young master Qingsang alone,” Elder Shun said comfortingly. “Your bloodline remains intact. There’s a spark of hope. House Yan will rise again one day.”

Yan Wanjun sighed deeply. “I’ve done so much and sacrificed so much for the family, but I ended up being exiled. Upon my return, I don’t even have a family to go back to. They’re all dead. I don’t know who I should take my anger out on. I blamed the patriarch for being petty and unreliable, but he died with the house. I can blame him no more. I simply want to know who the perpetrator is. I need to get to the bottom of this senseless tragedy. Who murdered my clan, and for what?”

“Elder Wanjun, we’ll get to the bottom of this,” Jiang Chen assured. “It’s rare for a family to be cruelly massacred for no reason even in the martial dao world.”

Jiang Chen had made many enemies since the start of his journey, but he hadn’t exterminated a family clan before. One should only focus on those who had wronged him. It wasn’t right to target an entire family.

“Grandfather, have you… heard anything about my parents?“ Huang’er couldn’t help but ask.

She cared more about her parents than House Yan. Since the murderer had something to do with the Boundless Prison, she couldn’t stop herself from worrying.

“Nothing yet. The family was trying to rescue your parents, but when I returned, they were already wiped out.”

Yan Wanjun was befuddled as well. How did House Yan anger an expert escaping from the Boundless Prison? Was it because of their plan to rescue Huang’er’s parents?
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Inklings of Clues


“Elder Wanjun, have you explored the ruins of House Yan?” asked Jiang Chen.

“I have, but didn’t find any clues or hints of note.” Yan Wanjun sighed dejectedly.

“Let’s go investigate a bit more,” Jiang Chen said to Huang’er. “We might make new discoveries.”

“Alright!” Huang’er naturally wouldn’t be opposed to the idea.

“I’ll come as well.” Yan Qingsang volunteered.

“And I.” Yan Wanjun had gone several times himself without much gain, but he believed that Jiang Chen might be able to find something. After all, this youth was a regular maker of miracles.

Jiang Chen and company departed the sacred land. They arrived at House Yan’s ruins in no time at all.

From a distance, the site looked rather desolate. Weeds had already begun to grow in between the broken stones. Clearly, it had been completely abandoned by the passage of time.

Gazing at it from a distance, Jiang Chen felt a mixture of emotions well up within him. House Yan had been a first rate faction in Eternal Divine Nation once upon a time. Its estate had been as luxurious as any top-rank sect.

All of that opulence was no more, cast aside into the wind.

Sadness filled Yan Wanjun’s heart once more upon revisiting the old family site. Elder Shun followed closely behind him. Though the elder was pleased to be reunited with his old disciple, this happiness was dampened by the bleak sights all about them.

Chu Xinghan didn’t feel much for House Yan. In his memory, its only role was the culprit responsible for taking his master Elder Shun away from him. Because of this, he had seen it as his foremost enemy. Still, his emotions were affected by the solemnity around him.

Everyone remained silent as they trudged along in the ruins.

Though Huang’er remained impassive at first, the skeletal remains everywhere grieved her. These people had been alive only a year or two ago.

Yes, House Yan had strong-armed her into many things, but there had also been some kind and sympathetic individuals within the family.

Yan Qingsang gnashed his teeth, cursing all the while. He was incalculably furious. Despite his frustrations with his house, he was nevertheless despondent after its destruction. Suddenly, his footsteps stopped in front of one of the skeletons. He bent down and retrieved a pendant.

“This was Brother Zhenhuai’s. So him, too…” His voice was extremely mournful. Yan Zhenhuai had been the only one among House Yan’s younger generation whom he’d respected.

They had been on reasonably decent relations, a stark contrast to Yan Jinnan and his cronies, who harassed him at any opportunity. Thus, he respected and appreciated the deceased as an honorable rarity among his kinsmen.

The pendant had been hanging off of the skeleton’s neck, which meant that the young genius hadn’t escaped the massacre either. Yan Qingsang was greatly saddened by this.

Jiang Chen had had a reasonably good impression of the youth too. He became mildly melancholic when demise was confirmed.

Circling the ruins again and again, he furrowed his brow more and more as time went on. After his thoughts came to a head, he returned to the outskirts of the estate and carefully inspected a few specific details.

“Elder Wanjun.” He looked toward Yan Wanjun seriously. “Have you noticed?”

“What should I have noticed?” the old man asked in a low voice.

“The entire estate was once sealed off by a powerful restriction. There are traces of it still. It’s possible that only a few were responsible for this bloodbath.”

“Oh?” Yan Wanjun had far less expertise in formations. “How many were there, do you think?”

“Four or five, no more than that. Only four got their hands dirty, the fifth seems to have been their superior. He barely did any of the work.” Jiang Chen noted his finds.

“How did you manage to see all that?” Elder Shun was rather incredulous. To be able to glean so much information from so little was nothing short of miraculous—but then again, the young man before him was a regular with miracles.

Honestly, they’d scrutinized these parts themselves as well, but too much time had passed for them to pick up on anything useful. Yet here Jiang Chen was, firmly insisting that there had been no more than five perpetrators.

Both old men were astonished at this.

“The method of murder and the skeletal evidence shows four killers for the most part. There was another one who was probably giving orders, that would explain how rarely he acted himself.”

Though only bones were strewn about, Jiang Chen could nevertheless tell a great deal.

“Are there any other things you recognize? Their origins or identities, perhaps?”

Jiang Chen shook his head, laughing helplessly to himself inside. Expecting those things to remain after such a long time was absolutely impossible. Sure, using residual auras to trace the butchers would’ve been doable immediately after the fact, but it had been far too long since then. Any clues had long disappeared. Unless those responsible had left any especially glaring flaws, it was largely an impossible task.

Huang’er couldn’t bear to see the dead strewn about. “Grandpa,” she said quietly, “shall we bury these bodies so they can rest in peace?”

At the end of the day, they’d once been her kinsman. She was kind enough to treat those who had passed with dignity, even those who’d once been responsible for persecuting her and her parents. She didn’t want their remains to lay strewn out beneath the sun like this.

“Indeed, they should have been allowed to rest long ago,” Yan Wanjun declared woodenly. “I’ve only refrained from returning them to the earth because I wanted Jiang Chen to investigate the scene for himself.”

Jiang Chen thought about it for a second. He’d seen pretty much all there was to see.

“Let’s get to it, then.” He nodded.

“Should we pick a different place?” Yan Qingsang asked.

“No. Now that House Yan is no more, allow these ghosts to melt into the site of their former home. Even the hall of ancestors has been destroyed. Let them rest with the souls of our forebears.” Yan Wanjun sounded incredibly sorrowful.

For the sake of efficiency, the group moved to work right away.

Something suddenly flickered in Jiang Chen’s consciousness. He pointed a keen eye into a patch of empty space. “Who’s there? Show yourself!”

He placed Huang’er behind himself as he did so, his gaze wary.
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Four Mysterious Cloaked Men


Jiang Chen’s reaction gave the others pause. They quickly realized what his words meant and clustered in his direction in response.

“Are you sure there’s someone there, Jiang Chen?” Yan Wanjun asked in a low voice.

The young man responded with silence and a deadly glare towards an empty patch of space. His certainty was quite obvious in his actions.

Sinister laughter sounded from the void.

“Pretty sharp kid. I was rather well-hidden, but you noticed me anyway, eh?” Someone slowly stepped out from the source of the laughter, causing a number of ripples in the dimensional fabric. He wore a brown cloak, but his face was as indistinct as the starry night sky. His actual appearance was completely concealed.

The aura alone of this new challenger was incredibly intimidating. Jiang Chen instinctively assigned grand origins to him. He was at least a demigod, if not a god proper.

The man stood in the air with an insubstantiality that made him seem only half-there.

Jiang Chen’s Evil Golden Eye fired an aureate spark that sped through the air like an arrow.

“Haha, trying to use an ocular skill on me, pal?” The mysterious man shook his head. There was a luminous crest before his face, blocking Jiang Chen’s optical ray. The two energies collided in a burst of light before dissipating.

Such a splendid exchange captivated Elder Shun and Chu Xinghan. They admired Jiang Chen’s skills even more for it.

“Who are you?” Jiang Chen was a little taken aback. His Evil Golden Eye was a commonly used method of his, and it rarely failed to deliver.

Even if he couldn’t petrify someone with a single hit, he could at least stun their consciousness, momentarily dazing them. Incredibly, this mysterious man in a mysterious cloak had countered his attack! This was a definite first.

Jiang Chen was hardly discouraged though. His ocular strike had been a test, rather than a full-on assault.

“Haha, who do you think I am?” The man in the cloak had a voice as cold as iron. It was forbidding to hear.

“You must’ve taken part in the massacre of House Yan!” Jiang Chen shot back frostily.

“Heh, that’s not hard to guess.” The cloaked man made no effort to deny the accusation.

“You’ve been hidden here all this time?” Yan Wanjun blurted out in surprise.

The cloaked man laughed softly. “Indeed. I’ve pretty much been here the entire time. Old Man Yan, you came here a few times, but you never suspected a thing. A venerated elder of House Yan? Not much to look at, at the end of the day.”

Yan Wanjun was ninth level empyrean realm. It was incredibly shameful for him to be derided as worthless.

“Why… why did you not kill me as well?” he demanded with some exasperation. “You dared slay the entirety of House Yan, so why did you falter here?”

Despite his sadness, he found this rather odd.

“To do so would be as easy as breathing. You come from House Yan yourself, so it would only make sense… is that what you think?” The cloaked man chuckled. “However, I have my reasons.”

“You’d better give your reasons for killing so many,” Jiang Chen stated coldly. “Otherwise, you can forget about leaving today. Call out your companions too.”

The man in the brown cloak blinked. “Oh? You think I have friends here?”

“Three more of you,” Jiang Chen shot back, “but I don’t think you’re the lot in charge. Where is your master?”

The man in brown was amazed. Jiang Chen had pointed out many more details than he’d expected. “Interesting, interesting,” he roared with laughter. “I didn’t expect House Yan to have someone as clever as you. It deserved destruction, but it’s not totally worthless at all. Brothers, come forth!”

Three more appeared in the air as his words sounded. They wore cloaks and disguises as well, though in different colors than the brown-cloaked man. One wore crimson, one wore azure, and the last, silver.

They bore different auras as well, enough to distinguish them at a single glance. Regardless of that difference, their cultivation levels were similar to each other.

Jiang Chen supposed that all four were demigods. Four of them appearing all at once was rather astonishing.

Any faction in Myriad Abyss would find it difficult to produce that number at the drop of a hat. Even the ten sacred lands couldn’t accomplish such a feat. Moreover, these four had a master!

It was a very good conjecture that the quartet before him and their missing master were the ones that’d been responsible for the massacre.

“Boss, is this kid from House Yan?” The bluecloak spoke up.

The browncloak, who seemed to be first among his company, smiled. “If I might hazard a guess, this kid is House Yan’s son-in-law… the young lord of the Eternal Sacred Land.”

Jiang Chen braced himself. These enemies were better informed than he thought. They knew the affairs of Eternal Divine Nation well.

“Oh? Then he’s…”

“Shut up!” Browncloak quickly put a stop to a possible information leak.

Realizing his error, the bluecloak coughed with some embarrassment before quieting down. He wasn’t angry about his comrade’s rebuke in the slightest.

Jiang Chen was rather curious where these strange cloaked men came from. Their ambiguous secrecy was intriguing.

Yan Wanjun, on the other hand, flared with fury. He glared hateful daggers at the four, ready to pounce recklessly at any moment.

“Calm yourself, Elder Wanjun. None of these four are ordinary cultivators. I reckon they’re all demigods, in fact.” The young man hastily messaged his friend’s grandfather upon seeing the latter’s impulsiveness.

Though Yan Wanjun didn’t become any less angry, he did feel his mind clear a little. Carelessness against four demigods would only mean defeat for him.

To put it bluntly, he would be more of a liability. If he made a mistake here, he would lose both grandson and granddaughter. There had to be a reason these four hadn’t struck him down already, and he needed to find out why.

Cupping his fists, Jiang Chen asked once more. “If you know my identity as well as Elder Wanjun’s, you should be noteworthy individuals in your own right. In light of that, House Yan wouldn’t dare anger you gentlemen. Why have you exterminated the house, pray tell?”
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An Agreement of Ten Moves


Destroying House Yan obviously didn’t weigh on the four cloaked men’s minds. In their eyes, their superior power over the house justified their deeds.

They weren’t fazed at all by Jiang Chen’s demand for an explanation.

The one cloaked in brown smiled slightly. “Of course we have our reasons. If you were in the same boat as House Yan, we would’ve taken care of you as well. You’re lucky though. Our master decided to spare you.”

Jiang Chen frowned. The man’s tone made it clear that he was used to being in charge. Even knowing that Jiang Chen was the heir to the Eternal Sacred Land didn’t change his attitude. These people must have quite an important background.

However, Jiang Chen was also a proud man. The more forceful the other was, the less cooperative he would be.

His gaze turned frosty as he riposted in a frigid tone, “I don’t know who your master is, but we’ll determine our own fate. We don’t need your fake mercy.”

“Oh?” The brown-cloaked man’s voice sharpened. The air went thick and still with tension.

Yan Wanjun and the others felt their hearts race.

“Jiang Chen, should we ask for the sacred land’s help?” Yan Qingsang asked quietly.

Jiang Chen didn’t answer. He looked over the brown-cloaked man and his companions. “You may be used to giving out orders, but let me tell you something: Not everyone is going to dance to your tune, and not everyone is easy prey for you.”

“Tsk tsk, kid. I heard you contributed to the resolution of the Eternal Sacred Land’s uprising, but as far as we know, it was all due to luck and a few tricks you pulled. Do you think we’re anything like the idiotic rebels in your nation?”

“I don’t care who you are. You four aren’t entitled to talk to me like you’re better.” Jiang Chen scoffed, his tone casual.

The four cloaked men exchanged a glance and huffed. They’d killed many people to get to this point. There was a lot of blood on their hands. They felt nothing after killing everyone in House Yan. In fact, they never felt anything when they took a life. Their minds remained strong and unwavering.

They wouldn’t have been civil with Jiang Chen if not for their master’s order.

So he was the successor of the sacred land. Big deal. They still wouldn’t hesitate to kill him. The Eternal Sacred Land was nothing in their eyes. The venerated forefather was the only one who could even pose a threat to them.

And their master wasn’t any inferior to the forefather.

It only made sense that they would consider themselves superior and act accordingly. However, they didn’t expect Jiang Chen to refuse to cooperate. They now felt the urge to kill the young man.

“Our master told us to spare you, kid, but it’ll be unwise of you to abuse that privilege and strut around before us.” The brown-cloaked man’s expression darkened. “I’ll have to teach you a lesson even if my master is going to punish me.”

Jiang Chen smiled slightly. “Are you going to come at me together, or one by one?”

“All of us against the five of you?” The cloaked man snorted derisively. “You don’t deserve such treatment.”

Bluecloak seemed to remember something at this time. He messaged browncloak, who nodded and also responded silently.

Jiang Chen didn’t know what they were talking about, but he could tell it was something important. He also noticed them glancing over his shoulders a few times during their conversation.

They were subconsciously looking at Huang’er.

He wasn’t sure if he was mistaken, but it made him thirst for their blood. Targeting Huang’er was the quickest way to make Jiang Chen their enemy.

If they’d massacred House Yan for a good reason, Jiang Chen might not fight them to the death. However, Huang’er was the one thing most precious to him. Anyone who dared lay a hand on her must die!

Nonetheless, Jiang Chen could tell they didn’t desire Huang’er the way a man would a woman. Unfortunately, there wasn’t enough time for him to pursue that thought further.

Brown cloak leveled Jiang Chen with a cold stare.

“There was a young man from House Yan who was as arrogant as you. I think his name is Yan Zhenhuai. However, he was too weak to back up his arrogance, so he’s now a pile of dust. I hope you won’t let me down and will have something to back up your attitude.

“I won’t be a bully. If you can survive five exchanges with me in a duel, I’ll forgive your trespassing today. If you can’t, it’ll serve a boastful fool like you right to die at my hands.”

Jiang Chen smiled slightly. “If we’re going to fight, why should we limit ourselves to only a few exchanges?”

“What do you mean?” Browncloak paused. He didn’t expect the young man to be dissatisfied with his offer.

“We should let our strength speak for ourselves even if it takes hundreds or thousands of exchanges of blows. Don’t you feel embarrassed for boasting before we even start fighting? What if you fail to defeat me after a few hundred moves? Won’t that be the apex of shame?”

Browncloak burst into laughter. “A few hundred? Kid, if you can survive ten moves from me, I’ll gladly let you have my head!”

Jiang Chen had thoroughly angered the man.

Which was exactly what he was trying to do. He’d fought demigods before, even before he ascended to sixth level empyrean. Moreover, he’d exchanged blows with the man earlier with his Evil Golden Eye.

Even if he couldn’t defeat the demigod cultivator, he was sure he’d be able to protect himself.

The man’s promise to give him his head gave Jiang Chen the upper hand. He asked gravely, “Do you mean that?”

Browncloak raged. “Of course I did.”

Jiang Chen scoffed. “I don’t want you to go back on your words.”

“You way overestimate yourself, kid. How are you going to make me regret my words?”

“I can’t force you to honor your words when it comes down to life or death. I don’t want your head. Instead, tell me who you are if I can survive ten attacks from you.”

Jiang Chen changed the terms of the game. The man had three companions. If he was defeated, they weren’t going to just let him kill their comrade, especially since browncloak seemed to be the leader of the group.


81


A Vortex of the Earth


Jiang Chen had fought demigods before and had a solid understanding about their level of power.

With his current cultivation, it would be difficult for him to defeat one or even fight head-on, but he was confident he’d be able to play the game and at least remain undefeated.

He was quite different from who he’d been when he’d left. Having ascended to sixth level empyrean and acquired the heritage from the fourth and fifth palaces, both his martial dao and equipment had progressed substantially.

If he could break through to the seventh level, he would be able to go toe-to-toe with a demigod.

He thought back to previous battles with demigods such as Forefathers Goldenbell and Yuchi. At the time, the Vermilion Bird had been the main force. This time though, he had taken matters into his own hands.

He smiled slightly when brown cloak fell silent. “What’s wrong? Are you more afraid of exposing your identity than of death?”

The man scoffed. “Afraid? I’m just wondering how much of a fool you must be to negotiate with me.”

Jiang Chen was growing impatient. “Cut the nonsense. Just tell me if you have the guts to take the deal.”

Browncloak laughed derisively and declared in a haughty tone, “You’ll get what you want if you can survive ten attacks from me. Come on then, boy.”

Jiang Chen smiled slightly and threw his companions a determined look.

Huang’er gently tugged on his elbow, the look in her eyes concerned.

Jiang Chen patted the back of her hand. “Don’t worry. I’ve met my fair share of demigods.”

Huang’er knew it was unlikely for him to change his mind once he’d made a decision. She reminded him, “Be careful. Don’t get carried away by the fight or take unnecessary risks.”

She was worried, but she knew that with the Vermilion Bird’s protection, Jiang Chen wouldn’t be in dire danger even if he did end up losing.

Jiang Chen silently told the bird, “Brother Vermilion, Brother Long, maintain the formation and don’t worry about me. Protect Huang’er and the others.”

With that, he walked out of the formation and flew towards an open space.

“It’s sacrilegious to fight on top of the ruins of House Yan,” said Jiang Chen. “Why don’t we move to another location, gentlemen?”

Browncloak snorted derisively. “Unnecessary.”

The man had made his apathy known, so Jiang Chen didn’t push things. He nodded. “So be it then.”

Browncloak didn’t seem to take Jiang Chen seriously at all. He smiled faintly. “Why don’t I let you attack me three times first?”

Jiang Chen scoffed. “I feel embarrassed for you and your immature taunting. Make your move. Show me ten of your most powerful tricks. Don’t regret not trying your best afterwards. I have nothing but contempt for those who justify their mistakes with excuses. That’s the sign of a coward.”

“Hmph, I don’t need to use my most powerful move to kill you.” With that, browncloak lifted a hand and slammed it at the ground.

An enormous vortex appeared and swirled towards Jiang Chen with tremendous speed, its impetus so powerful that it seemed the sky would fall in and the earth crumble. The ground before Jiang Chen was quickly churned into the vortex.

Jiang Chen recognized it as an attack of the earth element. It was essentially an earth vortex.

Regular cultivators might fail to get out of the way in time and be sucked into the vortex, but earth element attacks posed no threat to him. His Earth Bodhisattva Orb was a powerful item of the element. Refining it made him almost invincible to earth attacks.

This tremendously powerful attack was just a trifling detail to him. The orb enabled him to stay rooted to the ground, completely unbothered, as the earth shook and trembled.

To onlookers, the vortex seemed to swallow Jiang Chen in an instant. Waves of dust and earth measuring hundreds of meters cascaded upon the area. He disappeared into them like a small ship vanishing into the boundless ocean. There seemed no hope for his survival.

“Ah!” The sight shook Huang’er and Yan Qingsang to the core. Huang’er was especially affected and her heart sank. It felt as if the rug had been pulled out beneath her feet. Her legs went weak and she almost collapsed.

Elder Shun caught her in time and reassured her in a gentle voice, “Don’t worry, Huang’er. He wouldn’t be Jiang Chen if he was defeated so easily.”

That said, the elder wasn’t actually feeling that confident. He had trouble keeping track of battles at such a level.

Although he was an empyrean cultivator, the cloaked man was obviously at least a demigod, which put the fight at a level higher than his observation capabilities.

The brown-cloaked man smirked derisively and shook his head when he saw Jiang Chen disappear into the vortex, muttering, “Another young man who’s full of himself. The genius of the sacred land is nothing but a product of the times. He has nothing to back his reputation up. How laughable for him to puff himself up like that.”

He was quite confident in his technique. One had to dodge the vortex for a chance at survival. Once caught, all the sand and earth would envelope the victim and tear them to pieces.

Originally, the brown-cloaked man had been worried about disobeying his master’s will, but Jiang Chen had lost too easily. A young man who didn’t deserve his fame didn’t deserve his mercy either. Even if his master blamed him, the punishment wouldn’t be severe.

The other three cloaked men shook their heads. They’d thought the successor of the sacred land would have something to back up his boastful claims. They didn’t expect their companion to kill the young man with only one move.

Apparently they’d quite overestimated the young man. They exchanged mocking glances.

At this time, the immensely strong swirl at the center of the vortex gradually died down, with the dust and smoke around it being sucked in as well.

Something was off.

Browncloak knew his technique well. The vortex would die down after a while, but not like this.

Doubt flickered in his eyes.
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A Natural Bane


The more bizarre was to come.

While everyone’s attention was drawn to the vortex, it weakened and dissipated even faster, the dust surrounding it sucked in and dispersing completely.

In only a few breaths of time, all of the sand and dirt around it had disappeared. The air had quieted down. There was no vortex. No nothing.

Jiang Chen stood out like a sore thumb. His clothes were in pristine condition. Even his hair was as neat as it’d ever been. It was as if he’d merely stood there, waiting for a moment, unfazed by whatever had happened around him.

What the...

Browncloak couldn’t believe his eyes. Neither could his three companions.

What was going on? Even if the young man had narrowly survived the earth vortex, it should’ve at least left some marks on him. Nothing could be more humiliating to the brown-cloaked man.

Yan Wanjun and the others brightened up. Huang’er was especially delighted. Gloom lifted from her face and her caring heart returned to its place.

Elder Shun couldn’t contain his excitement. “I knew he’d be fine! There hasn’t been a battle Jiang Chen went into that he didn’t win!”

Yan Qingsang shook his fist and exclaimed vehemently, “That’s right. No one in Myriad Abyss can defeat him!”

Jiang Chen looked at the brown-cloaked man with a faint smile. “Those who don’t know the truth might suspect you of going easy on me.”

That was the most insulting thing he could’ve delivered. Browncloak’s breath hitched, his face flushing. If not for the cloak hiding his face, everyone would’ve seen how twisted his expression was at the moment.

Fury boiled in his heart. Now he was truly angry!

However, he had to admit he’d underestimated the young man and the fight. Jiang Chen was much more difficult to deal with than expected.

“Nine more moves. You’d better have a good think about what you’re going to do.” The more composed Jiang Chen’s smile was, the heavier the blow to browncloak’s ego. The young lord was acting like this wasn’t a fight, but a friendly sparring session!

“I have to admit you aren’t completely incompetent and that there’s a little something to you, kid, but that was just a warm-up.”

Of course he wasn’t going to admit that his first move was one of his most powerful techniques. He had to play it down to save face.

Jiang Chen snorted. “You’d better have finished warming up in ten moves.”

“I’ll show you what purgatory is with my second, boy!” Browncloak was fed up with Jiang Chen’s attitude.

He had already planned out the order of the ten techniques he was going to use, but that plan was now out the window. He was going to teach the young man a painful lesson with an ultimate move, preferably making the young man regret his life in three attacks.

Despite Jiang Chen’s taunts, the young lord was concentrating fully on the battle. He was in no place to take his enemy lightly. He wasn’t any better than the cloaked man.

It had been only by chance that he’d been able to use the powerful Earth Bodhisattva Orb to easily dispel the first attack, and it was also the reason why he was so calm. He could tell that the cloaked man specialized in the earth element.

If the subsequent attacks were all with the same element as well, Jiang Chen was confident he’d be able to take them on with ease. He’d wait and see when the man realized the crux of the problem.

An earth specialist wouldn’t be able to reach the same level of power with attacks of other elements, which would make things easier for Jiang Chen.

From the way browncloak spoke through gritted teeth, Jiang Chen speculated that the next move would be one of the man’s best.

That was precisely what he wanted. He wanted to see how powerful the man’s most vaunted techniques were.

Browncloak made a series of hand seals as he chanted. From his palm emerged a series of strange glyphs. They multiplied and leapt into the air like sentient beings. The symbols populated the air and morphed into a black hand. Every finger seemed as heavy as a mountain, its presence threatening enough to topple the sky.

“Five fingers form mountains, the road to hell opens. Take him!”

Five fingers forming mountains!

Wisps of black restrictions radiated from the hand, looking like black lightning encircling Jiang Chen. The restrictions sparked and popped with ear-piercing intensity. The fingers loomed over the young man and slammed down.

Jiang Chen tilted his head up at the sky. All he could see was the enormous hand as the mountainous fingers slowly descended on him.

He remained composed. Not a change flickered over his expression. The mountainous fingers were still of the earth element, which meant they wouldn’t pose any challenge to him as long as he had the orb.

The earth vortex was meant to churn the enemy to pieces, while the mountainous fingers were meant to crush the foe. Naturally, the latter was more dramatic, fierce, and intimidating.

The black restrictions were a cage, preventing foe from escaping. Before the hand even landed, its powerful presence alone was enough to break tendons and bones, or even destroy one’s will.

Its power exceeded the limits of one’s imagination.

The technique made use of kinetic energy, gravity, and terrifying restrictions. It appeared to be simple, but was in truth complicated.

Nonetheless, it made no difference to Jiang Chen. At the heart of things, it was an earth element attack.

The Earth Bodhisattva Orb was the source of all things earth. It radiated a powerful dissolving and absorbing power, resonating with the mountainous fingers and drawing away their energy. In no time, the terrifying might of the attack dissipated, exposing the black hand for what it was.

The five fingers slowly fell apart with everyone bearing witness.

Slam!

It shattered the way it attacked, powerfully and mightily, but the sight made its cultivator despair.

This can’t be! The brown-cloaked man stared at it in disbelief.

Yet reality was thus cruel.

In only a few breaths of time, the mountainous fingers had collapsed completely. Browncloak could scarcely believe his eyes, and his three companions were just as shocked.

They knew how powerful browncloak and his techniques were. Even if they were the one fighting their leader, they’d have a hard time dealing with his attacks. However, the young man seemed to be the natural bane of those techniques!


83


An Ultimate, Signature Move


The browncloak’s attacks proved his prowess as a demigod.

Even Yan Wanjun clucked his tongue when he witnessed the ferocity of the man’s attacks. He himself probably wouldn’t have endured the two attacks if he were the one taking them on. He would be severely injured, if not outright dead.

Elder Shun admired Jiang Chen’s skills even more so. “Xinghan, do you see that?” he muttered to his disciple. “Jiang Chen is your goal on the path of martial dao.”

Chu Xinghan was dazzled by what he saw. If he wasn’t both standing at a respectable distance and being shielded by Elder Shun, he would’ve been swept into the fallout. His below-empyrean cultivation was a bit too low for that.

He had seen Jiang Chen’s remarkable combat ability since tagging along. When Jiang Chen had fought Commander Yan of Bluesmoke’s Blue Eagle Guard, the latter’s ninth level empyrean level had been helpless before the young lord. That already gave a good grasp of his old acquaintance’s true capabilities.

Still, he was shaken nonetheless. The man Jiang Chen was taking on right now wasn’t just ninth level empyrean—he was a demigod, just a step away from being a full blown god!

Three or four Commander Yans added together wouldn’t necessarily be able to best the browncloak, but Jiang Chen answered with an air of ease. He was no longer describable with merely the term ‘genius’.

When he’d first seen Jiang Chen in the Eastern Kingdom, Chu Xinghan had been second disciple under Master Shuiyue, a superb genius in his own right.

At that time, his cultivation had been sufficient to steamroll Jiang Chen. If Elder Shun hadn’t intervened by forcing him back, Jiang Chen would’ve been completely powerless to stand against him.

Perhaps that’d been the only chance for Chu Xinghan to defeat Jiang Chen at any point in his life. After that, Jiang Chen had advanced with astonishing rapidity, moving from Eastern to thriving in Skylaurel. There, he’d obtained an opportunity to test himself among the sixteen kingdom alliance’s four great sects.

Like a dark horse, he cut cleanly into the competition, defying expectations by slaying all in his path. Even Long Juxue, who’d had an azure phoenix constitution, had been dispatched in his warpath.

At that time, Chu Xinghan had already fallen far behind.

It was during that occasion that he’d been injured and abandoned by his sect as well. Jiang Chen had saved him. After that, he became Elder Shun’s pupil and enjoyed the ensuing opportunities that came with his newfound status.

Meeting Elder Shun had changed his life in more ways than one. Compared to his former peers, he was the best off by a long shot. Compared to Jiang Chen though, there was still a noticeable, massive gap between them.

Chu Xinghan wasn’t jealous. He knew that the young lord’s accomplishments hadn’t come from a single day of work. In fact, Jiang Chen’s success drove and motivated him.

Even with the former’s lowly origins, he had nevertheless managed to come this far. There was no reason for Chu Xinghan not to work hard so that he might do the same!

The battle raged on.

The furious browncloak was completely riled up. Two successive powerful blows still hadn’t made a dent in Jiang Chen’s defenses; the result cracked his mentality.

Though the tempo of his assault had increased as a result, their actual effect was lacking compared to his five fingers mountain from earlier. Most importantly, earth-attribute abilities were completely ineffective against the Earth Bodhisattva Orb’s bearer.

Browncloak landed seven swift blows with an incredibly fluid motion.

Jiang Chen didn’t bother to mount a counterattack. Instead, he faced them head on. His defense was all the more remarkable for it—and mocking, to their originator.

“Impossible! Is this kid immortal? Even if another demigod were to take my attacks, he would be seriously injured or outright killed! And yet, he barely dodged. Wasn’t he in the center of my attacks all along? Why is he completely fine? Can he… can he be hiding his true strength?”

The possibility made him tremble. He began to carefully scrutinize Jiang Chen once more. The young man didn’t look like an old monster in disguise as his looks and actual age aligned. But it was difficult to imagine someone so young to be strong enough to need to hide his strength.

This put the browncloak at an impasse. He had three moves left. If he couldn’t deal with his opponent in that time, he would be declared the loser.

It wasn’t particularly shameful to not win in the first ten attacks.

The shameful part was that he’d made the promise so casually. He’d been so confident of his victory. To fail after exhibiting such impudence was utterly scathing.

The browncloak had never felt so ashamed before.

Jiang Chen meanwhile, remained as cool as ever.

“Three attacks left. Take your time and work up your strength. I don’t want you to say that I didn’t give you a chance to do your best,” he joked.

The ease with which he spoke was a kind of psychological interference.

Browncloak was still trying to figure out a method that could negate the young man before him. He had plenty in his arsenal, but most had been tried just now during the seven consecutive strikes. The field test had shown their limited effectiveness.

“Boss, why not use the new move that master has taught you?” reminded one of his companions.

The browncloak was inspired. He’d had the same idea, but the new move was tremendously powerful—so much so that he had wanted to save it for last.

If he used it ahead of time, the two moves he would have left afterwards would be wasted.

In that moment, he was rather hesitant.

“What’s the difference between you using it now and later, man? What’re you waiting around for?” the bluecloak transmitted again.

His companion had a point, the browncloak realized. He might not even have the chance to use it later. The resolution forced him to become serious. It was decided, then!

This would be his ultimate attack. Either it worked, or he failed outright. It was that simple. If the young man could withstand this attack, the older man would have to forfeit according to their agreement.
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The Ultimate Showdown


Opposite the browncloak, Jiang Chen could feel the tangible difference in his opponent. His powerful consciousness allowed him to detect that his opponent was charging up for his strongest move.

Doesn’t he have three moves left? Is he using his best one ahead of schedule?

The young man didn’t dare underestimate his enemy. He was facing down a demigod, not an ordinary cultivator. He didn’t have the right to take someone this strong lightly.

Jiang Chen focused his mind a hundred and twenty percent. Tempered body, Bewitching Lotus, magnetic mountain, Earth Bodhisattva Orb, and the new golden bell—all available was brought to bear.

In fact, he also temporarily brought a few formation disks to life as well, reinforcing them with a few suspended runes. He was only a beginner at the last art. Having obtained its details from Old Pill Rune, he had learnt it to a certain degree, though without major success.

In a fight like this though, he needed to use whatever he had. Each and every additional ward would be useful.

He didn’t slouch in the area of offense either. When necessary, a good offense could substitute for defense. The Holy Dragon Bow and Taiji Pisces Swords were potent weapons of murder. Complimenting them was the Heavenly Chalice Sword Formation, just as lethal in its own ways.

The browncloak noticed Jiang Chen’s changes. “I hope you really savor this next one, kid!” he cackled. He knew that Jiang Chen had prepared every way that he could for his final strike.

They had a mutual understanding. However, browncloak was already snickering to himself internally. If his opponent was focused on the physical side of things, he had pretty much already lost.

His strongest attack was potent both physically and mentally. Its essence lay in using the robust physical portion as a smokescreen to land a sneak attack on the consciousness. Of course, if that in itself was enough, then all the better.

But if it came down to the mental portion, he could instantly crush his opponent’s awareness once it was successful. As that was a cultivator’s most vital weakness, a victim had no chance of survival after being struck.

Browncloak made a series of hand seals. Within moments, tendrils of black mist gathered all around him. They spewed and gushed in constant mystery.

He swept the hem of his garment across the ground, placing down a small black flag there. He did so multiple times in succession, dropping them all about the surrounding terrain.

At a glance, the flags looked utterly chaotic and randomly placed. However, when the black mist spread over them, the area the flags covered took on a more sinister aura.

In the next moment, a bone-chilling wind from hell itself froze the air around them.

Jiang Chen found that the ground under him was visibly frosting over. It didn’t seem quite like an ice attribute ability though.

Not panicking for an instant, he used his God’s Eye to pierce the hazy curtain. It allowed its user to see through every veil, whether darkness, maze, or mist that hindered his vision.

Thus, the shape outlined by the little black flags beneath the dark mist was brought sharply into view.

It was a great demonic beast.

A lumbering hulk rose out of the ground, slowly getting to its feet. It was a pitch-black, demonic monster, colossal and ferocious. Its limbs rippled with powerful muscles.

“Prepare to die, kid!” A bigger black flag suddenly appeared in browncloak’s hands. He pointed it toward Jiang Chen, who felt his consciousness waver.

In the next moment, the muscled monster charged toward him.

The sheer momentum and savagery of the monster tipped Jiang Chen off to its toughness. Harrumphing, he uttered an incantation that directed the Bewitching Lotus of Ice and Fire’s myriad of tentacles to intercept it.

Within an instant, thousands upon thousands of vines entangled the monster in their coils.

The beast was particularly vicious and brutal. An ordinary monster would be unable to move a single inch once ensnared, but a single roaring flex of its extremities caused the vines right against its skin to rip and tear.

Thankfully, the lotus had strong regenerative abilities. Though it was continually damaged, its vines and tendrils nevertheless swarmed ceaselessly upon the monster.

Jiang Chen knew that it could not be allowed much more range of motion. Otherwise, the monster would break free of all the vines upon it. He activated his magnetic golden mountain, sending magnetic storms hurtling in the monster’s direction.

The storms weren’t especially damaging, but they would interrupt and hinder their target’s movements. An opponent that was enfeebled this way would be unable to gather their strength or find their combat rhythm.

He didn’t stop there either. The best counter to this monster was his golden bell. It had gained in strength with every fight he brought it to, and he’d continuously tapped into the ancient energies within. Its offensive and restrictive abilities had both been considerably increased.

The bell flew forth with glorious humming. Aureate light flared from every inch of its surface, seemingly weakening the demonic beast. In fact, the monster was already trembling a little.

Though it still struggled violently, it did so with much less frequency and strength.

A strange smile curled at the browncloak’s mouth.

He waved the flag in his hands, pointing it at Jiang Chen several times again.

Jiang Chen felt a series of disturbances in his consciousness again. Immediately after, the chain seal there agitated with resistance!
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Utter Despair


The chain seal had protected Jiang Chen’s consciousness more than once. Since he started pursuing dao, many enemies had tried to destroy his mind. However, they’d all failed because of the seal. It had safeguarded Jiang Chen from outside forces every time and dispelled the attacks.

It was his last line of defense, and the one that was the strongest and most deeply concealed. His other techniques were visible once used, but not the chain seal. It could only be detected if someone invaded his consciousness.

The flag. Jiang Chen immediately noticed that the real eccentricity wasn’t the beast, but the flag in the man’s hand.

On the surface, the flag seemed to be what was directing the beast, but it was more likely a weapon that attacked the mind. Perhaps it was a treasure that could absorb one’s soul.

It dawned on him what the enemy was planning.

What a sly fox. The beast is a smokescreen. If my consciousness wasn’t as sensitive and my observation skills not as keen, I’d be in big trouble.

Once he was aware of the real threat, the defense of his chain seal became stronger.

No matter how browncloak brandished the flag and adjusted his moves, the mental attack failed to penetrate Jiang Chen’s consciousness, leaving only slight ripples in its wake.

If Jiang Chen’s consciousness was a vast ocean, the attack was akin to casting a pebble into the boundless water. It might leave a trace on the surface, but it’d never create a wave, let alone a tsunami.

Hmph, so he is good at something. Anyone else would likely fall victim to the unpredictable attack.

Jiang Chen was still reeling from the last move. The chain seal had saved him again. If not for the seal, he didn’t know how many times he would’ve suffered at the hands of his enemies.

It further hardened his resolve to fully understand it.

Browncloak was highly agitated. He’d tapped into the full power of the technique. No matter how he adjusted the flag, the invisible attacks on the soul failed to even shake the young man’s consciousness.

Impossible! Is this kid even human? Just a wave of the flag can destroy a soul. Seven waves means that he should’ve been annihilated without a doubt. Unless his consciousness is more powerful than mine and has an instinctive defense mechanism, his mind should’ve collapsed without warning… why is this happening??

Browncloak was reaching his limit and beginning to doubt the principles of life.

Jiang Chen could feel his agitation. The more agitated his enemy was, the more forceful he became. Emitting dragon roars, he stared at the beast trapped by the golden bell and raised the Holy Dragon Bow.

“This is the end for your demonic beast!”

The arrow was loosed as soon as he finished talking.

Caught by the bell, the beast was as good as a practice target. The Holy Dragon Bow possessed a domineering strength, and it was even more powerful after Jiang Chen’s breakthroughs.

Wham!

A blinding aureate ray sank into the beast.

Its body seemed to crack in the next moment. From the cracks, countless beams of golden light shot out.

Boom!

Golden light burst out of the beast’s body.

Jiang Chen took a closer look at the remains. Instead of flesh and blood, there was a pile of torn, black cloth. The beast was a creation of the black flag’s secret art rather than a real creature.

Recoil from the destruction of the beast snapped onto browncloak. It slammed into his consciousness and made his head ring. His blood boiled violently, and he almost fell to the ground.

The dark energy surrounding the flag faded somewhat.

Jiang Chen cackled. “You’ve been the one attacking. Now let me show you what I’ve got!”

With a flourish of a hand seal, the Heavenly Chalice Sword Formation split the air. Numerous swords rained down on browncloak like meteorites.

His eyes wide, browncloak made the flag disappear with a wave. Settling into a stance with his hands, his cloak spread to cover his entire body. It morphed into armor, reflecting blinding light and providing full protection for its user.

The flying swords hit the brown armor with ear-piercing collisions, but was unable to penetrate the defense. They returned to Jiang Chen after their failure. It would seem that the Heavenly Chalice Sword Formation wasn’t enough to break through the cloak.

Jiang Chen clucked his tongue curiously. “What a powerful cloak.”

He shifted his gaze to the other cloaked men. So all four of the cloaks are impenetrable armor sets rather than regular clothing? He rather admired the four men’s master by now. With subordinates as mighty as they were, the master must be even more so.

When his counterattack failed to score any hits, Jiang Chen did the honorable thing and halted his actions. He looked at the man with a supercilious smile.

“Two more moves,” Jiang Chen reminded leisurely.

Complicated emotions washed over browncloak. If not for the cloak covering his face, others would have seen how stunned he was.

The last attack had been his most powerful and was stronger than all his other techniques. Yet the young man remained wholly unscathed. This was despair-inducing!

He’d met his fair share of mighty foes. Only a god could possess such defensive power.

Browncloak’s shoulders slumped dejectedly. Could Jiang Chen be a god? Was the young man hiding his real power?

He knew it couldn’t be true, but the young man’s quasi-divine level defenses made him helpless.

Two more moves. Was there a need to continue? His hopes had just been snuffed out. It’d be a pointless struggle to try anything else. At this point, he couldn’t possibly keep shamelessly pressing on.

He exchanged a glance with his companions, silently telling them that he’d done his best. They weren’t any less shocked than he was.

That last attack was something they could all do, but none of them had mastered it to browncloak’s level. If even he couldn’t hurt the young man, there was nothing they could do to defeat him.
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The Truth Comes Out


“Ah, never mind. We agreed to ten, but I’ve spent most of my life’s skill on eight. Your name is Jiang Chen, hmm?” Browncloak sounded tired and dejected, but there was a rare note of admiration there as well.

“So we’re done fighting?” Jiang Chen chuckled.

“Yes.” Browncloak was still rather upset. “What do you want to know about?”

He was thankful that they hadn’t put their lives on the line. Divulging his origins was much easier to accomplish than giving up his life.

Laughing, Jiang Chen turned to the three other cloaked individuals. “You have no objections either, I trust?”

“I’m number one among them. What I say, goes,” browncloak stated coolly.

“Alright, then. Tell me where you’re from and the reason for your brutality towards House Yan. If you don’t have sufficient reason for committing all of this bloodshed, you will be held accountable for your crimes.”

“Hold us accountable?” The browncloak harrumphed. “That’s easy enough. If you have the strength to, feel free to kill us. Alas, I daresay even the forefather of your sacred land wouldn’t have the courage to do so. No expert would want to anger our master.”

“Is that supposed to count as an answer?” Jiang Chen shot back icily.

The man in the brown cloak chuckled. “Our original identities aren’t important anymore. Lost to history, as it were. I suppose you can call us the Four Experts of Nature now. I am First Wind.”

First Wind?

That was definitely a nickname rather than a real name.

Jiang Chen frowned. “Why are you fobbing me off with this?”

“Not at all.” The browncloak shook his head. “We are only known by one identity now: servants of the master. I am First Wind, this is Second Flower, Third Snow, and Fourth Moon.”

“Who is your master? What enmity do you have with House Yan?” This was what Jiang Chen wanted to know the most.

First Wind sneered. “Are you sure you want to know? Then I’ll tell you. The master never intended to hide all this for long. The truth has to be revealed someday.”

Jiang Chen quietly waited for the forthcoming information. Yan Wanjun and the others sobered up; they were more anxious for the answer than he.

“Well, then?” the young man declared with some impassivity.

“The master’s surname is An.” When First Wind mentioned his master, there was an unmistakable worship in his voice. Whoever this mysterious master was, the browncloak was wholly devoted to him.

“So what? What hero or sage bears that surname?” Jiang Chen asked with some confusion.

First Wind snickered coldly. His gaze shot to Yan Wanjun. “You’ve become senile in your old age, old man. Or perhaps you are just as cold-blooded as your kinsman. There was no value lost in their deaths.”

Yan Wanjun was enraged. “Bullshit! What does this have to do with House Yan?”

“What does that have to do with House Yan?” First Wind laughed long and harsh. “Your heart really is as hard as stone. Did your son not tell you that your daughter-in-law’s surname is An as well?”

As soon as this was said, Yan Wanjun convulsed. It was as if he’d been paralyzed by some mysterious force. He was frozen to his spot.

Huang’er also seemed to have realized something. Her body shook, and deep care radiated from her clear eyes. Hearing this instantly complicated her emotions. It was the first time she’d heard anything substantial about her mother.

If the master of these four cloaks shared her surname, did that mean…?

The answer was easy enough to guess now. Jiang Chen had already come up with several possibilities.

First Wind’s tone was even as he continued. “At seventy-two years of age, our master already exerted virtual supremacy in Myriad Abyss. He was one of the best geniuses among all wandering cultivators. Alas, his great talent drew the envy of others.

“An expert of some sacred land threw him into the Boundless Prison in a fit of anger. Because he was locked away, he didn’t know that the woman he loved ended up bearing him a daughter. Not long after, she died of grief and sorrow. That babe inherited her father’s martial dao talent as well as a token designating her heritage. When she grew up, she met your House Yan’s Yan Qianfan…”

Yan Qianfan was Yan Wanjun’s younger son. In other words, he was Huang’er’s father.

The truth was finally out.

The muscles on Yan Wanjun’s wrinkled face spasmed. The hatred in his heart began to crumble. He finally understood why he had not been killed on his previous excursions here.

These people were more than capable of slaying him, and certainly willing enough. However, his ambiguous status as Yan Qianfan’s father meant that he and their master were related by the marriage of their children.

The old man’s animosity slowly turned to chagrin. He remembered when his son, Yan Qianfan, had brought back his pretty, rather independent dao partner.

The entirety of House Yan had exploded at the time. No one had wanted to listen to Yan Qianfan’s explanation, nor had they wanted to know what kind of woman he’d chosen to marry.

Instead, they panicked when they thought of House Xiahou. Yan Qianfan’s dao partner meant breaking his betrothal to a daughter of that house.

His original betrothed cast the Hundred Generations Curse on the then pregnant Lady An, and the unlucky couple was thrown into the Boundless Prison as soon as Huang’er was born.

Yan Wanjun had used every ounce of his strength and influence to preserve Huang’er, but not without agreeing to House Xiahou’s shameful terms. He also failed to protect even his son, not to mention his daughter-in-law.

These memories of the past washed away his ire. The master of these four cloaks was his son’s father-in-law. Considering his daughter’s suffering, why would he not take revenge when he finally could?

Yan Wanjun would do the very same.

Jiang Chen found it difficult to say anything as well. Sometimes, it was hard to sort out who the righteous party was when it came to karma.

If the master of these four cloaked men was Huang’er’s maternal grandfather, it was perfectly justified for him to seek justice for his daughter.

In the same way, it was understandable for Yan Wanjun and Yan Qingsang to fight back in the name of vengeance.

It was difficult to find a conclusion to any cycle of bloodshed.

“You said you wanted revenge, Yan Wanjun, but I don’t understand who you want revenge from. Why didn’t you say anything when your son underwent such anguish? What about your daughter-in-law and your granddaughter?” First Wind was as derisive as could be. “If my master didn’t refrain for his daughter, son-in-law, and granddaughter’s sake, death would be your just deserts as well!”
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News of Parents


Jiang Chen finally understood the points of confusion he’d had before.

These people hadn’t been merciful in the slightest during the massacre on House Yan. They had only spared Yan Wanjun because of a rather unexpected connection.

The atmosphere became somewhat awkward.

Revenge of any sort was obviously out of the question now. Yan Wanjun wasn’t capable of such a thing, but even if he was, it was hard to judge whether the response was appropriate.

Huang’er felt rather mixed emotions when she found out that her maternal grandfather had been responsible for House Yan’s slaughter. She didn’t know what to feel toward the house in the first place, since it had oppressed rather than cared for her most of her life. Because of her kind and gentle nature, she didn’t utterly despise House Yan for it. To expect her to cherish it instead though, was entirely unrealistic.

Moreover, she didn’t want her two grandfathers to engage in any further conflict. They were both family to her.

Jiang Chen realized why the four cloaked individuals had regarded Huang’er differently than the rest. She was their master’s granddaughter and their young mistress in her own right.

As he expected, First Wind saluted Huang’er respectfully after he finished. “Miss Huang’er, the master has ordered us to wait for you here. When you do appear, he wants us to take you to see him.”

“Please come with us, young miss.” The three other cloaked men also saluted.

Despite having experienced a great deal in her life, Huang’er was rendered momentarily helpless by this drastic turn. She looked to Jiang Chen for assistance. She couldn’t make the decision by herself lightly.

“If your master really is Huang’er’s maternal grandfather, I see no reason she shouldn’t pay him a visit,” Jiang Chen declared coolly. “However, do you have any actual proof as to the veracity of your words?”

The four cloaks blinked collectively. To their chagrin, they didn’t have any physical proof.

Having traded blows with Jiang Chen, First Wind knew how adept the young man was in his own right. His opinion could not be ignored.

“Why do you need proof?” he argued. “If our master wasn’t the young miss’ grandfather, why would he intervene in the matter of House Yan? Out of boredom?” He quickly turned to the young woman in question. “Young miss, blood calls to blood. Our master is the father of your mother, your very own grandfather. As his junior, shouldn’t you at least greet him once in your life?”

Thinking about it for a moment, Huang’er made up her mind. “A girl should listen to the words of her father, and then her husband when married. I have already tied my future with Brother Chen and agree with him. It’s hard to believe you without material proof.”

Despite what she said, Huang’er did already believe First Wind to a certain extent. It was hard to make up such an elaborate lie, given that there wasn’t much these demigods would want from them. Why would they waste their time here otherwise?

“The master would be very sad to hear you say that, young miss,” First Wind replied, a little flustered.

“He shouldn’t be. If my grandfather really loves me, he should’ve come to look for me himself rather than send you four.” Huang’er sighed softly.

She cherished all of her family members. Though her Yan grandfather hadn’t managed to protect her, she loved and respected him nevertheless.

As such, she was pleased to hear that she had living relatives on her mother’s side still. However, that didn’t mean she was going to lose her head over it.

She hadn’t met this grandfather in person before. They were closely related by blood, but intimacy couldn’t suddenly flare up with so short a period of contact.

“The master was right,” First Wind sighed. “He predicted you would say something like that, young miss. But if you knew why he hadn’t come, you wouldn’t be the same way.”

“Why didn’t he come himself? Can you tell me?” Huang’er asked with some curiosity.

“The master has taken your parents out from the Boundless Prison. Right now, he is healing their injuries and renewing their constitutions within a secret realm.”

“What? My parents have already been rescued?” Serendipitous joy lit up Huang’er’s face. Her parents were much closer to her than a mere grandfather.

There was an inherent connection between a child and their parents.

Jiang Chen was overjoyed to hear the good news as well. He knew that the problem had plagued Huang’er for a long time. If they were indeed safe and sound, it would be resolved at long last.

Yan Wanjun was equally delighted. He’d assumed that his son and daughter-in-law had died long ago within the Boundless Prison, as that place was exceedingly dangerous for any cultivator.

The suddenness of the good news caused him to weep tears of joy.

In this life, he owed his younger son Yan Qianfan the most. When the entire house had stood against him, even he could not back his own son. He had succumbed to the overwhelming pressure from those around him.

Every time he remembered it, Yan Wanjun felt daggers draw across his heart. He regretted his past choices, but could he truly walk down the other path if given a chance to do things over?

Not necessarily!

Yan Qingsang had some impression of his long-lost uncle. Since he was a little older than Huang’er, a few childhood memories yet lingered. He was happy on Huang’er’s behalf to hear that his uncle was alright.

The customarily calm Huang’er was greatly moved when she heard about her parents’ safety. She asked First Wind about them in earnest.

The browncloak answered with the utmost deference and care. He related absolutely everything he knew about what had taken place within the Boundless Prison.

When Yan Qianfan and his wife had first fallen into the Boundless Prison, they underwent several years of danger and trial without meeting the four cloaks’ master.

It had been a fortuitous encounter that allowed the couple to meet Yan Qianfan’s father-in-law. The latter sensed upon his daughter the presence of the token he’d left to his wife.

Father and daughter were reunited within the Boundless Prison. By then, First Wind’s master had already become a divine expert. He was supreme even within the great expanse of the Boundless Prison.

This allowed Yan Qianfan and his wife to live in relative safety from then on.

However, there was minimal possibility to escape from the dimensional enclosure. That was, until the recent ten divine nations’ rebellions. Every entrance to the Boundless Prison had been disturbed enough to allow a large number of imprisoned experts to break out.
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Divine Kasyapa


The first thing Huang’er’s maternal grandfather did upon his freedom was to seek revenge on Eternal Divine Nation. Since the original perpetrator, House Xiahou, had already been eradicated, he had nowhere to vent his anger. House Yan had served as an outlet for his fury—hence the unfortunate massacre.

The truth was finally out in the open.

“Brother Chen…” Huang’er’s longing for her parents could not be controlled. She grew increasingly anxious.

Jiang Chen instinctively understood what his beloved felt. A single exchanged glance or movement was enough to tell him what was on her mind.

“I’ll go with you,” he affirmed without hesitation.

Yan Wanjun’s mouth trembled. He wanted to say that he would come too, but couldn’t.

First Wind’s master—in other words, his son’s father-in-law—didn’t have a good opinion of him. It was doubtful whether his presence was wanted at all. If he went anyway, he would only be making things more awkward for all involved.

Repressing his desire to see his son again, he turned to Huang’er.

“Just as well that you go for a visit. I let them down in the past, just as I did you. It’s good that you and your parents should reunite with one another. House Yan’s fate… was the result of karma. I’m in no position to speak further. Go on.”

First Wind snickered. In his opinion, Yan Wanjun was only putting on an act to garner sympathy from his granddaughter.

Huang’er had a different perspective. She’d already reconciled with her grandfather and could understand his adversities and hardships. Moreover, she knew her grandfather had always lamented his past choices.

“Grandfather, you couldn’t do much by yourself back then. It’s been so many years… I think father would understand. You’re father and son at the end of the day…”

Yan Wanjun let out a long sigh. He waved gloomily, but said nothing more.

“Qingsang, Elder Shun, go back to the sacred land with Elder Wanjun. I shall accompany Huang’er on this trip,” Jiang Chen instructed.

“Alright. Take care of Huang’er and yourself too.” Elder Shun nodded readily. As an outsider—a past subordinate at most—he wasn’t qualified to comment here.

This was a family affair.

First Wind and his companions didn’t oppose Jiang Chen’s presence. “The master has heard about his newfound grandson-in-law, who is supposed to be a legendary genius. He wants to see whether the praise is overblown or not. It’s most ideal that you come, young master Chen.”

His tone was drastically different from his formerly proud self. Evidently, Jiang Chen’s methods and abilities had won his respect and the right to speak.

“Come, lead the way.” Jiang Chen remained impassive in the face of his new treatment.

His coolness won him an even better appraisal from the four cloaks. It was rare to find someone in the younger generation who was First Wind’s equal in battle, but his temperate and stoic nature was rarer still.

This young man was destined for greatness. An appropriate match for the young miss. The master was sure to be pleased.

Along the way, Huang’er found out from the cloaks that her maternal grandfather’s name was An Jiashe. In the Boundless Prison, he was known as Divine Kasyapa.

Her mother’s name was An Yu’er.

Huang’er wasn’t usually much of a conversationalist, which made her incessant badgering of the four cloaks along their journey uncommon. She continually asked after her parents.

The place that Divine Kasyapa lived in was very remote. Even by airboat, it took several days to get to what looked like a deserted island.

“Here?” Huang’er was a little surprised. “I remember this place being one of the forbidden lands in Myriad Abyss. The Ten Divine Nations usually don’t let others trespass here.”

“Haha, no place in Myriad Abyss is forbidden to the master,” First Wind declared easily.

“Let us land.”

The airboat descended upon an island.

Jiang Chen was fascinated by the route they’d taken. The island had been rather hard to get to, requiring several dimensional jumps. In other words, it didn’t ordinarily exist to the rest of the world.

This was a bonafide secret realm.

Divine cultivators were elusive indeed. Without guidance, it was essentially impossible to find a secret realm like this, short of it opening voluntarily.

Jiang Chen marveled at the flora and scenery he saw as he moved along. These wouldn’t be out of place at all in the heart of the ten sacred lands. Myriad Abyss had its own fair share of wondrous locales after all.

Though clearly no one had found this place before, this Divine Kasyapa had plucked it trivially from the aether. Because of this, the man piqued Jiang Chen’s curiosity. What he had done was quite admirable in his own right.

Coming to an engraved obelisk, First Wind made several hand seals as he transmitted, “Honored Master, we Four Elements of Nature have brought Miss Huang’er back home.”

Piercing light flared from the obelisk in the next instant, conjuring a number of wavy runes that opened up like a series of gates.

“Go ahead.”

The space past the entrance was completely different.

Rather than magnificent buildings and architecture, there was only a wild landscape, accentuated with splendid flowers and trees that embodied the very soul of nature.

At the end of the narrow path was a tower—more accurately, a pagoda.

A sacred light emanated from it, imparting to the viewer a dignified feeling. Before even entering, Jiang Chen could already feel the power the light possessed. It gave off the impression that it was completely inviolate.

“You’ve returned.” A voice echoed from the direction of the pagoda.

Far from being harsh, the voice was actually quite endearing. Without knowledge of the House Yan slaughter, Jiang Chen would perhaps suspect the owner of this voice to be a very kind senior of some sort.

Suddenly, the pagoda grew even more brilliant for a few moments. After this radiance subsided, an almost illusory figure appeared outside.

Man and pagoda seemed one with each other, and both carried a sense of ancient history.

“Master.” All four cloaks saluted their master with due respect.

Seeing that Huang’er was entranced by the pagoda, Jiang Chen didn’t disturb her. Instead, he cupped his fist in his own salute. “This junior offers sincere greetings, Divine Kapasya.”

“Jiang Chen!” The voice of the divine came once more from the direction of the pagoda. “So you’re the one they’re talking about everywhere? In the Eternal Sacred Land and beyond?”

“It is I. I would think any such rumors of my prowess are far too exaggerated, however. I’m less than a fraction of what they make me out to be.” Jiang Chen laughed.


89


A Divine’s Dejection


Divine Kasyapa looked quite real, but also oddly illusory.

His aura of mystery reminded Jiang Chen of many gods he’d seen in the heavenly planes of his previous life. They uniformly enjoyed making an entrance like this.

Divine cultivators really are something else!

In truth, the god was far more astonished than Jiang Chen in this moment. His godly appearance hadn’t exerted any pressure on his guest whatsoever. The young man looked perfectly at ease.

Most importantly, a well-hidden ray of his consciousness sent to probe Jiang Chen’s own had completely disappeared, much like a rock thrown into an ocean.

After attaining divinity, he had always investigated the consciousnesses of others with nothing more than nonchalant ease. However, he’d totally failed here!

“This young man is just as sharp and accomplished as the rumors say!” First impressions were very important, and Jiang Chen had successfully made a very good one upon Divine Kasyapa.

Huang’er raised her head to examine the Divine Kasyapa with crystalline eyes. “Are you the master of First Wind and the others?” she murmured. “They told me you saved my parents. And, you’re my grandfather…?”

“Foolish girl. Do you still doubt this truth?” Divine Kasyapa’s heart melted into warmth and affection. The girl’s features were nearly identical to his late dao partner’s. He suddenly felt like he’d returned to his youth.

Huang’er pressed her lips together, somewhat unsure of how to reply.

“Before I call you grandfather, could I see my parents first?” she inquired seriously.

The divine’s heart was moved once more. He would’ve considered such behavior from anyone else to be unbecoming, but this was his very own granddaughter. He couldn't refuse one of the only family members he had left in the world.

“Come on in.” He sighed softly.

Huang’er had initially been worried that the grandfather she’d never met would be a fake. She had wondered whether her parents were truly here. Her grandfather was much kindlier than she’d imagined and didn't refuse her request. This gave her greater faith in him.

Yan Qianfan and An Yu’er weren’t in great shape, but they were decently well off.

Divine Kasyapa had completed his renewal of their constitutions, wiping away the latent injuries they’d incurred in the Boundless Prison.

They were certainly many times better than when they’d first entered it. Before being locked away, they’d suffered tremendously at the hands of Houses Yan and Xiahou.

Nevertheless, they were still meditating for recuperation. The god wouldn't allow them to be disturbed.

“They’ll need one week more to awaken, Huang’er. You’ll have plenty of time to spend with your parents then.” Divine Kasyapa liked the young girl the more he looked at her. He knew of the existence of this granddaughter long before he’d set eyes on her, and thus placed a great deal of value on this only blood tie.

That was why he had left four of his most trusted servants near House Yan, to await Huang’er’s appearance. He was grateful he didn't have to wait too long.

He nodded when he noticed Huang’er’s initial empyrean cultivation.

“Not bad. You’ve done quite well for yourself as my granddaughter. Your parents’ best time for cultivation is past. It is likely impossible for them to inherit my divine inheritance. You’re different though. You are young and flourishing. I will absolutely help you grow into a divine cultivator in your own right.”

Huang’er only smiled faintly when she heard these words. She didn’t care about cultivation as much as others might expect.

Divine Kasyapa was even happier at her lukewarm reaction.

“Very good! You have moderation and restraint, traits that will help you go far in the world of martial dao. I have high hopes for you, Huang’er.”

“Thank you, grandfather.” Having seen her parents here, Huang’er no longer refused to call the god by her relation to him.

The thought that her grandfather had killed so many from House Yan made her unable to immediately be close with him though. She didn't distaste, fear, or hate him; they merely needed to be more familiar with each other.

Kasyapa noticed that his granddaughter was still distant from him. She looked at her dao partner with not necessarily overt passion, but much more intimacy. He was mildly sorrowful over this. His very own flesh and blood should’ve been inseparable from her grandfather!

Truly, life was full of interesting twists and turns.

The divine sighed softly, then glanced at Jiang Chen again. “I can see that Huang’er cares and cherishes you a great deal. I hear that you’ve reciprocated her love well. The fact that you managed to remove an ancient and esoteric curse like the Generation Binding Curse marks how extraordinary you are.”

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. He wasn’t as cold as Huang’er towards the old man. “That was merely luck. Huang’er and I have been through thick and thin together regardless. I believe that the heavens will bless our union.”

“The heavens…” Kasyapa chuckled. “The will of heaven is hard to predict. Even we gods cannot claim to know its whims.”

Jiang Chen smiled again. You might not know, but I can claim the contrary. He had been the son of a Celestial Emperor in his previous life, and his father had administered to a great universe among the heavenly planes.

Thus, he had some authority as to what the opinion of heaven was—not that he could divulge this without raising further questions.

Divine Kasyapa looked thoughtfully toward Jiang Chen. “First Wind told me of your exceptional abilities despite your youth. He suffered a more than minor loss at your hands, hmm? But you should take care not to become too full of yourself.

“Once upon a time, I too had similar talent. Perhaps not as phenomenal as you are now, but I wasn’t far off. Alas, heaven envied my achievement and doomed my fate… the passage of time has taken my wife and daughter from me, casting me out of daylight into the Boundless Prison.

“Yes, I’ve become a god now, but so what? My love will never come back to me. I cannot reverse time to erase the ordeals that my daughter has suffered. My granddaughter is far from me still. Do you think my life has been a successful one?” The god’s tone was very conflicted. His wistfulness and misery rang true.
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Stunning News


Divine Kasyapa clearly doted on Huang’er, which had led to him taking a shine to Jiang Chen as well. He had an extended private conversation with the young lord to get to know the young man.

His expression changed when he heard that Jiang Chen had been trying to fight the demons.

“When I was young, I used to wish that I’d been born two hundred thousand years earlier,” lamented the divine master. “If I could fight in the demonic war of the ancient times, my life would be quite a saga for the ages.”

“The demons will rise again. History repeats itself. If you want to be part of the war, the opportunity will come one day.”

Divine Kasyapa chuckled. “I’m afraid Myriad Abyss is going to fall into chaos long before then. Besides, that was a thought of youthful ignorance. The times have changed. I no longer have the same wish.”

“Oh?” Jiang Chen was surprised. “Myriad Abyss will fall into chaos? Why is that?”

“First, a tremendous amount of security flaws have emerged in the Boundless Prison. According to this seat’s investigation, it’s not the result of a lack of maintenance, but intentional sabotage. In other words, the ten sacred lands’ rule is no longer as absolute as it was before.

“Second, the offworld battles aren’t looking good. The ten sacred lands have been weakened greatly and can no longer bear the high casualties and resources.”

Jiang Chen gaped. “You know about the offworld battlefield as well, senior?”

“Hmph, the Boundless Prison is a treasure trove of information,” the divine master declared haughtily. “There are not only inmates from Myriad Abyss, but also powerful invaders from outside this plane. This seat knows a great deal about what even the ten sacred lands aren’t aware of.”

Jiang Chen cursed under his breath. The demonic invasion couldn’t be stopped and the offworld enemies threatened to break through their defenses. Would the world fall into chaos like in the ancient times? Was the Divine Abyss Continent doomed to enter another dark age?

“The heavenly axis has deviated, revealing the coordinates of the continent. An age of senseless conflicts is coming. You may have reached a decent height with your cultivation, Jiang Chen, but if the Eternal Sacred Land sends you to the offworld battlefield, all your glory may come to an end.” Divine Kasyapa chuckled, his eyes boring into Jiang Chen’s soul.

“The venerated forefather said he wouldn’t send me to the offworld battlefield, not until I come to my full power.”

“Times are different now. Things may not have been as bad when he made that promise to you, and you weren’t as strong as you are now. You came out neck and neck with First Wind. That’s enough to make some contributions to the war.”

Jiang Chen fell silent, at a loss of what to say.

He wasn’t afraid of going to war. At changing times like these, a man had to prove his worth in battles. Moreover, he’d never been the kind of person to sit and wait for things to happen to him.

“Leave the Eternal Sacred Land and follow me,” Divine Kasyapa intoned lonely, his eyes focused on Jiang Chen. “I’ll find a way to help both you and Huang’er ascend to divinity. Once you do, you’ll be my most trusted allies. Even when the world falls into chaos, we’ll be able to protect ourselves. If things get too bad, we can even leave the plane of Divine Abyss Continent and enter a bigger stage.”

The invitation came out of nowhere.

Jiang Chen frowned but shook his head without hesitation. “I may be young, senior, but I know one should finish what they started. The human domain considers me their leader. They depend on me. I cannot abandon them. The Eternal Sacred Land may not have made me who I am today, but we’ve been through hardships together. Moreover, I have a deal with the venerated forefather. It’s against my principles to go back on my words.”

He spoke only the truth.

The god’s offer was in his best interests and it also made perfect sense. However, one couldn’t think only about their own interests when making decisions. There were lines one shouldn’t cross and principles one should adhere to.

Divine Kasyapa seemed to have foreseen Jiang Chen’s response. He smiled slightly. “You’re a stubborn one. Aren’t you afraid that you won’t be able to give Huang’er lifelong happiness?”

“With all due respect, divine master, do you know what kind of life she wants?” Jiang Chen responded bluntly. There was no need to be coy in a conversation between two men.

Divine Kasyapa didn’t have an answer to that.

“If I run for my own safety when danger strikes, that will disappoint Huang’er. I don’t want her to think that the man she chose is one without a sense of duty or responsibility.” His attitude was clear.

Divine Kasyapa closed his eyes without a word. Finally, he sighed softly. “Some people are born to achieve greatness. Perhaps you’re one of them, Jiang Chen. Fine, my offer still stands. If one day you change your mind, you may seek me out then.”

“Senior, didn’t you say you once wished you’d been born two hundred thousand years earlier so that you could fight in the ancient demonic war?” Jiang Chen couldn’t help but ask. “A storm is coming, and you’re a powerful man. Why have you lost your will to fight? Why do you think of nothing but running away?”

Divine Kasyapa’s eyes narrowed and flashed. He looked at Jiang Chen with a hint of anger.

Jiang Chen met his gaze without fear.

“Young men are often hotheaded,” Divine Kasyapa said faintly. “If you stay in the Boundless Prison for a few decades or centuries, you might think differently.”

“No matter how terrifying a place it is, it shouldn’t have dulled your ambition. Real power comes from the mind. Challenges and hardships make a true hero stronger and braver. They don’t turn the hero into a coward who runs away from danger.”

Jiang Chen was growing frustrated. Someone as powerful as the divine master shouldn’t have been so pessimistic.

Surprisingly, Kasyapa gave Jiang Chen a cool glance instead of defending himself.

“Do you know how many powerful cultivators have escaped the prison, young man?”

“How many?” asked Jiang Chen.

“There were as many divine cultivators among them as the ones in Myriad Abyss, or even more so. And some of them are more powerful than I am. If they stir up trouble in Myriad Abyss, they might destroy it. If they collude with the offworld enemies, their combined destructive power will be unimaginable. Under the circumstances, what good will our meager power do? What are the odds of us turning things around?” He scoffed, staring at Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen was shocked. He hadn’t expected the Boundless Prison to have deteriorated to this point. Myriad Abyss Island would be plagued with threats from all fronts in the future. Evils of all kinds were entering the stage.


91


An Empyrean Relic


The information Divine Kasyapa shared was so surprising to Jiang Chen that he didn’t recover from the shock until a while later.

The Boundless Prison had taken in many powerful cultivators since the ancient times, but he didn’t know there were that many. So many divine cultivators, and beings who were mightier than Divine Kasyapa??

Jiang Chen didn’t know exactly how powerful Divine Kasyapa was, but instinct told him the man was on the level of the Eternal Sacred Land’s forefather. Anyone more powerful than Kasyapa was a serious threat.

Chaos was going to descend on Myriad Abyss, or even the entire Divine Abyss Continent.

Once the island could no longer satisfy the escaped cultivators, they would go inland and visit the different domains. Things would become even more chaotic and unstable then.

It’d be different from how it had been in the ancient times, when each domain and race was at least united in their stand against the demons. Back then, although many had chosen to run rather than fight, at least they’d never caused any trouble or intentionally harmed the continent.

There were a few who defected to the demons’ side, but not many. A majority of them had simply fallen victim to the demons and were forced into helping them.

The more Jiang Chen thought about it, the more his head hurt.

Nevertheless, it wasn’t the first time he faced a seemingly hopeless situation. Since the beginning of his pursuit of dao, he’d often been the underdog, starting from the Eastern Kingdom and Skylaurel Kingdom. The same was true of his time in the Precious Tree Sect, the Regal Pill Palace, and even the Veluriyam Capital.

Now, at least, he had a lot more options. The odds weren’t good, but this new challenge wasn’t necessarily more difficult than the ones he’d encountered before.

Noting the turbulence in Jiang Chen’s eyes, Divine Kasyapa realized that the thought of backing down hadn’t even crossed the young man’s mind. He sighed softly. “If my granddaughter weren’t deeply in love with you, Jiang Chen, this seat wouldn’t have tried to persuade you. Good luck with your own decisions.”

Jiang Chen smiled easily. “We’ll wait and see, senior. You tried to change my mind today. Maybe you’ll end up being turned to my side in the future.”

Divine Kasyapa paused and broke into hearty laughter. “That wouldn’t be such a bad thing. This seat wishes as well that I might one day become the hotblooded youth I once was, who can set aside all other considerations and focus only on fighting for his dreams.”

Neither of them was going to convince the other.

Of course, someone at Divine Kasyapa’s level wasn’t going to make things difficult for Jiang Chen just because they disagreed. In fact, he had a lot of respect for the young man.

Jiang Chen rose to leave. Divine Kapyapa smiled slightly at Jiang Chen with appreciation in his eyes. He saw his younger self in the young man.

“Please excuse me, senior.” Jiang Chen bowed to him.

“There’s no rush.” Divine Kasyapa gave him an open smile. “This seat harbored a lot of fury during my tenure in the Boundless Prison, but most of it dissipated after destroying House Yan. Are you worried that I’m going to hurt you?”

“Of course not.” Jiang Chen smiled. He knew the divine master wouldn’t. The old man was a man of integrity. Moreover, Huang’er’s existence meant Kasyapa would never hurt him, not unless they got into a feud so serious that death was the only possible resolution.

“This seat is fair. Our paths have never crossed before, but you saved Huang’er’s life. I owe you a favor. In return, I’ll give you a fortuitous occurrence. I know you’re meant for greatness and that regular treasures won’t catch your eyes. Thus, I will gift you an empyrean relic. It’ll help you ascend to advanced empyrean in half a month.”

An empyrean relic.

That contained the concentrated life essence of a powerful cultivator! Jiang Chen had once refined a great emperor relic back when he was a great emperor. He’d never even thought it was possible to get his hands on an empyrean relic.

After all, there weren’t that many empyrean experts, and even fewer who would willingly release their life essence just before death so a relic could be created.

Just like the Crowning Empyrean Pill, the relic could unconditionally boost an empyrean cultivator’s power. In fact, its effect was even more profound.

Jiang Chen considered the newly displayed relic with wonder. The life essence contained in this particular one belonged to a ninth level peak empyrean expert!

“Haha, the relic was created with the life essence of a dear friend of mine. We met in the Boundless Prison. Can you believe it? We went through hell together there. Before he died, he let me have the only opportunity to ascend to divinity. And he...”

Divine Kasyapa’s voice was tinted with sorrow. Remembering what happened dampened his mood.

“He chose what was right over his life,” Jiang Chen said, also touched. “Having a friend like him is the blessings of three lifetimes.”

“His reasoning was simple: I have a dao partner, while he was all alone with no strings attached,” lamented Divine Kasyapa. “One couldn’t ask for a better friend.”

Jiang Chen felt a newfound respect for the man. Some things were much easier said than done. It was remarkable that the divine master’s friend could be so generous.

How many brothers had turned on each other or father and son become bitter enemies for the chance to be a god? Even husband and wife could betray or scheme against the other. It was more than admirable that the man had given the opportunity to a friend and done what was right at the cost of his life.

“Take it. It’s his dying wish that I refine his life essence into an empyrean relic, allowing him to live on in another form.”

Without hesitation, Jiang Chen respectfully took a step forward and bowed to the relic thrice before accepting it.

“Remember him—his name was Yun Zhan.”

Yun Zhan!

Jiang Chen engraved the name onto his heart.

“I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve a friend like Yun Zhan. He was a mirror for my soul, Jiang Chen. Whenever I’m lost, the thought of him is enough to clear my head and restore my will. He was also the only person I met in the Boundless Prison who faced the situation with grace and without any complaints.”

Jiang Chen straightened his back. His respect for the noble and dignified senior grew even greater.


92


Breakthrough, Seventh Level Empyrean Realm


Receiving the empyrean relic was a pleasant surprise. Jiang Chen didn’t make a show out of turning it down as he knew how valuable it was. Used properly, it would be a great boon.

Not only could it push him to seventh level empyrean in a short period of time, it might halve the effort needed to ascend to eighth or even ninth level empyrean.

After all, the relic had been refined with the life essence of a ninth level empyrean expert.

“I hope I’m not too bold for accepting the relic, senior. Thank you for the generous gift.”

“I said it’s to repay your favor,” said Divine Kasyapa, waving a dismissive hand. “This seat also believes that you’ll make the most out of the relic. I don’t know any other young men who deserve it more than you.

“I hear that you’ve been collecting spirit stones?” A storage ring shot out as he spoke. “Consider this my contribution. It’s not much, but it’s something.”

Jiang Chen took the ring and a peek. Inside was a vast sum of high-ranking spirit stones. He was ecstatic. This would account for ten percent of what was needed for the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement!

Combined with the stones already in his possession, he had now collected eighty to eighty-five percent of the stones. Another twenty percent meant reaching his goal.

He was going to prepare a little more than the number needed in case of emergencies.

“The senior is most generous whenever he makes a move. I couldn’t be more grateful.”

“Haha, no need for thanks. It’s only right for me to contribute towards your sense of duty, if not anything else.” Divine Kasyapa smiled nonchalantly, then suddenly slapped his forehead with a chuckle. “I’ve just remembered something. I hear that you have two divine creatures as your companions—a vermilion bird and a true dragon. Is that true?”

That was no secret to many in Myriad Abyss. Jiang Chen wouldn’t be able to hide it from the divine master, so he didn’t try. He nodded in affirmation.

“The bloodlines of the four ancient divine beasts are the oldest of them all. It’s said that they were the foremost bloodlines even in the heavenly planes. It’s remarkable that such beings have graced the Divine Abyss Continent with their presence. May I shamelessly ask for two drops of their blood essence?”

Jiang Chen did have the essence of both the true dragon and the vermilion bird, but not a lot. However, he saw no reason to deny the divine master’s request.

He presented Kasyapa with two drops of blood. “It’s extremely difficult to come by, but since you asked for it, senior, naturally I’ll give them to you.”

The divine master had given him a lot of valuable things. Jiang Chen had to repay him for the generosity.

“Haha, in that case, this seat will accept your gifts with gratitude. Rest assured that I will repay you for them. I owe you a favor. If you need my help, seek me out and I’ll honor my words!” Acquiring the blood essence put Divine Kasyapa in a wonderful mood.

Jiang Chen smiled and nodded without another word.
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Over the next few days, Jiang Chen stayed on the island with Huang’er. In a few days, her parents would emerge from closed door cultivation. Naturally he would keep his beloved company.

He made the best use of time by refining the empyrean relic.

It proved to be very impressive. It wasn’t the first time Jiang Chen refined a relic, but still it took him a great deal of effort to refine this one. He eventually succeeded in the end.

Once refined, Yun Zhan’s overpowering life essence rushed into Jiang Chen’s body like an endless stream. This was his opportunity to ascend to advanced empyrean!

Though he was in Divine Kasyapa’s territory, there were few places safer for ascension than the island. Jiang Chen told Kasyapa what would happen and settled down in a relatively quiet location before focusing on cultivating.

The Vermilion Bird and Long Xiaoxuan had been hiding on Jiang Chen. They transformed into their human forms to protect him while he broke through.

Jiang Chen hadn’t introduced the two spirits to Divine Kasyapa. They knew that the divine master had asked for their blood essence, but they didn’t care. They’d given the essence to Jiang Chen. It was his to do with it as he would.

Besides, given how active their bloodline was, it was no matter to extract a drop or two essence every now and then. What others hailed as the true bloodline energy, holiest of holy, was nothing but essence extracted from their own blood. It wasn’t that big a deal.

“Brother Long, young master Chen has acquired an empyrean relic and might ascend to seventh level empyrean over the next couple of days, entering advanced empyrean like you,” said the Vermilion Bird with a smile. “Isn’t it unbelievable that a human cultivator can rival a true dragon like you in cultivation speed?”

Long Xiaoxuan rolled his eyes. “Nothing about him surprises me anymore.”

The Vermilion Bird echoed his sentiment. “True. I fancy myself a being with great experience and used to know a fair share of the ancient heavyweights. However, none of them was as unfathomable as the young master. Every time I think I understand him, he proves me wrong and surprises us.”

Long Xiaoxuan sighed. “When I met him, he was just an origin realm cultivator. Now, he holds his composure before a god like they’re equals.”

The more time the two spent with Jiang Chen, the more impressed they were by the human and the closer their relationship to him became.

The Vermilion Bird never forgot that its life would’ve come to an end in the ruins of the Primosanct Sect if not for Jiang Chen. It would’ve never had the chance for rebirth.

Long Xiaoxuan knew that without Jiang Chen, he’d still be stuck in the cave, paralyzed by fear, let alone grow to this point.

Jiang Chen didn’t let the two sacred beasts wait for long. Three days later, unusual natural phenomena loomed over the island and lingered. Even Divine Kasyapa was drawn to the tremendous sight.

Jiang Chen had thought it’d take him much longer to ascend to seventh level empyrean, but coming to visit Huang’er’s parents with her had yielded unexpected benefits.

Once ascended to advanced empyrean, he could feel his power and cultivation taking a substantial step further. Every cell and pore of his body danced with energy.

The chain seal in his consciousness was now more visible to him. He seemed to be one step closer to the truth. Jiang Chen was elated. He had a feeling that he would soon discover the secret of the seal!
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Parents Emerge from Closed Door Cultivation


Jiang Chen didn’t rest after breaking through to seventh level empyrean. He enhanced all of his abilities, methods, and treasures once more.

Each increase in his own level gave him new inspiration as to how to improve all he had. The busywork afterwards was indispensable to his continued success.

Divine Kasyapa stood upon a great boulder in an empty section of the island. Three people stood near him. One was Huang’er; beside her was a couple.

If one looked closely, one could see many points of resemblance between the girl and the man and woman.

The husband and wife were Huang’er’s parents, of course. Yan Qianfan, and An Yu’er.

Having just come out of closed doors, they were jubilant to discover their daughter waiting outside. They’d been locked away not long after she was born, then cast into the Boundless Prison.

The only impression they had of their daughter was that of a small babe. After all these years, they were delighted to see that she’d grown into an enchanting young lady in her own right.

An Yu’er hugged Huang’er close to her, tears trailing down her cheeks.

Even a man as steely as Yan Qianfan found himself tearing up. Emotions overwhelmed him. Heartache, ruefulness, but exuberance as well.

He and his wife hadn’t regretted their decisions one bit at any point, despite being imprisoned in the Boundless Prison. The only person they felt sorry toward was this daughter of theirs.

They knew that the vicious daughter of House Xiahou had cast the Generation Binding Curse upon her, which would fill her days with pain and anguish. Therefore, they despaired whenever they thought of her. They didn’t think that she would survive, as young and helpless as she was.

When they escaped from the Boundless Prison at long last, the first thing they did was ask around for information about their daughter.

In actuality, Yan Qianfan hadn’t wanted to pursue the matter with his house. He understood its difficulties—the occasion with which he’d brought An Yu’er back had spelled undeniable disaster. If the house wanted to punish him for it, so be it.

Evidently Divine Kasyapa thought differently. If Yan Qianfan hadn’t proven his constancy to his daughter, the divine might have even taken his anger out on his son-in-law.

Thus, the older man had taken his four demigod servants to exact revenge without informing the couple at all.

In the process of uprooting House Yan, they caught wind of Huang’er’s whereabouts. The fact that she lived in the world still was wonderful. Moreover, the Generation Binding Curse had apparently been cleared by that dao partner of hers.

When the god brought back this news, his daughter and her husband were thrilled.

Only then did they settle down enough to allow Kasyapa to heal their injuries and remedy their cultivation. They had planned to find their daughter as soon as they were fully recovered, but their daughter was already waiting for them when they exited.

After an impossibly lengthy separation, every party involved was beside themselves with joy to be reunited.

They hadn’t much time to speak before the phenomena of Jiang Chen’s seventh level empyrean breakthrough erupted from a distance, shocking all upon the island.

Huang’er was pleasantly surprised by the display. “Mother, father, Brother Chen has broken through to advanced empyrean realm!”

An Yu’er’s eyes lit up. “Is this ‘Brother Chen’ of yours the boy that removed your curse? The same one that crushed House Xiahou on your behalf, regardless of the cost to himself?”

Huang’er’s charming face reddened. She nodded a little.

Though her mother had perhaps exaggerated things, she wasn’t far from the truth. If House Xiahou hadn’t annoyed Jiang Chen, it wouldn’t have found its destruction nearly as quickly.

In fact, its rebellion might have even succeeded.

Sweetness welled up in her heart. She was very proud of the young man she’d fallen in love with.

“Look, Qianfan. I knew our daughter would be blessed by fortune. Remember? I had her physiology studied when she was first born. We knew she would transition from hardship to bliss. That’s exactly how things played out, right?”

Yan Qianfan was apologetic to his wife even now. Naturally he wouldn’t refute anything she said now.

“Huang’er, I heard your grandfather talk about Jiang Chen for a bit. He’s capable, responsible, and values his relationships highly. You’ve chosen well—just as well as your mother did,” he added, chuckling.

“Well someone has thick skin.” An Yu’er rolled her eyes. “You were only peak great emperor when I first saw you.”

Yan Qianfan grinned. “But our daughter found Jiang Chen even earlier than that, didn’t she?”

Huang’er smiled a little as well. When she had first found out about Jiang Chen, it’d been back in the Eastern Kingdom, when he was the lowliest of cultivation levels: only true qi realm.

When they actually met later on upon Eternal Spirit Mountain, Jiang Chen had only reached spirit realm. It could be said that she had accompanied him every step of the way here.

She was absolutely proud of this fact. There was no one like him among the younger generation, whether it came to cultivation speed or accomplishments.

“So, Huang’er, what was his cultivation like when you met him?” An Yu’er asked with some curiosity.

“When I first found him…? Well, I met him as a spirit realm cultivator.” Huang’er couldn’t help burst out laughing when she said that out loud.

“Huh?” Yan Qianfan and his wife traded a confused glance.

The girl’s father began to count back with his fingers. “Empyrean to spirit… one, two, three, four, five, six realms…”

He felt common sense crumble all around him.

He knew exactly how old his daughter was. What portion of her life had she known Jiang Chen for? What kind of miracles had this youth performed to get to empyrean from spirit in so short a period of time?

“Brother Chen isn’t just a good martial cultivator. He’s even better at pill dao! Many of Divine Abyss’ most famous pills come from his hands.” Huang’er couldn’t resist heaping on as much praise as she was able.

An Yu’er ran her hands through her daughter’s hair approvingly. “Qianfan.” She sighed. “Maybe our time in the Boundless Prison was partially worth it after all. Our daughter has turned out stunningly and she’s found an amazing partner to boot. I heard he saved your father and nephew too.”

When his father was mentioned, Yan Qianfan’s expression turned uncertain. At first, he’d been somewhat frustrated with his father for not supporting him, but reason had told him after the fact of the latter’s own troubles.

He no longer blamed his father for anything, but was worried that his wife wouldn’t understand. These two sentiments combined made him quite anxious.
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Letting Go of Past Wrongs


"What, you won't admit to it?" An Yu'er pretended to be upset, stomping with playful force upon Yan Qianfan's foot.

Her husband smiled wryly. "Yu'er, they're Huang'er's grandfather and cousin no matter what. Qingsang was just a twerpy little child when all that happened. What could he possibly have known or done? Do you hate him too?"

Huang'er looked pleadingly at her mother in response to this. She clung softly to the lady’s arm.

"Mom, no matter what House Yan did wrong, my maternal grandfather has repaid them back ten times over for it. My paternal grandfather… hasn’t been well these years. He’s remorseful and contrite about his choices to this day. He failed to protect his own son and granddaughter, right? But he also ended up breaking with the rest of the house for my sake, just so I could be together with Brother Chen. The house patriarch even made attempts on his life..."

Huang'er felt that there'd been enough retribution. She didn’t want her mother to be mired in hatred any longer, nor did she want a gulf between half her family and the rest.

An Yu'er had accumulated considerable anger over the years, but her daughter's helpless gaze caused it to melt away entirely.

Had she suffered more than her daughter?

She had chosen her path alongside Yan Qianfan's, sharing in his every ordeal and plight. But her daughter hadn't had that luxury. She’d been cursed for misfortune from birth.

In a way, Huang'er had endured more severe misery than she. Though An Yu’er suffered a great deal, her husband had always been together with her through thick and thin.

On the other hand, her daughter had been separated from them since birth and had been bullied and tormented besides. If Huang'er could forgive her grandfather despite these circumstances, what did she as a mother have to complain about?

An Yu'er sighed softly, meeting Huang'er in a firm embrace.

"I’m sorry, dear. It was my fault for not letting go. I need to learn from your compassion and willingness to forgive. I promise you that I won’t mention it again. I don’t want your father to be too troubled over it either.”

“That’s wonderful, mom.” Huang’er was very happy. “I knew you wouldn’t be stuck on that for too long. After all, you stayed with dad despite all the difficulties you went through, right?

An Yu’er was in an even better mood when she heard her daughter’s praise.

She glanced at her nearby husband, who was glad despite his reddened eyes. Her heart ached slightly, she didn’t want him to be stuck in his own predicament.

“That’s the end of that, Qianfan. I’ll tell my father in a bit, and we can visit your father with our daughter soon, perhaps.”

Yan Qianfan rejoiced at his wife’s new attitude. He was blessed to have a wife that was so virtuous and a daughter that was so understanding.

In truth, Divine Kasyapa had already perceived all that had happened here.

He wasn’t opposed to the resolution of the issues in his daughter’s heart. No one consumed by their hatred could possibly be content. It wasn’t a bad thing for her to overcome her past grievances in this way. If she did not, they would strain her relationships with both her husband and her daughter.

Moreover, though House Yan had invited punishment upon itself, it was as his granddaughter had said—they had received retribution ten times over. Despite that being the case, the god found her leniency astonishing.

Perhaps her receptivity to new things was what had allowed her to pick out someone like Jiang Chen from the crowd?

Yan Qianfan saw Divine Kasyapa in front of them. “Yu’er,” he muttered, “father-in-law is right there. Shall we go speak to him? Why do we stand around blankly here?”

“Sure!” The family of three went to greet Kasyapa together.

The divine was cool as he waved a hand. “We’re family. There’s no need to be so formal. Yu’er, your daughter is quite remarkable. A child like this may yet render the tribulations of your union worthwhile.”

An Yu’er was happier to hear her father compliment her daughter than to hear one herself.

“I’d always thought I had a bad time of it,” she replied cheerfully, “but now I see that I have an incredibly accomplished father, a considerate husband, and an excellent daughter—as well as a son-in-law who’s every bit her equal.”

“Indeed. Your son-in-law is really something else.” Divine Kasyapa wasn’t stingy with the praise. “Given sufficient time, he could very well surpass me.”

“Huh?” In An Yu’er’s heart, her father was the strongest in all the world, but that same man had just said that her son-in-law could eclipse him someday. She was incredulous at this claim. She knew Jiang Chen was very competent, but hadn’t expected him to be more gifted than her father.

Her father was a powerful divine, after all.

Empyrean experts were rather common in Myriad Abyss in general, even more so in the Boundless Prison. However, godhood was an opportunity that less than one in ten thousand had the chance to take.

It couldn’t be sought out, only obtained via happenstance.

She and her husband, for example—Divine Kasyapa had already declared it largely impossible for them after their ordeal. At least, the god admitted that he couldn’t offer them such.

However, her father had also said that their daughter—Huang’er—did have the potential and destiny.

“Father, does Huang’er really have it in her fate to achieve godhood?” asked An Yu’er.

“Yes. The probability for her to do so is very large.” Having become a god himself, Divine Kasyapa had the rudimentary ability to see into the future. This was the basis for his statement. He could very well use his own strength to guide her onto the path, if nothing else.

Husband and wife were overjoyed. “Huang’er, do you hear what your grandfather has said?” An Yu’er beamed. “You will be a goddess someday!”

Huang’er already knew this. “I just want everything to happen naturally, mom.” She smiled and inclined her head. “Right now, I only want our family to remain happily together.”

“Of course. We won’t ever separate from now on.” An Yu’er nodded as much as she could to affirm this.
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Return to the Sacred Land


Jiang Chen spent close to ten days in closed door cultivation for his breakthrough and consolidation of his martial methods and items afterwards.

When he emerged, Huang’er had been waiting for him for a while, her parents by her side.

“Brother Chen, there you are!” Huang’er threw herself into Jiang Chen’s arms like a swallow eagerly returning to its nest. Her face radiated undulated joy. “Brother Chen, I now have a father and mother as well. Just like you.”

Jiang Chen was very happy for her. Noticing Yan Qianfan and An Yu’er, he hurriedly greeted them. “This junior is Jiang Chen. It’s an honor to meet the two elders.”

An Yu’er chuckled. “Oh, we aren’t old enough to be called elders. You and Huang’er have promised to spend a lifetime together, but you haven’t gotten married yet. Thus, it would be inappropriate for you to call us father and mother. Why don’t you call us uncle and aunt?”

Her expression and tone were quite impish, which amused Jiang Chen. He didn’t expect Huang’er’s personality to be polar opposite to her mother’s.

Huang’er was more reserved. She didn’t show her more outgoing side when she was with strangers. Her mother, on the other hand, seemed much more lively and extroverted.

In comparison, Yan Qianfan was quiet, which didn’t surprise Jiang Chen. No man could retain their youthful recklessness after going through what he’d gone through.

They exchanged some pleasantries, having finally been officially introduced to one another. Both Yan Qianfan and An Yu’er took a shine to Jiang Chen.

The young man was well-mannered and considerate. He wasn’t arrogant or spoiled like most young geniuses. His humility impressed the couple the most.

Jiang Chen had broken through because of the empyrean relic. Naturally, he wanted to thank Divine Kasyapa.

“Enough of that. I told you there isn’t a need to thank me. That’s to repay you for saving my granddaughter.”

Jiang Chen smiled in lieu of a response.

An Yu’er hinted to her father that she’d like to return to Eternal Divine Nation with her husband.

She thought her father would sternly object, but to her surprise, Divine Kasyapa nodded without a word of protest. “Go. We all have to move on one day. Only then will happiness be possible.”

Divine Kasyapa had failed to make the realization until much later in life. He didn’t want her daughter to be as stubborn as he was and end up isolated, going against the whole world as a lone wolf.

Jiang Chen and the others boarded Starfate and soon returned to Eternal Divine Nation.

Yan Wanjun didn’t expect his son and daughter-in-law to visit him. Tears streaked wordlessly down his cheeks. Father and son didn’t hug each other with anguished wails, but their eyes were watery from the moment they reunited.

They highly treasured their reunion. They knew that if they couldn’t resolve the history between them, they’d have to carry the weight of their past until the day they died. Things couldn’t have turned out better given the circumstances.

Yan Qingsang’s parents had returned to the capital from their remote residence as well. After the destruction of House Yan, it didn’t make sense for the subsidiary branches to stay away. There was no longer a restriction stopping them from entering the headquarters.

The main force of House Yan now composed of only the three generations of Yan Wanjun’s family. The others were from weaker branches.

House Yan had been destroyed, but its legacy and bloodline persisted.

Yan Wanjun was adamant that the family must be rebuilt. Even if it wouldn’t be where it used to be, there had to be a new home base.

Neither Yan Qianfan or his older brother disagreed. The older brother especially, had been living on a knife’s edge outside the capital. His sharp edges had been dulled by the hardships of life and he now possessed a timid character. He felt both guilty and delighted to see the younger brother he’d lost to the Boundless Prison.

If the older brother’s son, Yan Qingsang, hadn’t amounted to something, he’d have almost no voice in the family.

The Eternal Sacred Land didn’t oppose to the reconstruction of House Yan. In fact, it gifted House Yan with House Xiahou’s old territory as a show of support. That was a pleasant surprise.

To rebuild a family involved many different tasks. Jiang Chen could only offer some help within his abilities. Fortunately, there remained a few former executives of House Yan in the nation.

Some had been exiled, like Elder Shun. Others had left by choice. When Yan Wanjun issued a summons, many of them decided to return to the house and help Yan Wanjun rebuild.

It wasn’t a perfect ending for the family, but it was good enough.

Meanwhile, Jiang Chen had been trying to collect more spirit stones. Only roughly twenty percent were left. He had to gather the stones as soon as possible and didn’t want to drag things out any longer.

Hearing that Jiang Chen needed a large amount of stones, Ziju Min sighed. “The sacred land is running low on resources as well. The venerated forefather can’t afford to give anything away. Be prepared, Jiang Chen. He may take you to the offworld battlefield soon.”

“The forefather won’t do that until I take care of the defenses of the human domain. We have a deal.”

Ziju Min nodded and sighed softly. Myriad Abyss was in real danger. Even a venerated elder like him was fretting.

“What do you know about the Boundless Prison, Elder Ziju?” Jiang Chen asked tentatively.

“The ten sacred lands have been doing all we can to investigate. Evidence suggests that the Boundless Prison was sabotaged. That’s why so many inmates have escaped. Myriad Abyss is going to become increasingly chaotic.”

Jiang Chen smiled wryly. It seemed that Ziju Min and the others had underestimated the seriousness of the issue.

Noting his expression, Ziju Min asked curiously, “What else have you found out?”

“According to my sources, countless empyrean cultivators have escaped from the prison and the number of divine cultivators escapees rival the ones already present in Myriad Abyss...”

That was what Divine Kasyapa had told him. Jiang Chen believed the old man wouldn’t have lied to him.

Ziju Min broke into a cold sweat and hurriedly excused himself. “I must deliver the information to First Prime at once. She must know before they strike.”

Jiang Chen wanted to stop him to avoid distracting the forefather, but then he realized that it’d be impossible to stop the news from spreading. In the end, he decided to let the elder go.

He knew it’d be unrealistic to expect the Eternal Sacred Land to provide him with the spirit stones he needed. He had to think of something else.

“Ah, it’s been a while. I wonder how Little White is doing? It said it was going to cultivate in the secret realm. It must have made some amazing progress.”

Jiang Chen immediately summoned the Vermilion Bird and Long Xiaoxuan. “My friends, the Astral White Tiger should be in a secret mine in Cloud Camel Mountain. It’s time that we pay it a visit.”
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The Magpie’s Nest Is Occupied by the Dove?


Cloud Camel Mountain wasn’t that far from the capital. With Starfate’s speed, Jiang Chen reached his destination in no time at all.

Things had changed greatly. Back then, the mountain had been House Yan’s, and many of its experts had been stationed here. Now, there was no one from House Yan at all.

House Feng, who’d been fighting over the mountain with House Yan, had seized the opportunity to claim it.

Members of House Feng thronged in the area, obviously considering the place their territory.

Although they had been part of the rebellion organized by House Xiahou and the imperial family, they hadn’t been that involved. They were thus able to cut their losses and save themselves.

Originally, it didn’t make sense for House Feng to continue fighting over the mountain. Although House Yan had fallen out with Jiang Chen, there remained a connection between them. Given those circumstances, House Feng didn’t dare make House Yan their enemy.

However, things ended up taking an unexpected turn. House Yan was suddenly destroyed, throwing good fortune into House Feng’s lap. They claimed the mountain as their own before House Yan’s blood was even dry on the ground.

Jiang Chen frowned.

Long Xiaoxuan cackled. “Who are they? It seems the mountain has changed hands?”

Jiang Chen huffed. “Changed hands? No, they’ve looted a burning house and taken what isn’t theirs. This is House Yan territory. Since when does House Feng have any right to it?”

“That’s right,” volunteered the Vermilion Bird. “This is House Yan territory and you’re part of the family as a son-in-law. That makes the mountain yours. Young master Chen, shall I help you destroy all of them?”

After the rebellion, Eternal Divine Nation couldn’t afford to lose more people. If the bird took the matter into its own hands, there would be no survivors.

“No, I’ll do it.”

Jiang Chen leapt out of Starfate. In a flash, his tempered body shone brightly, golden light streaking through the sky. His Evil Golden Eye cast downwards, covering the entire mountain with his consciousness.

“Whoever the House Feng overseer is, show yourself!” Jiang Chen’s voice boomed at everyone’s ear like cracks of thunder, all-powerful and intimidating.

Below, members of House Feng shuddered, their minds wobbling and blood boiling. The executives stationed at the mountain soared into the sky. Many with keener eyes spotted Jiang Chen and recognized him.

“It’s young lord Jiang Chen!” someone called out in surprise.

“It’s the young lord of the Eternal Sacred Land!”

The shrieks were fearful and timid. It was clear that they were scared of Jiang Chen.

One of them muttered, “What is he doing here?”

“Isn’t it obvious? He’s here to reclaim the mountain for House Yan. I hear that Yan Wanjun didn’t die in the destruction of the house. Neither did his grandson Yan Qingsang and granddaughter Yan Qinghuang.”

“So the young lord is going to take over the mountain?”

“But it belongs to House Feng.”

“Ai. Not necessarily. Ownership has always been disputed, and House Yan used to be in control of the area. We… we’d better be prepared.”

“That’s right. If young lord Jiang Chen is here for the mountain, it’ll be next to impossible for us to keep it.”

A sixth level empyrean elder from House Feng soared into the sky and cupped his hands at Jiang Chen from a distance. “Are you the young lord of the sacred land, Jiang Chen?”

Jiang Chen glanced at him. “You’re one of House Feng’s elders. You should be able to make the decision here. I’ll give you fifteen minutes to leave this mountain. Those who don’t leave by then won’t have to leave at all.”

“Young lord, you...” The elder trailed off. He hadn’t expected the forceful attitude. Jiang Chen didn’t even give him a chance to make his case!

The elder had prepared a lot of arguments, planning to debate ownership with Jiang Chen. Having the wind taken out of his sails like this threw him for a loop that was hard to recover from.

The elder only reacted after a while. “Young lord Jiang Chen, the mountain has always been ours,” he muttered. “House Yan forcefully took it from us. It’s only right for us to take it back.”

Jiang Chen scoffed. “It’s always been yours? Do you think you can trick me just because I haven’t been part of Eternal Divine Nation for long? You and House Yan have been fighting over the territory for more than a thousand years. And you say it’s always been yours? Do you take me as a fool?”

His threatening tone sent a shudder down the elder’s spine. He heard the young man’s words loud and clear as the warning it was.

“Enough with the nonsense. I don’t want to listen to any more hot air. What I know is this: the mountain used to be under House Yan’s control, and I’m taking it back for House Yan. You have no claims over the mountain. If you don’t take my offer and walk away, don’t blame me for being merciless. The fifteen minute countdown starts now. If you want to waste your breath, go ahead and talk until your end arrives.” Jiang Chen’s tone was chilling.

The elder shuddered, his expression clouded. He carefully considered Jiang Chen and realized that the young lord was a hundred percent serious.

It’d be humiliating for them to leave without resisting, but if they stayed and fought back, the young man seemed to possess the power to kill all of them on his own.

The elder was also very puzzled. During the sword competition, Jiang Chen’s cultivation on just been roughly on par with Xiahou Zong. How had he made such great progress in only a few years?

The circumstances forced them to capitulate. House Feng’s forces started scattering the moment Jiang Chen increased the pressure on them with his consciousness. Those with weaker will had long since fled.

In an hour, there wasn’t a shadow of the House Feng members. The elder had also left obediently.

He had neither the power or courage to go against Jiang Chen, let alone the entire sacred land. It’d be no different from suicide. He had no choice but to back down.

Jiang Chen expanded his consciousness further. He wasn’t satisfied until he made sure that there was no one from House Feng within a hundred miles of the mountain.

“Members of House Feng, heed my words,” he declared. “From now on, the mountain is a restricted area. No one, House Feng and other factions included, are allowed to enter under pain of death!”
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The Source of the Five-Colored Crystals


“Young master Chen, your aura now is really very intimidating! Honestly, mine isn’t much stronger than yours. If I didn’t know you so well, I would think you’re more than just a human,” the Vermilion Bird remarked.

He had seen many great human cultivators, but none of them were as incredible as Jiang Chen. The ancient human leaders had been strong because of their cultivation, but Jiang Chen’s strength came from something more.

He was only recently seventh level empyrean, but the pressure and area of effect of his consciousness rivaled the Vermilion Bird, who was now a bonafide god. It was difficult not to applaud the human for it.

“Alright, enough small talk. I’ll take you to the vein.” Jiang Chen hadn’t been by for several years, but he was still familiar with the terrain. It took no time at all for them to reach the quarry’s periphery.

“An intense killing aura lingers in the air.” This was the Vermilion Bird’s first impression. “No plants grow here, nor do I sense other life. Why is this?”

“It’s as you perceive.” Jiang Chen smiled and nodded. “I will summon Little White.”

He used the secret method to contact the tiger, as they’d agreed upon a few years back.

The earth immediately began to tremble. Suddenly, a white shadow darted out from the earth.

“Huh? Is this Little White?” The Vermilion Bird blinked. Long Xiaoxuan felt like he was seeing things as well.

The beast before them was humongous and majestic. Its birthmark of heritage was more prominent than ever. The wings upon its back could now be extended and retracted at will.

“Haha? Young master Chen, Brother Long, Old Brother Vermilion Bird?” The Astral White Tiger was very glad to see its three old acquaintances.

Long Xiaoxuan came forward to scrutinize the tiger more closely. “Is that really you, Little White?” he clucked.

“I changed a lot, huh? I bet you don’t even recognize me. Yes, I am the Astral White Tiger you all know and love—Little White!”

The tiger was quite excited. It was obvious that it had benefited a great deal from its time cultivating here. Its personality had grown alongside its size—it was no longer nearly as shy as it had once been. It was perfectly relaxed alongside its sacred beast peers.

However, it was a little disappointed when it saw Long Xiaoxuan’s cultivation. “I worked hard, but it looks like there’s still a gap between us.”

Long Xiaoxuan was advanced empyrean, nearly ninth level. Though Little White had broken through to empyrean here and repeatedly ascended, it was only fifth level empyrean.

But considering its starting point, this was already progress at a perverse speed.

Long Xiaoxuan had begun to cultivate several years before it. The level disparity was hard to overcome all at once.

Jiang Chen knew that the three sacred beasts would eventually reach similar heights after ascending to godhood

Right now, the Vermilion Bird was stronger than Long Xiaoxuan, who was in turn stronger than the tiger. This was entirely due to how long they’d cultivated for and their personal fortunes.

The bird had cultivated for significantly longer than Long Xiaoxuan and the Astral White Tiger. Because it hadn’t spent much of that time with Jiang Chen, its development had comparatively been hindered. Its fortunes had completely turned after meeting its young human friend.

After exchanging greetings, Little White was depressed to find that it was still the weakest of the trio.

“Don’t be so upset, Little White.” Jiang Chen laughed. “You and Brother Long will attain godhood sooner or later. When you do, you’ll become Old Brother Vermilion’s equal. Your bloodlines and potentials are not so different, and your futures will converge.”

“Ah well, it’s all because I’m the youngest of the bunch.” Little White laughed. “Fine, fine.”

“If you know you’re younger, then be humbler. Don’t call me ‘Brother Long’. Call me ‘big brother’, got it?” Long Xiaoxuan declared.

Little White pouted and pulled a face.

Jiang Chen was pleased to see the sacred beasts coexisting in harmony. Without him, they would definitely engage in a much fiercer rivalry against each other.

“Enough joking around. Little White, your cultivation has advanced very quickly. Have you scoped out the vein as well?”

“I think I have a good shot at taking it with me, Brother Chen,” the tiger responded seriously.

“How sure are you of doing so?”

“Maybe forty or fifty percent. With your help? Sixty or seventy,” guessed Little White.

“Okay. Let’s do it then. These crystals can’t be used to set up a formation, but they are valuable cultivation resources nevertheless. Why should we leave them for another when Myriad Abyss is on the brink of chaos?”

Jiang Chen had no intention of waiting any more.

Perhaps these crystals were related to the pentacolor stones used to repair the sky in the primordial times. They had formed the basis of each and every world’s elements once upon a time.

Because these crystals similarly came in a myriad of colors and functions, Jiang Chen supposed that he wasn’t far off from the truth. They were evidently not the originals though, otherwise he’d be sitting on a gold mine.

A single primordial thing—especially something as rare as pentacolor stone—was sufficient to gain authority over a new world.

It was impossible for such a relic to remain on Divine Abyss.

Nevertheless, these crystals would be extraordinary if they’d managed to inherit a hundredth of that strength. That would be more than profit enough.

The young man and his three bestial friends got to work instantly.

Little White spoke about some of the rules they had to follow, especially when it came to the vein’s dangers.

“Don’t worry! The killing intent is pretty strong, but Old Brother Vermilion’s divine constitution means that you essentially can’t be hurt. Brother Long and young master Chen are too capable to be affected by the more typical perils. No need to be too tense. I’ll tell you about things to avoid ahead of time.” The tiger’s speech marked his growth. He could finally take the lead.
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A Bandit Halfway Through


“Little White, this vein is the perfect place for you to cultivate. Do you think it’s unfair for us to take it away?” Jiang Chen asked.

The tiger flashed a toothy grin. “I like the atmosphere here, but I need the crystals much more. As long as you give me plenty of those, there’s no problem going anywhere else.”

Jiang Chen thought about it for a moment before deciding to go ahead.

He knew that the powerful experts who’d escaped from the Boundless Prison wouldn't rest idle. Right now, they were already traveling the world and surely looking for resources to plunder.

If one of them took an interest in this place, the vein wouldn't be spared. Moreover, his furry friend would be caught up in the trouble. An Astral White Tiger was an ideal beast for these experts to subjugate or enslave.

Jiang Chen didn’t want to lose both the crystals and a friend.

Under Little White’s guidance, the quartet began to execute the vein harvesting plan.

In about half a month, it was completely ransacked. No crystals were left where the vein once was.

The Vermilion Bird and Long Xiaoxuan were equally excited. Quite a few of the crystals were appropriate for their cultivation as well. The red ones, for example, were perfect for the bird. Similarly, the green ones particularly suited Long Xiaoxuan.

Jiang Chen was delighted at the tremendous yield. “Let’s split up the loot later. This isn’t a good place to stay. Our commotion might very well have alerted others to our presence. Thankfully, all the crystals are stowed away. Even if someone came now, they wouldn’t know it was us.”

The three sacred beasts nodded cheerily.

Jiang Chen and company arrived on the surface. As they were about to leave, a powerful consciousness from the distance blasted in his general direction.

He braced himself. “So there was someone!”

He had a feeling that his lengthy delay would garner undesirable attention. It was just as he’d expected.

A strange chariot broke through the northern clouds. Instead of horses, eight exotic beasts drove it. They were ferocious and imposing in their own right.

The chariot was lavishly decorated with gold and jewels. Its body was brilliantly etched, its design classical and ostentatious.

A man sat upon the chariot, his visage as handsome as an emperor. His very appearance gave off the impression of wealth. Five servants flanked the vehicle, all of them every bit First Wind and his comrades’ equal.

This was obviously another divine expert. These servants of his were demigods.

It was no longer a good time for Jiang Chen to leave.

He wasn’t planning on sticking around for long though. A single glance was enough to spur his departure.

“Halt.” A voice full of authority sounded from the chariot.

Jiang Chen’s footsteps tarried. “Are you talking to me?” he shot back coolly.

“Who else is there but you?” The god upon the chariot spoke with a slow, measured gait. It was almost enchanting to listen to.

Even someone as capable as Jiang Chen felt his grip on reality slip a little. He shook it off in an instant though, and laughed.

“I don’t recall making your acquaintance. There’s no reason for me to stop.”

The wealthy god smiled faintly. “Young man, I am more experienced than you could possibly hope to comprehend. Do you think it wise to try to trick me?”

“Why do you say that?” Jiang Chen replied evenly.

“Don’t play the fool. Hand over the goods you found here. After that, I promise I will allow you to leave peacefully.”

A highwayman, as expected.

The young man shrugged, returning an equally detached smile.

“I did acquire a few spirit stones. However, this territory belongs to me. I don’t believe you have the right to interfere in my affairs. Why should I give what is rightfully mine to you?” Though his tone was lighthearted, his response was rather serious.

“Heh…” The divine cultivator broke into booming laughter. “Interesting, interesting. I’ve always thought that pathetic excuses for cultivators abounded in Myriad Abyss. I didn't expect a youth with your spine to be in such a remote place. Regardless… you’re too naïve. Do you think I’m reasoning with you?”

“What does that matter?” Jiang Chen frowned slightly.

“Alright. Tell me, young man, what faction do you belong to?”

“I’ve told you already that I see no reason to give you anything. That includes my identity.” Jiang Chen wasn’t scared of this adversary.

The Vermilion Bird was more than capable of putting up a real fight.

Meanwhile, Jiang Chen, Long Xiaoxuan, and the Astral White Tiger could handle the god’s servants. Slaying one or two of them in the process wasn’t out of the question.

The divine cultivator furrowed his brow. He could no longer maintain his dignified veneer.

One of his servants was a bushy-browed man. He took this opportunity to step forward, raging. “My master is a supreme god, kid. The fact he’s talking to you is a blessing unto itself. What reason do you have for your rudeness? You clearly have no interest in living any longer.”

“A god, is he?” Jiang Chen chuckled. “Gods are remarkable beings, but they’re hardly supreme.”

He had seen countless of them in his previous life. Many had bowed down and offered him their simpering smiles. In fact, some had served as his house guards. Thus, his attitude was different from everyone else’s. He didn't have an innate fear of gods.

Jiang Chen’s retort enraged the demigod servant.

He cupped a fist toward his master. “Sir, please allow me to take down this imbecile kid. You may do what you like with him.”

“Go. Myriad Abyss Island is such a stale place. Young people these days don’t know what’s good for them. Bah, humbug,” responded the god, as if lamenting the state of the world.

Jiang Chen snapped his fingers. The Vermilion Bird erupted from the void of space, its maw opening to release a scorching fireball.

Its flames seemed to burn the very air, filling the sky with a terrifying crimson.

The hellish blaze spread like wildfire.

The bushy-browed demigod was blasted in the face by a powerful heat wave. His breathing was stifled from the lack of air, and his eyebrows were instantly singed.

The fire was so powerful! The demigod didn’t dare rush headlong into danger. The fire before him was far more fearsome than anything he knew. Only death awaited him ahead.

The divine cultivator sitting within the chariot glowered. He looked warily at the Vermilion Bird. He could see that the bird was a god as well!
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Great Wariness


“Stand down!” the divine cultivator in the carriage shouted at the bushy-browed servant. Even all his servants combined wouldn’t rival a god. The Vermilion Bird could kill them without lifting a feather.

A fight between two gods had no clear winner.

The divine cultivator weighed his options. He’d clearly underestimated his enemy. He’d thought the young man was a regular cultivator he could easily extort.

But this was no easy prey! There was a god protecting him. The would-be bandit forced himself to calmly face this development.

He wasn’t confident that he’d be able to defeat the Vermilion Bird. After all, a divine beast could easily overpower a human cultivator of the same level. Their bloodline gave them an immense edge over their human counterparts.

Realization dawned.

A young man affiliated with Eternal Divine Nation being followed by a vermilion bird… Could this young man be Jiang Chen? The genius everyone was talking about in Myriad Abyss?

The divine cultivator hesitated. If the young man before him was Jiang Chen, he’d have to think twice before antagonizing this potential victim.

Jiang Chen was a member of the Eternal Sacred Land. What was more, everyone knew about his relationship with Divine Kasyapa.

The divine cultivator had just escaped from the Boundless Prison as well. There weren’t a lot of people he was wary of, but Divine Kasyapa was one of them.

It wouldn’t be worthwhile for him to offend Kasyapa for Jiang Chen. He couldn’t afford to have both Kasyapa and the Eternal Sacred Land retaliate against him. Besides, the fact that Jiang Chen was protected by a sacred beast god made things even worse.

The worst case scenario was one of him facing three divines. Even someone as confident as he knew that was suicide. He wasn’t sure if he could defeat Divine Kasyapa in a duel, let alone with two other divines.

Those who had survived the Boundless Prison knew when to cut their losses. They were very observant and easily adapted to different situations. The divine cultivator was no exception.

He smiled and clucked his tongue appreciatively. “I didn’t expect to run into a god descended from the four divine beasts in the middle of nowhere. How marvelous! If I’m not mistaken, you must be young lord Jiang Chen from the Eternal Sacred Land, are you not?”

Jiang Chen tensed. The man had changed his tune in the blink of an eye, unusual for someone of his status. That made the young lord very wary.

He smiled slightly. “Since the senior knows this is the territory of Eternal Divine Nation. It’s not that difficult to guess at my identity.”

“Haha, I’ve mistaken a friend for a foe! Brother Kasyapa and I go way back. We’re old friends from the Boundless Prison. I didn’t expect to run into his junior here. How fascinating.”

The man had been saying everything was boring, but now suddenly found things fascinating. He’d also changed the way he addressed Jiang Chen from young man to young friend.

Jiang Chen couldn’t not be wary of men like him.

“Brother Kasyapa and I are very close, young friend. It’s all been a misunderstanding. This seat is curious though. What treasure lies hidden in a remote mountain like this?” The divine cultivator hadn’t fully given up and was trying to get an answer from Jiang Chen in a roundabout fashion.

Jiang Chen didn’t call him out for trying to establish rapport. He smiled. “To tell you the truth, I’ve just acquired some spirit stones—quite a lot of them. I happened to need the spirit stones for something. I hope you’ll let me off the hook, senior.”

“Just spirit stones?” the divine cultivator couldn’t help but ask. “Why then did this seat see a flash of heavenly light and a stunning myriad of colors? It was tremendous. If I hadn’t passed through the area, I would’ve missed it.”

Jiang Chen snapped to inward attention, but he didn’t let it show. He smiled. “That was me brandishing my sword in a fit of excitement after acquiring the spirit stones.”

He manifested his Pentecolor Divine Swords and infused it with his spirit energy. Beams of heavenly light soared into the sky, stunningly magnificent.

It was a remarkable display of quick thinking. The explanation did make sense. At least the divine cultivator couldn’t find any fault in it.

Of course, it didn’t mean he believed Jiang Chen.

The divine cultivator smiled slightly. “Ah, so this seat has jumped to the wrong conclusion?”

Jiang Chen smiled in lieu of an answer.

“The sacred land isn’t far from here, senior. If you’re interested, we can have a drink there.”

Jiang Chen didn’t want to stay any longer.

Having a drink in the sacred land wasn’t appealing to someone who’d just escaped the Boundless Prison. They’d sooner destroy the sacred land than visit it.

Jiang Chen didn’t expect the man to accept his offer either. He was ready to leave as soon as he was finished exchanging pleasantries.

“I have urgent business to attend to, senior. Please excuse me.”

Jiang Chen left without hesitation. Although the man had seemed eager to befriend him, he knew it was merely a facade. The two-faced divine would never actually let anyone get close to him.

Men like him would do anything for profit. Friendship was but a cover story for him. He couldn’t be trusted.

Once Jiang Chen vanished in thin air, the five demigod servants cursed after him.

The bushy-browed servant couldn’t contain his frustration. “Are we just going to let him go, master? Isn’t that a pity? He sounds so suspicious. He must have gotten something good.”

“Do you think we would’ve been able to keep him?” asked the divine cultivator.

“There are six of us, but only one of him and a divine beast.”

“How naive of you. He has other companions.” The divine cultivator smiled darkly. “Besides, do you think we’ll be able to go against the sacred land’s forefather, the Vermilion Bird, and Divine Kasyapa altogether?”

The bushy-browed man slumped. No matter how powerful his master was, the master would still be in grave trouble if the three formed a united front.

“Then what do we do, master?” a hook-nosed servant asked frustratedly. “Are we just going to let the boy get off free and dandy? That’s humiliating.”

“Don’t do anything reckless at the moment. Besides, this is his territory. Whatever he got, we have no right to intervene. Of course, that’s the official reason. What’s more important is that I don’t want to make three powerful enemies just yet. We can get our resources elsewhere. We’ll let him win today! If there’s a next time, we’ll get it all back from him, with interest!”

The divine cultivator knew when to back down. He gave up as soon as he realized that he didn’t stand a chance.
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Competition of Geniuses, Suggestion of Alliance


Jiang Chen was still reeling from the chance meeting with the divine cultivator after leaving.

Their conversation had seemed civil, but in truth, they had been one step away from erupting in a fight. Both had been testing the other’s ability.

If the Vermilion Bird hadn’t been with him, Long Xiaoxuan and the Astral White Tiger wouldn’t have been enough for him to deter the divine cultivator. Thankfully, it’d just been an empty scare.

Jiang Chen sighed. It was certainly true that many powerful cultivators had escaped from the Boundless Prison, if he had run into one so easily. Nevertheless, he had been in high spirits since acquiring the pentacolor crystals.

The crystals were more valuable than the spirit stones he had received from Rejuvenation. The latter had been more important to him at the moment because he needed them for the Great Formation. In terms of cultivation, the crystals would serve him far better.

Once he returned to the Eternal Sacred Land, Jiang Chen gave some of the crystals to his three sacred beast companions. They were all thrilled by the offer. They wouldn’t have to worry about resources for their cultivation for the next few decades!

Jiang Chen wanted to ask Divine Kasyapa about the divine cultivator he’d just encountered, but decided against doing so. He didn’t want to waste any time when he couldn’t afford the luxury.

“Young master Chen, the venerated forefather decided to return to the sacred land to see you after hearing that you’ve returned,” said Ziju Min. “You should be prepared.”

Jiang Chen paused. Could the elder have guessed right? Was the forefather going to take him to the offworld battlefield sooner than they’d agreed upon?

In truth, Jiang Chen wasn’t ready to go. He had unfinished business in the human domain.

“Oh, young master, have you collected enough spirit stones?” asked Ziju Min.

“Not yet.” Jiang Chen jokingly asked, “Are you going to chip in, Elder Ziju?”

Ziju Min laughed heartily. “If you’re just going to use the stones to cultivate, I can help, but the amount of stones you need is too big. What I can give you is far from enough.”

That was true. Ziju Min had some spirit stones in his possession, but not enough to make a difference.

Jiang Chen frowned, worried about how he should gather more stones.

“The ten divine nations is holding a genius competition this year, Young Master Chen,” offered Ziju Min. “It’s our tradition. The competition has been postponed due to the rebellions. At first, we were discouraged from holding the competition at all, but someone with foresight argued that the loss we suffered is exactly the reason why we must uncover new geniuses. We need new blood. Therefore, the genius competition...”

“You aren’t telling me to partake in the competition, are you?”

That didn’t appeal to Jiang Chen at all. He’d only participated in the sword competition because he had no other way to take care of House Xiahou. The genius competition held by the ten nations seemed like a pissing contest with no purpose.

He wasn’t the least bit interested.

He couldn’t be considered a young genius given his status and power. It didn’t make sense for him to go against a group of youths.

“The competition may be beneath you, but it’s an opportunity for you to get to know others in the ten nations and gain influence. It’s also a chance to build connections. There are many prosperous lands in the ten nations… I believe you’ll be able to collect the spirit stones you need then.”

Jiang Chen finally understand what Ziju Min was implying. “Is this the forefather’s idea, or the first prime’s?”

“Haha, neither. It’s my suggestion to you. Of course, both the forefather and the first prime will support you. The first prime has mentioned many times that you should get to know the geniuses from the other nations and become their unquestionable leader, establishing your position. It’ll be crucial for laying down the foundation of an alliance between the ten nations...”

Jiang Chen was puzzled. “An alliance? Aren’t the ten nations working together already?”

Ziju Min sighed. “That’s only when we’re facing outside threats, and being on the same side doesn’t make us allies. There aren’t really any true friends between the ten nations.”

Now, Jiang Chen understood. The ten nations had been established to eliminate the offworld invaders. However, it was every man for themselves on the offworld battlefields. Each nation focused only on protecting their homeland.

Under the circumstances, there was a lack of communication and coordination despite being on the same side.

“So you’re serious about forming an alliance this time?” Jiang Chen asked curiously.

“We should be.” Ziju Min sighed. “The ten nations are beginning to realize that a big threat is looming over Myriad Abyss Island. Things are becoming more and more delicate. If we don’t put aside our selfish needs and work together, Myriad Abyss and even the entirety of Divine Abyss may fall. Then it’ll truly be the doom of all races on the continent.”

Jiang Chen wasn’t sure what to say.

An alliance had to be formed, but would it be enough? If people couldn’t overcome their selfish desires, forming an alliance wouldn’t help.

Who should be the head of the alliance? Who should be in charge?

Those were the most basic of questions that needed answers. The ten nations were at equal footing in terms of foundation and their level of power. It was impossible to pick a leader to whom everyone deferred to.

Jiang Chen didn’t voice his doubts. Perhaps the circumstances would be enough to change human nature. Even the most selfish of people might make compromises under the pressure of reality.

They had a few more drinks as they chatted about the Ten Divine Nations. Jiang Chen listened with great interest as Ziju Min was a great storyteller. He gave the young man a detailed and fascinating rundown of events, current and old.

That reminded Jiang Chen. ”By the way, Elder Ziju, how’s Shi Xuan from Flora Divine Nation doing?”

He hadn’t had the time to take care of the man since he’d become Jiang Chen’s pill slave. Ziju Min had been in charge of taming him.

Ziju Min chuckled. “The same old. We haven’t brought him over to our side yet and he doesn’t respect us yet. Since you’re here, young master Chen, you should take some time to teach him a lesson.”

They drank as they talked.

Suddenly, Jiang Chen’s consciousness detected something. He shot to his feet. “Greetings to the venerated forefather.”

Ziju Min jumped up and stood on the side respectfully.

“Elder Ziju is here as well?” The forefather grinned at Jiang Chen. “I’ve heard a lot of things about you these days, young man. Good, you’ve met my expectations.”

Jiang Chen pursed his lips without a word. He worried that the forefather would order him to go to the offworld battlefield as soon as he opened his mouth.
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A Much Suffering Venerated Forefather


The venerated forefather smiled wryly when he noted Jiang Chen’s glum mood.

He knew the young man wasn’t terribly happy. Jiang Chen had made great contributions to the Eternal Sacred Land, but in return, the sacred land hadn’t offered much to him.

There were the resources in the vault, but the forefather had only let Jiang Chen take whatever he wanted because the most valuable hadn’t been stored there. What had been available for selection was far from the best treasures.

Moreover, rewards had been promised to Jiang Chen for aiding the Martial Sacred Land, but the promised payout had yet to materialize. He’d been too busy to even meet with Jiang Chen until now.

“Jiang Chen,” the forefather said with a smile. “It’s not like you to be so quiet.”

Jiang Chen shrugged and responded with a hint of displeasure, “You made a lot of promises before you sent me to the Martial Sacred Land, Forefather. You haven’t fulfilled any of them.”

Feeling guilty, the forefather smiled coyly. “It’s all my fault. The sacred land is running a little low on resources. But… for those who have contributed to our cause, the sacred land won’t be stingy. Tell me what you want. I’ll make it happen.”

“I don’t want to make things difficult for the sacred land,” Jiang Chen replied faintly. “I only want spirit stones.”

If he’d asked for anything else, the sacred land might’ve been able to weasel out of it, claiming that the times were too tight to give him what he wanted. However, spirit stones were something the sacred land must be able to afford.

“Spirit stones?” The forefather smiled. “How many? I know you want to reactivate the Great Formation, but that will consume a considerable amount of stones. Even we may not be able to afford to do so. You know, Jiang Chen, the sacred land can’t even keep everyone fed now...”

Jiang Chen rolled his eyes. He hadn’t even gotten started and the forefather was already claiming to be poor.

“I’m not asking for much,” Jiang Chen said with a smile. “How about the sacred land contributing ten percent of the stones I need?”

The forefather considered the proposal, rubbing his chin. He slapped his thighs. “As long as you agree to partake in the genius competition, we’ll try our best to get you the stones!”

“Try your best?” Jiang Chen’s voice was tinged with annoyance.

“We… we will get you the stones,” the forefather promised through gritted teeth.

He hadn’t been lying when he said the sacred land was poor. If they hadn’t raided a few families after putting down the rebellion, they’d have been even poorer. The offworld battlefield was an endless maw of consumption. No matter how wealthy one was, the wealth would be depleted sooner or later.

More importantly, the invaders had grown a lot more active these days. The sacred land was finding it very difficult to fight them off, which was why the forefather barely had any time to stay in the sacred land.

Noting Jiang Chen’s disinterested mood, the forefather couldn’t help but ask, “How many more stones do you need, Jiang Chen?”

“Many. The more the merrier.” Jiang Chen had realized that he needed to keep some secrets from the forefather. If he admitted he only had to collect twenty percent of the total he needed, the forefather wouldn’t take his request seriously and might even complain even more loudly about how poor he was.

The venerated forefather tried to bring Jiang Chen to his side. “The genius competition this year is different from what it was before. It’s being jointly hosted by all ten sacred lands. Every genius, no matter where you come from or what cultivation level you’re at, will be given priority.

“It’s going to be a very exciting event. Many rewards are being offered. It’ll be a great opportunity for you to make a fortune! Don’t you know how to refine the Taiyi Skymender Pill and the Crowning Empyrean Pill? At the competition, you can exchange the pills for a good amount of spirit stones.”

Jiang Chen smiled wryly. “Has the sacred land stooped so low that you need me to sell pills for money?”

“To be honest with you, the sacred land isn’t in decline. It’s just that we’re really very poor. The offworld battles are sucking up all of our resources. You don’t know how difficult it is to maintain the faction!” The venerated forefather was determined to play up his suffering.

Jiang Chen shrugged. “I can sell pills for the stones, but I’ll need the sacred land to provide the ingredients. How else am I going to find all the rare ingredients otherwise?”

The forefather pulled a reluctant face. He responded after a moment, “You’re our most promising young genius. Of course we’ll do our best to fulfill your request. Ah yes, the offworld battlefield is seeing a lot of action lately. Are you interested in checking it out?”

Jiang Chen shook his head without hesitation. “No, not for now.”

The forefather cackled but didn’t insist. He’d promised Jiang Chen that the young man wouldn’t have to go until the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement was activated, ensuring that the human domain was fully protected. The domain was their back door, and securing it was of utmost importance.

So seeing how resolute the young genius was, he didn’t try to convince otherwise.

The young man was no longer someone whom the sacred land could order around. Instead, they had to cater to the young man’s needs. For one, Jiang Chen had the Vermilion Bird on his side. In addition, his personality, ability, and potential alone warranted the sacred land’s special treatment.

If they failed to keep Jiang Chen happy, other factions would immediately make a move to steal him away.

Sensing the forefather’s single-minded focus on the offworld battlefield, Jiang Chen asked, “What do the ten sacred lands think about the inmates escaping from the Boundless Prison, Forefather?”

“The Boundless Prison? Quite a lot have escaped, but they haven’t gained a foothold in Myriad Abyss yet. I don’t think they’re going to cause that much trouble anytime soon.” But the forefather wasn’t entirely sure of his answer.

Jiang Chen frowned. “Forefather, the ten sacred lands will suffer greatly if you underestimate them.” This wasn’t him being an alarmist.

“What do you mean?” the forefather asked with a grave expression.

“My instinct tells me that those fugitives will try to topple the ten sacred lands’ rule over Myriad Abyss.”

Jiang Chen had already met two groups of fugitives—Divine Kasyapa and his men, and the group at Cloud Camel Mountain. Neither were easy prey. If allowed to settle down, they were bound to stir up trouble and plunge Myriad Abyss into chaos.

The forefather looked a little lost. He sighed. “If they have even a lick of conscience, they won’t do anything now. Myriad Abyss can’t afford another civil war. If conflict breaks out again and we run out of people and resources to sustain the war against the offworld invaders, Myriad Abyss will meet its doom...”

Everyone understood that logic.

Jiang Chen reminded him, “Forefather, don’t forget that not all of the inmates are from Myriad Abyss.”
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A Grand Competition of Geniuses


Jiang Chen’s focus was on the Great Formation. He did care about Myriad Abyss Island, but it didn’t warrant as much of his attention at the moment.

After all, he hadn’t been in Myriad Abyss for long and wasn’t that attached to it. Moreover, although the sacred land had treated him well since he joined, it still didn’t feel like home.

Therefore, this warning was all he was going to issue. The rest was up to the senior executives. He wasn’t going to make it his own concern. Even if he chose to intervene, it’d be after he reactivated the Great Formation.

“By the way, when is this grand competition?” asked Jiang Chen.

“In less than four months.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “Alright, I’ll go.”

The venerated forefather was overjoyed. “That’s wonderful! You’ll be able to take the top spot easily. It’s an opportunity to make a name for yourself, Jiang Chen, and it’ll be your first step in becoming a legend in Myriad Abyss. Remember not to be too arrogant or unapproachable. It’ll do you good to seize the opportunity to befriend talented cultivators from different factions.”

Elder Ziju had said the same thing.

To put it simply, there was an alliance forming, and the Eternal Sacred Land wanted to be its head. Jiang Chen’s performance was a crucial part of that. It’d be ideal if he could help the sacred land become the alliance head.

That was why the sacred land kept urging Jiang Chen to participate in the competition. At the end of the day, it too harbored ambitions about the alliance.

Jiang Chen nodded after a bemused pause. “I’ll do my best, but I hope the venerated forefather will think hard about the stones I need.”

That was his priority. He couldn’t possibly extort the stones from someone now, could he? If he could have, he would have, and he’d need the right target to boot.

The forefather pounded his chest. “Worry not, I’ll get you your ten percent of stones and the ingredients for refining the Crowning Empyrean and Taiyi Skymender Pill.”

The negotiation left the forefather in a good mood. He hadn’t expected to convince Jiang Chen with only ten percent of the stones.

He’d been worried that the young man would ask the sacred land to gather all of the stones, which was why he’d started out wailing about their poverty and refusing to give a clear answer.

This outcome was a great relief.

Once he’d left, Ziju Min excused himself as well. He could tell Jiang Chen was unhappy, so he didn’t stay to be a bother.

Only after that did the Vermilion Bird and the other divine beasts emerged from the shadows.

The bird shook its head. “Aren’t the ten sacred lands the rulers of Myriad Abyss Island? How can the forefather be so stingy? You’ve fallen for his tricks, Jiang Chen.”

“Tricks?” asked Jiang Chen.

“He appealed to your sympathy on purpose so that he could give you the least amount of reward in exchange for your cooperation. I believe the sacred land can afford to give you a lot more spirit stones. He simply doesn’t want to offer more to aid the human domain.”

As an ancient divine beast, the bird had seen it all. It was thus more insightful in many cases.

Jiang Chen laughed wryly. Upon consideration, he had to admit the bird was right. The Eternal Sacred Land had deep foundations to begin with, and they had gained quite a lot of wealth after resolving the rebellion. They couldn’t be that poor. The offworld battles took a lot to sustain, true, but more in terms of human resources. Material costs might be high as well, but not so high that the sacred land couldn’t keep its members fed.

Nevertheless, Jiang Chen didn’t have too many complaints.

The sacred land had its own set of problems. From its standpoint, it was only natural that it would be reluctant to shoulder too big a part of the spirit stones needed for the great formation.

However, Jiang Chen couldn’t help but feel bitter towards the sacred land for their manipulation. The place felt a lot less like home now. If they considered him part of the family, they wouldn’t have gone that far in manipulating him.

“We’ll focus on cultivating for now. A chaotic world is inevitable. Only strength can ensure our safety when it comes.” Jiang Chen never forgot the importance of strength.

“You’re right.” The Vermilion Bird nodded. “Strength ensures that you have a voice. The forefather is a good example. He can no longer order you around and instead has to buy your cooperation.”

There were still roughly four months until the competition arrived.

Jiang Chen planned to gather the rest of the stones before the end of the competition. After that, he’d set out for the human domain immediately and do all he could to reactivate the Great Formation.

As for House Yan, they had been putting a lot of effort into rebuilding. Jiang Chen couldn’t possibly rain on their parade. They were free to put their efforts into the wrong thing.

If the world did fall into chaos, House Yan’s reconstruction wouldn’t mean much.

The family only had a few talented members left, which wasn’t enough for them to achieve much. While Yan Qianfan was under Divine Kasyapa’s protection, the divine master wasn’t necessarily going to provide House Yan with much help.

After all, he was the one who’d destroyed House Yan. It’d be slapping his own face to help rebuild it. Besides, what if House Yan decided to take revenge against him after its rise? He’d have dug his own grave.

Given Jiang Chen’s understanding of Divine Kasyapa, he wasn’t someone who would do such a thing.

Nevertheless, Jiang Chen wasn’t interested in interrupting when the Yan family was in such high spirits. Whatever they did, it wouldn’t matter all that much.

Huang’er was observant enough to guess his thoughts. Noticing that Jiang Chen didn’t offer much opinions about House Yan’s rebuilding, she realized that he wasn’t that optimistic about it.

“Brother Chen, grandfather and the others are focusing solely on rebuilding House Yan. Do you not approve?” Huang’er asked gently. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell them.”

Jiang Chen sighed faintly. “Troubled times of chaos are upon us, Huang’er. Even the sacred land may fall. How is House Yan going to recover its peak? Survival is key in an age of conflict. One can only rebuild when the world is stable. If not, a single incident will be enough to destroy what you’ve worked for no matter how many times you’ve started over.”

Huang’er nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right, Brother Chen. I’ll try to persuade them.”

“Tell Qingsang to focus on cultivating. Let your grandfather, father, and uncle do what they’re doing. They’re in the heat of the moment. They may not listen to reason.”

Huang’er shook her head. “I have to try. You know as well how painful it is fall when you feel the most hope. A sudden change is difficult to accept.”
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Secrets of the Four Sacred Beasts


The venerated forefather was efficient this time. In less than half a month, he delivered to Jiang Chen the ten percent of spirit stones. “I swallowed all of my pride this time and begged for the spirit stones everywhere, Jiang Chen. I hope you won’t dismiss it as too little.”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Thank you for your efforts, Forefather.”

“Well, you’re our most valued genius, and it’s very likely that you’ll become the new leader of the sacred land. We must show you the level of respect you deserve! Oh, as for the ingredients for refining pills, we’ve collected most of them. They’ll be delivered to you in a few days.”

Although the forefather had been manipulative, he had truly gone to some efforts for Jiang Chen. The young man could feel the sincerity shining through.

I suppose at the end of the day, it makes sense from the Eternal Sacred Land’s perspective that they’re reluctant to give away too much for the human domain.

Jiang Chen received the pill ingredients a few days later.

He went into closed door cultivation and refined them into the Crowning Empyrean and Taiyi Skymender Pills. He knew how rare the ingredients were, so he was particularly careful during this process.

The sacred land had been more generous in this regard, giving him ingredients for free so that he could exchange the pills for spirit stones.

Of course, Jiang Chen knew the sacred land had something to gain as well. If he sold the pills for spirit stones, he’d naturally befriend many people and leave them with a good impression for the sacred land.

They might even end up asking favors from the sacred land. Then when it came to rallying behind candidates for alliance head, they would be more inclined to pick the Eternal Sacred Land.

Jiang Chen didn’t want to waste too much time dwelling on politics. The pills would earn him the spirit stones he needed. That was what mattered to him.

There was quite a lot of ingredients. It took him close to a month to refine them all into pills. He thus had a considerable number of Taiyi Skymender Pills and Crowning Empyrean Pills in his possession, which left him in high spirits.

Both Long Xiaoxuan and the Astral White Tiger were given a Crowning Empyrean Pill. The tiger was especially excited. It’d heard about how effective the pill was in boosting cultivation.

“Haha, I’ll use it once I reach sixth level empyrean in order to ascend to seventh.” The tiger’s intelligence had continued to develop, which allowed it to make better decisions.

Long Xiaoxuan had gotten a pill before. He played with the one Jiang Chen gave him now and put it in his inventory.

As for the Vermilion Bird, the Crowning Empyrean Pill was of no use to it. Glumly, it asked, “Young master Chen, it would be an amazing achievement if you could refine a pill to help divine cultivators advance a level. Is there such a pill in the world?”

“There is!” admitted Jiang Chen.

The Vermilion Bird’s eyes lit up. “Really?”

“However, I don’t know how to refine it, and it’s impossible to collect the ingredients needed. There’s no chance anyone would be able to refine it on Divine Abyss Continent.” Jiang Chen shook his head. It was a task too difficult even for him.

Even in the heavenly planes, there might be at most one or two pill dao masters who could refine the pills.

“There is a pill like that?” The bird’s voice was tinted with complicated emotions. “You’re so knowledgeable, young master. I wonder whose memory you’ve inherited.”

They all knew that Jiang Chen was a god incarnate, but given his wealth of knowledge and experience, he couldn’t have been a regular god. He might not even have been a god on this plane.

Jiang Chen smiled and changed the subject instead of giving an answer. “If the opportunity presents itself, I’ll refine a pill like that for each of you.”

“Wonderful!” The Vermilion Bird was ecstatic.

On the contrary, Long Xiaoxuan and the white tiger didn’t react that strongly. They were at empyrean realm still and didn’t have a deep understanding about the divine realm. Thus, they weren’t as eager as the bird was.

Jiang Chen nodded. “I hope that day will come.”

An idea struck him suddenly. He asked, “As descendants of the divine beasts, have you heard of the black tortoise bloodline?”

“The black tortoise bloodline? Of course. It’s one of the four divine beasts.” The Vermilion Bird nodded. “In the ancient times, there were rumors about a black tortoise.”

“Truly?” Jiang Chen’s eyes lit up.

“I’ve heard of one. However, none of the four divine beasts ran into each other in the ancient times. Moreover...” With some embarrassment, the bird continued, “Usually when we meet, it means war. We tend to fight to our deaths.”

“True.” Long Xiaoxuan tilted his head and threw the white tiger a glance.

The tiger huffed. “Brother Long, don’t bully me because I’m young. I’ll fight you once I grow up. We astral white tigers are known for our fighting ability in the heavenly planes!”

“Hmph, I’ll wait for you to grow up! I hope you won’t run to young master Chen crying like a baby.”

Dragons and tigers were natural rivals. Although Long Xiaoxuan and the white tiger had become brothers, it was inevitable for them to get into fights now and then.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “You’ve gone off topic again. I asked about the black tortoise for a reason.”

The three divine beasts paused. “What is it?”

“It’s a secret from the ancient times. It’s said that once the four divine beasts come together, one would be able to enact the heavenly law, refine the five elements, and eventually create a heavenly plane.”

“Oh? That’s unbelievable!”

“Yes! All heavenly planes are refined from items that embody fate. Thus, every plane needs such an item, which always dates back to the genesis of all, and can only be stumbled upon rather than sought out.”

The three spirits blinked at Jiang Chen, impressed despite their lack of understanding. They couldn’t grasp his words fully. However, mentions of heavenly planes, items that embodied fate, and the genesis of all sounded very impressive.

The Vermilion Bird sucked in a breath. “Do you mean that we’ll be able to refine a heavenly plane after gathering all four divine beasts?”

“It’s possible, but it requires a secret method.” Jiang Chen sighed. “Very few know about it.”

“Do you know how to do it, young master?” asked the bird curiously.

There was no need for Jiang Chen to hide anything from his three divine beast friends. “I remember reading about the method in my past life, but I haven’t tried it myself. I don’t know if it’ll work.”

It had been difficult enough to gather all four divine beasts in his past life. They were considered the top most nobles even in a heavenly plane. Not even the Celestial Emperor would approach them without good reason.

Moreover, Jiang Chen hadn’t been able to use the method in his past life. He hadn’t been able to cultivate martial dao, without which he couldn’t enact the heavenly law and refine a heavenly plane. All he knew was the theory. It was a castle in the air that he’d built only in his head!
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The Grand Competition Arrives


Jiang Chen had nursed the idea of gathering all four sacred beasts ever since first meeting Long Xiaoxuan. At the time, he didn’t think he would have the opportunity to find them all on Divine Abyss, much less specimens that were also willing to cooperate with him.

However, many years later, he’d already managed to collect three among the four. He was only missing a black tortoise.

It was too early to say anything conclusive about all of it yet. To use the four sacred beasts to enact the heavenly dao required all four of them to be at least peak empyrean. Moreover, their strengths had to be very close to equal. Too much of a difference between them meant there would be an imbalance.

And of course, the sacred beasts had other uses aside from simulating heavenly dao. They could be assembled in a fighting formation. Their blood was valuable as well; it could be used to refine pills or injected into regular cultivators.

Jiang Chen had read a vast amount of material on that topic. His father, the Celestial Emperor, had been very interested as well, often researching the subject with him.

In his previous life, Jiang Chen had been the son of the ruler of a set of heavenly planes. As such, he hadn't considered any realistic application of using the four sacred beasts to develop another set of planes.

However, his father’s interest had been uncommonly intense.

He hadn’t thought much of it back then. Perhaps his father had been particularly willing to spoil him by wasting time with him studying esoteric topics.

Now though, he had different ideas. Was there a reason behind the time his father had spent with him?

Divine Abyss was a rather ordinary world. Why did it possess the four sacred beasts’ incredible bloodlines?

Typically, it was quite rare for a mortal plane to host just one of the four. It was nearly impossible for all of them to appear in tandem. There had never been a recorded instance of this in anything Jiang Chen had read.

The young man’s seriousness caused his three bestial friends to sink into silence as well.

Nevertheless, they were quite shaken up. Jiang Chen’s words contained information that their ancestral memories didn't.

“What are you thinking about, young master Chen?” the Vermilion Bird couldn’t help but ask.

Jiang Chen recovered himself, smiling a little. “I was just imagining that if we could find a black tortoise, all four of the sacred beasts would be gathered. Wouldn’t that be a marvelous sight?”

The sacred fowl chuckled. “I suppose that would be fascinating to see.”

“Young master Chen, we’ll do whatever we can to find a black tortoise for you. Hmph, if he doesn’t want to listen to you, then we’ll beat him up for you!” the Astral White Tiger was as combative as ever. Its strength having increased, it was much more confident.

Jiang Chen nodded. “We’ll look for a black tortoise at some point. However, our first priority right now is to cultivate hard. Especially you, Little White! You started the latest, so you have to work hard to catch up, alright?”

“Heheh, of course. I don’t want to lag behind! I want to do all astral white tigers proud.” Little White licked his lips.

After refining the pills, Jiang Chen and his friends continued to cultivate.

The venerated forefather didn't seek out Jiang Chen again. Clearly, the old man was very busy. Jiang Chen was happy with the peace and quiet; he was a little worried about any future meetings in any case.

There was rarely anything good to hear about from those meetings. And right now, he absolutely didn't want to go to some offworld battlefield.

Elder Ziju Min occasionally came to visit, but always departed considerately after seeing that Jiang Chen was mid-cultivation.

The elder was the one who’d discovered Jiang Chen, and perhaps the most familiar with him in the entirety of the sacred land. If he hadn't inducted the young man into the Eternal Sacred Land, it would have been unrealistic for Jiang Chen to topple House Xiahou so quickly.

Therefore, though Jiang Chen didn’t like the way that the venerated forefather bargained, he couldn’t deny that he was indebted to the sacred land. Especially on the matter of House Xiahou, things wouldn’t have gone nearly as smoothly without it.

Three months flew by in no time. One day, the first prime and Elder Ziju came to visit him together.

“You’ve been working hard recently, Jiang Chen. For the great competition of geniuses, I hope?” the female prime inquired kindly.

Ziju Min’s eyes were full of anticipation as he looked at Jiang Chen.

“Is it time for us to be off?” The young man smiled.

“Indeed. The date for the competition has been set—it will commence in half a month’s time. The specific location has just been decided. Because of the trouble with the Boundless Prison, the Ten Divine Nations are employing additional caution. We’re trying to be as impromptu as possible.”

Jiang Chen inclined his head. That wasn’t a bad idea. News getting out wouldn’t be much of a concern with that in mind.

If the cultivators who’d escaped from the Boundless Prison wanted to target the Ten Divine Nations, the grand competition of geniuses would be a good place to start. A location that was decided on spontaneously meant that these hidden enemies wouldn’t have time to plan an attack.

“If I may ask, how many factions are participating in the competition?” Jiang Chen asked.

“The various sacred lands will all have executives present, including their senior divines. The offworld battlefield urgently needs manpower, but the first order of business is to form a formal alliance...”

The competition itself wasn’t particularly important. In actuality, the ten sacred lands wanted to take this opportunity to draft and codify an accord. Once they were united, it would be easier to defend against their enemies—both domestic and extraplanar.

The sacred lands had never announced the existence of enemies from other worlds because they were worried that would unduly plunge Myriad Abyss into chaos.

This brief respite after civil strife also highlighted that the offworld battlefield could no longer be hidden.

Therefore, it was better to announce it at this juncture and reorganize Myriad Abyss accordingly. The impure elements could be removed, and the rest strengthened.

Several geniuses from the Eternal Sacred Land were slated to participate in the competition. Aside from Jiang Chen, the others had also been candidates in the tournament of geniuses in Eternal.

In other words, they were the Five Great Gentlemen, or at least on that level. Wu You, Gan Ning, and the others. Yan Qingsang had improved greatly, true, but he still lacked somewhat when it came to serious contention.
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Sandplain Island


The Eternal Sacred Land had the Five Great Gentlemen among its younger generation. Of these five, the title of foremost genius had once belonged to Sui Chen. Ever since Jiang Chen’s appearance, the former champion had been perpetually annoyed by this new rival’s existence.

When Sui Chen had encountered Xiahou Zong in the tournament of geniuses, he had immediately surrendered without resistance.

The sacred land had allowed them to do so. In fact, that had been part of the predetermined strategy.

The option had been perfectly fine for him to take.

However, when Jiang Chen met Xiahou Zong head-on in battle, he gave an excellent performance by slaying Xiahou Zong on the spot.

The difference between them had caused Sui Chen’s title of strongest to pass onto Jiang Chen. Now the latter was the best and brightest among the Eternal Sacred Land’s younger generation, and unmistakably its heir.

This grand competition between the ten sacred lands’ geniuses would be a new stage for them.

The Eternal Sacred Land knew very well that if it sent only the Five Great Gentlemen, it had no chance of excelling. Only Jiang Chen could decisively win an overwhelming victory.

Among the other gentlemen, numbers two and five—Wu You and Gan Ning—had fought against Jiang Chen before and thus respected his strength. They were on reasonably good terms.

The venerated forefather didn’t travel with them. Instead, the first prime and Elder Ziju led their team alongside a few other elders. The second and third primes stayed back at headquarters.

The fact that the first prime was personally attending showed Jiang Chen how important this competition was to the Eternal Sacred Land. Any one of the three primes would have been important enough to go otherwise. If the venerated forefather wasn’t unavailable because of business, he likely would’ve gone as well.

Even so, he would still make the time to show up when the competition actually began. It was obvious that the upcoming competition was a momentous occasion.

Within the Eternal Sacred Land’s airboat, Wu You and Gan Ning squeezed as much time as they could out of their schedules to ask Jiang Chen about martial and pill dao.

Sui Chen and the other two got along with Jiang Chen a lot worse. Sui Chen especially couldn’t accept Jiang Chen’s takeover of his old title. He knew that Jiang Chen was stronger than him in every area, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t jealous.

He became all the more infuriated when he saw Wu You and Gan Ning consorting with Jiang Chen. Where was their pride? Hadn’t they lost to Jiang Chen? Why were they giving him the time of the day?

Jiang Chen didn’t bother trying to guess at what Sui Chen was thinking. Because Wu You and Gan Ning were incredibly amiable toward him, he also couldn’t just brush them off. The two young men appreciated this opportunity. Every question they asked was valuable to their cultivation.

Jiang Chen was very patient when it came to answering questions. A few hints and suggestions from his wealth of knowledge yielded a tremendous amount of benefit.

The Eternal Sacred Land was happy to see this happen. They wanted Jiang Chen to improve the other geniuses with his presence and help them progress. Perhaps he could also fuel their footsteps through inspiration.

Thus, when Sui Chen and the other two youths gave Jiang Chen the cold shoulder, the first prime didn’t exactly approve. People who had such petty personalities were hard-pressed to succeed even with the talent. For starters, they couldn’t objectively examine the difference between others and themselves.

Wu You and Gan Ning’s humble curiosity on the other hand, was quite appropriate.

When the airboat neared its destination, the first prime suddenly issued a command for it to turn and set course in a different direction.

Surprised, the others asked the reason why. “Myriad Abyss has been restless recently,” the first prime said with a smile, “and our initial location was a smokescreen. The real location is Sandplain Island.”

“Huh?” Everyone else was shocked.

Jiang Chen nodded to himself. The ten sacred lands were being reasonably cautious. They must have felt the threat from the escaped experts.

Sandplain Island was a very remote place. The airboat headed north for another day or two before reaching its locality.

Sky and sea seemed to meet here in a curtain of endless mist. It would have been very risky to sail through.

Just like the island Divine Kasyapa had chosen, Sandplain Island contained a secret realm as well. It was obvious that the Ten Divine Nations cared a great deal about this competition.

In fact, preparations had probably been in the works for a long time.

After they passed through the entrance to the secret realm, the airboat landed upon Sandplain proper. The island clearly hadn’t seen human life for a very long time with its primordial aura. Jiang Chen marveled at the scenery around him.

As expected of a secret realm. I didn’t expect Myriad Abyss to have so many islands hidden away like this. No wonder it was able to rise above the human domain with the passage of time. Resources are abundant here.

The cultivators of Myriad Abyss came from the various domains of Divine Abyss. There probably hadn’t been many native cultivators, if any at all. Only after two or three hundred thousand years of flourishing had Myriad Abyss achieved its current state.

The Eternal Sacred Land’s airboat attracted a lot of attention the moment it appeared.

Within the vessel, Jiang Chen gasped at the sizable crowd below. So many had arrived already?

“Haha, it seems we’re one of the final arrivals.” The first prime smiled. She didn’t appear to mind this fact. Instead, she was rather proud of it. The late arrivals were often the stars of the show.

It was positively bustling below the airboat. The ten nations’ factions and various second and third rate factions had all sent representatives.

Jiang Chen was secretly astonished at the volume of people. He smiled wryly to himself. “With so many participants, the location will get out anyway even with the trick of swapping locations.”

Still, it was probably better to put any troublemakers on short notice. It would require exponentially larger amounts of effort to attempt to disrupt the proceedings here then.

Many factions came forward to greet the Eternal Sacred Land’s arrivals.
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Meeting Acquainted Beauties Again


The Eternal Sacred Land’s first prime was practically radiant at the slew of earnest greetings. She responded to them with a practiced hand.

Jiang Chen had no intention of being the spotlight. In fact, he didn’t really want to be here in the first place. His heart was no longer set on winning against his peers.

Unfortunately, the Eternal Sacred Land had strongly requested his presence.

The first prime evidently had different designs, however. Whenever anyone expressed the slightest of interest in him, she used that opportunity to introduce him with great enthusiasm. Sometimes, she did so even when no one asked.

“You know, Jiang Chen,” she prodded, “the geniuses who came here today are the cream of Myriad Abyss’s crop. You should familiarize yourself with them. Myriad Abyss Island will belong to you lot someday.”

Jiang Chen could barely laugh internally, but he had to cooperate anyway. The Eternal Sacred Land had paid dearly in order for him to participate. It would be wholly ungrateful for him to not take the event with as much gravity as possible.

All ten sacred lands viewed the competition with the utmost solemnity. All of their geniuses were present in order to show their abilities off upon this stage.

Therefore, not everyone he met was friendly. Many young geniuses were rather frosty.

He understood the reason for their indifference. They thought his reputation overblown, given their own propensity for vanity and self-importance. It was like this anywhere, in any plane.

Jiang Chen didn’t mind this kind of reception. His life rule regarding this was simple—he was perfectly civil toward anyone who showed him that civility.

As a whole, the ten sacred lands were rather close-knit. The older generation didn’t share in the younger geniuses’ competitive spirits.

The only faction lukewarm to Eternal was Flora. The enmity between the two divine nations had been exacerbated because of the Shi Xuan affair.

The Martial Sacred Land was the most intimate. Prime Puresmoke was in attendance today, as was her true disciple, Holy Girl Yu Ling.

The prime approached him warmly when she saw him. “Young master Chen, it hasn’t been long since our last meeting. Your cultivation has increased considerably since, has it not?”

Having seen him in action, she knew exactly the kind of strength he possessed. He was definitely one of the top candidates for the crown.

Therefore, the Martial Sacred Land had overall chosen a low-key strategy. If any of theirs encountered Jiang Chen in the competition’s rounds, there was no shame in concession. He was probably going to win first place regardless.

As for the ten sacred lands’ alliance, Martial didn’t believe it had the ability to take charge here.

To the contrary, if the Eternal Sacred Land intended on taking command, Martial would offer its full support. It was already on good terms with Eternal, which meant that it would benefit from having its friend in the leadership position over anyone else.

Jiang Chen laughed. “I appreciate such high praise, Prime Puresmoke. You and your student look sharper and prettier than ever.”

Holy Girl Yu Ling hid behind her master. She blushed when she heard the compliment, but inclined her head in acknowledgment. “Hello, senior brother Jiang Chen.”

When the sacred lands’ geniuses were on good terms, it was normal for them to call each other ‘senior brother’ and ‘junior brother’.

Still smiling, the prime gazed inquisitively at Jiang Chen. “So, do you have anything you want to accomplish at this competition? I’m rooting for you.”

“My thanks for your gracious support. It’s a good chance for me to face off against the best in Myriad Abyss, I think.” Jiang Chen’s reply was gracious and measured.

Puresmoke appreciated his humility. “Very good. Your composure and coolness are rare in light of your strength and renown. Yu Ling, you have much to learn from senior brother Jiang Chen, understood?”

“Yes, master,” the holy girl quietly agreed.

She had been somewhat suspicious of Jiang Chen at their first meeting. When she’d first heard that the Eternal Sacred Land had only sent a single young genius to help, she had been doubtful whether he would be of any use at all.

His subsequent performances quickly put their worries to rest, which had left her with a very strong impression of him.

“That’s right, Jiang Chen. What about the formation you were studying last time? Any progress on that?” Prime Puresmoke asked with some concern.

“I understand it for the most part.” Jiang Chen sighed. “Alas, I’m still short some resources.”

The prime was immediately in awe. “You managed to figure something as difficult as that so quickly? Truly prodigious!”

She quickly followed up. “How many spirit stones are you missing? I have a few spirit stones tucked away here. Not much, but consider it as a token of my gratitude.” Saying this, she took out a storage ring and handed it to him. “Don’t think it too meager. Take it!”

Jiang Chen was initially a little embarrassed. After all, the Martial Sacred Land had rewarded him plenty already. Taking an additional gift was a bit much.

Prime Puresmoke’s refusal to be denied won him over. He knew that she really meant this contribution to count. Far be it from him to refuse such generosity!

He respectfully took the ring with both hands. “Thank you very much, Prime Puresmoke.”

Holy Girl Yu Ling suddenly spoke up as well. “Senior brother Jiang Chen, I heard about your urgent need for spirit stones as well. I’m too young to be particularly wealthy, but I have a few that I’d like you to take.”

Jiang Chen was astonished that she had something to give him as well. Similar to her master, he couldn’t refuse her serious look.

Instead, he cupped his fist to salute her. “I cannot turn away the assistance of my seniors, but neither should I spurn the kindness of my junior sister. I do have something as a return present. I’d really like you to have it.”

He wasn’t the kind of guy that took gifts for granted. It was a spectacular show of faith for someone to offer their help freely in the first place.

He gave generously in return with a Crowning Empyrean Pill. “I refined this myself. I hope you don’t mind its simplicity.”

It would be boorish of him to check exactly how many spirit stones he’d gotten, but the fact that both master and student had given them separately meant that the sum was far from paltry. Whether a Crowning Empyrean Pill was a fair trade or not, it served to strengthen their relationship in a beneficial way. Even if he lost money on it, that wouldn’t be a big deal.

The holy girl hadn’t given the spirit stones in order to receive anything back. Her face reddened at the proffered pill, unsure of whether to take it or not.
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An Uproar over the Crowning Empyrean Pill


Prime Puresmoke was surprised that Jiang Chen was so cognizant of societal niceties. She and Holy Girl Yu Ling had gifted the spirit stones out of their appreciation and gratitude to him for helping the Martial Sacred Land. They really hadn’t been looking for anything in return.

But Jiang Chen had generously offered them a pill he’d refined himself, which further increased Prime Puresmoke’s opinion of him.

She smiled. “Ling’er, your senior brother is a genius in pill dao. His pills are opportunities that many yearn for. Since he’s kindly made the offer, you should take it. We who pursue the martial dao should be straightforward and decisive.”

Thanks to her master’s encouragement, Holy Girl Yu Ling set aside her reservations and took the pill. “Thank you, senior brother Jiang Chen.”

“Haha, you’re welcome. That’s the Crowning Empyrean Pill. There’s an eighty to ninety percent chance that it will unconditionally help you ascend a level without any cost. Given your talent, I believe the pill will work on you.”

Prime Puresmoke was surprised by the revelation. “I’ve heard about the Taiyi Skymender Pill and Crowning Empyrean Pill from the Eternal Sacred Land, but isn’t the latter still in development? You’ve already successfully refined it?”

In truth, Jiang Chen had refined the pill a long time ago, but hadn’t refined that many due to constraint of ingredients.

Some of the pills were already in circulation within the Eternal Sacred Land, yet to enter mainstream market in large numbers. Many around Jiang Chen had already acquired one.

It pained the first prime of the Eternal Sacred Land to see Jiang Chen give away the pill just like that, but they belonged to him. The sacred land was in no position to dictate what he would do with the pills.

They couldn’t stop him if he wanted to give them away. Besides, Jiang Chen had already refined a batch for them.

Since the Martial Sacred Land had accepted the gift, they would now have to support the Eternal Sacred Land to be the head of the alliance, wouldn’t they?

That made the first prime feel a lot better. It was a good thing that Jiang Chen’s personal investment would get them public support in return.

“The pill wasn’t fully developed before, but now the technique has matured,” Jiang Chen responded with a smile.

Prime Puresmoke smiled wryly. “The pill is too valuable. It’s us taking advantage of you then.”

“Don’t be so stand-offish. Given the relationship between the two sacred lands, there’s no need for such formalities.” Jiang Chen’s response was generous.

That pleased the first prime. Jiang Chen was indeed a good diplomat. Once he brought up the relationship between the two sects, the Martial Sacred Land would have no choice but to support the Eternal Sacred Land.

Unwanted ears were always listening in.

Many had heard mentions of the Crowning Empyrean Pill. A crowd gathered after Jiang Chen spoke of its successful development.

Those from Polylore Divine Nation approached Jiang Chen first since they’d been standing close to him. Jiang Chen snorted silently, thinking back to his initial clash with the aristocratic families from Polylore on Winterdraw Island.

Many of those houses had vanished by now. They must have been involved in the rebellion and been razed in punishment.

There were a few familiar faces among them that Jiang Chen had seen back in Bluesmoke. When he’d been in Miracle City trying to approach House Yan, he had met a group of young Polylore geniuses in the brothel, the Jade Revel Lodge.

The one named Ye Zhou had left a bit of an impression on him. It had been from their conversation that Jiang Chen learned about the sixteen golden hairpins of Myriad Abyss.

Ye Zhou still numbered among the Polylore group. From Jiang Chen’s conversation with Prime Puresmoke, he had figured out the young man’s identity.

Something about the young man reminded Ye Zhou of the time at Jade Revel Lodge. Although Jiang Chen had disguised himself at the time, considering his relationship with House Yan and what had happened afterwards, Ye Zhou had a feeling that Jiang Chen had been there as well.

The feeling of déjà vu that surfaced when looking at Jiang Chen further confirmed his speculations, but he kept it to himself.

A demigod prime from Polylore smiled. “Daoist Qi, you shouldn’t play favorites. The Crowning Empyrean Pill is too valuable to not be shared.”

“It is,” the first prime said with a smile. “However, the pill belongs to Jiang Chen. Not even I have any say in what he does with it.”

The Polylore prime chuckled. “Ah, we’ve known each other for years. You can cut to the chase! We’re not asking for the pills for free. You won’t say no if we want to buy some pills with spirit stones, will you? Everything has a price. Polylore would like to order a hundred. What say you?”

A hundred pills?

The first prime frowned. “Do you think you’re buying radishes from a farmer? A hundred pills? I’d like that as well. Who’s going to make you that many?”

“How about fifty?”

Jiang Chen chuckled. “The ingredients for the pill are difficult to gather, senior. There may not even be fifty refined in a year.”

“That can’t be. Little brother, you aren’t trying to increase the price by artificially lowering the supply, are you?”

Jiang Chen shrugged. “Take my words however you want, senior. That’s all I can say to you. The Crowning Empyrean Pill is no regular pill. You can’t buy it in batches. Even a couple will cost you an arm and a leg.”

The man’s attitude bothered Jiang Chen immensely. What did he take the pill for, asking for a hundred right off the bat?

If Jiang Chen sold the pills in large quantity, he wouldn’t be able to gain much. Besides, he’d planned on earning the rest of the Great Formation spirit stones with the pills. The Crowning Empyrean Pill was a top level pill in Divine Abyss. That should be reflected in its price!

Although Jiang Chen had exaggerated a little, it was true he couldn’t easily produce a hundred pills right then and there.

Prime Puresmoke spoke up. “Daoist Zhao, you’re being obstinate. To my knowledge, there aren’t any pills in Myriad Abyss that rank higher than the Crowning Empyrean Pill. The ingredients required are very rare. In demanding fifty or a hundred of them, you’re gravely underestimating the difficulty of this pill.”
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The Scene Heats Up


More and more gathered to watch the spectacle.

The Polylore prime slightly regretted his previous words. He had wanted to win the confrontation through imposition and momentum alone. Alas, that wrong move had angered those from the Eternal Sacred Land.

“Alright, perhaps I misspoke. Little brother, you can at least spare five or ten for Polylore though, can’t you?”

Jiang Chen disliked the man’s greedy attitude. Was everyone from Polylore this grating? Did they not know how to talk like normal people?

“The Crowning Empyrean Pill is hard to produce. I have no plans to sell it to the public,” he retorted coldly.

The Polylore prime didn’t expect such an inhospitable response. He could accept being chastised by Puresmoke, but it was mortifying to be blatantly refused by Jiang Chen.

His expression darkened. “Daoist Qi, the Eternal Sacred Land’s young men certainly have personality.”

The first prime was stony. “Is it not common for the talented to hold themselves to a separate standard, Daoist Zhao? Why don’t we talk about how what you said was incredibly rude to a pill dao genius? The Crowning Empyrean Pill was invented by Jiang Chen. Any other empyrean pill sovereign would’ve lost their temper on the spot at what you said.”

This was absolutely true.

In the world of pill dao, many of the ancient pill sovereigns had difficult temperaments. One wrong word could lead to a huge disagreement. Which one of them didn’t have a short fuse? But rather than nature, it had been nurtured by those around them.

Pill sovereigns were rare to find, and those who were especially skilled in a unique field were even more sought after. As time went on, a demanding disposition naturally formed.

Therefore, every martial cultivator knew of the unspoken rule: never get on a good pill master’s bad side.

It was very unwise to upset such people, much less induce them to form a grudge. Once they did, there were countless methods of getting their enemy into trouble.

After all, too many people needed the services they could provide.

Someone from another sacred land smiled when they saw Polylore being met with a face full of dust.

“Daoist Qi, we’ve heard of the Crowning Empyrean Pill’s potency for a long time. We have no hard requirement for a specific number—we’d just like a chance to buy it. Myriad Abyss Island is made a better place by the existence of this pill.”

“Indeed, the Eternal Sacred Land’s research has benefited all of us. Please, offer a way to allow us to purchase the pill.”

“Young friend Jiang Chen has such remarkable pill dao talent despite his youth. He will surely become one of Myriad Abyss’s leaders one day. I have no doubt that someone as magnanimous as him wouldn’t hoard the pills for himself.”

While some flattered the Eternal Sacred Land, others focused their attentions on Jiang Chen.

The first prime was quite pleased to see this. “The pills were refined to be shared.” She laughed. “However, you understand that we have to recuperate the costs of the materials and manpower. The pill’s price must reflect this.”

“Of course, of course. There is no such thing as a free lunch! As long as the price is reasonable, we’ll buy as many as we can.”

“Quite so. A pill as amazing as the Crowning Empyrean Pill must have a price to match it!”

Because of their need, the crowd was uniformly well-behaved.

Jiang Chen had already planned to auction the Crowning Empyrean Pill before coming here. He cleared his throat upon seeing the passionate atmosphere.

“I did refine a number of Crowning Empyrean Pills before coming out here. I don’t have many of them, but I should be able to satisfy some of you. Because of the drastic difference in supply and demand, I may need to sell them through auction. If I didn’t desperately need a large amount of spirit stones, I would be loath to sell them in the first place. I have many friends and family who need these as well, and it’s very hard to gather the materials for them.”

Everyone grew excited when the young man affirmed his intent to sell the pills. The news that he was going to offer them at auction however, alarmed them.

The pills would definitely become much more expensive.

Those from the Flora Sacred Land looked on at Jiang Chen’s popularity with great distress.

Their enmity with the Eternal Sacred Land spanned across generations. With Shi Xuan losing the bet to Jiang Chen and becoming his pill slave, the Flora Sacred Land had been shamed by association.

Once upon a time, they had been foremost among the ten for pill dao. In fact, its attendees had prepared many varieties of pills in order to show them off at this event.

But now, their hopes had just gone up in smoke. The Crowning Empyrean Pill far surpassed whatever pills they had in store.

“Young friend Jiang Chen, I think now is a good time. Why not auction them off right away?”

“Exactly. We’re all fired up for them already!”

“Ah, hold on,” the first prime cut in hurriedly. “We’re gathered here for the competition of geniuses. We can’t let the Crowning Empyrean Pill lead us astray on such a big tangent. Let’s do what we came here to do first. If you’re all still interested after that, we have plenty of time for an auction later. The pills aren’t going anywhere.”

She wasn’t going to allow the Crowning Empyrean Pill to be sold now. The Eternal Sacred Land wanted to be the leader of the alliance.

The pill would be a big motivator in winning the other sacred lands’ support. If they played their hand too early, who else would support them then? The auction had to be delayed until after the vote.

Jiang Chen knew what the first prime was thinking of. “I am, of course, obligated to listen to my first prime.” He laughed. “Don’t worry. I said I would auction the pills. I won’t go back on that.”

That set the tone for what was about to come. It was unrealistic to expect the pills to be auctioned right at this moment.

“Ah, Holy Girl Yu Ling is truly blessed to have one gifted to her.”

“Haha, are the Eternal and Martial Sacred Lands planning to intermarry?” joked many.

Some of the sacred lands came up with a new idea. Why not have their best female geniuses interact more with Jiang Chen?

The holy girl was one of the sixteen golden hairpins, but the other sacred lands had girls who were among that number as well. For a young, virile man like Jiang Chen, perhaps seduction was the best way forward?
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An Open Selection


Feminine wiles weren’t likely to work on Jiang Chen. Moreover, the holy girls and young ladies among the sixteen gold hairpins had their own reputations to uphold. Aside from the naturally lascivious ones, they generally couldn’t stoop so low as to approach him themselves.

Two or three tried to use their natural and supernatural charms to get closer to Jiang Chen, but he dealt with them distantly. Nothing they did worked remotely well on him. They tried very hard, but couldn’t find an opening.

Jiang Chen kept his agreement with the sacred land in mind. He remained affable throughout the opening segment. No one was turned away.

He greeted everyone with warmth and civility. This garnered him a certain amount of goodwill, since no peer of his was more renowned than he.

Jiang Chen’s martial dao talent was a mystery to the world at large. Some said he was only initial empyrean realm, while others claimed he was mid.

Because he was reserved rather than commanding, his cultivation remained largely a secret.

However, the ten sacred lands never lacked for top geniuses.

Several of the best didn’t recognize Jiang Chen’s strength. According to their sources, Jiang Chen had helped the Eternal and Martial Sacred Lands through various strategies and his helper, a sacred beast.

Because he couldn’t employ the latter in combat during the competition, they believed that they would be more than a match for him.

Common sense dictated that since Jiang Chen had only risen to prominence in recent years, his strength was limited. Given how he had traded blows with Xiahou Zong a while back, he was probably only mid empyrean. What could two more years of progress give him? Fifth, maybe sixth level?

Quite a few made this kind of assumption.

Yes, the rumors about him were intimidating, but most chose to believe that the gossip had been spread in order to exaggerate his exploits in the eyes of the world. The grand competition of geniuses would serve to test his true mettle against his fellows.

Though the various factions had largely arrived, the competition was in no hurry to begin.

In the first few days, their leaders gathered together to figure out a set of rules for the event. They wanted to reach a consensus as best as possible.

The younger geniuses took this time to connect with and test each other. Some formed groups and cliques.

The ten sacred lands were the driving forces behind the rest, flags that showed which way the wind blew. Considering Jiang Chen had assisted the Martial Sacred Land in the past, its young people favored him.

Aside from Martial, Abyssal Divine Nation was on good terms with Eternal as well. These three sacred lands formed a bloc, of which there were a total of four blocs.

After gathering some information, Jiang Chen understood the gist of the undercurrents. Some of the sacred lands didn’t have high hopes of winning in the competition, but others were set upon the crown.

Those in the latter category were hostile toward him. Their young geniuses occasionally chatted with him, but only in order to assess what kind of person he was.

The second and third rate factions had come largely to partake in the festivities and make themselves better known to their superiors. Catching the eye of the sacred lands was in itself a success.

Accordingly, a segment before the actual competition was the selection of geniuses from the weaker factions. If they were particularly excellent, they had the chance of being chosen by the sacred lands and becoming their disciples.

This was a show of sincerity from the latter. The ten sacred lands wanted to take the first steps toward publicizing the offworld battlefields.

Jiang Chen knew that they hadn’t done so before out of worries that it would cause rampant chaos.

However, not doing so had already led to rather disastrous consequences, and the sacred lands felt quite strained in any case. It was necessary to find new recruits and a wider field of participants to bolster their numbers.

For the second and third rate factions, this was an opportunity. If even one of their geniuses was chosen, they might very well rise to the top too. Thus, each genius from every faction was diligent and involved.

Though Jiang Chen didn’t have much work to do, Ziju Min drafted him to strategize.

“Young master Chen, I think highly of your keen eye. The Eternal Sacred Land would like to obtain every genius available to us, even if that means choosing a few in error. Your very presence could help attract other promising talents toward us.”

Jiang Chen wasn’t going to oppose the sacred land’s plans. He was happy to see it take in new blood. “Don’t worry, I’ll do my best to help.”

The first prime and Ziju Min were both very pleased with his attitude.

“That’s right, Jiang Chen. When the competition begins, the forefathers from all the sacred lands will be in attendance. The prizes are particularly abundant here, as is the renown from the final ranking. In fact, it may very well influence your position in Myriad Abyss in the days to come. Be sure to do your best. Don’t hold anything back.” Ziju Min uttered some additional advice in a low voice.

Jiang Chen knew that the rules had likely been decided on. “I’m here already, so I might as well give it my all.”

“Alright. I’m counting on you.” The elder was gratified to hear it.

There were several hundred second and third rate factions in attendance at the competition. Even Rejuvenation and Tritalent had participants present.

The factions that Jiang Chen had recent run-ins with, like Heavenlight and Bluesmoke, were here as well.

The people from Bluesmoke seemed to know that he had been responsible for slaughtering a large contingent of Blue Eagle Guards. They looked at him with muted hostility and a complicated swirl of other emotions.
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An Utterly Astounding Bluesmoke Isles…


Jiang Chen was unaffected by these rivulets of aggression. Captain Yan had informed him that there was a divine cultivator behind Bluesmoke’s curtain. Just what kind of ambitions were they harboring with their presence here?

Regardless, now wasn’t the time to drag that into the open. Statements without evidence were meaningless and would only serve to put him on the back foot.

There were roughly three thousand young geniuses taking part in the selection. One or two rounds of elimination reduced that to about two hundred.

These were comparatively elite among their brethren, but only a tenth were actually empyrean realm. That meant somewhere between more than a dozen to two dozen.

Even the best geniuses of the second and third rate factions couldn’t compare to those of the ten sacred lands, nor could they contest the first rate factions in the divine nations.

What Jiang Chen didn't expect, however, was that Rejuvenation and Tritalent each had a genius among the top two hundred.

Heavenlight had two, while Bluesmoke had five. The difference between the former and the latter was immediately evident.

The Bluesmoke Isles was very close to being a first rate faction. Its strength far outstripped a second rate one.

Now that the top two hundred was decided, there would be round after round of matches between the geniuses to calculate their precise ranking.

Jiang Chen thought this process too convoluted, but those involved seemed perfectly happy to be wrapped up in the busywork. Though it felt like a waste of time, he was obligated to watch the entire thing.

“Do you think the selection is boring, Jiang Chen?” Ziju Min asked, smiling.

“The competition of geniuses should be between the ten sacred lands, shouldn’t it be? Isn’t this preliminary selection too complex in light of that?” Jiang Chen tried to be tactful.

“Haha, it wouldn’t have been like this before. Because the ten sacred lands want to gather others to itself, a sense of participation for the second and third rate factions is key. To put it bluntly, we’re trying to win over their hearts. There’s another reason as well, though—this is a good chance to audit all the other factions. This’ll give us a better picture of how strong Myriad Abyss is as a whole.”

Jiang Chen understood the explanation immediately.

The factions of Myriad Abyss were manifold and scattered far and wide, with essentially no opportunities to gather together. Without a call from the ten sacred lands, they wouldn’t possibly be out in such force.

Therefore, it had always been a mystery as to exactly what the waters held. This was the best chance they had to clarify that.

There would be people and factions hiding their power, to be sure, but most were perfectly happy to show off their muscles in front of the ten sacred lands.

Anyone that did hide their strength had ulterior motives and designs.

Because the selection went into such detail, it took a very long time to complete. After half a month’s time, the final ranking was finally revealed. Of course, the ranking was directed towards the geniuses alone rather than their factions.

As expected, Bluesmoke took the top spot.

Perhaps more surprisingly, two more among the top ten were from Bluesmoke as well.

This astonished practically everybody—Jiang Chen included. So Bluesmoke’s heritage wasn’t just for show, then? Its young geniuses were nothing short of exceptional.

It had taken first, fourth, and eighth place.

The faction itself became prominent through proxy. The remaining two geniuses who came from there were among the top forty.

“Bluesmoke, was it? A faction to be reckoned with,” Ziju Min commented to Jiang Chen.

“The Bluesmoke Isles has a tradition of ancient jade. There are many opportunities for young geniuses to drastically improve there.”

Though Jiang Chen’s last stay there hadn’t been pleasant, that didn’t stop him from giving an objective analysis. He was unsurprised at Bluesmoke’s results. In fact, he wondered whether it had sent all of its geniuses to the competition.

Regardless, it quickly became a hot topic after the selection process. Its second and third rate peers envied and resented it.

Some resorted to flattery to get into Bluesmoke’s good graces. Everyone had the feeling that it was going to become a lot more important very soon.

The first prime had observed the participating geniuses in secret. “Jiang Chen,” she declared seriously, “Lan Huang from Bluesmoke is first place in the selection. We have to figure out a way to get our hands on him. Any ideas?”

It was obvious that she put a lot of stock in the champion’s performance.

Lan Huang was talented enough to rank among the ten sacred lands. Even Eternal’s Five Great Gentlemen didn't have an absolute advantage over him.

Though he had reported his cultivation to be third level empyrean, Jiang Chen doubted whether he was any weaker than Xiahou Zong had been. A certain amount of praise and currying favor was thus expected.

But because he was from Bluesmoke, Jiang Chen was unsure of how to judge him.

The young man’s silence prompted the first prime to frown. “Is there some difficulty, Jiang Chen?”

Jiang Chen smiled a little. “I have a few disagreements with the Bluesmoke Isles, so I’m not sure how I can help without having the opposite effect.”

The first prime blinked with some disappointment, though she quickly cleared it away. “That’s alright. If Bluesmoke knows what’s best for them, they’ll be happy to wipe the slate clean.”

Jiang Chen laughed, but said nothing more. I’m not so sure that a few words will be enough to resolve the enmity between us.

Moreover, all ten of the sacred lands were likely to have their sights set on this Lan Huang. Since he was obviously a proud youth, it would be extremely challenging to make him join Eternal specifically.

Finally, the fact of the matter was that Jiang Chen didn't have nearly as high an opinion of him as the first prime did.
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A Cruel Drafting Process


The ranking for the selection was shown to all the participants.

Jiang Chen observed that aside from Bluesmoke’s uncommonly impressive performance, no two geniuses among the remaining seven in the top ten were from the same faction.

Though Heavenlight was ambitious in its own right, twelfth place was the best it could do—no doubt a painful wake-up call to its confidence.

Rejuvenation and Tritalent’s geniuses managed to place in the rankings, but the former was around sixtieth, while the latter was below ninetieth.

Such scores were appropriate to the factions they represented, to be sure. In the immensity of Myriad Abyss, Rejuvenation and Tritalent were only third rate at best.

“The rankings are quite telling. I personally don’t think these factions sent their best here,” Ziju Min remarked.

Jiang Chen nodded. “Elder Ziju, these factions are weaker than us, but they have their own ways of living and surviving. I think they would rather keep the best talents for themselves. What if the genius they sent to the competition was recruited? The geniuses here today definitely have potential, but they’re not necessarily the strongest.”

“Hmm, I suppose you have the right of it. We would do the same if we were in their shoes, no?” the elder mused.

“They want to get on our good side, but not at the cost of their own future. If it were us, we would only send our most promising, or most ambitious geniuses.” Jiang Chen voiced his perspective.

Ziju Min inclined his head in agreement. “Any takeaways after watching for so many days? Do you have a few that you particularly favor?”

None of the geniuses had made a deep impression upon Jiang Chen. Fifteen days wasn’t nearly enough to display each and every talent from all the entrants, and the more dominant personalities often got more time in the spotlight. It was very hard to thoroughly get to know a specific genius.

Still, Jiang Chen looked at the world differently from everyone else. He didn’t use ordinary methods of determining a person’s worth.

Measuring a genius’s capabilities required lateral analysis of the finer details. Everyone came from different backgrounds, which meant that the experiences and resources they’d had were completely divergent. Their development so far generally reflected this nurture far better than anything in their nature, and the fortnight or so of time wasn’t nearly enough to bring the latter into the open.

Yes, using cultivation level to decide potential was simple and straightforward, but it was also prone to error.

Jiang Chen firmly believed that barely any among the top ten were worth his attention.

If the sacred land was willing to spend the resources and effort, geniuses of this caliber were a dime a dozen. Why take someone in from the outside just for that?

This was why Jiang Chen was loath to give a concrete answer to Ziju Min’s question.

“Don’t worry, speak your mind. This selection isn’t that important. We’re just having a discussion about it anyway.” Ziju Min looked at his former charge encouragingly.

Jiang Chen didn’t want to vocalize his ideas. Instead, he smiled. “Let’s talk more when the drafting process begins.”

The elder knew Jiang Chen to be a driven individual. It was clear that he’d already made up his mind; Ziju Min looked forward to hearing it.

A hundred fifty elite geniuses had been chosen to be ranked. The draft then, began from the hundred-fiftieth.

Number hundred-and-fifty was a young, burly man. His cultivation was robust and virile, which didn’t win him any points with the sacred lands. Cultivators like him weren’t likely to display delightful surprises, but they were decent candidates for stalwart warriors.

According to the rules, any of the ten sacred lands could bid for him by raising their signs. The bidders could then attempt to recruit him using promises and speeches.

Once chosen, the winning sacred land was obligated to give a present to both the cultivator himself and his faction. As for exactly what that present was, that depended on the gift-giver’s generosity.

This compelled the ten sacred lands to avoid malicious interference.

This burly youth quickly became rather embarrassed. Those from the sacred lands pretended he wasn’t there. They were clearly not interested in making an investment that seemed like it would have a poor return.

Resources were limited, and this wasn’t the right caliber of person to use them on.

Anticipation written all over number one-fifty’s face turned slowly to entreaty over time. That no one raised a sign to signify their interest in him was a tremendous blow to his self-confidence.

Jiang Chen glanced at the first prime and the others, but they kept their eyes meditatively half-closed. They obviously had no interest at all in this bulky youth.

Sighing to himself, Jiang Chen noted the lack of compassion in this selection’s details.

If the genius onstage wasn’t chosen, his self-esteem wouldn’t be the only thing hurt. The worst consequence would be that he would no longer be able to make any further progress in cultivation.

The allotted time was about to tick down when he cleared his throat. “What is your surname, friend?”

Life returned to the well-built youth’s despairing eyes when he heard a word from the sacred land factions. “I am Gong Hu, from Greattusk Island.”

“I see. I am Jiang Chen.” The young man smiled. “I speak not on the Eternal Sacred Land’s behalf, but only for myself. I’d like to take on a few retainers. Are you interested?”

Gong Hu’s body shook. He didn’t bat an eyelash before shouting, “Yes, yes, absolutely!” He had already given up all hope of being picked for anything.

Being offered a position as a retainer was something, at least!
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Competition Heats Up


Everyone knew of Jiang Chen’s name. Service to him was probably more fruitful than being a regular disciple of some sacred land. After all, countless marvelous stories had been told about him already. He had a reputation for the miraculous.

Because he’d been ignored by all of the sacred lands, Gong Hu had been feeling quite dejected. He was sincerely thankful for the sudden olive branch.

“Very good. Follow me from now on.” Jiang Chen smiled coolly. “You come from Greattusk Island. According to the rules, I must give you and your faction a present.

“Since you are very close to peak great emperor, allow me to provide you with an Emperor Supremacy Pill to speed you on your way.”

Jiang Chen took out two of the named pills, giving one each to Gong Hu and Greattusk.

These pills had been valuable to him once upon a time, but after obtaining a large batch of Heavencloud Ganodermas, he had refined a similarly shocking amount of them to stash away for the future. Two was a trivial number to him.

Gong Hu had only desired to follow Jiang Chen. The worth of the present was immaterial to him. His heart was warmed when he saw his new master attending to his needs.

As Greattusk Island was a third rate faction, it had little right to speak under such circumstances.

In fact, its representatives were quite proud of the fact that its very own Gong Hu had been chosen by the young lord Jiang Chen. His future was going to be far brighter than it could have been anywhere else.

The Emperor Supremacy Pill held more symbolic than actual value for them.

They could very well announce to the outside world in the future that the young lord Jiang Chen had their back. It would certainly elevate their position in the eyes of their peers.

Some were astonished at the fact that Jiang Chen hadn’t passed up even the last guy on the rankings. Was he really that hungry for talent? Yet others were annoyed and disinterested.

A genius who hadn’t reached empyrean realm was plentiful in Myriad Abyss. There was no point going out of one’s way to nab one here, was there?

Among numbers 149 to 140, only one piqued the interest of the Void Sacred Land and received a corresponding invitation.

Jiang Chen didn’t extend his hand to the remaining eight. They were much less useful and malleable than Gong Hu.

He had chosen this stocky youth not because of his talent, but his character. Clearly, Gong Hu wasn’t the kind of person given to deceit. It was easy to tame someone like him, since his loyalty would be essentially unchanging once earned.

To put it more harshly, he was easy to brainwash. The other eight didn’t share this trait.

Jiang Chen didn’t like people who tried to use what cleverness they had to gain an advantage. Only true wisdom went far; too many martial cultivators had only a semblance of guile.

Initially, everyone had thought Jiang Chen would simply lap up anybody who was left behind. That he didn’t pick up anyone aside from Gong Hu was rather unexpected.

The geniuses who were skipped over were somewhat disappointed by this.

From genius 139 onward, the sacred lands began to move with a bit more frequency. Two or three out of every ten were chosen.

Among these ten, Jiang Chen moved once more. This time, he got his hands on a teenager. This youth was probably the youngest on the rankings—as well as the most rebellious.

“Zou Lie, I have need for more personal attendants. Are you willing to come with me?” Jiang Chen’s tone was as detached as ever.

Zou Lie’s boyish eyes radiated joy. “Big brother Jiang Chen,” he responded excitedly, “Myriad Abyss is a huge place. I don’t respect many people in my life, but you’re my number one. Helping you do great things has always been my dream!”

This astonished many once more. Common opinion was that this Zou Lie was too unruly to bring to heel, hence why none of the sacred lands had chosen him. His worship of Jiang Chen certainly made things easier for the latter.

Jiang Chen broke out into laughter. “Alright, then. I promise we will accomplish some amazing things together. You won’t regret it!”

He gave out two more Emperor Supremacy Pills, just like with Gong Hu.

The drafting slowly heated up. As the ranks descended, the quality of the geniuses became better. Real competition began to appear.

Jiang Chen gave the Eternal Sacred Land some suggestions from time to time about who to choose and avoid. Whether the first prime listened was up to her. He wasn’t going to make decisions in her stead.

As it turned out, the first prime and Ziju Min were very attentive to Jiang Chen’s advice. They heeded it most of the time.

About half of the geniuses were gone at this point.

Aside from Gong Hu and Zou Lie, Jiang Chen acquired another attendant under his wing. The new guy named Xiao Hong was above his two predecessors in cultivation.

The Eternal Sacred Land had adopted five or six geniuses by this point as well, a large number compared to their peers.

The Flora Sacred Land was even more generous. It had accepted nearly ten geniuses into its fold.

The other sacred lands marveled at the amount of resources it had paid out in order to do so. It seemed that Flora was intent on rising above the rest.

The first prime was very displeased because of this. She believed that the Flora Sacred Land was intentionally butting heads with them.

Alas, open competition was completely permitted. Flora was wealthy enough to take on so much risk, and the other sacred lands could do nothing except envy it.

No underhanded methods had been employed in order to win these geniuses over, after all.

The number of remaining geniuses began to dwindle below seventy. The ones left were of an even higher caliber.

“Jiang Chen, the first prime would like you to help the sacred land recruit more geniuses. We can’t let the Flora Sacred Land steal the show,” transmitted Ziju Min.
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Meeting an Old Acquaintance


Jiang Chen knew what the first prime meant. The Flora Sacred Land’s affectations hinted at ulterior motives. Clearly, it also wanted to become the leader of the sacred land alliance.

However, he believed that a few inconsequential gifts during this selection of geniuses wouldn’t ultimately help it to win the leadership.

The fact that it was openly courting them with lavish presents and promises was far too eye-catching for its strategy to have any success. It was equally likely that it would become the psychological enemy of the other sacred lands.

“Elder Ziju, I’m not so sure we should take such an elevated stance during this drafting process. The Flora Sacred Land’s behavior will only attract the others’ ire. We don’t exactly need to oppose them. If they want to draw fire to themselves, then so be it.”

Jiang Chen didn’t lose his reason, but Ziju Min was rather more anxious. “The first prime is worried that they’ll only amplify their efforts later on. What if they get all of the best geniuses?”

“Don’t worry. There’s not too much of a difference in talent between those ranked in the top ten and at a hundred fifty. Some simply had access to more resources or came to an earlier understanding of the dao. I think we need to take a more holistic approach and examine the finer details that others might miss. Only looking at the rankings is a sure-fire way to make mistakes.”

Jiang Chen patiently instructed. He absolutely didn’t want the Eternal and Flora Sacred Lands to compete in such a meaningless way. There was no commensurate return from expending more than necessary here.

Fewer than twenty among these hundred fifty were actually worth gathering to one’s side. Among these, the especially remarkable were virtually nonexistent. As they spoke, it came to the genius number 65.

He was already introducing himself. “I am Su Tong, a junior cultivator from Tranquilcloud Island.”

Suddenly, Jiang Chen scrunched up his face. A hint of a smile curled at his lips. He hadn’t paid much attention to this man before, but he now noticed that he knew the genius.

Though the genius was wearing a disguise, he had a strong hunch that this was an old acquaintance of his.

“Elder Ziju, what kind of place is Tranquilcloud Island?” Jiang Chen asked with some curiosity.

“Haha, Tranquilcloud doesn’t exactly have a pristine reputation. Truthfully, it’s a pirates’ cove with a smattering of gangs. A pretty chaotic place, all told.”

“Oh?” Jiang Chen watched the scene with some interest. As soon as Su Tong declared that he came from Tranquilcloud, the ten sacred lands collectively fell silent.

“Is our sacred land not interested in him?” he asked Ziju Min.

“Not at all. Cultivators from Tranquilcloud often have murky pasts. Rather than mount a difficult investigation, it’s best if we skip potential trouble.”

This seemed to be the common sentiment from every sacred land. They didn’t like young geniuses with troubled pasts. Gangs were much more profit-oriented than houses and sects.

Sects were held together by a common faith and heritage, while houses were tied by bonds of blood.

Since gangs were formed purely on the basis of gain, it was difficult to sort out the complex web of relationships, grudges, and favors.

Jiang Chen could tell that Su Tong was spending a great deal of effort on self-promotion. Obviously, he desperately wanted to be chosen by one of the sacred lands.

Alas, the ten sacred lands cared too much about their own prestige. They were uninterested in someone from Tranquilcloud Island.

Jiang Chen smiled before opening his mouth. “Your name is Su Tong?”

“Yes,” Su Tong replied with great sincerity.

“I know you.” Jiang Chen chuckled. “Are you interested in serving me?”

Su Tong blinked. He knows me?

He looked askance with some shock. The name of the young lord Jiang Chen resounded across the world like thunder. He was just a youth from a den of pirates; how would the famous young lord be acquainted with him?

Can it be?

Suddenly, Su Tong remembered his experiences before arriving at Tranquilcloud. It had been many years since then.

Once upon a time, he had been a puppet upon Winterdraw Island. Amid the tumult there, a genius named Jiang Huang had been listed as one of the wanted targets for a number of Polylore’s first-rate houses, alongside himself.

Su Tong’s heart skipped a beat. His eyes considered Jiang Chen’s visage seriously, pondering what the depths of his eyes meant. His recollections stirred a little.

Su Tong had not always been called this. Long ago, his name had been Su Hong.

Jiang Chen smiled in return. “Do you need to think for so long? Honestly, I think you should be in the top ten, not number sixty-five.”

As soon as he said this, there was an uproar among the crowd. Su Tong didn’t seem like a genius that would rank so highly at all. Was Eternal’s young lord mouthing blatant falsehoods?

Someone from the Flora Sacred Land immediately snickered. “Is your word supposed to be proof, eh? You’re not the one in charge of ranking these geniuses.”

The speaker was very young himself, probably one of Flora’s own best geniuses.

Jiang Chen shot him a cold glare. “I don’t explain myself to the ignorant. What are you blathering on about?”

Su Tong had half a mind to comply already. “I am willing to follow you to the ends of the sea, young lord Jiang Chen.”

Men were willing to die for those who truly appreciated them. Perhaps Jiang Chen was just being polite, but Su Tong felt a sense of approval in the most visceral way.

More importantly, his escape from Winterdraw had owed a tremendous deal to that Jiang Huang—likely the very same man as this young lord Jiang Chen. In other words, the person holding out an olive branch right now had also saved his life back then.

The genius from Flora secretly despised Jiang Chen’s retort. “Looking at the undesirable leftovers you’ve taken an interest in, it’s obvious where your tastes lie.”

This was a rather blatant insult. Only a capable genius from a lofty background would possibly resort to such a brainless statement.

Everyone Jiang Chen had chosen so far turned a baleful eye upon the foolish genius. If this antagonizing rascal wasn’t an important member of a sacred land, they would have cursed him on the spot.

Jiang Chen’s expression darkened. “I choose only those I know to be suitable. In ten or twenty years, it’ll be obvious which one of us was the short-sighted one!”
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A True Genius Appears


In truth, Jiang Chen had a lot of respect for Su Tong, who he’d known as Su Hong. Su Hong’s talent had been unrivaled back in Winterdraw among the youths. If not for Jiang Chen, he would’ve been the unequivocal top genius.

Moreover, the fact that Su Hong had escaped the island was proof of his uncommon luck, which wasn’t the only reason he’d survived Winterdraw.

His lucky escape had been the culmination of his judgement, personal strength, survival skills, and the ability to think on his feet.

Thus, Jiang Chen had high expectations for Su Hong. What the young man lacked was an opportunity. He didn’t know how Su Hong ended up in Tranquilcloud Island, but he must have been left with no other choices.

Jiang Chen wasn’t going to stand by and do nothing now that they’d met again. He was willing to give Su Hong a chance to truly fulfill his potential.

Su Hong was inwardly elated. This was it! A ray of hope had finally dawned in his life after the tumultuous hardships of his life.

He became another addition to Jiang Chen’s personal guard.

The others had doubts about Jiang Chen’s choice. Although it was difficult to tell if Su Tong was as talented as Jiang Chen had claimed, the fact that he came from Tranquilcloud was enough to deter them. If there was a flaw in Su Hong’s character, he could be more trouble than he was worth.

Jiang Chen didn’t seem at all fazed. He was under no obligation to answer others’ questions.

That wasn’t the most infuriating thing that would happen during the draft.

Genius number 61 was from Rejuvenation. The Void Sacred Land had settled their eyes on him, but the young man turned their invitation down and offered his allegiance to Jiang Chen instead.

Every Rejuvenation youth knew about their young lord. The entire isles was under Jiang Chen’s command. The young genius knew he’d receive better treatment serving Jiang Chen as a servant than joining the Void Sacred Land.

If he joined the sacred land, he’d be no different from the other geniuses. With Jiang Chen, he might be given more opportunities. Therefore, the young genius chose Jiang Chen without any hesitation.

Jiang Chen was caught off guard, but he wasn’t going to turn the young man away. He accepted the Rejuvenation youth into the fold. Another genius thus joined his guard.

The competition for new blood grew fiercer.
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Jiang Chen refrained from making further moves. He didn’t want to be criticized for getting in others’ way. Besides, most of the geniuses didn’t really interest him. He wasn’t going to make them an offer to win them over.

More importantly, the higher-ranking the geniuses, the greedier they were. Some of them made ridiculously high demands. Even Jiang Chen disapproved.

No matter how talented the geniuses were, they came from second or third tier factions. One should know their place in such an occasion.

Some of them overestimated themselves and started bargaining for better offers simply because a few sacred lands were fighting for them. Fools like them would never go far despite their talents.

However, the ten sacred lands was desperate for new talent. Although some geniuses were off-puttingly greedy, it didn’t douse the sacred lands’ enthusiasm.

Every top fifty genius was greatly sought after. Sometimes there were even three to four sacred lands fighting for one.

Tension ran higher and higher, and the sacred lands made more and more outlandish promises and offers. Jiang Chen sighed inwardly.

He wanted to advise the first prime to stay calm. Once the draft became a competition, the focus would shift from winning the geniuses to winning face.

It was human nature to be vain.

Since the first prime had made up her mind to be overly generous, Jiang Chen wasn’t going to object. However, there were some geniuses that he took an instant dislike to. He made his opinions known and explicitly disapproved of recruiting them.

He couldn’t read minds, but he had a good grasp of the human heart with his God’s Eye, Boulder’s Heart, and powerful consciousness.

Those who lacked integrity and had questionable character mustn’t be brought into the sacred land, no matter how talented they were. People like them could be bought with material benefit, but once their greed outgrew what they were offered, they would be insatiable and untamable.

More importantly, they were naturally calculative and wouldn’t hesitate to change allegiances. They might end up doing more harm than good.

Jiang Chen’s insistence forced the first prime to give up on some geniuses who had piqued her interest.

On the other hand, Ziju Min trusted Jiang Chen’s judgement unconditionally. He felt that Jiang Chen had a keen eye for character.

The selection continued. Soon, the top twenty were taking the stage.

The genius ranked twentieth seemed quiet and somewhat of an airhead, but he was remarkably talented. Moreover, the young man possessed a wood spirit constitution of a high order like Mu Gaoqi, which was an exceptional bloodline.

Although there were countless geniuses in Myriad Abyss, only a selected few possessed such constitutions.

Mu Gaoqi was talented, but he had been held down by the limits of his sect, background, resources, and a lack of foresight. If not for Jiang Chen, he would’ve never met Myriad Abyss’ standards.

In comparison, this young man had been raised in Myriad Abyss and thus received a lot more resources.

“You can compete for this one, first prime. Don’t let the Flora Sacred Land get him. I believe they’ll be willing to pay a great price for him,” Jiang Chen transmitted to the first prime.

The young man didn’t talk much. His self-introduction reflected his personality. He didn’t try to appeal to any sacred lands but instead put on a defiant look. It wasn’t the sacred lands doing the choosing. He would be the one making the final decision.

Before him, some geniuses had abstained from making a decision to increase their value, some had bargained for a better offer, and some had changed their minds several times. However, he was the first to show such arrogance.

Nevertheless, Jiang Chen was genuinely interested in the thin-faced genius with a lazy mien.

“Gongxi Hu?” He considered the young man curiously.
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Winning One Match


As Jiang Chen expected, six sacred lands showed initial interest in Gongxi Hu. Soon however, the other sacred lands were deterred by the fierceness with which the Flora Sacred Land fought for the young genius and opted out.

Flora’s aggression was intimidating, and their promises impossibly generous.

Fortunately, the first prime of the Eternal Sacred Land had also made a generous offer as per Jiang Chen’s instructions. The haughty genius must have been remarkable in some aspect for Jiang Chen to give her such serious advice.

Most geniuses were proud and somewhat quirky. Gongxi Hu was no exception. There was nothing wrong with having a strong personality as long as it didn’t come back to bite him.

Everyone had young and reckless spate in their youth.

The competition for Gongxi Hu quickly grew fierce. Other sacred lands had given up one after another, leaving Eternal in a gridlock with Flora.

Enraged by Eternal’s interference, Flora made increasingly generous offers.

Eternal gave as good as they got.

In the end, both made as good an offer as they could. It all came down to which side could give the better sales pitch.

Flora cut right to the chase. “We can tell you have a wood spirit constitution, Gongxi Hu, and that you’re partial to refining pills. The Flora Sacred Land is well known in Myriad Abyss for our foundation in pill dao. If you join us, you’ll get the best resources and receive the best guidance. What’s more, we’ll consider you one of the top most geniuses and treat you accordingly.”

Flora’s appreciation for Gongxi Hu was apparent.

However, the young man remained calm and didn’t so much as blink. A lazy, noncommittal smile was his only reaction. He shifted his gaze to the Eternal Sacred Land, waiting for them to speak up.

The first prime smiled. “Gongxi Hu, there aren’t a lot of young men with a personality like yours, but you’re the kind of genius we want the most. I’ll get straight to the point. Master Shi Xuan, the pill sovereign Flora was most proud of, serves us as a pill slave. Flora claims to be the dominant faction in pill dao, but the Taiyi Skymender and Crowning Empyrean Pill, which are the hot topic of Myriad Abyss, aren’t their work.”

After a pause, she added, “They were developed by us.”

Her response was meant to antagonize, but Eternal and Flora had never been on friendly terms. The fight for the young geniuses was riling up both sides. It was only natural that the first prime would disregard her manners and go hard on Flora.

Flora quickly retorted, “You simply got lucky and stumbled upon two ancient recipes. What else do you have? You have no basic knowledge in pill dao, no robust pill dao discipline, or a mature education system for pill dao experts. To be frank, you’re nothing but an upstart newcomer in pill dao! You have the Taiyi Skymender Pill and the Crowning Empyrean Pill, but we’ll one day reverse-engineer the pills and refine them.”

They had torn down the thin veil of civility between the sacred lands.

But Jiang Chen was perturbed.

Originally, he’d planned to stay out of the fight and let the two sacred lands do their thing. However, as the creator of the two pills, of course he’d be displeased with the way Flora talked about his work.

“Wait a minute.” Jiang Chen stroked his chin with a half smile. “I can’t help but notice the flaws in your response. What do you mean by a lack of discipline and an education system? What do you mean by an upstart newcomer in pill dao?”

The representative of Flora scoffed derisively. “You know what I mean.”

“Alright, let’s put that aside and assume you’re simply jealous,” Jiang Chen said coolly. “Did you say you’d one day refine the Taiyi Skymender and Crowning Empyrean Pills?”

“That’s right! People like you won’t understand our illustrious history in pill dao.” The man from Flora was very prideful.

Jiang Chen laughed. “Dream on! Let me put it this way, you aren’t going to successfully refine the pills in a hundred—no, a thousand years.” He made his contempt clear.

“You… you’re arrogant, young man! A thousand years? Do you honestly think your pills are that good?”

“Oh, they are,” Jiang Chen said with a smile. “I was being conservative in my estimation. Given your capability, you won’t be able to refine the pills even after several millennia.”

The Crowning Empyrean Pill was considered a premium pill even in the heavenly planes. There were only a handful of people who could refine it.

The Taiyi Skymender Pill wasn’t as complicated. Refining a Crowning Empyrean Pill, on the other hand, required exceptional attention to detail. No one in the Flora Sacred Land would be capable of doing it.

That, Jiang Chen could guarantee.

He’d competed with Master Shi Xuan and knew the pill sovereign’s ability. Since Shi Xuan set the bar of the Flora Sacred Land, that gave Jiang Chen a good idea about their pill dao.

Gongxi Hu listened to the two sacred lands argue with great interest. He was enjoying the show. Cackling, he turned to the Flora Sacred Land and shrugged.

“My apologies, it seems that the Flora Sacred Land is on the losing side. According to my analysis, you may have once been the top pill dao faction in Myriad Abyss, but no more. Young lord Jiang Chen’s outstanding talent forces me to reevaluate Eternal’s pill dao. Even if both factions are on equal footing, the young lord’s charisma alone gives Eternal an edge.”

“So!” Gongxi Hu pulled his lips into an infuriating grin. “I choose the Eternal Sacred Land. I want to be close to senior brother Jiang Chen’s charisma.”

He was calling Jiang Chen a senior brother even before joining.

The first prime’s eyes lit up with delight. They were not only getting a new genius, but also striking a blow on the Flora Sacred Land!

The Eternal Sacred Land had defeated Flora head-on in the conflict. Nothing felt better than that.

All the attention the Flora Sacred Land had gotten before didn’t matter. The Eternal Sacred Land had won a crucial battle! The first prime couldn’t be more pleased.
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Fighting over the Top Ten Geniuses


The Flora Sacred Land was beyond furious. They’d made a generous enough offer to Gongxi Hu, and yet he chose the Eternal Sacred Land over them.

Moreover, Gongxi Hu had explicitly said it was Jiang Chen’s charisma that settled the deal. Was Jiang Chen really that appealing? Had he become the antithesis of their existence?

The last time they’d clashed, Flora had lost Master Shi Xuan.

This time, the young genius they considered their prime target was taken away beneath their noses.

Nothing was more depressing than being defeated in a head-on fight.

The victory put the Eternal Sacred Land in high spirits. They wisely refrained from making a pitch for the immediate subsequent geniuses.

Their reputation was still important. They mustn’t recruit every one of the geniuses, or they’d risk offending all of the other sacred lands. The others needed some new blood as well.

On the contrary, Flora was too furious to consider that.

Each genius among the top twenty was more impressive than the last. Flora was so eager for new talent, they fought for almost every one of them.

Nevertheless, the other sacred lands were not to be underestimated. They had given up on Gongxi Hu only because they didn’t feel he was worth their effort.

But now, it was different.

Flora’s forceful attitude bothered the other sacred lands. A subtle understanding was reached and they were determined to duke it out with Flora—even if they had to take turns going against that particular sacred land.

As a result, although Flora gained a good number of geniuses, it cost them a great deal more than it should have. Only a faction as wealthy as they could afford such extravagance.

Soon, it was the top ten’s turn. Every one of them had reached empyrean realm and was precious to the ten sacred lands.

It was a remarkable feat for young geniuses from the second and third tier factions to ascend to empyrean. Therefore, the ten sacred lands was prepared for fierce competition.

“Young lord Chen, who do you think we should target among the top ten?” Ziju Min transmitted.

“Truth be told, I don’t think any of them are a must pick,” responded Jiang Chen. “However, I believe the first prime would like to get a couple of them for the sake of pride. In that case, I believe number seven and number three are the better options.”

The top ten geniuses were the best in terms of their level of cultivation, but only for now. They weren’t necessarily the ten most talented participants.

Of course, regular people might not be able to tell who was more talented in such a short period of time, but Jiang Chen was able to thanks to his unique circumstances.

The seventh and third participants had decent cultivation levels while being less dependent on resources. Moreover, he admired their character more, despite not having approached them.

Ziju Min couldn’t help but pipe up, “Lan Huang, the top participant, is the one the first prime wants the most.”

Three of Bluesmoke’s geniuses had been shortlisted, and all of them were among the top ten.

However, Jiang Chen hadn’t considered them an option at all. He didn’t want the first prime to pick them either.

“This is just my personal opinion, Elder Ziju. If I were the first prime, I would never pick Lan Huang. Firstly, he’s steadfast and persevering, one who obviously doesn’t intend to pledge himself to a major faction. It’s impossible to earn his loyalty. I suspect that he’s a devoted supporter of Bluesmoke.

“Secondly, the situation in Bluesmoke is unclear. They’re ambitious. It’s hard to tell what their secret leader is planning. Thirdly, Lan Huang isn’t as talented as the first prime believes. He has some potential, but no more than the Five.”

Jiang Chen had laid down his points. Whether the first prime would listen was beyond him.

Ziju Min was quiet for a moment. “I’ll let the first prime know. I hope she’ll make the right decision!”

The competition for the ten participants continued. The first prime took Jiang Chen’s advice and bombarded number seven with praise and promises.

To no one’s surprise, they successfully won him over.

For number six to number four, the Eternal Sacred Land put in an appropriate amount of effort, but no more.

With number three, the first prime made as good an offer as she could and even mobilized Jiang Chen, who had great appeal for the youths.

Like Gongxi Hu, the genius ranked the third chose the Eternal Sacred Land because Jiang Chen.

Two of the top ten geniuses had picked Eternal. This was a good showing for the drafting process. Buoyed, the first prime had made up her mind to win Lan Huang over.

The fight for the second place genius was fierce, resulting in another addition to the Flora Sacred Land.

Finally, it was Lan Huang’s turn. Curtains drew back for the finale showdown of the sacred land rivalry.

The first prime started out strong. Jiang Chen sighed inwardly. He had his own principles. Since he didn’t consider Lan Huang a good option, he wasn’t going to help even if the first prime asked for it.

He didn’t think Lan Huang was worth it. In fact, he believed it was unwise to even fight for Lan Huang. He wouldn’t touch any geniuses from Bluesmoke with a ten foot pole.

Nonetheless, there wasn’t anything he could do to convince the first prime.

Fortunately, after getting their hands on the number two genius, Flora had resolved to obtain the first as well. It would be a glorious victory for them in the drafting process.

The fight for Lan Huang was exhilarating. All the sacred lands did everything they could to win the young man over. It wasn’t just a competition between Eternal and Flora.

“Aren’t you going to say anything, Jiang Chen?” Ziju Min asked insistently.

Jiang Chen shook his head without hesitation. “There’s bad blood between me and Bluesmoke. I’m not going to speak up against their geniuses, but I’m not going to support them either. If the first prime insists on letting a potential traitor into our ranks, that’s her choice, and I can only say I’m sorry.”

The fact that Jiang Chen had called the young man a potential traitor alerted Ziju Min. He cursed under his breath. It would be unwise of them to win Lan Huang over at the risk of angering Jiang Chen.

The possibility sent a shudder down the elder’s spine.
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A Strange Situation


Ziju Min had always been resolute before important moral decisions. He immediately communicated Jiang Chen’s thoughts to the first prime.

Because the first prime prized Lan Huang considerably, she glanced meaningfully at Jiang Chen when she heard it.

The young man hadn’t spoken out of selfish motives whatsoever. He didn’t mind being probed—he had nothing to hide.

The first prime might misunderstand his intentions and believe that he was preventing other geniuses from joining, but he wasn’t going to explain himself overmuch. If the prime was set on her hypothesis, so be it. Jiang Chen would then be the one disappointed in her vision and worldview.

Thankfully, she didn’t insist on pursuing Lan Huang further.

The Eternal Sacred Land’s sudden exit from the race surprised most. It had been common expectation that Eternal would compete with Flora to the last.

The other sacred lands were understandably pleased though. One of their strongest opponents was gone.

But with Eternal’s withdrawal, the competition for Lan Huang became significantly less exciting. The remaining sacred lands were far less decisive than Flora on the subject.

Eternal might have had the resolution and courage to fight Flora to the bitter end, but that wasn’t the case for the rest. The other sacred lands quickly gave up.

With no doubt about it, Lan Huang became part of the Flora Sacred Land.

However, something very unexpected happened at that time.

When a representative from Flora was about to launch into a celebratory speech, Lan Huang suddenly cut in. “I am deeply grateful for your interest in me, Flora Sacred Land. However!”

He paused, great sincerity filling his eyes. “My only goal for coming here is to be blessed with the opportunity to join the Eternal Sacred Land. Even without being promised or given anything, I would like to join them.”

The air froze over immediately.

The Flora Sacred Land’s executives had been very pleased only moments earlier. Frost formed upon their faces when they heard what Lan Huang had to say.

Why was he making such a declaration at this juncture?

Wasn’t this denying face towards the Flora Sacred Land?

Lan Huang’s eyes were clear and apologetic. He bowed deeply towards Flora.

“Honorable seniors, the Flora Sacred Land is one of the leading factions of Myriad Abyss Island. In my heart, you are definitely one of the best. It’s not you, it’s me. I have only one goal in life—that I might join the Eternal Sacred Land and one day stand shoulder-to-shoulder to senior brother Jiang Chen.”

Jiang Chen again!

The Flora Sacred Land’s executives were livid. This assault out of nowhere sent them reeling. Still, Lan Huang’s sincerity was not to be denied. Evidently, this wasn’t due to any failing of theirs. He was the one who had the fixation.

If they took their anger out on Lan Huang, they would be the ones laughed at for their lack of magnanimity.

The Flora Sacred Land was hardly desperate for more geniuses. It could live without one.

One executive harrumphed. “Why didn’t you declare this earlier, Lan Huang? Did you intend to embarrass us all?”

Lan Huang laughed with some helplessness. “I was inconsiderate, yes. I had thought that perhaps the Eternal Sacred Land would be interested in me as well, but… well, this is the first opportunity I had to speak, really.”

If not for the sheer number of other people in attendance, Flora’s executives would’ve surely severely punished this intrepid youth. But they were under too much scrutiny to do so at the moment.

And if they insisted on disciplining Lan Huang, the others might think that they were too narrow-minded to accomplish much of anything.

Regardless of that though, the Flora Sacred Land had suffered a substantial blow to its reputation. This was the second time—first Gongxi Hu, now Lan Huang.

Flora had wanted both, but was met with the cold shoulder. Most upsettingly, both of the geniuses seemed to be completely loyal to the Eternal Sacred Land.

This gave off the vague feeling that Flora was inferior to Eternal in some way.

Many of the other sacred lands enjoyed schadenfreude. They didn’t appreciate the aggressive stance Flora had taken as of late.

The Eternal Sacred Land knew restraint when picking up geniuses. It focused on a few, only symbolically touching upon the others. That way, everyone had the chance to choose good geniuses out of the pool for mutual benefit.

The Flora Sacred Land, on the other hand, appeared to want to take every genius away from everyone else in a zero sum game.

Now came a different problem. All of the sacred lands glanced curiously at Eternal.

The sacred land in question was strangely silent. Shouldn’t it be theoretically overjoyed that the first-place genius in the rankings wanted to join its ranks?

Why was there no show of anything as of yet?

Suspicious eyes were cast upon the first prime, who was instantly thrown into disarray. She knew that Jiang Chen didn’t support a large expenditure from Eternal’s part to pursue this Lan Huang.

But now, they had the chance to get him for free. The savings to be had here were amazing.

Should they accept or refuse?

The first prime felt an itch in her heart. She couldn’t possibly refuse. The more she looked at Lan Huang, the more she liked him. He had almost as much potential as Jiang Chen!

If a genius like him could join Eternal, that would be an amazing thing.

Jiang Chen was mildly surprised. He hadn’t expected the sudden use of this tactic.

Bracing himself, he examined Lan Huang slowly again. Alas, the other youth’s eyes were as pure as the cerulean sky. This uncommon purity only repulsed him more.

His instincts told him that Lan Huang wasn’t nearly as harmless as he appeared. What was he really after?
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Officially Joining


Jiang Chen’s mind buzzed with questions. He didn’t believe Lan Huang’s professed loyalty to Eternal for a second.

From his interactions with Bluesmoke, it was a faction brimming with ambition. Lan Huang’s excellence meant that Bluesmoke must have poured a lot of effort into him. Would they not thoroughly brainwash him in the process?

Most importantly, Bluesmoke should already know about the ongoing feud between him and itself. What explanation was there for these actions?

Was Bluesmoke bending the knee?

That was the simplest explanation, but Jiang Chen didn’t feel it likely. Bluesmoke should’ve informed Eternal privately of this beforehand if that was the case.

The fact it had put on this show indicated something fishy was at play.

Moreover, Commander Yan had given him critical information about a divine expert ruling currently over Bluesmoke. Said expert was apparently secretly building up a divine nation of his own.

This made him considerably more wary of Bluesmoke than he otherwise might have been.

Why would a faction that wanted to become a divine nation allow its young geniuses to join another sacred land?

Despite Lan Huang’s conspicuous earnestness, he had declared his intentions only after the contest between the sacred lands was over. He had done so solely to smack at Flora’s face!

Was there any hatred between Bluesmoke and Flora? Jiang Chen didn’t believe so.

There was only one credible explanation.

Perhaps Lan Huang was intentionally riling up the tensions between Flora and Eternal. He wanted to create conflict where there was none.

With this hypothesis, everything he’d seen up to now made perfect sense.

“First Prime.” There was no time left for Jiang Chen to bide. “I can see that you like this Lan Huang a great deal. You may think that I selfishly oppose his entry into the sacred land, but I can clearly tell you right now that he means ill. We may be openly at odds with the Flora Sacred Land already, but he is obviously adding fuel to the fire. The final decision is yours. I shan’t voice any further disapproval.

“However, I think that Lan Huang and the Bluesmoke Isles behind him have ulterior motives. Did you know that Bluesmoke already has a new master, a god who escaped from the Boundless Prison? It’s bent on becoming a new divine nation. Why would Lan Huang be interested in the Eternal Sacred Land in that case?”

Jiang Chen thought his words objective enough.

If the first prime couldn’t discern the truth, no amount of further argument was going to do the trick.

Meanwhile, the first prime was ecstatic. She had been totally overwhelmed by Lan Huang’s positive points; the water that Jiang Chen had doused her with didn’t lessen her emotions a bit.

“Jiang Chen, I admit that what you say is possible. What if you’re wrong though? Wouldn’t it be a shame to lose out on a genius like him? Why don’t we take him in first, and if we find out he means us harm, we can deal with that after the fact. If not, it would be a tremendous gain for the sacred land! Wouldn’t it be good if you and Lan Huang both could be Eternal’s twin stars? I know you’re generous. Surely you wouldn’t mind if he joined?”

Jiang Chen didn’t know how to respond to this.

Even someone as experienced as the first prime was impossible to convince once she’d made up her mind. Since the venerated forefather was absent, she was the de facto leader.

If she willed it, what could he do about it?

He sighed sadly and shook his head, but said nothing more.

On the contrary, he rather admired Lan Huang’s charisma. This youth had come out of nowhere to charm practically all the executives of the ten sacred lands.

If he was a woman, his allure would be even more potent.

Lan Huang’s handsome demeanor was not to be denied. His crystal-blue eyes were easy to get lost in; they looked pristine and incorruptible.

No wonder the first prime was so enamored with him.

“Even in the world of martial dao, people judge others by their appearances,” he lamented internally.

“Don’t worry, young master Chen,” Ziju Min transmitted to him reassuringly. “Lan Huang wouldn’t threaten your position. The venerated forefather thinks extremely highly of you already! He believes that you’re a genius that comes along only once in ten thousand years, someone blessed with great fortune…”

Jiang Chen burst into laughter. Did the elder think he would be frustrated over something as trivial as this?

“Do you think I’m worried about him usurping me, Elder Ziju?”

“No, no,” Ziju Min explained. “I’m just concerned you might take it the wrong way.”

“Ha, I suppose I’m taking this quite differently from everyone else. Not exactly in the way you expect though! Never mind, it’s too late to talk about that now. Time will tell.” Jiang Chen didn’t want to waste words on a foregone conclusion.

Lan Huang was as good as part of the Eternal Sacred Land. In the first prime’s overflowing joy, she gave out an exceptionally hefty present to Lan Huang. The same was granted to the Bluesmoke Isles, where he originated from.

Ziju Min smiled wryly when he saw the prime’s generosity. She had given much more abundantly than when Jiang Chen had joined the sacred land.

He felt mildly indignant on his old ward’s behalf. Would Jiang Chen become disagreeable over this?

A glance at the young man showed that he was as cool as ever. In fact, he didn’t even look like he was paying attention to the present. The elder let out a sigh of relief.

Young master Chen has a big heart and a clear vision. Maybe he really doesn’t think anything of this. Does that mean he is truly on his guard against Bluesmoke and this Lan Huang?

The selection of lesser geniuses was finally over. Some factions were elated, while others were quite bitter. The Eternal Sacred Land was the biggest beneficiary without a doubt. Though Flora won in terms of sheer number recruited, the way it had gone about doing so had also angered the rest of the sacred lands.

Lan Huang was incredibly polite. He greeted the Five Great Gentlemen with perfect courtesy, and Jiang Chen with extraordinary enthusiasm.
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Rules for the Grand Competition


One didn’t slap a smiling face. Jiang Chen wasn’t going to turn a cold shoulder when the new Eternal genius was being so friendly. He was wary of Lan Huang, but he wouldn’t forget about proper etiquette.

“I greatly admire you for your glorious achievements given my own limited knowledge and talent, senior brother Jiang Chen. I’m sure to have many questions in the future. I hope senior brother will offer me guidance then.”

The thing about Lan Huang was that utmost sincerity shone out of his eyes and earnestness in his tone whenever he talked.

If Jiang Chen hadn’t already come to a personal judgement about Lan Huang, he’d have approved of or even taken a shine to the new genius.

“Haha, we should all exchange our experiences and learn from each other.” Jiang Chen wasn’t overly friendly, but he didn’t keep the young genius at arm’s length, either.

The first prime sighed in relief. She’d been worried that Jiang Chen would ignore Lan Huang or even knock the new genius down a peg. That would put her in a difficult place.

She relaxed when she realized that Jiang Chen was a bigger man than she’d expected.

Lan Huang was a sociable man. He soon engaged others in friendly conversation.

“Senior brothers, the genius competition is about to start. I’ll be cheering for you and bearing witness to your greatness!”

After the draft was the main course, the grand competition.

The competition was structured in a more unconventional way. It wasn’t a regular martial dao tournament or a game of random pairing-up and single elimination. The general public had grown tired of those age old tropes. Luck played too big a part in them. If the most powerful geniuses were pitted against each other in the early stage of the competition, one of them would be prematurely eliminated before their time.

The rules for this competition were more complicated.

The competition was divided into two stages with a group match for the first stage.

Every sacred land was to send six participants, and the six would be divided into two teams.

In other words, there would be sixty participants in total, divided into twenty teams.

“Everyone, you may decide your teammates yourselves. Every team needs to elect a leader. During the group match, the leaders will be awarded with more points.”

Generally speaking, it wasn’t difficult for the sacred lands to pick the two leaders. If there were two geniuses at about the same level, they’d each lead a team.

If there was one genius who was better than the others, it wasn’t hard for the sacred land to divide their participants, either.

It was trickier for the sacred lands with three geniuses at the same level. Picking the leaders required some careful consideration. One of the three would be sacrificed.

Once the rules were announced, both Wu You and Gan Ning turned to Jiang Chen with a smile. They both wanted to team up with Jiang Chen.

“Would you mind letting me join you, senior brother Jiang Chen?” asked Gan Ning.

“Same with me,” Wu You piped up as well.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “It’s us three then.”

“You be the leader,” both geniuses said without hesitation.

Jiang Chen didn’t excuse himself out of misguided humility. He nodded. “Alright, I’ll do my best so that you won’t regret joining my team.”

There were three other members of the Five Great Gentlemen. Naturally, they would become a team, with the strongest Sui Chen as their leader.

Sui Chen was determined to prove himself in the competition and restore his reputation.

The other two gentlemen were closer to Sui Chen than to Jiang Chen. Since Wu You and Gan Ning had already jumped on Jiang Chen’s bandwagon, their only choice was Sui Chen.

But, they had to admit privately that they stood a better chance of gaining more points if they were on Jiang Chen’s team.

“Alright, the teams should be decided on. The rules will now be explained. Remember, they will only be explained once. If you fail to remember them and break a rule, you’ll lose all your points and be ranked at the bottom.”

The crowd listened with rapt attention.

“Twenty teams will enter a large, exotic, and isolated island. Six hundred trial orbs will be placed on the island. Every one of them is unique and numbered. It’s against the rules to try masquerading other orbs as the trial orbs, and your score will be zeroed out if you attempt to do so.

“Every trial orb gives you one point. The number of orbs you gain will determine your total score. Utilize your intelligence, techniques, and power to locate the orbs. Remember, you’re allowed to take orbs from other contestants. Anything goes as long as no one dies. The bottom line is no deaths. If you kill someone, your and your teammates will lose all your points, and you’ll pay with your lives!”

No killing, but anything else was welcomed.

It was a simple and thrilling way of competing, which was especially motivating for the youths.

“You may be wondering, if everyone’s score is calculated by the orbs they acquire, what’s the point of forming teams?

“The answer is simple. The team with the highest total score will be awarded additional points. Fifty to the leader, thirty to the team member who contributes the most, and twenty to the one contributing the least.

“For the team with the second highest score, thirty points to the leader, twenty to the member contributing the most, ten to the one contributing the least.

“For the team at the third place, twenty points to the leader, ten to the member contributing the most, and five to the other member.

“Only the top three teams will be rewarded with additional points.

“Since it’s a group match, there are no individual prizes. Nevertheless, keep in mind that being a team isn’t only about finding the most orbs. You have to locate your team members and protect them, working in concert to safeguard the orbs you’ve collected.

“As a team, you’re in the same boat. If you fail to protect your teammates, it’ll be difficult to get a good score. You may think you’ll be able to collect many orbs on your own, but don’t forget that you’re allowed to steal others’ orbs. Without your teammates, you may face a team of three or even several teams at the same time.”
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Final Preparations


The rules were indeed unconventional. Teamwork was particularly emphasized.

The difference in strength between top geniuses of the ten sacred lands wasn’t that great. Even if someone was powerful enough to face three opponents at the same time, they wouldn’t necessarily be able to persist against wave after wave of attack, giving that robbing others was allowed under the rules.

As a result, many would be plotting, attacking, and scheming against one another.

Under the circumstances, one’s teammates were not only an additional pair of hands, but also psychological reinforcement. It would be difficult for lone wolves to do well in the competition.

“Teamwork is crucial for the group match. I hope you’ll understand the organizers’ painstaking intentions and work together for a good score. Lastly, the competition will last for fifteen days. You’ll be separated and sent to the island one by one, far away from the others. Don’t think that you’ll be lucky. This round requires intelligence, strength, patience, and cooperation. The team leaders will play an important role as well.”

They had half a month! It wasn’t that long a period of time, but it wasn’t short, either.

“I must also remind you not to assume the trial orbs will be placed in plain sight. We’ve carefully considered where we’re putting the orbs. They’ll be hidden away and require some effort to discover. You’re not only facing down other young geniuses, but fortune itself and the challenges of finding the hidden orbs!”

The rules had been explained. If evenly distributed, every participant would get ten orbs out of the six hundred. Since each orb was one point, that meant ten was the average score for the participants.

Of course, one would have to earn much more than that to rank among the top. Every participant had to do their best to win.

“Teams will have an hour for discussion before the first round begins. After an hour, all participants will be separated and sent to the island.”

One hour wasn’t short, but it was limited given the tasks at hand.

Each team had to formulate strategies and settle on a plan to accommodate teammates of different levels of power. That was a serious challenge to the participants’ wisdom.

Wu You and Gan Ning huddled close to Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen took them to an unoccupied corner and activated a quarantine glyph. That way, no one would be able to overhear their conversation.

“Speak your mind, gentlemen.” Jiang Chen smiled.

Wu You thought for a moment. “Competition is going to be fierce. Many will do whatever it takes to earn points. Therefore, our priority is to find each other and avoid being alone. Otherwise, it’ll be easy for people to pick us off.”

“Brother Wu is right.” Gan Ning nodded. “I’ve been wondering what I’d do if I encounter opponents who are weaker than I am. The best strategy is to knock them out and hide them. That’ll ensure I have one less competitor without breaking the rule against killing.”

Gan Ning was among the weaker participants. It was typical for people like him to consider themselves the underdogs and calculate the risks.

There was no denying that he had a point. Geniuses who cared about their reputation might think that such a strategy was beneath them, but there would be plenty more petty-minded or insidious participants who wouldn’t shy away from doing so.

If they could take out the teammates of their main rivals, it’d be a serious blow against the competition.

A team was composed of only three people. One person less was one less pair of hands.

Jiang Chen agreed with Gan Ning’s analysis. He was also very certain that he would become the prime target for many teams.

It was time to face reality.

“Gentlemen, many in Myriad Abyss are eager to knock me down. I can’t tell you if it’s a blessing or a curse for you to be on the same team as me. However, since you’re my teammates and you’ve picked me as your leader, I will take responsibility for your score,” promised Jiang Chen.

Wu You flashed a faint smile. “I’m not afraid. Besides, I know my place in Myriad Abyss. I don’t intend to get first place in the grand competition. Whether I get a good score doesn’t matter that much to me.”

Gan Ning chuckled and touched his nose. “I’m at the bottom of the participating geniuses. I don’t have to care much about my score, do I?”

Jiang Chen waved a hand in the air. “As long as you’re in the competition, your score matters. Don’t worry. I have a plan. Let me explain.”

The two were all ears.

“Once you enter the island, keep a low profile. If you have a way to hide yourself, do so. I’ll do all I can to locate you and contact you.”

“I’m sure they won’t let us use any communication tools,” Gan Ning cut in.

Wu You nodded. “They won’t.”

“It doesn’t matter. We may not be allowed to use communication tools, but I have many alternatives. Listen carefully. I’ve come up with three plans with different orders of priority. We’ll change our execution as the situation calls for it.”

Jiang Chen explained his three plans in order of priority.

Gan Ning and Wu You’s excitement was visible. They had faith in the plans. It was encouraging that Jiang Chen had come up with so many tricks in such a short period of time.

His confidence was contagious and some newfound conviction sprang forth in their previously empty hopes.

Jiang Chen gave them a few more pointers. The three of them worked well together.

However, he could also feel the glances the other teams were casting his way. Some were hostile, some casual, and some amused and unreadable.
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Springing into Action


“Listen carefully, all communication items and their usage are prohibited during the competition. Any violations will be considered cheating! Also, you’re required to stay where you land for half an hour. Only after that are you allowed to move. Understand?”

The representatives from the sacred lands responsible for mediating the match emphasized this particular rule more heavily than the others.

This was to prevent participants from running into each other during the deployment process. They had to wait until everyone was in position before moving.

Every participant took the words to heart. They had to abide by the rules. Those who had wished to get lucky left their communication tools behind.

With messaging glyphs, it’d be easy to communicate on the island. If tools weren’t forbidden, the match wouldn’t be able to test teamwork at all.

The organizer banned the use of any tools so that every participant had to rely on their intelligence.

The deployment process thus began. Sixty geniuses entered one after another.

Jiang Chen knew that this kind of deployment must’ve been carefully calculated.

He stood under an ancient tree tall enough to reach the sky, surveying the dense forest. All around him were trees, tall grass, messy vines, and thorny bushes. There was almost no place for him to stand.

The environment greatly obstructed Jiang Chen’s God’s Eye. He focused his mind and couldn’t detect anyone within a few miles’ radius.

Given that he had to wait for half an hour, he wasn’t in a rush to move. Instead, he carefully considered his surroundings.

“The ancient tree is several arm’s lengths in circumference. I wonder how old it is. Perhaps the island has been here since the ancient times.”

Jiang Chen could tell the island was on the primitive side, undisturbed by human activities.

He climbed onto a lofty tree and perched on a branch with his back to the tree trunk, closing his eyes to rest. He also summoned the Goldbiter rat king and had it command the other rats to stand on guard, on the look-out for any unknown beings.

There wasn’t any rule against employing the Goldbiter Rats.

Jiang Chen would do anything within the rules to win. The rats were undoubtedly his best helpers on such an island.

As soon as half an hour passed, he started moving.

“Wu You’s mastery is in speed. He can protect himself better. Gan Ning doesn’t have any particular strengths compared to the other participants. Thus, he’s in the most danger. I have to find him first. Of course, I’ll take whatever trial orbs I run into as well.”

There were six hundred orbs in total, which weren’t that many. The island was more than big enough to hide the orbs.

It might not be as difficult as finding a needle in a haystack, but one wouldn’t be able to just stumble upon the orbs. Some careful consideration was required.

Fortune favored hard workers. After half an hour, Jiang Chen found an orb hidden under a leaf.

That was well-hidden. If I hadn’t utilized my consciousness to the fullest, I wouldn’t have found it.

The orbs were hidden better than Jiang Chen had expected. He suspected that some of the six hundred orbs would be left undiscovered in the end.

“Old Gold, do you know what the dominant vegetation on the island is?” Jiang Chen asked apropos of nothing.

The Goldbiter rat king chuckled. “There’s a great variety of plants on the island, but the one that’s particularly abundant is the wallowing tree. It’s everywhere.”

Wallowing trees could be identified by their unique leaves. They were thin and dense like droplets of tears, which gave the tree its name.

“Right, the wallowing trees.” Jiang Chen smiled. “Please tell your descendants to pay attention to any cultivators who smell strongly of the trees. Have them immediately report back when they find anything.”

“Why?” The Goldbiter King was puzzled.

“Just do it.” Jiang Chen didn’t want to waste his time explaining.

“Alright.” The rat king was sharp enough to recognize that Jiang Chen didn’t have the time to spare.

This was Jiang Chen’s first and most prioritized plan. He had told Wu You and Gan Ning to identify the most common vegetation on the island after entering and extract the essence to apply on their bodies. Then, Jiang Chen would be able to locate them quickly.

He had two other contingencies.

Plan B was for them to leave clues as they moved. He would follow the breadcrumbs and figure out their approximate locations.

That wasn’t as ideal a plan. A trail was easy to spot and even more easily destroyed.

Plan C was the least practical one. It was merely for backup, and ideally shouldn’t be of use.

Jiang Chen wasn’t going to waste the rats’ mobility on only locating his teammates. He had some of them look for the trial orbs, but not before warning them to exercise the highest of caution.

There were dozens of Myriad Abyss’ finest geniuses looking for the orbs. If the rats ran into them by accident, the spirit creatures would meet a terrible fate.

The rats’ strengths didn’t lie in individual fighting skills. A rat wouldn’t be able to survive an encounter with genius cultivator.

Nevertheless, Jiang Chen wasn’t too worried. The Goldbiter Rats were naturally cautious. They weren’t going to take unnecessary risks.

It was a wise move to mobilize the rats to look for orbs. In half a day, Jiang Chen had collected four orbs, two of which had been his find, the other two the rats’.

However, it worried him that he still hadn’t heard anything about Wu You and Gan Ning. He wondered if his two teammates had run into strong opponents already, thanks to bad luck.

A faint sound disrupted his train of thought. He cast his God’s Eye to the right and noticed a branch moving slightly behind an ancient tree.

He rushed over and found nothing.

“Oh? Was someone spying me? Or was it merely a beast passing by?” Jiang Chen wasn’t sure. He hadn’t been entirely focused on his surroundings.


122


In Difficult Straits


Jiang Chen looked around and cast out his senses for a moment. He became briefly thoughtful, but didn’t point anything out. Perhaps someone was watching him in secret.

Given there were several dozen opponents trialing on the very same island, that was rather normal. He couldn’t possibly bother pursuing every voyeur. If he did, what time and energy would he have left to find the orbs?

He refocused on what he was going to do in the time ahead.

Evening arrived rather quickly, the colors of dusk cast a dimming gloom over all that the eye could see. Jiang Chen frowned slightly as he glanced towards the setting sun.

Nightfall was no big deal to him. He didn’t think any genius of the ten sacred lands could possibly threaten him. He was much more worried about Wu You and Gan Ning.

If he couldn’t make contact with them, the night would be a long one. Darkness was the best cover for the cloak and dagger.

Gan Ning was one of the weaker geniuses. If he wasn’t careful at every turn, he could very well fall to a sudden sneak attack.

Right now, the genius in question was doing what Jiang Chen had instructed him to do beforehand. He had taken many leaves of the wallowing tree and boiled juices out of them, rubbing the liquid all over himself.

It had been more than half a day since entering, and Gan Ning hadn’t yet moved ten miles. Each time he moved, he crept along with utmost caution. Wherever he went, his first concern was hiding himself.

He was lucky enough to find a fallen orb in the process of his journey.

When night fell, Gan Ning felt his heart waver in uncertainty. He knew that he would suffer a great deal in the darkness, given his cultivation.

His safety could no longer be assured even if he stayed in one spot.

However, there was nothing for it except proceed with the plan. He himself couldn’t last a fortnight on the island, much less get his hands on many orbs. Each person had to get at least ten orbs to pass.

Gan Ning didn’t believe for a second he was capable of beating the competition to that number.

“Never mind. Why worry about it now? I can just hide here and lay low. I’m scared of others, but they might be scared of me as well. No one can be sure of their own safety here on this island, except maybe geniuses as amazing as senior brother Jiang Chen,” he comforted himself.

He knew that every sacred land had a number of geniuses who were its pride and joy. How strong has senior brother Jiang Chen become?

There were several sacred land geniuses who were near or at advanced empyrean.

Those geniuses had always stood at the peak of Myriad Abyss’ younger generation. Even the likes of the late Xiahou Zong had to bow down to them.

Xiahou Zong had always boasted he was the strongest among Myriad Abyss’ youth, but House Xiahou had never truly understood the extent of the ten sacred lands’ concealed strength.

It was unrealistic to expect a genius from a mere first-rank faction to be better than every genius from the sacred lands.

As Gan Ning mulled over his circumstances, he suddenly sensed the barest hint of activity in the distance.

His hairs stood alertly on end. He instinctively knew he was being tracked, despite his best efforts at hiding himself. He hadn’t necessarily been targeted specifically, but he was within his hunter’s sights.

He immediately dashed toward an ancient tree.

Whoosh!

A whip lashed against the ground where he’d stood a moment ago. Bits of grass and leaves flew everywhere. If he hadn’t been quick about it, he would have been seriously injured on the spot.

“Do you think you can run away, kid?” A cool voice sounded nearby. “On my watch?”

Gan Ning didn’t recognize it, but the decisiveness within was obvious. He wasn’t going to get out of this easily.

The young gentleman cursed to himself. This wasn’t the kind of situation he wanted to be in. He had hoped to unite with senior brother Jiang Chen sooner rather than later, but reality had proven harsh.

“Give up your orbs, kid. If you surrender, you won’t have to suffer much.” The cool voice rang out once more.

Gan Ning almost wanted to immediately give up the sole orb he had on him.

However, he instantly realized that doing so would make him a detriment to his team. What if they ended up losing by a single orb?

Plus, was this hidden person really going to just let him go? The assailant might not kill him, but a good thrashing was more than likely, then him being tossed into some shadowy corner to fend for himself.

Gan Ning’s scalp tingled just thinking about it.

No. Even if I can’t beat him, I have to at least try. Gan Ning didn’t know this opponent’s strength, but he was confident in his own defenses.

As a water-attribute cultivator, he had command over a number of associated abilities. In his battle against Jiang Chen, the other young man had allowed him to lose with grace.

It was at that time that Gan Ning had realized exactly how commanding Jiang Chen was.

Myriad Abyss geniuses couldn’t all be Jiang Chen, though. What did he have to lose by resisting?

Gan Ning focused. Watery ripples radiated off his person, spreading into the space all around him.

His Water God’s Arm was an amazing asset. It allowed him to attack and defend with equal ease. During his sparring match against Jiang Chen, he had been third level empyrean.

Years later, he had attained an important breakthrough to reach fourth level.

Perhaps he was in the bottom half of the sixty geniuses gathered here, but he firmly believed it wasn’t going to be easy to beat him.

“Come out into the open, kid.” The voice sounded again. “Do you think I can’t do anything to you, just because you’re hiding behind a tree?”

The voice was incredibly proud, as if it already had him under control.

Gan Ning was unmoved by this. He began to build up his Enclosure of Rippling Water as a shield around himself.

Once the battle was engaged, his opponent was sure to try for a quick victory. To drag things out would be disadvantageous for both of them.
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A Terrifying Opponent


Whoosh!

A viper-like whip latched madly onto the tree behind Gan Ning. The frenzied violet flickering upon its surface shocked the youth. “That’s the Whip of Violet Thunder!”

Gan Ning wasn’t a particularly strong genius, but he had paid some attention to his fellow contestants. He knew who the owner of this weapon was—one of Polylore’s top geniuses, Hu Lei.

Hu Lei was one of the strongest geniuses in the Polylore Sacred Land, though he did have a peer who was his equal. It was hard to say which of them was stronger. Still, he was undoubtedly leagues above Gan Ning himself.

Hu Lei’s whip uprooted the ancient tree with a single motion, sending it flying into the air. The tree slammed into the forest quite a distance away, causing a terrified flurry of squawking birds to fly up from the point of impact.

Gan Ning reflexively dodged away from the attack, but now that the tree was gone, there was nothing between him and his enemy anymore.

He could almost see the scars on Hu Lei’s face. The Polylore genius had sinister eyes and an evil grin. “I don’t know who you are, kid.” He laughed. “But I remember you being from Eternal. Are you with that Jiang Chen?”

Despite the lack of natural light, Hu Lei’s vision was completely unhindered. A sidelong glance was enough for him to identify his target.

Gan Ning was one of the more low-profile geniuses among the sixty.

However, every participant in the competition was competent in many ways. Hu Lei, being one of the best, recognized him immediately regardless.

Hu Lei licked his lips. A hungry light radiated from his eyes. Polylore Divine Nation had lost to Jiang Chen in the past. It would be a lie to declare they had no grudge with Jiang Chen.

The sacred land’s geniuses were especially dissatisfied. They wanted to take whatever opportunities they could to cause some trouble and get back at him.

Hu Lei didn’t expect to encounter one of Jiang Chen’s underlings here. Yes, this weakling was average at best, but he was on Jiang Chen’s team! If he could capture him and use him as bait, that could prove to be quite useful.

The Polylore genius smirked. “It’s your unlucky day, kid!”

Gan Ning braced himself. Hu Lei was almost at advanced empyrean realm. He could take on at least three Gan Nings.

What could he do, though? He had to fight back. He couldn’t lose face for Eternal here.

It didn’t take long at all for Hu Lei to fill the environment with afterimages of himself. He’d only flourished his whip a single time, but Gan Ning saw thousands of echoes. Even the sound seemed to have multiplied in every direction.

Gan Ning set up an Enclosure of Rippling Water all about himself. He charged up his Water God’s Arm in order to defend himself from the impending assault.

Hmph!

Hu Lei harrumphed. “Do you think a few bubbles can stop my Whip of Violet Thunder?”

He brandished his whip continually as he said this, smashing it against Gan Ning’s defenses again and again. The Enclosure began to collapse under the storm of attacks.

Boom!

The ripples of water had been broken through, splashing liquid and runic fragments everywhere.

Gan Ning paled. He hadn’t expected his vaunted Enclosure to be destroyed in a single blow! Hu Lei was fearsome indeed.

The Eternal young genius winced with sadness when he saw the insurmountable gap between his opponent and himself.

However, he had no way out except forward. His body surged a few dozen yards back like a wave, conjuring another surf of ripples as he did so. His Enclosure this time was more powerful than ever before.

“Hmph, do you think the same attack is going to work on me a second time?” Hu Lei roared. “All will be torn to shreds under my Whip of Violet Thunder!”

Whoosh!

As if on cue, the whip in question ripped a vicious gash in space.

Pop, pop, pop!

The defensive ripples of water were reduced to insubstantial mist. The whip hurtled with unrelenting speed toward Gan Ning.

The young gentleman couldn’t possibly conjure up another Enclosure on such short notice. He could only keep backing away, blocking with his Water God’s Arm as he did so.

Aquamarine ripples appeared on his arm. Oddly enough, the whip slipped off its mark.

Hu Lei was mildly taken aback. “Not bad, kid!” he cackled. “I underestimated you a little.”

He glanced thoughtfully at Gan Ning’s arm. There was something up with that strange limb.

Something clicked inside his head immediately. Guffawing, he raised his whip high again. This time however, violet electricity crackled along the weapon.

Gan Ning paled when he saw what his opponent had done.

Without skipping a beat, Hu Lei whirled his whip toward Gan Ning once more in a coiling motion. The thunder imbued in the whip hissed menacingly as he did so.

If Gan Ning used his Water God’s Arm to block again, the lightning in the whip would only be made fiercer for it. In fact, his arm might be disabled permanently.

He dared not do something so grievously foolish.

His body moved to leap toward the sky, but this was obviously not the best option to take.

Hu Lei’s whip was still in the fullness of its strength. Gan Ning was already slightly slow on the uptake, and jumping meant that he was assuredly behind his opponent’s blow.

His feet were the first to be paralyzed by the bolt of electricity coursing through his body. He yelped in pain; his calves already entangled by the whip.

Hu Lei chortled contemptuously. He knew he was significantly stronger than Gan Ning and toyed with his prey as disrespectfully as he could. He especially enjoyed the other’s fear and despair, as well as the anguished shrieking.

He threw Gan Ning into the air, then spun him around ceaselessly like an airborne kite. Hu Lei guffawed recklessly as he did so, forcing Gan Ning to revolve faster and faster until the latter felt immensely ill.
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Jiang Chen Arrives


Hu Lei obviously enjoyed torturing opponents.

After some time spinning, he shook Gan Ning’s body loose from his whip’s grasp. The young man’s body slammed into a nearby tree.

Bang!

Gan Ning collided with the crown of the tree face first.

Hu Lei cackled once more. His prey no longer had any energy to resist. After being struck by his violet thunder, it would take at least several hours to fully recover. Gan Ning was like a lamb to the slaughter.

Hu Lei sidled over leisurely.

However, something unexpected happened. Gan Ning, supposedly amid the leaves, had disappeared into thin air.

“Hmm? That kid ran away?” The Polylore genius didn’t believe it. He was very confident in his violet thunder.

Even a ninth level empyrean cultivator would be stunned by a head-on attack from it. For Gan Ning to have escaped of his own volition was impossible!

He looked all around him, but Gan Ning was nowhere to be found. Furious, Hu Lei swept a large radius around him clean with his whip.

Trees and foliage were levelled and reduced to fragments and dust. But still, there was no Gan Ning in sight!

Where was he? Was Hu Lei dreaming?

“How can this be?!” Hu Lei exploded with rage. He couldn’t accept what had taken place before his eyes.

“I don’t believe you can get away from me, kid!” He refused to accept something that defied so much common sense.

Was Gan Ning naturally resistant to lightning?

But even if he hadn’t gotten seriously hurt, where had he gone after being thrown about?

Shouldn’t he have had some path to fly in or a tunnel to burrow into?

“Tunneling?” Hu Lei suddenly became thoughtful. Maybe the kid had fled through the earth.

It was impossible for him to have flown away. Hu Lei had eyes enough to catch Gan Ning’s trail of flight. From where he’d been among the branches, into the ground seemed far more realistic.

Unfortunately, he had totally demolished the surroundings himself. It was going to be hard to find evidence of that.

However, he did manage to find a small hole near where the tree had been after a while. The burrowing spot—if it was one—was very small, to the point of being nearly imperceptible.

“Is that kid capable of transforming his size? This hole is rat-sized!” Hu Lei was incredulous.

He wasn’t going to let his prey get away from him.

So what if Gan Ning had dug down? Hu Lei cast out his consciousness in search of a residual aura. Finding that would allow him to pinpoint where Gan Ning was.

In truth, Gan Ning hadn’t gotten far. He wouldn’t have been able to get anywhere by himself. A Goldbiter Rat had saved him.

In terms of seniority, this rat was in the generation directly below the king. Its cultivation was reasonably good in light of this, but obviously couldn’t compare even to Gan Ning, let alone Hu Lei.

It had come to Gan Ning’s rescue upon discovering that young master Chen’s companion was seriously injured. It couldn’t just leave the human to die.

Because of this, it had exhibited daring uncommon for its race, dragging Gan Ning into the ground. Gan Ning’s adult mass meant that the rat, only half his size, couldn’t get far.

It became pretty exhausted after only a short distance. Not that it wasn’t strong enough, but it couldn’t tunnel quickly with Gan Ning in tow.

Though Gan Ning had been incapacitated physically by the Violet Thunderbolt, his consciousness was still intact. He was astonished to see that a rat had saved him.

He knew himself that he couldn’t possibly escape.

“Brother rat,” he said apologetically, “thanks for saving me. You can leave me here, alright? Don’t worry about me. Hu Lei wouldn’t dare kill me, but he wouldn’t think twice about killing you.”

Since they were both competing geniuses, Hu Lei was absolutely forbidden from killing Gan Ning. But that protection didn’t extend to this rat. If Hu Lei knew it was responsible, he would cut it down without hesitation.

The Goldbiter Rat was clever enough to understand human language. Its eyes darted here and there thoughtfully.

“Hurry up and go. I’m safer here than aboveground, at least.” Gan Ning was a kind-hearted youth. It was odd that this rat had shown up at all, but he wasn’t going to let it get caught in the crossfire.

The rat pondered a moment, then dragged Gan Ning away to a slightly more discreet location. It squeaked a few times to tell Gan Ning to stay put so that it could go call for help.

As Gan Ning wasn’t fluent in ancient beast language, he had no idea what the rat was communicating. Still, the fact it meant well was obvious enough.

“Go, don’t stay with me anymore.” Gan Ning patted the Goldbiter Rat’s sleek fur.

“Heh, you think you can get away now?” A voice came from overhead like a thunderclap.

There was a loud boom!

The earth was cleft open by a sundering blade. Starlight flooded into the darkness of the underground.

Where Gan Ning hid was ten yards below the earth, but Hu Lei had cut that deep with a single stroke. The injured genius sprawled helplessly before his hunter.

Hu Lei glanced at Gan Ning coldly. “Are you struggling with the dregs of your strength, kid? Tch. Is that small rat brave enough to oppose me, too? Just die!”

Saying this, he swept his whip at the Goldbiter Rat.

His weapon came to a screeching halt mid-trajectory.

Countless vines had risen up from all around to intercept it. These vines had a rather exotic coloration—they were split between icy blue and fiery crimson. They latched onto the Whip of Violet Thunder, locking it in place.

What the hell?!

Hu Lei was met with an unexpected development. He jerked his arm upward, attempting to push the vines out of the way, but was only disappointed. The whip refused to budge, while more and more vines entangled themselves around it all the while.

He was quite bewildered now.

“Who is it?!” Even the most stupid of cultivators would know that another opponent had arrived. An expert, at that.

Gan Ning’s eyes lit up when he saw the vines. He recognized them; they were from senior brother Jiang Chen’s Bewitching Lotus of Fire and Ice.

“Hahaha, karma has arrived, Hu Lei!” He was filled with confidence in his stronger friend.

Now that senior brother Jiang Chen was here, he was going to make Hu Lei pay double for what he had done!
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You’re Jiang Chen?


Hu Lei tried to yank his whip back, but it wouldn’t budge. This was when the realization dawned that he was facing a formidable opponent.

However, he wasn’t intimidated. He’d always been the competitive sort. The stronger his opponent was, the fiercer he became. Moreover, all the contestants on the island were young cultivators. He’d always fancied himself the top genius among the youths.

Even Eternal’s Jiang Chen, who had achieved the impossible, didn’t shake that perception. He’d studied the fight that resulted in Jiang Chen’s fame.

Like others, he recognized that Jiang Chen was a remarkable genius who had some great achievements, but believed that due credit should go to the Vermilion Bird.

Without it, Jiang Chen couldn’t have done what he’d done.

In truth, many acknowledged Jiang Chen’s luck, wisdom, and cunning, but their impression of his strength was still based on his fight with Xiahou Zong.

Jiang Chen had indeed won the fight, but only by a small margin. Most of the top geniuses from the ten sacred lands, Hu Lei included, believed they were much better than Xiahou Zong. They also believed what little heritage Jiang Chen had gained couldn’t be that powerful since he’d only just joined the Eternal Sacred Land.

The top geniuses participating in the competition had all received the best inheritance from their sects. They were sure that they stood a chance to defeat Jiang Chen in a head-on fight.

Therefore, Hu Lei was eager to fight Jiang Chen. His crushing victory would make him a household name.

He wasn’t the only one who thought this way.

So although Hu Lei was surprised, he wasn’t panicked. Jiang Chen must’ve come to Gan Ning’s rescue. The young genius wouldn’t have been so excited otherwise.

With a scoff, Hu Lei cracked his whip at the Lotus. Sawtooth serrations emerged over the surface of the whip and began sawing off the vines.

The Bewitching Lotus of Fire and Ice was a powerful restraining force. It could regenerate even after being severed.

However, the Whip of Violet Thunder was no simple weapon either. Once the vines were cut, black fog emitted from the whip and rushed into the fresh cut, preventing the Lotus from regenerating.

More and more vines were sliced to pieces. The whip gradually broke out of the Lotus’ restraint.

Hu Lei suddenly flashed forward and reached out for the whip, but an enormous golden hand rammed at him, like a burning mountain with tremendous ferocity.

Hu Lei’s eyes widened. If the golden hand had hit him, even the most sturdy of constitutions wouldn’t have saved him from serious injury.

He moved away in a violet flash, but before he could soar into the sky, an aureate mountain came down from above.

Hu Lei was caught off guard. He hadn’t expected the attack to be so relentless. Muscles taut under the terrifying might of the golden mountain, with a roll, he dodged to the side.

Unfortunately, when he next looked up, his whip had become a pale shadow, restrained by a mysterious force and keening pitifully.

The whip was seized in the blink of an eye.

Hu Lei looked up in shock to see a young face sneering at him from afar. He recognized the young man immediately. It was Eternal’s Jiang Chen!

“I knew it was you!” Hu Lei’s eyes were bloodshot as he leveled Jiang Chen with a venomous stare like a bloodthirsty beast. His resentment of the Eternal genius was visible.

“You’re from the Polylore Sacred Land, aren’t you?” Jiang Chen’s smile was slight, but confident.

“He’s Hu Lei from Polylore, senior brother Jiang Chen,” Gan Ning piped up as he approached Jiang Chen. “He and another genius are considered the finest talent of their sacred land.”

Gan Ning had suffered serious injury from the Whip of Violet Thunder, but it wasn’t life-threatening. With some rest, he’d recover.

“Hu Lei?” Jiang Chen nodded. He’d heard about the geniuses from the other sacred lands, but he hadn’t cared enough to find out more about them.

The name Hu Lei was familiar, but that was all he knew.

“I’ve been waiting a long time for you, Jiang Chen.” Hu Lei grinned. “Do you know how often everyone in Myriad Abyss talks about you? I’m getting calluses in my ears from hearing your name. I’ve always wondered how powerful the genius everyone has been praising is. I hope you don’t disappoint me today.”

Hu Lei’s weapon had been captured, but he didn’t seem nervous.

Jiang Chen smiled and looked around. “Are you sure you want to fight me here?”

“Of course,” Hu Lei responded without hesitation.

Jiang Chen quirked his lips. “Even when there are several pairs of unwanted eyes around?”

“Unwanted eyes?” Hu Lei frowned and expanded his consciousness. He laughed. “I’ll be disappointed if you’re boasting. There’s people watching us? Just drive them away.”

Hu Lei’s voice rang through the area like a crack of thunder. “I am Hu Lei from the Polylore Sacred Land. Get out of here no matter who you are! If you stay and watch us from the dark, you’ll be making an enemy out of me!”

Hu Lei’s name wasn’t as intimidating as he’d imagined. Only two participants left after his threat.

There were many more lurking in the dark. It might be they were more confident in their skills in stealth, or perhaps they simply weren’t afraid of Hu Lei.

Hu Lei cackled. “Alright, they’re all gone now.”

Jiang Chen shook his head. “Are you sure?”

Hu Lei paused. “Are there still foolish bastards who refuse to leave?”

Jiang Chen clucked his tongue. “If this is all you’ve got, I’m disappointed.”

Hu Lei’s face flushed red with mortification. He expanded his consciousness to search again. He raged, “Bastards, there’s still someone there!”

Hu Lei raised his hand. A shock of violet light shot toward a patch of shadow in the west.

Boom! An explosion hit the area.

“Hu Lei, you fool!” a voice cried out. “You just used up a trump card by using the Violet Thunderbolt now! I’m just a spectator. I didn’t plan to interfere!”
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A Bet and a Duel


The voice’s exasperation was infectious. Hu Lei’s heart twinged with regret as soon as it was pointed out.

He had indeed been too impulsive. The Violet Thunderbolt was one of his trump cards, exceptionally effective as a surprise attack during a protracted fight. Having shown it off already, he wouldn’t be able to employ it nearly as efficiently or effectively in a bout with Jiang Chen later.

The other youth would be on his guard against it, for starters.

The thought of this prompted him to glance frustratedly at Jiang Chen.

“What can your Violet Thunderbolt do to me?” Jiang Chen smiled coolly. “Even if I stood still and took the full brunt of it, do you think it would injure me?”

This annoyed Hu Lei to no end. He raised a questioning brow. “You’re pretty ignorant to say that, kid. My Violet Thunderbolt is powerful and explosively destructive. It’s as strong as a robust attack from a peak empyrean expert!”

Jiang Chen chuckled. A peak empyrean expert?

So what? Just a short while ago, he had traded blows with Divine Kasyapa’s servant, the demigod First Wind.

If he wasn’t scared of taking on a demigod, why would he be concerned with a peak ninth level empyrean attack?

Moreover, his golden cicada bloodline granted him immunity to thunder and lightning, as well as poisons. The Violet Thunderbolt was unlikely to do him any harm at all.

Jiang Chen didn’t really want to be held up here by this Hu Lei. Alas, he had beaten up Gan Ning pretty severely, and the young victim was his friend. If he simply left, he might give off the impression he was scared of the Polylore genius.

Inspiration struck. “Why don’t we make a bet, Hu Lei?” he declared coolly.

“What kind of bet?” Hu Lei shot back. He believed Jiang Chen to be someone with a myriad of tricks up his sleeve. Thus, he was instinctively on his guard at the mention of a bet.

“Easy. I’ll stand here and take a hit from your Violet Thunderbolt. Then, you can stand in one place and let me hit you once. How about it?” Jiang Chen chuckled.

“Are you sure?” Hu Lei was astounded. Had the other youth suffered some sort of brain damage in his life? Would he even be alive after a thunderbolt like that?

“Absolutely.” Jiang Chen nodded, then looked around. “More and more people are gathering to watch us. I want to give you a good thrashing, but it is no doubt embarrassing to lose in front of so many prying eyes.”

Hu Lei laughed in spite of his fury. “Give me a good thrashing? Are you making things up on the spot, kid?”

He didn’t believe for a moment what Jiang Chen claimed. There had to be an ulterior motive behind this proposition. Wasn’t the Eternal genius rumored to be a master of stratagems? Was there something about this bet he hadn’t noticed?

But no amount of consideration yielded any possibilities.

Jiang Chen snickered. “What, you don’t even have enough courage to attack me? How are you prepared to meet me in the field of battle then? Is this what the strongest of Polylore are like, Hu Lei?”

Hu Lei instantly ignited. “I didn’t want to take advantage of you, kid, but if you want to commit suicide, then so be it!”

He was beyond incensed.

Gan Ning looked at Jiang Chen worriedly. “Senior brother.” He took a step forward. “His Violet Thunderbolt…”

“Don’t sweat it. If I were scared of that, I wouldn’t have said what I just did. Just take a break and watch my methods, Gan Ning,” Jiang Chen comforted him.

There was nothing more for Gan Ning to say. He knew how strong senior brother Jiang Chen was. He couldn’t quite understand the reason for his senior brother’s actions right now, but the thunderbolt may very well be trivial.

“You mentioned it’s a bet, yes?” Hu Lei interjected. “What are we betting on?”

“Anything you have in mind?” Jiang Chen retorted.

“If my Violet Thunderbolt knocks you out, you need to give me back my Whip of Violet Thunder. That, and give up all your orbs.” Hu Lei stated his conditions.

“No problem. What if you lose then?” asked an indifferent Jiang Chen.

“If there’s anything you want, just say the word.”

“Easy enough. You give me all your orbs, then apologize and offer compensation to my brother here. Oh, and do us a favor by avoiding us in the future.” Jiang Chen didn’t make unreasonable demands. “Anything you want to add?” he asked Gan Ning.

The young gentleman was grateful that his senior brother was sticking up for him. No one else would have cared, and to such a degree.

Hu Lei roared with laughter. “An equitable man, I see. But do you really think that you’ll be able to fight back after being hit by my Violet Thunderbolt?”

Jiang Chen smiled serenely. “Then your victory is guaranteed, is it not?”

“Very good. You’re looking to lose today, so don’t blame me for stepping on your head.” Hu Lei wasn’t so rigid as to refuse an advantage.

Someone overly principled might feel that winning in such a way was unfair. However, Hu Lei believed that the ends justified the means.

As long as he won in the end, it didn’t matter how he did it.

“Step aside, Brother Gan Ning.” Jiang Chen smiled a little.

Gan Ning hadn’t quite given up yet. In his opinion, senior brother Jiang Chen was being exceedingly honorable by taking on unnecessary risk. If senior brother won, he would only gain in renown. If he were seriously hurt instead though, there would be a big problem.

This was only the first day of the trial!

Although he was secretly concerned, he didn’t dare suggest otherwise. All he could do was back far away.

“Let’s begin.” Jiang Chen stood at ease, leisurely crossing his arms in anticipation of being hit. He looked like he was relaxing, not readying for a fight.

His attitude infuriated Hu Lei.

“You’re heading to your doom, fool!” An aggravated Hu Lei gathered a Violet Thunderbolt in his hand.

“Take this!” He raised his arm, throwing an amethyst flash toward Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen deployed his God’s Eye to the maximum. He could see the trail of the radiance as clearly as the trajectory of an insect in slow motion.

“Hmm?” There was nothing within. It was a ruse!

Jiang Chen found this rather amusing. Hu Lei appeared brusque on the surface, but was actually pretty wily. This was a feint rather than an actual attack.

Because he saw the reality of the situation, he aimed to overwhelm his opponent psychologically. He walked forward rather than back as the light approached him.

Inhaling a little, he spat out a breath of true qi with a soft sound.

All the witnesses to this fight were astonished. Was Jiang Chen using a breath of air to fight against Hu Lei’s Violet Thunderbolt? Such disdain and disregard for his opponent!
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Completely Unscathed


But there were more shocking things to come. When the violet light came into contact with Jiang Chen’s breath, it dissipated on the spot without an explosion.

A fake?

The recognition of what they had just seen was late in coming.

There were two amazing things they’d witnessed—the Violet Thunderbolt had been a decoy, and Jiang Chen had seen through and instantly disposed of it with disdain.

It was almost like he’d played a parlor trick.

Was Jiang Chen really not scared of Hu Lei whatsoever?

Everyone knew how strong the Violet Thunderbolt was. It deserved every bit of its fame. The thunderbolt had a mind of its own and a nearly imperceptible trajectory. Just because one dodged the first strike didn’t guarantee safety from the subsequent ones. Before the lightning made contact with its mark, it pursued with a relentless spirit.

Unless a more powerful method was used to destroy the thunderbolt, it would detonate on its intended target without fail.

A robust piece of protective armor might be able to guard against the explosion, but the same wasn’t true for the coursing lightning that the thunderbolt contained.

The Violet Thunderbolt attacked its enemies via two discrete angles.

Hu Lei was even more bewildered than the audience. It didn’t look like Jiang Chen cared at all about his Violet Thunderbolt. Defending against it with a single breath was the most humiliating insult that could be delivered.

He seethed with fury, but calmed down thanks to the gravity of the situation. His prior battle experience told him that reason was necessary if he wanted to win here.

He flicked his fingers continually, sending out a seemingly endless stream of violet.

The entire sky was lit up with luminance. It was impossible to distinguish which was the real one. A meteoric shower of magenta turned the night as bright as day.

“You’re really despicable, Hu Lei!” Gan Ning cursed. “You agreed to only launch one Violet Thunderbolt. What is this??”

Hu Lei sneered. I did only launch one Violet Thunderbolt. The others are totally harmless, just a light show.

The storm of violet darted toward Jiang Chen like a cloud of hornets.

A strange smile curled at the corner of the young man’s mouth. In the next instant, he moved to intercept it.

“Huff, huff, huff, huff…” Jiang Chen blew out countless times, as easily as breathing upon candles. The purple before him dimmed one by one.

But a single light among the crowd refused to halt and headed for his face.

His God’s Eye locked onto it. His right hand opened suddenly, fingers clutching at empty space. Incredibly, the thunderbolt landed happily upon his palm.

Boom!

It exploded in a cloud of dust and smoke.

Hu Lei beamed, then cackled with pleasure. This Jiang Chen had been overconfident after all. It was utterly stupid to try to grasp his Violet Thunderbolt with bare hands!

Even if he wasn’t dead, he would be severely crippled by now.

After a moment, the dust cleared. Jiang Chen stood right where he was, in the same pose he had been in—palm outstretched toward the sky.

A ball of violet electricity danced in the center of his hand, almost like it was cavorting with joy.

Jiang Chen was completely unscathed, right down to the details of his clothes and hair. Though the Violet Thunderbolt had apparently exploded, it had done absolutely nothing to him.

Hu Lei was blindsided by this development. Had his thunderbolt detonated at all?

The disastrous state the surroundings were in told him that yes, it had.

But then why was Jiang Chen completely alright? Were he and the thunderbolt relatives or what?

Even a gust of wind would have messed up his hair, wouldn’t it?

He felt common sense leave his mind. In fact, he was on the verge of going crazy.

Watching from nearby, Gan Ning felt his heart settle back down. He had looked on with considerable consternation, in fear that something might’ve gone wrong.

He had tried to guess many versions of what would happen, but what had actually transpired hadn’t been one of them.

The expression on Hu Lei’s face was a frozen grin, but he looked like he very much wanted to cry.

The other geniuses who observed from a distance furrowed their brows tightly when they saw the Violet Thunderbolt’s ineffectiveness as well. Some of them were just like Hu Lei—unconvinced that Jiang Chen was worthy of his present fame, desirous of trampling him underfoot.

Seeing Hu Lei’s powerlessness before their goal filled them with self-doubt. Could they really do any better?

“My turn, then?” Jiang Chen’s smile was as smooth and easy as it had been when all this began.

Hu Lei had thought the Eternal genius was just feigning it before to mask his dread, but he believed this no longer. The more he looked at it, the more it seemed to hide the limitless unknown.

He became rather anxious. Given how capable Jiang Chen had been on the defense, if he was just as good on the offense, then…

And this from someone who was usually foreign to fear!

Jiang Chen flipped his hand over, materializing and expanding a great bell.

He couldn’t control his other methods of attack very well. Using excessive force was a real possibility, and Hu Lei might not be able to survive.

If he only used his golden bell to suppress his opponent rather than activating its more powerful attacks, Hu Lei would probably be able to endure.

This was a trial, so killing was out of the question. Even accidentally killing his opponents was against the rules. Such was Jiang Chen’s plan: to restrict Hu Lei’s movements only.

“If you can escape from my golden bell’s influence, then we’ll call it a tie. If you can’t, then you lose.”

Hu Lei was surprised to see Jiang Chen use a great bell rather than a more lethal attack.

This was probably a restrictive treasure of some sort. As long as the attack wasn’t too life-threatening, he was confident he could withstand it.

His tenseness relaxed somewhat.

“Alright. Let’s see what this bell of yours can do.” Hu Lei’s tone had more bark than bite to it.

Jiang Chen nodded, then pushed the bell forward. It hummed loudly, shimmering with aureate light that enveloped where Hu Lei stood.

Hu Lei grinned, leering provocatively toward his opponent. Clearly, he considered Jiang Chen’s use of the bell to be a gross underestimation of what the Polylore genius could do.

“Has it started yet?” Cackling, he made to jump out of the light’s area of effect.
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Accepting One’s Loss


Hu Lei’s high confidence stemmed from his abilities. As the characters of his name might suggest, he was as quick as thunder and lightning. This was another reason he’d dared challenge Jiang Chen in order to stomp on the Eternal genius.

Unfortunately, he was just beginning to discover the extent of his mistake.

He was fast, yes, but the golden light was even faster. As soon as it locked onto him, he realized that he couldn’t elude its rays no matter how he moved. The bell loomed over him like an inexorable shadow.

Moreover, the light multiplied to make his body heavier and heavier. He could no longer move with any speed.

“This isn’t good. There’s something up with that golden bell!” Cold sweat dripped down Hu Lei’s brow. He gritted his teeth, then slammed his body outwards once more in a last-ditch attempt to brute force his way out.

Alas, he underrated the restrictive powers of the golden bell. Once locked onto by its light, even a ninth level empyrean expert wouldn’t necessarily be able to escape. Hu Lei wasn’t anywhere close to that level.

Regardless of how strong his Violet Thunderbolt was, his true cultivation was near rather than at advanced empyrean. In other words, he was technically lower level than Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen could already crush any equal-level opponent. Hu Lei, his inferior, would be a pushover.

In fact, he was accustomed to taking on cultivators several levels stronger than him. In other words, he could probably handle four to five Hu Leis added together.

The bell descended closer and closer to the ground, intensifying its binding force all the while.

Clang!

It landed with a resounding thud, enclosing Hu Lei completely within.

The geniuses watching from all around paled, their hearts sinking in apprehension.

Before this, many of them had hoped to defeat Jiang Chen in order to make a name for themselves. They were abandoning that idea in droves now.

Someone like this wasn’t remotely viable to challenge.

Hu Lei was worthy of being ranked among the ten sacred lands’ best. And what had happened to him? A face full of dust and extremely convincing defeat.

The bell raised up a little bit, allowing a disheveled Hu Lei to get back up.

“So, what do you think?” Jiang Chen asked evenly.

Though Hu Lei tended to be a bit obnoxious, he knew he had to surrender here. If Jiang Chen didn’t take the bell away, he couldn’t do much more than curl up inside and take a nap.

A little miffed, he admitted his loss with some chagrin. “You win this time. Still, I’m not entirely satisfied that you’re better than me. I feel like I’ve been tricked. If we fought for real, I’m not so sure I’d lose.”

He didn’t want to yield, despite his failure.

Jiang Chen laughed. There wasn’t much point in arguing. “Well, a bet’s a bet. You going to make good on your promise?”

If Hu Lei wanted to insist his own competence, who was Jiang Chen to forbid him?

Jiang Chen was fine with just getting results. Starting a dispute over the small details was senseless. The bell loosened, releasing its grip on Hu Lei’s body.

It took a while for the Polylore genius to snap out of his reverie. He took out two orbs from among his belongings with some annoyance. “This is all I have. Take it.”

Jiang Chen happily accepted. He wasn’t going to let Hu Lei go just yet though. He affixed him with a scrutinizing look.

Hu Lei stared back with some dissatisfaction, but there was nothing for it. He walked up to Gan Ning. “Sorry about that.”

His apology was clearly insincere, but Jiang Chen had wanted only token acknowledgment.

Aside from this, material compensation was required as well. Hu Lei took out a storage ring. “Here’s something for your trouble.”

He had a lot of pent-up anger inside, but what could he do? He had lost a bet, fair and square.

Gan Ning looked at Jiang Chen with some embarrassment.

Jiang Chen smiled coolly. “Take it. I doubt the Polylore Sacred Land’s geniuses are so poor they can’t spare one gift.”

Reassured, Gan Ning accepted the ring without ceremony.

Hu Lei harrumphed. “Remember, I only apologized because of your senior brother. You’re nothing special yourself.”

He snuck a furtive look at Jiang Chen once more as he said this, irritated by what he had just done. He stamped his foot down hard, then turned his back.

“Hold on,” Jiang Chen exclaimed suddenly.

“What else do you want?” Hu Lei scowled.

Jiang Chen tossed him the Whip of Violet Thunder with a flourish. “It’s a waste for me to keep what’s yours. You can have it back. You obviously spent a lot of time on this treasure, and I think it’ll be best if you take it. Why should I rob another of his favorite item?”

Mildly taken aback, Hu Lei caught his whip almost without thinking. He had thought of asking for it, but wasn’t thick-skinned enough to do so after losing the bet.

That Jiang Chen returned it to him of his own volition was really quite generous. Much of his residual resentment was abruptly mollified.

He looked at Jiang Chen once more with some confusion, then cupped a fist and turned to depart.

“We should leave as well.” Jiang Chen called out to Gan Ning.

The other youth nodded, then followed his senior brother by exiting the scene.

The geniuses watching from afar had dispersed already. Many of them were even more wary of Jiang Chen now, apprehensive of the possibility that they might run into him and have their orbs confiscated.

What were they going to do if they fell into his hands? Refuse a request for their orbs? Hu Lei was plenty strong, but had capitulated easily before Jiang Chen’s might.

Gan Ning and Jiang Chen headed out a lengthy distance before they slowed their footsteps.

“Thanks a lot for the help, senior brother Jiang Chen.” Gan Ning was genuinely grateful.

“I was a bit late, honestly. You wouldn’t have suffered if I had come earlier. Our present priority though, is to find Wu You.”

The third member of their team was nowhere to be found. However, Wu You’s speed meant that he was probably in better shape.

Seeing that Gan Ning was still a bit downcast, Jiang Chen consoled him. “Hu Lei is very capable among the ten sacred lands’ younger generation. There’s no shame in having lost to him. Work hard on your cultivation so you can beat him at some point in the future. There’s no progress without realizing one’s own insufficiency.”

“I’m not ashamed of losing to Hu Lei.” Gan Ning sighed. “Rather, I feel like my weakness is dragging you down.”
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A Blissful Gan Ning


Gan Ning had a bellyful of questions he wanted to blurt out. For example, was the golden rat that had saved him a spirit creature under Jiang Chen’s command?

In addition, the senior brother had dealt swiftly with Hu Lei like an adult punishing a child. The power gap between them was substantial. What amazing heights had the senior brother reached with his cultivation?

Jiang Chen hadn’t even ascended to empyrean when Gan Ning had sparred with him back in the Eternal Sacred Land. It hadn’t been that many years. This rate of progress was simply unbelievable!

Jiang Chen had defeated the arrogant Xiahou Zong in the sword competition, but it hadn’t been an easy fight. He hadn’t always had the upper hand.

This time though, Jiang Chen hadn’t even broken a sweat when facing Hu Lei. He’d toyed with the Polylore genius like a cat would a mouse. Anyone with eyes could identify the large gap between the two contestants, even if Hu Lei didn’t care to admit it.

Nevertheless, Gan Ning was clever enough to know there were questions he shouldn’t ask.

Jiang Chen brought Gan Ning to a relatively remote area.

“We’ll stay put here for the night. Tomorrow, we’ll meet up with Wu You.”

“You have word from senior brother Wu You?” Gan Ning asked curiously.

“Not yet,” muttered Jiang Chen, almost to himself. “But I should soon?”

Gan Ning could now almost guarantee that the golden rat was under Jiang Chen’s command. It was probably how his senior brother had found him so quickly.

Jiang Chen laid down on a thick tree branch with his eyes closed, radiating leisureliness. Gan Ning had difficulty quieting his mind. He kept standing up to look around.

In the end, he stayed on his feet, intending to keep watch.

Jiang Chen opened his eyes when he heard the noise that Gan Ning was making.

“Aren’t you going to get some rest? We’ll be here for half a month. There’s no need for you to stay alert twenty-four hours a day. Conserve your energy.”

“I’m not powerful enough to be of help,” Gan Ning admitted guiltily. “At least I can stay on guard for you.”

Jiang Chen waved a dismissive hand. “There’s no need. Rest well. No one will come near us. Even if they do, I’ll know beforehand. You don’t have to worry too much.

“By the way, did you get any orbs?” he added.

Gan Ning nodded dejectedly. “I got lucky and found one.”

“That’s good. We’ve only been here for a day.” Jiang Chen hadn’t expected Gan Ning to have found any.

“How many do you have, senior brother?”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Six.”

“What? Six??” Gan Ning was surprised. “You took two from Hu Lei, which means you’ve collected four in only a day?”

That was indeed the case, but Jiang Chen wasn’t satisfied yet with his findings.

He felt that after half a month, the orbs wouldn’t be evenly distributed, but concentrated in a few individuals’ possession.

The most powerful cultivators would have a disproportionately large number of orbs, while the weaker ones would be left with none.

After all, competitions were cruel. The rules prohibited murder and looting, but anything else was allowed. Most of the orbs would be monopolized by a few cultivators, and they would be the fiercest of contestants.

There were six hundred orbs in total. If the orbs did end up falling into the hands of a few, it’d be next to impossible to win the first place as a team with only dozens of orbs.

This was the highest ranking competition for the ten sacred lands. Too many remarkable geniuses were gathered here.

The night was uneventful, which Gan Ning found hard to believe. Night time was perfect for evils to strike. He hadn’t expected it to be so peaceful. If he hadn’t met up with Jiang Chen, he wouldn’t have had near such a pleasant time.

“Senior brother Jiang Chen, what’s the plan for today?” Gan Ning now had the utmost respect for Jiang Chen. He sounded unusually deferential.

“Follow me.” Jiang Chen didn’t explain. “If you find any orbs, they’re yours. I’m not going to take them from you.”

“What?” Gan Ning hurriedly explained, “You should get priority over the orbs, senior brother. I don’t care about my ranking. As long as our total score is among the top three, we’ll get the extra points, which is good enough for me.”

Jiang Chen grinned. “Don’t be so polite with me. I can get orbs myself. I don’t need to take anything from you.”

It dawned on Gan Ning that Jiang Chen was being completely honest. He was overwhelmed by a myriad of emotions.

He’d always been the rebellious sort, but he couldn’t not respect Jiang Chen.

It was the Eternal Sacred Land’s great fortune to have a leading figure like Jiang Chen. Back when the sacred land’s youths were led by the Five Great Gentlemen, not even Sui Chen had been able to garner the others’ submission. Therefore, the Five Great Gentlemen had never been a united team.

Now that Jiang Chen had become the ‘boss’ of the youths, he’d do not only a decent job, but a great job given his character and approach.

Over time, Gan Ning realized with great surprise that Jiang Chen could always find orbs hidden in the most obscure of places. Since the morning, they’d already found two orbs from hidden corners.

As promised, Jiang Chen let Gan Ning have the orbs, which rather embarrassed the latter.

However, it was clear that his senior brother didn’t intend to take them.

When noon came, Gan Ning was in noticeable high spirits. Out of the blue, Jiang Chen said, “Let’s change directions. Trouble awaits us up north.”

Gan Ning was flabbergasted. How did Jiang Chen know there were troubles ahead on such an undeveloped island? Could he predict the future? Or was he sensitive enough to detect the enemies?

Jiang Chen didn’t explain, and Gan Ning didn’t need him to. He believed Jiang Chen must have based his decision on solid reasoning.

He followed Jiang Chen to the west.
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“Damn it, does he have the nose of a hound? How can he be so sensitive? Did he know we’ve set up an ambush for him?”

Not far to the north, a few cultivators looked into the distance with venomous eyes. They’d set up a trap for their prey, but their prey had taken a turn right before setting foot into it!


130


Blockade and Robbery


From the way they dressed, it was clear that they weren’t from the same faction. The six people were divided into three groups. They’d formed an alliance for a specific purpose.

Jiang Chen wasn’t their only target. They planned on robbing any genius who passed by.

The leader of the group was from the Flora Sacred Land, Qin You. He was among the top three young geniuses in Flora.

Next to him was a young man who was similarly dressed. His shock of short, white hair made him stand out.

The other four geniuses were from Polylore and Void.

These three sacred lands had always been on friendly terms. Under the table, they interacted closely and could be considered an alliance. Among them, Flora was the leading faction.

They’d come to the grand competition to fight for the seat of the alliance leader. Flora was especially hungry for the title.

When Qin You heard that Jiang Chen was nearing the trap they’d set up, he’d thought they were going to catch a big fish, gaining orbs and avenging Flora at the same time.

Unfortunately, Jiang Chen changed directions before setting foot into the trap.

They couldn’t help but wonder if it’d been a coincidence, or if Jiang Chen had purposefully avoided them.

“Senior brother Qin You, I hear that my Polylore’s Hu Lei was defeated by Jiang Chen last night,” remarked a Polylore genius. The green outfit he wore made him blend together with the island.

“So what?” Qin You scoffed. “Hu Lei is bold but brash. He often strikes before getting to know his enemies. I’m not surprised that he’d be defeated. Even if he hadn’t met Jiang Chen, he would’ve lost after running into other strong opponents.”

Qin You dismissed the top genius like he was nothing.

The Polylore genius in green opened his mouth to say something but decided against it. He wasn’t pleased that Qin You had belittled his senior brother, but Flora was on the rise and his sacred land was Polylore’s close ally. He kept his mouth shut even though he was unhappy.

One of the geniuses from the Void Sacred Land spoke up. “Jiang Chen is remarkable, but standing out too much isn’t necessarily a good thing.”

The Polylore genius dressed in green asked curiously, “Why?”

“Think about it, Jiang Chen will garner even more attention after defeating Hu Lei, won’t he? People are going to be more wary of him, aren’t they?”

“True. Jiang Chen is indeed talented. I wonder if there are any youths from the ten sacred lands who can rival him.”

“Maybe there are, maybe there aren’t. It doesn’t matter. The tallest tree will be toppled by the wind first! The more Jiang Chen stands out, the fewer allies he has. If he’s powerful enough to alarm most geniuses, people will reach an unspoken agreement to target him. Imagine what would happen if everyone were to work together against Jiang Chen. No matter how good he is, he can’t overpower so many people.”

His analysis was very convincing.

Even Qin You cracked an intrigued smile. “I didn’t know you were that insightful, junior brother Ding. You’re right. Jiang Chen had better keep a low profile, or people will gang up on him soon enough.”

“Hmph, even if we put that aside, hasn’t our trap deterred Jiang Chen? He’s afraid!”

The group of six muttered among themselves, but there was little they could do to Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen came to a sudden stop after he and Gan Ning had walked toward the west for some time. He turned into a narrow path covered in thorny vines, which led them back to the north.

“Senior brother, we’re headed back to the north again, aren’t we?” asked a curious Gan Ning.

Jiang Chen focused his senses and suddenly asked, “Have you noticed that the smell of the wallowing trees is stronger in this section? There aren’t many wallowing trees in this area at all.”

Gan Ning paused. “What do you mean?”

“I suspect that Wu You’s passed through here,” Jiang Chen explained.

“Senior brother Wu You has been here?” Gan Ning didn’t expect that. “Where did he go? To the north?” He tracked the winding path with his eyes.

“There are obvious signs that the path was set up on purpose. It was meant to direct people to the north.” Jiang Chen had great attention to detail.

“On purpose?” Gan Ning was even more surprised. “Has senior brother Wu You been misled?”

“Very likely.” Jiang Chen nodded. “Otherwise there shouldn’t be so many man-made signs along this path.”

Gan Ning wasn’t sure what that meant. “Then should we take the path, or…?”

“We’re going along, of course, but the path will take us to the trouble I mentioned. We’ll be walking right into a trap. Many cultivators are waiting for us. They’ve set up an ambush for candidates passing by.” Jiang Chen was confident in his speculation.

“What should we do then?” Gan Ning was at a loss. If they did run into a group of cultivators, he worried that even someone as powerful as Jiang Chen wouldn’t be able to win, given he was a dead weight.

“What should we do?” Jiang Chen smiled lazily. “They’ve put in so much effort to welcome us. We shouldn’t disappoint them. However, we’re not taking the path they’ve set up for us. That’d be suicide. Let’s take a different path and find out how many orbs they have in their possession.”

Realization dawned on Gan Ning.

Jiang Chen had never intended to take any orbs from him. He was going to steal other people’s orbs! Those who had formed set up ambushes should possess even more than the average genius.

If Jiang Chen’s plan went well, it was very likely for the team to get a good rank in the end.

Qin You and the others were still in the dark, lamenting the fact that Jiang Chen had avoided their trap. They hadn’t realized that their target had become their hunter, and they themselves the prey!
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Strange Runes


Qin You’s gang had six people total with clearly defined roles. The two in the center held down the fort. Two more geniuses fanned out to either side, observing suspicious movements from every cardinal.

This division of labor blessed their highway robbery with great efficiency. In only one or two days, they had amassed quite a sizable sum of orbs. Each genius possessed several.

If they kept doing this, they would have at least a hundred-odd orbs among the six of them when the half-month was over.

“Senior brother Qin, I see something in that direction. I’ll go take a look.” The Void Sacred Land’s cultivator, Ding, volunteered.

“Sure. Go see if a fat target has arrived.” Qin You was the clear leader of the gang and one of the two that commanded the operation.

“Junior brother Lin, you go scout for business as well.” This junior brother was the Polylore genius in green from earlier.

The genius nodded, then headed out as instructed.

However, neither junior brother Ding nor Lin returned after a full half-hour.

A white-haired cultivator furrowed his brow. “What’re they doing? They’re so undisciplined! Didn’t we agree that each scouting trip isn’t to exceed half an hour? We’re not here on vacation. Why aren’t they taking this seriously?”

His white hair made him unique among the crowd, and his demeanor showed that he was rather upset.

Qin You was a bit frustrated as well. But as the leader, he had to be more tolerant of his underlings’ faults. The white-haired cultivator was free to speak his mind, but he was not.

The geniuses of the other sacred lands were hardly inferior to him in status. They had yielded authority to him merely out of respect for the Flora Sacred Land’s renown.

Technically, they were free to leave at any time.

Another fifteen minutes passed, but Ding and Lin were nowhere to be found.

Wrinkles appeared all over Qin You’s forehead. “What the heck are those two up to?” he murmured. “Did they plot to pull a prank on us or what?”

If the geniuses’ comrades weren’t still here, he would almost wonder whether they’d run off by themselves. Perhaps they no longer wanted to cooperate?

“Big brother Qin, senior brother Lin still hasn’t returned yet. I’d like to see what’s happened to him,” the other cultivator from Polylore suggested.

The remaining cultivator from Void did likewise.

“Hold on.” Qin You was rather less supportive. “If something’s happened to the two junior brothers, won’t you going out there be like moths to a flame?”

The two young geniuses both paled. Has something happened?

“Big brother Qin, my team will be in big trouble if something bad has happened to senior brother Ding. I really must go take a look.”

This gathering of six was only a temporary alliance, formed out of desire for raw profit alone. Their modus operandi was to ambush others and share in the plundered loot.

When push came to shove, the geniuses tended to think more highly of their teammates. After all, the rankings were decided based on team-wide achievements. The fact that their long-absent teammates were also their peers only added to their worry.

“You two are really stubborn.” Qin You frowned, then nodded. “Well, be careful out there. Remember to signal immediately if something happens, don’t just brute force it. Use your brains.”

The two remaining geniuses weren’t in the mood to accept advice. They inclined their heads in a perfunctory manner before escaping.

Only Qin You and his white-haired comrade from Flora were left.

“Senior brother Qin, I feel like something’s off.” The white-haired cultivator was forthright towards his peer and captain.

“Yes, I’ve realized that as well. Prepare yourself, junior brother. We should leave this place at once. Those other guys are probably in deep trouble. They would send a message back otherwise.”

The white-haired cultivator blinked. “We’re not waiting for them?”

“I don’t think they’ll come back.” Qin You shook his head. “Plus, us lingering here will alert others for sure. We need to relocate this little enterprise of ours.”

“Alright then.”

The white-haired cultivator was very accommodating to this. He had sensed something awry quite a while ago. If the four others didn’t come back, the two of them wouldn’t gain anything by staying.

Any attempt to waylay others would likely backfire on them.

As they readied to leave, Qin You glanced inquisitively toward a patch of space.

“Who is it?”

The two Flora geniuses moved in synchronicity. Qin You’s voice barely fell before their backs were already turned to each other’s in caution.

Suddenly, strange runes appeared suspended in midair. More and more came into view, like transparent bricks that were built upon each other into great walls. It was a spooky sight to see.

The runes were fluid and esoteric, impossibly difficult to make out against each other’s radiance.

“What is this, senior brother?” The white-haired cultivator couldn’t make heads or tails of it. “Is this a formation?”

Qin You frowned and shook his head. “Doesn’t look like it. Still, these runes are very strange. We need to retreat before they lock us in!”

“Where to?”

“The south looks the thinnest. Come!” Qin You fled without hesitation.

The two geniuses shot with impossible swiftness toward the south.

Unfortunately, they soon realized that the runes in this direction were only multiplying. There was no exit to be had here.

“Not good. We can’t get out this way. This way!” A cursory test was enough to reveal to Qin You the runes’ terrifying energy. They couldn’t possibly brute force their way past!

They switched directions four or five times, but was walled off each time by the interwoven fabrics of reality and illusion. None of the directions they had headed in had actually been weak spots.

Their flight was like that of headless chickens.

Thump, thump, thump, thump!

As they attempted to break away, the four who’d disappeared earlier fell at their feet.
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An Enormous Harvest


Qin You’s expression froze instantly. He was fully aware of how much trouble he was in now.

The runes approached even during this momentary loss of focus, their walls crushing in the space they occupied.

“What the hell are these things, senior brother Qin?” The white-haired cultivator was blindsided, his voice terrified. They had a reasonable breadth of experience as geniuses of a sacred land, but never had they witnessed so weird a sight before.

A regular formation couldn’t possibly move around, could it?

These approaching runes felt like one that could. Moreover, they were so powerful that the geniuses had no hope of escape.

Outside the entrapment of runes, Jiang Chen was perfectly relaxed. He had only wanted to do a little experiment, but the suspended runes turned out far more powerful than he expected.

They were significantly more flexible than formations to boot. Yes, they weren’t equally as strong, but their ease of use in combat meant that they were much more convenient and agile.

Gan Ning’s only remaining emotion was astonishment. The abilities that Jiang Chen were casually exhibiting were too incomprehensible for him. He could do nothing more than admire his senior brother’s exploits.

After a period of futile resistance, Qin You and the white-haired cultivator were utterly overwhelmed.
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About an hour later, Jiang Chen collected forty-some orbs off of the other geniuses’ unconscious bodies. Gan Ning could only watch on, completely flabbergasted by what his senior brother was doing.

He now understood why Jiang Chen hadn’t cared for the orbs they found along the way. If he could do all this, was there even a point to fighting over the strays?

Jiang Chen generously gifted five of the orbs he won to Gan Ning.

“I… I can have these?” stammered the young genius.

Jiang Chen laughed. “Take it. A portion of their ill-gotten gains.”

“Ill-gotten gains?” Gan Ning was confused.

“These guys had six or seven orbs each. Given their abilities, how could they find so many in only a day or two? The fact that they were gathered together here means that the orb per head should be even fewer. The only explanation is that they banded together to rob others. Honestly, a much better deal than trying to find orbs themselves, I have to say.”

His analysis was quite reasonable.

“Oh, I see. These bastards!” Gan Ning cursed. “I’ve always heard that Flora, Polylore, and Void were secret allies. Seems those rumors were true. Regardless, these guys are pretty lucky to assemble in such a short period of time.”

“They have their ways of making that easier. There’s a bit of luck as well, I assume.” Jiang Chen waved a hand. “We need to hurry and find Wu You.”

Gan Ning was still mildly concerned. “Didn’t you find the lingering aura of the wallowing tree around here, senior brother? I’m bothered that Wu You might have fallen prey to their surprise attack.”

“I don’t think so.” Jiang Chen shook his head. “Let’s look around a bit more. The trail’s not cold yet.”

“Uh huh. We need to take care of ourselves. These temporary alliances are hard to defend against,” Gan Ning suggested discreetly.

Jiang Chen grinned at that. “I actually want to run into them more often. To pick up so many orbs so quickly and easily is a real blessing.”

Gan Ning blinked, then burst into laughter.

Senior brother Jiang Chen was right. He was strong enough to cut through even well-known geniuses such as Qin You like butter. They were as pliant as clay in his hands.

What else would he possibly be afraid of?

As long as his senior brother employed some common sense, he could do as he wished on this island. He and Wu You were lucky to be on the same team as him! If Jiang Chen acted independently, he might reap even greater rewards.

No more amazing opportunities arose as they traveled past. Clearly, Qin You and his fellows’ banditry had induced the other geniuses to steer a wide berth around this area.

This was another important reason that Qin You had wanted to leave this place.

But after all of what had transpired so far, there was still no news of Wu You whatsoever.

At first, Gan Ning was very anxious about his friend’s whereabouts. After a while though, he felt that it was probably alright even if Wu You didn’t show up until the end.

Senior brother Jiang Chen was harvesting orbs at an alarming rate. Even without Wu You’s contribution, he would lead the pack in the rankings. Their team would definitely be top three—or perhaps even the winning one.

Since it was forbidden to kill anyone in the trial, Wu You’s safety was assured.

There was still no trace of their missing third member at the second evening.

Last night’s experiences had taught Gan Ning not to mention keeping watch again. He really didn’t need to. Anyone blind enough to run into senior brother Jiang Chen was delivering their own orbs right into his hands.

As expected, two more would-be ambushers crept up on them in the night, thinking that they were stupid to be so defenseless in the trees.

Jiang Chen took care of the two excited criminals on the spot. They didn’t even see his face before being knocked out. Their orbs were duly confiscated, though the duo had only five among them.

Still, something was better than nothing.

Gan Ning was passed another orb from the spoils. Profit without working was a little embarrassing; he had made almost no contribution to the team’s efforts.

On the third day, Jiang Chen and Gan Ning noticed that the other teams were beginning to gather together. Many trios had already found each other.

The situation on the island shifted. Geniuses no longer roamed by themselves, but rather in teams instead.

This affected Jiang Chen’s movements somewhat.

Since Jiang Chen was so far above his teammates in terms of strength, his team had a very different dynamic compared to the ones where all three geniuses were evenly matched.
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Poison Consort Shi Qinglu?


On the fourth day, Jiang Chen and Gan Ning finally picked up news of Wu You’s whereabouts.

The Goldbiter Rats delivered an unfortunate revelation: Wu You was in the hands of someone else.

The rats had no idea who his captor was, but they did mention a rather large band that included Qin You and his friends – yes, the very same ones Jiang Chen had beaten up a short time ago.

“Qin You?” Jiang Chen frowned. Rather than locking up the six geniuses after overpowering them, he had knocked them out and tossed them in a corner somewhere.

It had only been two days since then. The troublemakers were out and about already?

“Gan Ning, I know where Wu You is.” Jiang Chen glanced at his junior brother.

Gan Ning had no idea what Jiang Chen’s communications with the Goldbiter Rats entailed. “What discovery have you made, senior brother?” He blinked.

“He’s fallen into enemy hands,” Jiang Chen stated coolly.

“Huh? Whose?” Gan Ning was shocked.

“I don’t know just yet, but I’m guessing it’s related to the Flora Sacred Land.” Jiang Chen’s eyebrows jumped a little. “Specifically, that Qin You from earlier is definitely involved.”

“That bastard!” Gan Ning gritted his teeth. “We should’ve crippled all of them back there.”

The ten sacred lands didn't have a deep-seated hatred of each other to begin with. In fact, they were allies when it came to defending their realm against offworld bandits.

Therefore, the sacred lands in general paid heed to maintaining reasonably cordial relations. Killing was frowned upon, as was actively damaging diplomatic connections in any other way.

This was why the rules had forbidden killing of any kind in the trial. However, there were no rules against permanently crippling people.

If Jiang Chen had wished it, he could’ve skirted around the rules by rendering useless the cultivations of the geniuses they’d run across earlier. However, it would have damaged the Eternal Sacred Land’s reputation as well as the sacred lands’ current alliance.

In the world of martial dao, removing someone’s cultivation wasn’t much different from killing them outright.

Thus, Jiang Chen had shown mercy to Qin You and his compatriots. That Wu You would end up falling into their hands was a small surprise.

Now that they knew where their third teammate was, Jiang Chen wasn’t going to just ignore him.

“Come on, let’s go get him,” he said after musing a moment.

Gan Ning nodded and quickly followed behind his senior brother. Suddenly, he remembered something important. “Senior brother, Qin You isn’t too bad as a Flora genius. If we run into Shi Qinglu however, we need to be a bit more careful.”

“Shi Qinglu?” Jiang Chen frowned. “Any relation to Shi Xuan?”

“Yes!” Gan Ning nodded. “The surname Shi is quite well-known in the Flora Sacred Land, and in fact the house is one of its pillars. Shi Qinglu is considered the best genius Flora has seen in five thousand years. In recent years, she hasn’t bothered participating in any contests among the younger generation. It’s quite a surprise that she came to this competition in the first place. I guess that shows how dearly the Flora Sacred Land values it.”

“Hmm. That’s a remarkable reputation to have. She isn’t going to be easy to deal with, I assume.” Jiang Chen didn't have a habit of underestimating his opponents.

“Indeed. Though Shi Qinglu has kept a pretty low profile recently, she was called the Poison Consort once upon a time. Despite her youth, she’s made a name for herself in art of poisons.” Gan Ning was very serious when he mentioned her strengths. Obviously, he was very wary of what she could do.

Jiang Chen frowned. He had come to the Eternal Sacred Land for a while now, but hadn’t paid much attention to the other sacred lands’ affairs. It looked like they really didn't want for geniuses.

Back then, he had heard rumors that Xiahou Zong was as good as the best that the ten sacred lands could offer – maybe even better.

He hadn’t put much credence in those rumors, but he hadn’t expected them to be too far from the truth. As a result, after defeating Xiahou Zong, he had thought very little of the young geniuses of the ten sacred lands.

It seemed that his assumption had been mistaken. Yes, Xiahou Zong’s talent had been remarkable, but it was ridiculous to claim that he was better than many of the geniuses Jiang Chen had seen so far.

Hu Lei, for example, was his superior in several ways. This Poison Consort Shi Qinglu was likely the same way.

“Senior brother, we really need to take care around this poison consort. I hear she can turn a radius of several thousand miles into a zone of death. Nothing can live through the miasma she produces.” Gan Ning had clearly heard some rumors of Shi Qinglu before. He spoke of her with a guarded tone.

Poison users were always the most dangerous among cultivators. Jiang Chen understood why Gan Ning was so apprehensive.

However, he was a master of poisons himself. Much of his knowledge about them had been inherited from his previous life, in fact. Jiang Chen wasn’t going to take this Shi Qinglu lightly, but he saw no reason to be scared of her.

“Don’t worry, Gan Ning. I know of many exotic poisons in the world. If this poison consort is as competent as you say, I’d like to fight her myself. I just hope she doesn’t disappoint.”

Jiang Chen’s tone was very relaxed. The smile on his face was as sunny as the thawing rays of early spring. Gan Ning was calmed considerably by his demeanor.

The Goldbiter Rats ferried a number of messages back as time went on.

According to their reports, there were a number of exotic poison formations within a dozen miles in that area. Strangely enough, the formations didn't entirely seal off the space.

An impish smile curled at the corner of Jiang Chen’s mouth. This poison user was the furthest thing from ordinary.

Leaving holes intentionally in the setup was like herding someone into the opening of a bag. Anyone that fell for the trap was as good as clay in the poisoner’s hands.

“Is it just like Gan Ning said? Is Poison Consort Shi Qinglu on the scene?” Jiang Chen found this rather interesting. Shi Xuan had lost to him and become his slave, and now one of his junior relatives was directly opposing him. If it really was her, he admired her audacity.

If she knew that Shi Xuan had lost to him, she was either ignorant or supremely confident in her gifts.

“Gan Ning,” he asked his junior brother, “are there any other strong geniuses from Flora aside from Shi Qinglu? The Qin You we met earlier – is he worth anything at all?”

“Qin You? Number four at best. Aside from Shi Qinglu, there’s Lu Mingye as well. He is said to be just as capable as her. They are the Flora Sacred Land’s twin treasures.”

Despite his mediocrity, Gan Ning was reasonably informed about the ten sacred lands’ affairs.
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Formidable Formations


Since it was Poison Consort Shi Qinglu who had taken Wu You, it’d be risky for Jiang Chen to bring Gan Ning with him. He didn’t fear the poison genius, but he couldn’t guarantee that he’d be able to protect Gan Ning at the same time.

He first left Gan Ning somewhere safe.

Given Gan Ning’s strength, even hiding in the most obscure location wouldn’t guarantee his safety. Many teams on the island had found each other. There were too many eyes watching, making it easy to find Gan Ning.

Jiang Chen found a hiding place for Gan Ning and set up a defense formation, which would be enough to protect him.

Only the most stubborn of people would pick such a difficult target. This was a timed competition. Most contestants wouldn’t waste their time on breaking the formation.

It wasn’t worth a couple of days to get a nebulous amount of orbs. Every participant was shrewd enough to do the math.

“Gan Ning, it’ll take even seventh level empyrean cultivators a couple of days to break through the formation. You should be safe enough in here. Of course, you can walk around if you get bored. Once there’s a threat you can’t deal with, hop back in the formation to protect yourself.”

Gan Ning was grateful. He knew that he and Wu You were more trouble than they were worth. Jiang Chen was better off without them.

“I feel guilty for continuously dragging you down, senior brother Jiang Chen.”

“We’re from the same faction. It’s only right for us to support each other.” Jiang Chen smiled. “Alright, wait here patiently. I’ll bring Wu You back with me.”

Gan Ning looked at him with genuine concern. “Senior brother, you must be careful if you run into Shi Qinglu. She hasn’t been defeated yet by any youths in Myriad Abyss. Countless people have lost to her. I worry that she’s with Lu Mingye, making them even more difficult to deal with.”

“Haha, I’m not afraid of even Shi Xuan. Why would I be intimidated by his junior?” Jiang Chen smiled easily. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back in at most a day.”

Watching Jiang Chen walk away, Gan Ning knew there was nothing else he could say to change his senior brother’s mind. The only thing he could do was to silently wish Jiang Chen luck.

Jiang Chen was the only thing keeping him in the competition. If his senior brother was defeated, Gan Ning wouldn’t be able to sustain himself for fifteen days unless he stayed hidden forevermore in the formation.

He already had about ten orbs, which gave him an average score and would put him among the top half of the contestants.

He knew there would be plenty who didn’t end up with a single orb at all. Some of them might have even been crippled as soon as they set foot on the island.

The orbs would be concentrated in the hands of the selected few.

Having settled Gan Ning in, Jiang Chen made his way to Wu You with a lighter heart.

Through the Goldbiter Rats’ incredible sleuthing abilities, he soon zeroed in on a specific area. As the rats had observed, there were many poison formations scattered around.

Once activated, the formations would cover the entire area, poisoning anyone who set foot in it.

Jiang Chen made a round along the fringe of the formations. His observation gave him a basic understanding of the cultivator who had set them up. He had to admit the deployer’s skill. It was his first time meeting someone who’d shown this much mastery in poison.

He’d encountered a few poison experts in the human domain, but none were good enough to catch his eye. There had once been an Order of Wind and Cloud, established by representatives from House Xiahou. Among them were a few poison experts, but they were also nothing in Jiang Chen’s eyes.

This poisoner, on the other hand, piqued his curiosity.

“The ten sacred lands do have a solid foundation.” One of Jiang Chen’s positive traits was that he never underestimated his foe.

Even when he believed his enemy wouldn’t pose a threat, he’d first study his enemy and formulate a plan before making a move. That was a habit that set him apart in his two lives.

He knew how many remarkable talents there were in the world. Carelessness could be his downfall.

Jiang Chen noticed a few cultivators standing guard around the parameters.

“The one who set up the poison formations must have high status. Otherwise they wouldn’t be able to mobilize so many people. Is it really that Shi Qinglu?”

That was Jiang Chen’s speculation. According to Gan Ning, the most talented poison expert in the Flora Sacred Land was Shi Qinglu. She was their foremost young genius and one half of the Flora twin treasures, along with Lu Mingye.

What surprised Jiang Chen was the fact that Qin You was standing guard on the outer circle.

“This guy again, but it seems he’s merely one of the lackeys this time, which means the one who has given him the order must rank higher than he does. The Flora Sacred Land is already a leading sacred land. It must be either Lu Mingye or Shi Qinglu.”

Qin You’s presence further cemented Jiang Chen’s speculation.
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On the other side of the woods, Qin You and the white-haired cultivator stood close together. A few more people came to them from all directions.

“So? Did you find the guy?” The look in Qin You’s eyes was piercing.

The others shook their heads.

“Senior brother Qin, are you sure that the one who attacked us was Jiang Chen?” asked the white-haired cultivator doubtfully.

Qin You wasn’t actually sure, which was what made the whole experience even more humiliating. He’d been defeated miserably without knowing who his opponent was. He couldn’t have suffered a worse failure.

But his prime suspect was indeed Jiang Chen.

Scowling, Qin You declared in a deep voice, “We’ll know if it’s him after we’ve caught him.”

The white-haired cultivator pursed his lips, swallowing his words nervously.

Qin You threw him a look. “Do you have something to say?”

“I’m just wondering… Since Jiang Chen could subdue us in an instant, he’s more powerful than we expected. If we target him again… perhaps...”

“Scared?” Qin You looked at him coolly.

“I...” The white-haired cultivator hesitated to respond. He was scared, but it’d be too cowardly of him to say so.

“Lady Poison Consort and senior brother Lu are in charge this time,” Qin You said through gritted teeth. “That kid better stay far away, or he’s going to suffer!”
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Repeat Robbery


Just when Qin You gnashed his teeth together, a dazzling light flicker registered before the Flora gang. A shower of gold surged all around them, enveloping where they were in an aura of light.

A figure walked out from within that light, his face entirely enshrouded by the radiance around him. His expression was completely hidden.

“How exactly do you intend to make me suffer?” the voice declared slowly.

Jiang Chen?

Qin You and the others trembled like they were seeing a ghost in broad daylight. They looked fearfully towards the voice’s source.

Usually, they at most respected strong cultivators in the same generation. They wouldn’t dread or despair over encounters with their peers.

But the person leisurely walking out of the golden light was an exception. They shuddered and trembled just to behold him. Some wanted to instantly turn and run.

Alas, the frightening presence this person within the light exerted upon them took away their strength to walk. Their legs turned to jelly.

As the figure approached, Qin You could barely make out the outline of a person within. It looked like Jiang Chen, but was it really?

His anguish deepened with every step the figure took.

Naturally it was Jiang Chen.

“If I were you, Qin You, I would keep my tail between my legs and live more honestly. Every criminal deserves a second chance, but not necessarily a third. Wouldn’t you agree?” Jiang Chen’s tone was as aloof as ever.

Qin You was floored by what he heard.

“You…” he hissed. “So you did rob me of my orbs last time?”

“Your orbs?” Jiang Chen snickered. “You lost them the same way you got them.”

Qin You was utterly speechless. Yes, he had found almost none of his orbs himself. They’d been amassed through force of arms alone.

He grew anxious at Jiang Chen’s proximity. “You won’t be allowed to run wild here, kid!” He tried to present himself as fiercely as he could.

Jiang Chen laughed lazily. “Is that so? I’d like to know how you’ll make me. It’s been two days since we last met. How many orbs have you gotten your hands on since then?”

Qin You’s heart trembled at the question. “Don’t you dare try to push me around!” he called out anxiously. “This territory belongs to senior brother Lu. He won’t let you off easy if you try anything!”

Jiang Chen couldn’t be bothered with idle threats. He glared at Qin You with his Evil Golden Eye, landing a direct hit that briefly stunned the group of geniuses. He took advantage of that time to relieve them of their orbs again.

Because the rules forbade him from killing, his Evil Golden Eye’s power was restricted. Otherwise, he would have turned them all to statues on the spot.

Qin You felt his soul being petrified. No matter how he struggled, his body refused to budge.

He could only watch while Jiang Chen took away his orbs once more. His face flushed beet red, but his mouth couldn’t even move to curse.

Jiang Chen didn’t let them off easily this time. He poked at their bodies a few times. “The rules prevent me from killing you, but you’re going to suffer a bit for your misdeeds.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Qin You and the rest felt their ability to move return to them. Very quickly however, they discovered that a new nightmare had arrived.

Now that they could move, their entire body began to itch. First they felt it on their skin, but the sensation soon spread to their bones and veins.

Qin You flopped against the earth, moaning.

The others weren’t much better. They collapsed one by one into the mud, shrieking all the while.

This was ten times worse than breaking their limbs could ever be. Temporary pain couldn’t compare to this sort of strange and unusual torture.

Jiang Chen didn’t have any compassion for them. He was about to walk forward when he noticed something awry in the bushes to his right.

“Whoever’s inside there, why hide yourself? Do you admire the suffering of your comrades the same way as I do?” His tone was subtly mocking.

“Insolent cur!” A rebuke instantly echoed from deeper into the forest. A figure drifted out from the green. It was a young man dressed in a robe of spotted deerskin. His clothes rather complimented his figure.

Without the newcomer having to name himself, Jiang Chen gathered that this was the Lu Mingye Gan Ning had mentioned, the cultivator who was every bit the poison consort’s equal.

He certainly had a sufficiently intimidating aura, and his eyes sparked with electric fury.

As expected of the Flora Sacred Land’s best, Lu Mingye was almost seventh level empyrean already. In other words, he was a notch above Hu Lei and the first genius Jiang Chen had met on the island who was advanced empyrean realm.

It seems the Flora Sacred Land is much wealthier than Eternal. Eternal’s so-called Five Gentlemen have no advantage whatsoever among the other sacred lands. Jiang Chen was beginning to notice that Eternal’s best were really quite average among their peers. They couldn’t even beat Xiahou Zong!

Xiahou Zong really didn’t match up well against many of the better geniuses from the other sacred lands.

And it was also Jiang Chen’s presence that allowed Eternal to foster the ambition of seeking the alliance leadership position in the first place. Without him, they would have no viable competitors in their younger generation. Sui Chen, first among the Five Gentlemen, was only so-so.

Lu Mingye projected his aura as soon as he came into the open in an attempt to pressure his opponent. He had supposed Jiang Chen to be sixth level empyrean at most, which gave him a natural edge in cultivation. Unfortunately, field testing showed that to not quite be the case.

His aura had very little of its intended effect. It disappeared without response after being cast out, like a rock into the ocean. His opponent displayed no fear whatsoever.
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A Blind Eye to Evil Doers and Evil Deeds


Lu Mingye was inwardly surprised, but didn’t lose his bearings because of it. Yes, his opponent was strong, but his confidence wasn’t diminished in any way.

He examined Jiang Chen thoughtfully for a moment. “Jiang Chen,” he declared, “you’ve been talked about all over Myriad Abyss for the past few years. They all say you’re the best genius of our generation. Don’t you feel embarrassed at being called that?”

Jiang Chen didn’t expect such a bizarre angle. He’d expected Lu Mingye to defend Qin You and the others, or perhaps the Flora Sacred Land. Instead, his every word was tinged with personal jealousy.

The Eternal genius burst into laughter. He didn’t exactly want Myriad Abyss to be so attentive to his actions either. He didn’t care about that kind of fame.

Perhaps the Eternal Sacred Land enjoyed the boost in reputation. Perhaps they were even the ones responsible for it.

It was very positive to announce one’s excellence in young geniuses to the world. This was especially true for an ambitious sacred land that wanted leadership and authority.

Qin You and his cronies moaned when they caught sight of their senior brother. “Senior brother Lu, you have to avenge us! That Jiang Chen kid is really vicious! He stole our stuff and hurt us for no reason… help us, senior brother!”

Lu Mingye was unmoved. He was a very proud youth and quite disliked the pathetic display his peers were putting on. They brought dishonor to the Flora name.

“Jiang Chen, it seems you don’t plan on giving up your title of being the best. Maybe I should just take it from you.” He stared provocatively at his chosen opponent.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “You’re not even the best genius in the Flora Sacred Land, Lu Mingye. Don’t you think you’re biting off more than you can chew by wanting to be the best in Myriad Abyss?”

This was a pain point for Lu Mingye, one of the things he hated to be mentioned the most.

He was understandably furious.

“It’s not your place to chatter on about the affairs of the Flora Sacred Land, kid! I’m going to trample you underfoot and take your fame for myself!” Lu Mingye’s voice was frigid.

“A nice idea. What a shame that it’ll only stay that way. It won’t be too late for you to challenge me after you become the best in your own sacred land either. Why don’t you tell the rest of your pals to come out?”

“What pals?” Lu Mingye snickered. “I’m the only one here. I will step on you today!”

Jiang Chen’s smile widened. “You’re not worthy,” he shook his head. “Though you want to deny it, it’s written all over your face. You’ve been second place your entire life, and you’ll always come in second! You’ve never been the top in your own sacred land, so I’m not sure why you’re daydreaming about becoming number one in all of Myriad Abyss!”

A few exchanged words had imparted to him the thorn in Lu Mingye’s heart. Poison Consort Shi Qinglu, no doubt.

Jiang Chen had a rather good idea of what was going on based on his opponents’ order of appearance.

If Lu Mingye was the strongest, he would’ve shown up last. Because Shi Qinglu hadn’t made her presence known yet, he was clearly ranked below his unseen peer.

This was a very exploitable weakness.

Lu Mingye’s handsome face iced over. He was incensed by what Jiang Chen was insinuating. His anger burned even hotter when he saw what happened next.

Jiang Chen ignored him completely, walking right by him to head deeper into the forest.

“Wait, where are you going?!” he shouted angrily.

“I’m looking for the person who has my junior brother. You can go play elsewhere.” Jiang Chen’s leisurely tone radiated contempt for the other genius.

It was more than Lu Mingye could bear.

“I swear that I’ll give you a real beating today, kid!” His face contorted with rage.

Nevertheless, Jiang Chen was completely unmoved. He proceeded onwards without hesitation.

Lu Mingye exploded. He stormed over, attempting to stop Jiang Chen in his tracks.

However, Jiang Chen was incredibly fast. His Kunpeng Meteoric Escape propelled him forward in a ray of light, disappearing right before Lu Mingye’s eyes.

Whenever Lu Mingye felt like he’d just caught up, Jiang Chen would be a mile out in the next instant. When this kept repeating itself, Lu Mingye realized that he couldn’t reach his enemy no matter how hard he tried.

As one of Flora’s brightest, he was sensible enough to calm down.

“Jiang Chen, everyone else says you’re some kind of hero, but I only see a coward who’s running away. Are you such a wimp that the only thing you can do is run?” Lu Mingye tried his hand at getting a rise out of his opponent.

Jiang Chen wasn’t going to fall for such an obvious tactic. He felt no qualms whatsoever ignoring the feeble attempt at stopping him.

Lu Mingye grew more and more anxious. They were almost at Shi Qinglu’s domain.

She had authority over jurisdiction of that place. He would no longer have the right to fight. He had an agreement with her that if he could beat Jiang Chen before the Eternal genius got to her, then she would refrain from participating.

However, the reverse was also true. If Lu Mingye couldn’t stop Jiang Chen’s advance, Shi Qinglu would be the only one allowed to fight him. Any orbs acquired as spoils would be hers alone.

Though the two geniuses were from the same faction, they competed against each other nonetheless. They both knew that Jiang Chen was sure to have a large number of orbs. Winning would also considerably add to the honor of the victor.

Regardless of how anxious Lu Mingye was though, he could not close the gap between Jiang Chen and himself.

Lu Mingye sighed internally. He had not expected his ambush to be such a failure. He had let Jiang Chen go right in front of his eyes, without so much as touching a hair on the other genius’s head.

“Jiang Chen, I’m warning you, if you fight me fairly here, you won’t be too badly off even if you lose. If you’re foolish enough to proceed, you’ll definitely regret it!” Lu Mingye nearly blurted out the poison consort’s name outright.

Jiang Chen smiled serenely. “Brother Lu, thank you very much for the reminder. You mean to tell me that Shi Qinglu awaits further in, is that right?”

Lu Mingye shuddered. As he was about to argue, an aloof voice sounded from the distance. “You told me you would cut Jiang Chen off, Lu Mingye, but you haven’t done much other than tell him off.”

The pitch of the voice was chilling to the bone.


137


Discord Between the Twin Treasures


There was no need to hazard any guesses. It was no doubt Shi Qinglu who was the speaker. The cool tones of her voice were incredibly unique and unforgettable.

Jiang Chen’s footsteps paused. He crossed his arms, poised to watch an unfolding show. His stance was that of a bystander’s, not someone remotely involved at all.

He could see plainly that though Lu Mingye and Shi Qinglu were the twin treasures of the Flora Sacred Land, they were at considerable odds with each other.

Still, he didn’t underestimate his opponents because of it. There was another possibility: that the two of them were putting on a show.

Even if they were competing against each other, they would probably work together when facing a common enemy. At the end of the day, they were peers that shared a common interest.

Jiang Chen stood in a mostly empty area. His eyes were coolly locked onto the space in front of him. His consciousness was more than powerful enough to instantly pick out where the Poison Consort was.

Within moments, a slender figure emerged from the foliage.

“Is this Poison Consort Shi Qinglu? She certainly deserves the name.” Jiang Chen was a little astonished by her appearance. Her skin was ivory to the point of translucence; she appeared slowly like a lotus rising out of water, striking any who beheld her with a pristinely exquisite image. Dressed in brightly varicolored clothes, she cut a figure that rather resembled a motley butterfly.

She was every bit Huang’er’s equal in character and appearance. A little less elegant, but all the more glamorous and stunning for it.

As expected of one of the sixteen hairpins. According to Gan Ning, she was touted as one of the most beautiful among them—if not the most outright.

That was the extent of Jiang Chen’s reaction though. He was taken aback by her beauty, but his heart instantly returned to unfettered calm.

Shi Qinglu’s eyes appeared as pure as a mountain spring. Their clarity made her all the more alluring.

Lu Mingye frowned when she came into the open.

“You can leave now.” Shi Qinglu glanced at him dismissively.

The other genius’s face frosted over. “Why? He’s not entirely in your territory yet.”

“If you could do anything to him, he wouldn’t have gotten here. I’m not looking down on you, Lu Mingye. You’re pretty capable, but there’s nothing more you can do here.”

Lu Mingye turned irate. “I tolerate you, Shi Qinglu, but that doesn’t mean I’m afraid of you. You go too far!”

“I’m just being honest,” Shi Qinglu replied coolly. “What can I do if you can’t accept the truth?”

Jiang Chen didn’t interrupt their argument. He was content to watch with a sneer from the side. Who knew whether or not this was an act?

He wouldn’t be fooled by appearances alone.

Shi Qinglu didn’t seem to have much interest in Lu Mingye. Her eyes rested upon Jiang Chen’s face. “So you’re Jiang Chen,” she stated matter-of-factly.

“That’s me,” Jiang Chen admitted readily. “Give Wu You up, and I can let what’s happened slide.”

“Sure. If you can get past me, you can take whoever you want with you. But if you can’t, what then?” Shi Qinglu’s captivating eyes fixated upon Jiang Chen.

“To the victor goes the spoils. If I can’t get past you, Poison Consort, then I will accept whatever consequences you propose.” Jiang Chen’s tone was carefree.

“Alright.” Shi Qinglu nodded slowly. “I don’t ask for your life or your cultivation. Simply release my great-uncle, Shi Xuan.”

“Heh, now that you mention him, I should make it clear. If Shi Xuan can’t do anything to me, what makes you think you can?”

Shi Qinglu frowned a little. “Who told you that he was my better?”

Jiang Chen smiled smoothly. “Oho, is that not true? I’ll be waiting to see your performance. Make your move. I’ll answer whatever you have in store. Of course, I won’t mind if both of you come for me at the same time. Don’t bother acting out your contentious charade. Such a played-out farce is too boring.”

Shi Qinglu giggled at his presumptuous words.

“A lot of people in Myriad Abyss like to talk about your accomplishments, Jiang Chen. Those rumors say that you’re supposed to be smart… but not smart enough, it seems.” Upon recovering, her tone was chilly.

Jiang Chen laughed indifferently. “Enough small talk,” he declared lazily. “Bring it. We’re all busy people here, aren’t we?”

Her failure to get much of a reaction out of him made Shi Qinglu more wary of her enemy.

She pointed at the leaves behind her. “Wu You is within this forest. If you can find him, you can take him with you.”

Jiang Chen peered into the dense thicket. “Sure. Let me try doing just that,” he said with a faint smile. Without a moment of hesitation, he darted past the veil of branches and foliage.

Shi Qinglu was astonished. What had just happened? She’d expected him to bargain, or perhaps wonder what trickery she’d been up to.

But Jiang Chen had headed inside just like that. Almost as if he’d never heard of her title as the Poison Consort!

Lu Mingye jeered a little. “Looks like your confidence was misplaced, Shi Qinglu. You said I couldn’t stop him, but you’re not faring much better, are you?”

Shi Qinglu shot back a derisive glance. “Either he’s fearless because he’s confident in his own abilities, or the rumors are entirely overblown about his intellect. Who knows? Maybe he’s a brute and a simpleton.”

“Hmph!” Lu Mingye didn’t allow the conversation to be steered in this direction. “Our bet isn’t over,” he said. “If I beat Jiang Chen inside the forest, the orbs are mine.”

Shi Qinglu’s expression darkened. “This is my territory, Lu Mingye. You can go inside if you want, and I don’t even mind if you help—but if you want to take what’s mine, you’d better be ready to watch your back.”

Saying this, she disappeared in a flash of kaleidoscopic light, rushing after Jiang Chen herself.

Lu Mingye’s face rapidly changed colors over the span of mere moments.

Shi Qinglu didn’t spare him a single shred of courtesy! He wanted to gnash his teeth with frustration, but it wasn’t like there was much else he could do.

He didn’t think his cultivation was inferior to Shi Qinglu at all. In fact, he believed he had a small edge. Alas, Shi Qinglu’s mastery of poisons was a natural advantage that he couldn’t hope to match. This was the biggest difference between them!
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A Small Display of Talent


Jiang Chen expanded his consciousness to the fullest once he entered the copse of trees and carefully surveyed his surroundings.

This was clearly Shi Qinglu’s territory. There was a drastic change to the environment. Outside, the poison formations were seamlessly chained together, but still there were paths purposefully left open to lure in and trap victims.

Here in the core area, the formations were carefully placed all around the woods. The design was so cleverly devised that even Jiang Chen had to admire the obvious craft on display.

“Shi Qinglu is indeed a natural talent in poison. The variety of applications here is impressive.” Jiang Chen clucked his tongue.

What set the formations apart was the fact that every blade of grass and every leaf could be poisonous. The formations could be anywhere. Even the air was filled with all kinds of poison.

A novice in poison wouldn’t notice anything wrong. Nothing actually seemed unnatural and out of place in the woods.

Those who knew a thing or two about poison might be able to pinpoint a few of the sources of the obvious threats, but those were merely smokescreens Shi Qinglu had purposefully employed.

Even masters of poison who would be able to spot many threats might overlook some of the extremely well-hidden sources.

Jiang Chen was heads and shoulders above any poison master on the Divine Abyss Continent. He kept his consciousness expanded to the fullest as he navigated the woods. Nothing artificial could escape his attention. With his consciousness scanning the area, he soon zeroed in on Wu You.

The man was hung on an ancient tree, his expression dull. He’d been subdued, his consciousness broken and body weakened by poison.

Jiang Chen stood tall and still, looking at Wu You from afar. Wu You’s body swayed slightly whenever wind swept through the woods. He looked as pathetic as a dead dog.

Rage boiled in Jiang Chen’s heart. He didn’t consider his peers from Eternal his family, but Wu You and Gan Ning had voluntarily joined his team. To put it plainly, they were under his protection.

He’d always been protective of his own. He wouldn’t tolerate any abuse to anyone under his wing. Naturally, he was furious at seeing Wu You tortured.

He heard the low hum of a flute. The sound was faint, almost silent. He wouldn’t have sensed it if he hadn’t been paying attention. It was followed by an unknown rustling sound—like silkworms devouring mulberry leaves. The sound was quiet, but clear.

Jiang Chen frowned and swept the area with his consciousness. All around him were swarms of snakes of different colors. They emerged from the bushes, writhing and squirming like a single entity. Anyone else would have been paralyzed with terrified horror.

The snakes came toward Jiang Chen in waves, surrounding him in only a few breaths of time.

Among the snakes were scorpions, centipedes, and many other strange poisonous creatures.

Jiang Chen looked at the dense mass of creatures calmly, an amused smile tugging his lips.

“The reputation of the Poison Consort is well-deserved, Miss Shi.” Jiang Chen laughed brightly. “However, these things serve no purpose other than to disgust me.”

If these creatures had been released to attempt him harm, then there was no threat to him here.

He had many ways to scare them off.

Shi Qinglu had manipulated the creatures with her flute, stimulating their neurological systems. It wasn’t that impressive of a technique. She had simply entranced them and hadn’t even really tapped into their base instincts.

Shi Qinglu stayed hidden. Her voice floated out from somewhere in the empty space. “This is merely my first trial, Jiang Chen. If you can’t overcome this challenge, you don’t deserve a chance to see me.”

Jiang Chen smiled slightly. He channeled his inner energy and took in a deep breath. A roar rushed out of his mouth like a crushing tide.

He’d long since incorporated the true dragon bloodline. As he gave voice to the dragon roar, the aura of his bloodline radiated outwards.

The venomous snakes that had gotten close fled like they’d hit a scorching iron plate.

Terror spread through the masses. The ones in the outer ring made a one-eighty and fled with higher velocity than they had in attacking.

Dragons and snakes were of the same origin, and snakes had always been considered the lowest of all dragon descendants.

Of course, there were other theories, but it was an undeniable truth that snakes were naturally terrified of dragons.

Jiang Chen’s dragon howl and aura evoked the snakes’ instinctual fear, turning things completely around. The snakes were too terrified to get close to him!

In a blink of an eye, the snakes had all retreated.

Jiang Chen chuckled and stopped roaring.

His form flickered. “Miss Shi, you’re cutting corners by manipulating the snakes with your flute. It’s the most basic of all manipulation techniques. There’s nothing impressive about it. It only makes you look bad before a real expert.” Jiang Chen was deliberately provoking Shi Qinglu. He moved toward Wu You.

Shi Qinglu had witnessed Jiang Chen disperse her snakes without breaking a sweat. It disappointed her deeply. She’d anticipated that Jiang Chen would be able to deal with the snakes, but had thought it’d take him some time and effort to kill them.

Once he was exhausted, she’d enact the rest of her moves and take him down.

Unfortunately, things hadn’t gone according to expectations.

Jiang Chen had driven away the snakes with a few measly howls, catching Shi Qinglu off guard.

She sighed inwardly. Jiang Chen does live up to his widespread fame. He’s not to be underestimated.

Shi Qinglu had rarely shown her face to the youths in recent years, considering most of them unworthy of her attention. She didn’t think any young cultivators deserved to be her opponent.

It turned out that she’d made an error in judgement.


139


Jiang Chen Goes Missing


Nonetheless, a strange smile flicked through Shi Qinglu’s charming face when she saw Jiang Chen making his way toward Wu You.

Every step Jiang Chen took revealed more sources of poison in the environment. The threats came at him in various different forms.

He smiled slightly. He knew Shi Qinglu must be watching him, waiting for him to take a misstep and collapse from poisoning. A fun idea took root in his mind.

Rays of golden light suddenly flared from his body, obscuring the area around him. He vanished in the blinding glow.

Shi Qinglu had been watching from afar. The sudden flash of light hid everything from view. It didn’t last long, but when it faded, Jiang Chen was nowhere to be seen.

Wu You, who’d been hung on the tree, had disappeared as well.

Shi Qinglu’s breath hitched and her lips twitched. With a frown, she expanded her consciousness to the fullest and searched for them.

There’s something about Jiang Chen that I can’t put a finger on. I’ve set up thirty-six different poisons in the area, any of which are potent enough to put him down. Not even ninth level empyrean cultivators can walk away once inflicted.

Shi Qinglu was very confident in her mastery of poisons. That was why she’d dared challenge Jiang Chen, even though Jiang Chen had defeated Shi Xuan, who was her senior.

She’d never once doubted that she was more talented than Jiang Chen. She could absolutely defeat him with her poisons.

Even now, after Jiang Chen had disappeared beneath her eyes, her belief never wavered. She huffed and flew toward where Wu You had been in a flash of light.

She no longer bothered with keeping herself hidden. Wu You was gone. The poison formations she’d set up were triggered as a result. If Jiang Chen had rescued Wu You, the poisons in the formation would cripple him. Even if he was powerful enough to withstand it at first, he’d collapse soon.

Shi Qinglu approached the tree with light steps and looked around. But after a while, she began to doubt herself.

She couldn’t find any clues. Jiang Chen seemed to have vanished into thin air. She couldn’t tell how he’d rescued Wu You.

One thing was for sure: Wu You had been rescued, which would then naturally trigger all of the formations in the area.

This befuddled Shi Qinglu even more. The thirty-six poison formations she’d set up were diverse, every one of them dispersing poison in a different way. Even if Jiang Chen could avoid most, he couldn’t have detected all of them.

Any one of them should’ve been enough to keep Jiang Chen from escaping.

“He couldn’t possibly have walked away unscathed.” Shi Qinglu didn’t think Jiang Chen could’ve reacted quickly enough to avoid all of the poisons. Even if he had the reflexes for it, he still needed to be remarkably resistant to poison as well.

She paced around the area and declared in a steely voice, “I know you’re still around, Jiang Chen. I’ve sectioned off the area. You can’t escape my poison formations even if you soar to the sky or tunnel underground. Do you really think you’ll be able to hide from me?”

There was no response even after a long while. It was as if no one was truly left in the area.

However, Shi Qinglu still radiated confidence. She believed Jiang Chen couldn’t have gone far.

“Don’t blame me for not warning you, Jiang Chen. You might feel fine at the moment, but you’ve already been inflicted with all sorts of poison. They’re on your skin, in your meridians, and some even burrowing deep into your bones. Not even your consciousness has been spared.

“You can hide, but I’m not interested in playing hide-and-seek with you. Remember, the longer you wait, the more likely you might be permanently crippled. It’ll be too late for you to show and beg for mercy then. Not even the Great Immortal will be able to save you.”

She laid out her points in a deliberate, assured manner.

To her disappointment, Jiang Chen still didn’t show up. She’d made the pros and cons very clear. Anyone with a brain would have recognized the truth in her words and surrendered.

After all, killing was forbidden in the competition. Shi Qinglu couldn’t really kill him.

Still, Jiang Chen didn’t do as she’d suggested. Her frown deepened further.

“Fine, if you want to be crippled so badly, it’s your choice!” Agitation started to build.

Things hadn’t gone as planned. The sense of losing control upset her. She’d always been the one to toy with her enemies. Younger foe, especially, never escaped her reach.

This time however, things were different.

Lu Mingye emerged from the edge of the woods not too far off in the distance, coming into Shi Qinglu’s view.

He silently celebrated the fact that Shi Qinglu hadn’t emerged victorious as she’d planned. He still had a chance to get Jiang Chen!

“Haha, Qinglu, it seems your poison formations aren’t as invincible as you’d like to think,” Lu Mingye remarked with a touch of schadenfreude. “Perhaps I should step in?”

Shi Qinglu’s face darkened. “If I were you, Lu Mingye, I’d do the smart thing and get the hell away from here.”

Lu Mingye smiled lazily. “Why would I do that?”

“Because I’m pissed,” she said coldly. “And when I’m pissed, someone gets hurt. Do you want to feel my ire?”

Lu Mingye burst into laughter. “We’re from the same faction, Qinglu. I know all of your tricks and you know all my techniques. Without the poisons, your cultivation is a hair lower than mine. I may not be able to defeat you, but you can’t defeat me either.” His tone was lazily dismissive. Clearly, he was trying to anger Shi Qinglu.
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The Scene Changes Greatly


Killing intent flashed through Shi Qinglu’s stunning face.

Lu Mingye was clearly here to take advantage of the situation. Even now, she was absolutely convinced that Jiang Chen had been poisoned. That fact wouldn’t change no matter how long the young genius stayed concealed.

But, if Jiang Chen ran out of the woods instead of showing himself, he might be picked off by Lu Mingye instead. That would be completely unacceptable.

The Flora Sacred Land was going to make a name for itself in Myriad Abyss and its case for leading the alliance of the ten sacred lands. At the same time, Shi Qinglu was aiming to be the champion of the grand competition.

There were only a selected few candidates who could threaten her. Lu Mingye was a fellow peer, but also one of her major opponents.

Once she’d taken out Jiang Chen, star candidate Lu Mingye would become one of the greater remaining threats.

He knew many of Shi Qinglu’s techniques, and as a genius of Flora, he had a few tricks up his sleeve as well. Therefore, Shi Qinglu did consider him somewhat of a formidable foe.

If he decided to interfere, she wouldn’t hesitate to teach him a lesson. This was her territory. Even Lu Mingye would be at her mercy!

Away from the heart of the woods however, Lu Mingye was too good to be taken out by the poison formations on the outskirts.

The two had been allies from the same faction with a common enemy in this matter. Now that Jiang Chen had been cornered and wounded, it was only natural that the two of them would fight for the right to finish off their prey.

Although Lu Mingye had been taunting Shi Qinglu, he was also quite wary of her. Despite his confident words, he hadn’t taken a single step into the dense woods, especially not into the core area.

He wanted to stay on the fringes and be an opportunist. He’d be able to sense it if Jiang Chen escaped the area, and then secure his prey with one swift blow.

This was a chance for him to make a name for himself and climb to the top by stepping on Jiang Chen, a dream shared by all top geniuses from the ten sacred lands.

With a slight smile, he vanished from Shi Qinglu’s sight. He would be waiting for his prey to come to him.

Shi Qinglu scoffed. Something dark flashed through her pretty eyes.

“I can’t wait any longer. Jiang Chen couldn’t have escaped into the sky. He must be hiding underground. Hmph, I’ll find him even if I have to dig to the core of the world!”

With a single thought and a twist of her hand, a silver little animal was conjured from thin air. It was a marten.

Its fur was smooth and had a stunning shine to it, making it quite endearing. There was a high intelligence behind its eyes. Clearly it was a remarkable spirit.

“My little marten, search underground and find Jiang Chen for me.” As a poison master, Shi Qinglu had kept a good number of pets. The marten was one of her proudest possessions.

It was as quick as lightning and remarkably poisonous. It moved with amazing speed on and above ground and navigated within the earth with no difficulty at all.

The marten nodded and flashed an adorable expression before diving underground.

A confident smile tugged at Shi Qinglu’s lips.

“It’ll find Jiang Chen in fifteen minutes. He wouldn’t be able to get far when poisoned. Even if he does, my marten will be able to overtake him.” Shi Qinglu was convinced of her victory.

But after fifteen minutes, doubt flashed through her eyes.

Her marten should’ve found something by now. Why hadn’t she heard from it?

She was beginning to wonder what had happened when a few vines erupted out of the ground with a whoosh, splattering soil everywhere. At the top of the vines was a blue lotus.

Through its icy, translucent petals, she could see the lotus trapping something within it like a mouth—her marten!

It was curled into itself, completely frozen. Its eyes were unfocused like it’d lost consciousness due to the cold.

What?!

Shi Qinglu stared at it with her mouth agape. She knew how quick her marten was. When underground, it was too fast and agile for ordinary empyrean cultivators to capture it.

But it had been trapped by a strange lotus and its vines, completely turning everything she knew about her marten on its head.

Before she could recover from her shock, countless vines shot out from the ground with a series of dull, bursting sounds.

One, two, three… In the blink of an eye, tens of thousands of vines had emerged and surrounded the area, obscuring the sun and trapping Shi Qinglu under layers of vines.

The girl’s face contorted. She was in real trouble now.

A twist of her wrist manifested a dagger with the shine of autumn’s frost. Her dagger sliced through the vines surrounding her with a flash of cold light.

Whoosh whoosh whoosh!

Dozens of vines were cut down.

However, that did almost nothing to the army of vines. What was worse, the vines soon regenerated. The strange scene suddenly reminded Shi Qinglu of something.

Could it be… Jiang Chen’s counterattack?

Realization dawned belatedly. Her heart sank.

“Haha, Miss Shi, you’re indeed skilled in poison.”

“Why don’t you surrender to me like your great-uncle Shi Xuan?”

“Miss Shi...”

In the blink of an eye, the vines seemed to have become Jiang Chen’s duplicates. Every one of them was smirking.

Shi Qinglu shook her head. This must be a hallucination! She closed her eyes firmly and opened them again after a moment. All around her were Jiang Chen’s projections, and their numbers were still growing. She was already surrounded by tens of thousands of Jiang Chens.

They all looked at her with mocking smiles.

“You’re just illusions! Disperse!” Shi Qinglu exclaimed. She wasn’t going to go down easily.

Her blade was quick and sharp.

Every time she slashed at a projection, it’d burst like a bubble but would quickly re-emerge. There were no words to describe what was happening.

“You’ve been poisoned, Jiang Chen,” exclaimed Shi Qinglu. “How dare you play such a trick on me? Do you have a death wish?!”
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A Terrified Poison Consort


Shi Qinglu didn’t give an inch with her response, but her confidence wavered.

It was strange. In theory, even if Jiang Chen had been hit by only one of her thirty-six formations, he should’ve collapsed by now. No matter how powerful he was, over time, the poison would’ve spread through his body and weakened him to the point of being a defanged tiger.

A man inflicted with potent poison shouldn’t be capable of what he was doing.

The strange vines possessed not only great physical strength, but also the ability to create illusions, which confused Shi Qinglu’s understanding of things.

As the top young genius of Flora Sacred Land, she was above average in all aspects, including her level of consciousness. However, not even she was able to see through the illusions of the vines, proving how exceptional Jiang Chen’s technique was.

It didn’t seem to be deployed by a poisoned man.

Preoccupied by a tangled mess of thoughts, Shi Qinglu quickly recovered from her shock. After all, she was one of the finest cultivators among the youths. Geniuses at her level had more than a few trump cards.

Her expression hardened and a strangely-shaped talisman manifested in her hand.

“Heaven falls and earth crumbles,” she chanted. “All spirits meet their doom and nothing living finds succor...”

The talisman activated and formed a vortex around her, flaring outward at an amazing speed. A terrifying force of corrosion that was impossible to resist spread throughout the area.

Whatever vegetation it hit, be it bushes, trees, and vines, immediately wilted into dried husks at supernatural speed.

Surprised by the corrosive force, Jiang Chen hurriedly pulled his Lotus back. He could tell the corrosion was not to be underestimated. It was powerful enough to destroy his treasure.

If he’d reacted even a little slower, the corrosion would’ve spread through the Lotus and ruined its core. Not even Jiang Chen would be able to restore it then.

Shi Qinglu did live up to her reputation as the Poison Consort alright! The talisman was at least at demigod level.

He could also tell that the talisman was most destructive to plants. It worked on other living beings too, but not as well. And it had no effect on treasures.

Jiang Chen came out of hiding and looked at Shi Qinglu from outside the area of corrosion, a half smile tugging his lips.

Surprise and disbelief flashed through Shi Qinglu’s eyes. She didn’t expect Jiang Chen to not be harmed at all!

How can this be?! He couldn’t have rescued Wu You without losing a hair! All thirty-six of my formations have been triggered. No one should be quick enough to avoid them all! Even if he had anti-poison items on him, he couldn’t have resisted every type I threw in there!

Considering Jiang Chen’s reputation, she’d made use of her best techniques when setting up the formations, using every trick she knew. Moreover, she’d incorporated many powerful treasures she’d inherited from Flora.

In other words, she was in top form.

Under the circumstances, she’d set up the best poison formations she was capable of. In her eyes, it was using a spear to kill a fly. It was more than what a threat like Jiang Chen warranted.

Never in her wildest imagination had she anticipated her target walking away from all that unscathed!

He’d turned her world upside down.

She considered Jiang Chen with inquisitive eyes, trying to figure out what had happened.

Jiang Chen smiled slightly. “Miss Shi, I’ve not only won the challenge according to our deal, but also rescued Wu You. What are you going to do now?”

Frustration, confusion, and defiance flickered through Shi Qinglu’s face, but she didn’t argue the facts. She had to admit that him had gone above and beyond their bet. Still, she wasn’t going to admit defeat.

“You’ve rescued him, but you haven’t saved him. Do you know what poisons he’s inflicted with? Can you cure him?”

Jiang Chen smiled slightly. “Very few poisons in the world can enter my eyes. None of the obscure poisons you set up managed to get me, did they?”

His response hit Shi Qinglu where it hurt the most. He was saying none of her poisons worked on him!

Shi Qinglu huffed and insisted, “It’s impressive that you’ve persisted until now, Jiang Chen, but it doesn’t mean none of my poisons will work on you!”

Jiang Chen knew she hadn’t given up yet. Instead of explaining himself, he summoned his golden bell.

Shi Qinglu tensed. She’d heard that Hu Lei had been beaten by a bell during his fight with Jiang Chen.

“There’s one thing you’re right about, Miss Shi. I haven’t had the time to check what poisons Wu You has been hit with. However...”

Shi Qinglu knitted her slender brows together. “What?”

“Once I take you down, I can just check what poisons you have on you. Besides, you’ll tell me everything I want once I capture you!” His expression dropped and he made a hand seal. The golden bell rammed at Shi Qinglu with a low rumble.

Shi Qinglu knew how powerful the golden bell was, but she believed she was better than Hu Lei. Therefore, she was surprised, but not afraid.

Nonetheless, if she let Jiang Chen manipulate the bell and passively defended against it, it’d put her at a disadvantage and she might end up like Hu Lei.

This was her territory. She had to take the initiative.

With a wave of her sleeves, she spun like a top at high speed. Her colorful clothes fluttered in the air like dancing butterflies.

Whoosh whoosh whoosh!

Colorful strands of silk shot out, intertwining in the air and obscuring the sky. The fabric ensconced the entire area in an instant.
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Rainbow Silk Formation


The strands of silk blotted out the sky. It encompassed half of the firmament, wrapping the golden bell firmly within. A bewitching smile appeared upon Shi Qinglu’s face.

“You’re within my Rainbow Silk Formation now, Jiang Chen. It doesn’t matter what you can do. You’re already on my chopping block. I can do whatever I like to you!” She giggled, her eyes glittering with natural charm.

Jiang Chen braced himself. This Poison Consort wasn’t just adept at poisons. She was also quite proficient at beguiling others.

That isn’t going to work on me though!

He snickered internally. Shi Qinglu was gravely underestimating his composure.

The girl’s slender body trembled. Her clothes fluttered in the wind like a butterfly’s wings. The prettiest things in nature also tended to be the deadliest.

In this moment, Shi Qinglu perfectly embodied this saying.

Jiang Chen’s eyes were clear as crystal as he examined Shi Qinglu pensively. He wanted to see what she had up her proverbial sleeves.

Shi Qinglu giggled once more. Suddenly, smoke of every color imaginable rose around the Rainbow Silk Formation, filling the air with their noisome vapors.

Jiang Chen gave them a cursory probe. He instantly recognized the varicolored smoke as toxic miasma—some of the most famous types in the world, in fact. Mixing them together formed even more new complex and deadly poisons.

The miasma would not necessarily kill instantly, but they would invade a cultivator’s body through their every pore. Sometimes, they could even invade a consciousness.

When the victim noticed the poisoning, it would already be too late.

The flourishes of Shi Qinglu’s garments produced a number of afterimages. At a glance, it looked like there were seven or eight of her dancing in the wind.

The clothing that covered her body, on the other hand, seemed to drift away into the ether as time passed.

In no time at all, much of her skin was laid bare. Her snowy, elongated thighs were as inviting and smooth as white jade. Beneath her immaculate neck, ample assets were put on flattering display.

Shi Qinglu’s eyes were filled with a seductive hunger, one that would cause any man’s heart to race. The airborne fumes enveloped her in a mysterious atmosphere, calling to her audience’s very soul.

Jiang Chen shut his eyes for a moment, then reopened them with a smile.

“Miss Shi, you are indeed a charming flower from the Flora Sacred Land. However… how many have picked the thorny rose before me, I wonder?”

What?!

Shi Qinglu’s expression frosted over. How many…?

The interjection was contrary to everything she’d built up here. His words were an utterly unpleasant scribble upon a great work of art.

“How dare you!” She gritted her pristine teeth, her eyes filled with fire.

“I must admit, Miss Shi, that your Rainbow Silk Formation is rather intriguing. This smoke of yours, on the other hand… I really don’t see a world in which it can do anything to me. Your performance has fallen on blind eyes and deaf ears, I’m afraid.”

This follow-up was more devastating than any attack. Shi Qinglu froze in complete incredulity.

When her Rainbow Silk Formation restricted an opponent’s movements, even a ninth level empyrean cultivator would fall to the toxins in her miasma. Jiang Chen definitely wasn’t that strong!

As soon as there was the slightest gap in her opponent’s mental defenses, the poisonous vapors would consume him like a storm of ravenous curses. Any sap unlucky enough to be beset by them would lose his sense of self and become entirely helpless, at which point she could do with him as she wished.

Usually, she didn’t go to such lengths to produce the alluring facade.

She’d been concerned that Jiang Chen would still be able to endure the miasma. She’d only added the extraneous performance because of this, intending to ensnare him without his noticing it.

His mockery was the last thing she’d expected.

Shi Qinglu had always enjoyed a superior position when it came to her interactions with others. Some worshiped her as a goddess; others feared her like deadly nightshade.

Regardless, she was always, always the one coming out ahead, the one with the initiative.

And yet, she felt wholly impotent before this young man. He was like an unscalable mountain that she couldn’t traverse.

Was he really unbeatable?

Shi Qinglu became somewhat depressed. What had just transpired was an enormous letdown. She had thought the Rainbow Silk Formation foolproof in bringing her victory, but Jiang Chen would have none of it.

What was up with him, anyway?

She found him completely inexplicable. Having seen more than her fair share of geniuses, she was acutely aware that they all had their flaws and weaknesses. But this Jiang Chen seemed to have no weak points whatsoever. Her exertions had yielded no fruit.

His heart was as impenetrable as a boulder. The same was true for his body, apparently.

What was she supposed to do?

Shi Qinglu still wasn’t going to give up yet.

“Maybe you have a constitution that grants you poison immunity, Jiang Chen. I suppose my poisons won’t work on you. Still, I can take you on without them just fine! I hope your martial cultivation is as good as your poison resistance!”

A flicker of her body restored her multicolored clothes. She stormed up to him in the next instant in a burst of cold light.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “Your poisons are useless, but your cultivation is even more so.”

He was a master of melee combat. A flick of his fingers produced a blast of golden light. The manifestation of his Heavenly Chalice Sword Formation emitted countless sword auras that ripped her strands of rainbow silk apart like ferocious tigers. Their colorful fragments drifted about in the air like a swarm of butterflies.

“What?!” Shi Qinglu couldn’t believe her eyes.

Her Rainbow Silk Formation, her pride and joy, had been destroyed with a single move!

She didn’t have time to react to the sudden descent of the golden bell overhead. An auric blaze drained her strength, rendering her unable to move.
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Utter Defeat


When it came to martial cultivation, Shi Qinglu was actually very capable. Yes, Lu Mingye might be slightly superior in that aspect, but the scope of his edge was very limited.

Her venomous expertise considerably increased her actual fighting ability, allowing her to surpass him in practical performance.

Though she and Lu Mingye were called the Flora Sacred Land’s twin treasures, Shi Qinglu didn’t particularly accept being ranked with her peer. She believed herself much more excellent than him.

This was why she had avoided participating in competitions with others of her generation. She had sights set on much loftier matters and goals.

She’d come to this grand competition because of two reasons: one, she wanted to avenge her great-uncle Shi Xuan’s defeat at Jiang Chen’s hands. Two, Flora’s executives had put a lot of pressure on her to participate, promising great rewards.

Shi Qinglu had only one objective in this competition—taking first place. She didn’t think anyone else could possibly match her among her fellow competitors, let alone give her trouble.

Yes, Jiang Chen’s name was renowned throughout the realm, but certainly at least half of his fame was owed to propaganda. How strong could a young genius be, really?

Trading blows with the young genius in question had overturned her assumptions. Jiang Chen was strong to an almost unbelievable degree.

But when she realized this fact, she wasn’t in a much better situation than the Hu Lei whom she’d looked down upon.

Reportedly, he had been imprisoned by a golden bell—the very same instrument that now hovered over her own head. Its golden rays embodied a mystical power that prevented her from leaving.

As the bell loomed closer and closer, the last remnants of her pride disintegrated.

Shi Qinglu knew she had lost.

Her poison formation and all its associated traps had been ineffective against Jiang Chen. An opponent like him seemed invincible to the point of causing his enemies despair.

Aside from the forefather and the demigod primes in Flora, no one else had caused such feelings in Shi Qinglu before.

When the bell closed over her, the fight was as good as over.

Shi Qinglu felt the weight of a mountain bearing down upon her body.

“Miss Shi, I’m a civilized man. I’m giving you one last chance. What poison has Wu You been stricken with? Where is the antidote?” Jiang Chen didn’t like to make women suffer.

Yes, Shi Qinglu was technically his enemy, but nonetheless, he liked to be chivalrous if he could.

Shi Qinglu ground her teeth together. “Let me go first.”

Jiang Chen smiled serenely. “If I did and you ran off, I’d have a hard time catching you again. Isn’t this your territory?”

Saying this, he sidled towards her. “If you don’t want to give the antidote up of your own volition, then I’ll just have to search you. If I touch any unfortunate places in the process, you’ll have to excuse the intrusion.”

Shi Qinglu paled. “Jiang Chen,” she yelped, “don’t you dare touch me! Your rudeness will be revisited by the Flora Sacred Land tenfold!”

Jiang Chen chuckled. “What happened to your lascivious display from earlier, in the Rainbow Silk Formation? Am I supposed to be convinced of your purity and chastity?”

He intentionally jeered and motioned threateningly with his fingers, seeming very much like a genuine lecher.

Shi Qinglu’s face became as white as a sheet. “I’m warning you, Jiang Chen, I have several hundred types of strange poison on me. They’re exotic and deadly, and any one of them can kill you a hundred times over. If you touch me, you’ll definitely die.”

Jiang Chen laughed. “If you really had these potent poisons, why did you fall into my hands in the first place?”

“I took pity on your cultivation earlier,” Shi Qinglu replied stubbornly. “If you’re a proper gentleman, Jiang Chen, then free me and we’ll fight again.”

She was evidently quite anxious about any violation of her personal space and modesty.

Jiang Chen suddenly became rather serious. “If that’s the case, give me the antidote. Honestly, I’m not interested in you.”

“You…”

Women were strange creatures.

If Jiang Chen had run his hands all over her, Shi Qinglu would no doubt be furious enough to fight him to the death.

But outright expressing a lack of attraction was also enough to anger her. Countless young geniuses sought her favor and approval. And yet, this dastardly Jiang Chen had plainly expressed that he didn’t care about her beauty whatsoever!

Liar!

That was Shi Qinglu’s instinctive response.

But another look at the cool look in his eyes pierced her heart viciously, causing her dignity and self-esteem to rapidly deflate.

The nonchalance in his eyes wasn’t feigned. He really was capable of ignoring her wiles, and was doing so. Shi Qinglu’s fear turned into an inexplicable sense of disappointment.

She had lost in yet another way to this famous genius, a truth that really and thoroughly crushed her confidence.

Throughout this affair, Jiang Chen remained as indifferently composed as he always was.

In a daze, Shi Qinglu pulled the antidote out with a blank look.

“Here.” Her voice was a bit hoarse. She took out a storage ring as well. “These are my orbs. You won, so they’re yours. Take them.”

She tossed the ring and toward him with apparent recklessness.

Jiang Chen caught the ring with a deft hand. As he was about to open it, he detected something out of the corner of his eye. He surged with golden light, focusing it out of his Evil Golden Eye to stop something in midair.

Two thin silver needles were visible in the air, frozen by the brilliant rays that had come out of his eyes.
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Conquering a Siren


“You’re a very good actress, Miss Shi.” Jiang Chen eyed Shi Qinglu with a half-smile.

If his consciousness hadn’t alerted him to danger immediately, he might’ve been tricked by her prior actions and expressions.

Shi Qinglu had pretended to admit total defeat, straightforwardly surrendering the antidote and her orbs in utter despair.

Ordinary logic implied that what she was doing was very rational given her circumstances.

Jiang Chen had thought the same, but the chain seal in his consciousness rippled as soon as he touched the storage ring. He was instantly wary of a sneak attack, which allowed him to discover the silver needles just in the nick of time.

Shi Qinglu was a thorny opponent indeed. Any other genius in the ten sacred lands would have fallen to at least one of her attacks.

There were no orbs to be found in the storage ring!

Jiang Chen frowned, his voice becoming chillier by the minute. “Miss Shi, you’re being rather insincere. You squander the opportunities I give you. I see my sympathy is misplaced here.”

Shi Qinglu’s heart fell when she heard the harshness in his voice.

“What… what do you want to do?” She could maintain her confident aura no longer. Right now, she was a helpless girl with a real fear of what was about to come. No one would be able to help her against whatever fate had in store.

Would she be able to do anything about it after they got off the island? Get Flora to reason with Eternal?

If she described what had happened to others, she wouldn’t have any room to argue. Quite the opposite: it’d be tremendously embarrassing.

“What am I going to do?” Jiang Chen cackled. “I’m going to strip you and search for what I want myself. I was a fool to believe you’d cooperate.”

Shi Qinglu felt her wits leave her. The skin she’d shown in the Rainbow Silk Formation earlier had been entirely illusory. She hadn’t actually done any of that.

Others called her the Poison Consort, yes, and she cultivated a seduction method, but she cared much more about her innocence than most would realize.

To be stripped naked under these circumstances would be a life-long blot upon her conscience.

“Jiang Chen, you… if you touch even a single hair of mine, I’ll hound you all my life! Even in the afterlife, I’ll hunt you down for whatever you plan to do!” The nasty retort seemed almost anemic given the context.

Jiang Chen walked closer, training his cold glare upon Shi Qinglu. “I gave you a chance, but you threw it away. Clearly, you’re a glutton for punishment.”

Saying this, he raised his hand to deliver a resounding slap against his captive’s rear.

Thwack!

There was a layer of clothing between his palm and her skin, but the impact was quite loud nevertheless. There was no ability or technique behind it; Jiang Chen delivered a slap that a parent might have used to discipline an unruly child.

Shi Qinglu froze as soon as his hand connected with her.

“Ah!” she screamed. “Jiang Chen, I’m going to kill you!”

“Maybe in your next life,” Jiang Chen retorted coldly. “I don’t see much chance for you in this one.”

Shi Qinglu gnashed her teeth as she glared daggers at Jiang Chen. Suddenly, her expression changed completely. She giggled, her eyes filled with captivating light.

Jiang Chen frowned. “What’re you laughing at? Do you think laughing will help you hide your unease? Or do you perhaps believe that I won’t dare to strip you?”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that at all. No man is free from his desires. It’s just that every other man who’s wanted to take my clothes off has suffered horribly at my hands. They can only imagine how nice it would be to do so. Jiang Chen, I’ve got it.”

“What, exactly?” Jiang Chen replied with indifference.

“Oh, a lot of things.” Shi Qinglu giggled incessantly. “My master once told me that if you can’t defeat a man, you should leap into his arms. Jiang Chen, you’re the only man who I couldn’t beat. So, I’ve decided that I’ll be in your care in the future. Yan Qinghuang is your woman, is that true? She’s going to be in a lot of trouble!”

“Trouble?” Jiang Chen furrowed his brow.

“Yes. Even Yan Qinghuang can’t fend me off when I’ve chosen someone for myself. Don’t you think I’m much more of a woman than that frail little girl will ever be, hmm?” Shi Qinglu’s words were indescribably ambiguous.

“You certainly think highly of yourself.” Jiang Chen burst into laughter. “I see only a colorful viper dripping with venom. What woman are you talking about?”

These words were a slap to Shi Qinglu’s face.

She didn’t seem fazed at all, though. “Men are never honest with themselves,” she tittered. “Their hearts are drawn in, but they like to pretend they don’t care. I know! You’re playing hard to get.”

Jiang Chen couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“You know, Jiang Chen, I admit I can’t beat you with either martial dao or poison. I lost. You’re the heir of the Eternal Sacred Land, aren’t you? The Flora Sacred Land will be mine in the future. If we join together, the future of Myriad Abyss will be ours. Don’t you think it’s a match made in heaven?” Shi Qinglu became more excited with every word.

If Jiang Chen didn’t know her better, he might have fallen for her ruse a second time.

“I don’t know what new trick you’re trying to pull, Shi Qinglu, but my patience has its limits. If you don’t tell me with your next sentence where the antidote and the orbs are, I’ll have to take drastic measures.” Jiang Chen gave his final warning.

“What kind of drastic measures, huh? Are you going to take me on the spot? Come, I won’t resist.” Shi Qinglu refused to sober up.

“Is that so?” Jiang Chen’s expression darkened. “Alright, I’ll strip you nude and hang you from the tallest tree. We can show all the geniuses passing by what the high-and-mighty Poison Consort looks like without her clothes.”

He didn’t like threatening women, but Shi Qinglu was an annoying exception.

Shi Qinglu swallowed back her prepared response. She knew Jiang Chen absolutely wasn’t joking.

The very prospect of the smelly men feasting their eyes on her vulnerable form caused her to shiver.
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A Sinister Poison Consort


Shi Qinglu was too intimidated to try any further tricks. She gave Jiang Chen the real antidote and all her orbs.

Jiang Chen inspected them and hefted with his hands. “My apologies, Miss Shi,” he pronounced with a smile. “I need you to come with me to make sure the antidote works.”

Shi Qinglu had never suffered such a terrible defeat before. All of her plans and trickery had come to nothing before Jiang Chen. The enormous setback made her lose all confidence.

The fact that Shi Qinglu was Jiang Chen’s captive shocked and terrified the contestants from Flora. Qin You and his posse, defeated by Jiang Chen twice, were especially nervous.

Fortunately, Jiang Chen didn’t give them a hard time.

Lu Mingye, who had considered Jiang Chen a target, looked at the young genius from afar. He didn’t dare draw any closer. After all, he wasn’t any stronger than Shi Qinglu. In fact, he was a weaker fighter than her, all things considered.

Seeing her end up Jiang Chen’s captive, Lu Mingye couldn’t muster the courage to challenge the Eternal genius again.

Jiang Chen quickly went back to Wu You and gave him the cure. Wu You came to in no time at all, and was both thrilled and ashamed when he saw Jiang Chen.

At the corner of his eye, he spotted Shi Qinglu with quite some bafflement.

The turn of events between captor and captive was rather embarrassing. She huffed at Wu You’s questioning glance. “And what are you looking at?”

Wu You was still confused. “What’s going on, senior brother Jiang Chen?”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Miss Shi has kindly offered to come with me and cure your poison.”

He sounded perfectly earnest, but Wu You had his doubts. He knew what kind of a person the Poison Consort was.

She was a fiend with endless insidious tricks up her sleeves. Her heart was as venomous as a scorpion’s. Why would she have so nicely offered to cure him?

Besides, this wasn’t where he remembered being.

Wu You didn’t show any other complications once cured. After careful inspection to make sure his teammate was alright, Jiang Chen smiled at Shi Qinglu. “Farewell, Miss Shi. Perhaps one day we’ll meet each other again.”

There were no mortal enemies in the ten sacred lands. Although Flora and Eternal had an antagonistic relationship, the two factions weren’t aiming to destroy each other.

Moreover, the ten sacred lands would have to work together against the offworld invaders. Under the circumstances, even though Jiang Chen had defeated Shi Qinglu, there was no need for him to back her into a corner and make an enemy out of her.

His magnanimity gave her pause. She opened her mouth to say something, but Jiang Chen was already walking away with Wu You in tow.

Shi Qinglu was momentarily distracted. She stomped her foot and called out, “Hey!”

Jiang Chen chuckled and said without turning around, “If you want to know why I wasn’t affected by your poison formations, Miss Shi, I’ll tell you the next time we meet.”

Shi Qinglu paused. She did indeed want to know that. Jiang Chen had read her like a book. She couldn’t help the curiosity growing in her heart.

She hadn’t been defeated so thoroughly by a young genius ever since she began cultivating.

What had happened today had upended her world and destroyed her confidence. It was a learning experience that would benefit her in the long run. She’d lost, but she wasn’t as angry or depressed as she’d expected.

That bastard may seem fierce, but he knows when to draw the line. Shi Qinglu wasn’t blind to Jiang Chen’s restraint. She sighed to herself. I could do a lot worse if I was to lose to someone. There must be something about him that makes him invincible to my poisons. I wouldn’t have lost so easily otherwise!

Her gaze snapped to the fringe of the forest. Qin You and his companions stuck their heads out to peek at her, timid and afraid.

“Get the hell over here,” Shi Qinglu called out impatiently.

They obediently did as she said. “Senior sister.”

Shi Qinglu threw them a glance. “Don’t provoke Jiang Chen again in the future.”

Qin You and the others didn’t object. They ducked their heads meekly. It was more than obvious that Jiang Chen wasn’t someone they could offend. Even senior sister Shi Qinglu had been defeated. Taunting Jiang Chen would be outright courting trouble.

A sarcastic voice sounded from the fringes of the forest. “Qinglu, you’re knocking Flora down by putting others on a pedestal.”

It was Lu Mingye. He walked out with elegant steps like the perfect gentleman.

Shi Qinglu side-eyed him. “Jiang Chen isn’t too far out, Lu Mingye. You can easily catch up with him! Don’t tell me you didn’t see him leave. If you’re so brave, why didn’t you attack him then? Do you think I’m blind? Weren’t you hiding in the woods just now, too afraid to show yourself? Do you think Jiang Chen didn’t see you?”

Lu Mingye’s posturing was infuriating. Shi Qinglu had indeed lost to Jiang Chen, but Lu Mingye was in no place to judge her.

His face went white.

“Hmph, you can talk all you want, but you embarrassed our sacred land,” mocked Lu Mingye.

The others didn’t dare say anything as the two top geniuses clashed. They silently retreated from the woods, keeping their distance from the brewing storm.

Surprisingly, Shi Qinglu didn’t fly into a rage. A strange smile tugged at her lips as her gaze settled on Lu Mingye.

He flashed a haughty smile. “Have I said something wrong?”

“No.” Shi Qinglu’s bizarre smile deepened. “But you’ve done something wrong.”

Lu Mingye frowned ever more ferociously. “What is it?”

“You shouldn’t have set foot into my territory. Since you’re here, I’ll take what I’ve lost from you!” Shi Qinglu’s smile grew beguiling.

Lu Mingye tensed. It finally dawned on him that she was going to rob him of his orbs. He whipped his head all around and only then realized that he really had entered her territory.

Damn it!

His form flickered as he tried to leave, but before he could react, long strands of silk of all colors closed in on him from all directions.

The Rainbow Silk Formation!

It might not be good enough to trap Jiang Chen, but it was more than enough to take Lu Mingye down.
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An Enormous Increase in Orbs


Jiang Chen wasn’t interested in interfering in the Flora Sacred Land’s internal affairs. He’d done what he came to do.

Wu You was safe and Jiang Chen had obtained a large number of trial orbs from the Poison Consort in the process. Now, he had nearly a hundred of them.

There were only six hundred of them on the island, which meant Jiang Chen had close to a sixth of them. Only three or four days had passed out of the fourteen allotted.

If he could pick up orbs at this pace, he would be able to acquire over half of the orbs by the end.

Of course, the orbs were more widely distributed for now. Towards the end, he would end up getting much fewer of them.

Jiang Chen understood this perfectly well.

In no time at all, Jiang Chen and Wu You returned to where Gan Ning was.

The young genius who’d stayed behind was completely calm. He hadn’t run into much trouble by following Jiang Chen’s instructions to stay nearby. He was able to retreat into the formation from any opponent he couldn’t deal with. His complete safety meant he was able to find another orb at his leisure.

Wu You wasn't sure what to feel after his rescue. Gan Ning tried to cheer him up. "Brother Wu, losing to the Poison Consort is nothing to be ashamed of. Don't be too hard on yourself."

“How many orbs did Shi Qinglu take from you, Wu You?” Jiang Chen asked with a smile.

Wu You coughed. “Embarrassingly, I only managed to find one during the first two days.”

Jiang Chen generously took five out of his own stash. “Take these to tide you over for now. When we find orbs later, you two take them first.”

Wu You blinked. He was already very grateful to Jiang Chen for saving him; getting orbs on top of that was a surprise he’d never dreamed of.

His first thought was to refuse.

Gan Ning laughed. “Brother Wu, senior brother Jiang Chen is incredibly generous. You should take the orbs. We’re on his team anyway, so our orb count will be added to his in the end. Considering how far senior brother Jiang Chen has come already, our team might get first place in this competition!”

Wu You was overjoyed when he heard this as well. His prior suffering was rather ordinary considering the kind of trial this was. He had lost fair and square.

Now that Jiang Chen was at his side, Wu You felt as secure as Gan Ning. He no longer feared for his safety during his waking hours.

Though the dynamic duo behind Jiang Chen weren’t particularly strong, they were at least average. They were of some use as sidekicks. Running errands, for example, or looking for orbs on the ground. Jiang Chen didn’t need to resort to doing that himself.

Of course, whatever orbs they could find were theirs. Jiang Chen wasn’t interested in them. His orbs would come from others.

There were sure to be more fools running right into his hands in the coming days.

As expected, he encountered a team in each of the four days that came next. Often, he faced off against multiple teams collaborating with one another.

Jiang Chen wasn’t going to wait for them to take the offensive. He took the initiative by knocking them out before they could do anything, confiscating their orbs in the process.

On the tenth day, Jiang Chen had almost two hundred orbs. Gan Ning and Wu You, for their parts, had about twenty each.

In other words, more than a third of the orbs were in Jiang Chen and his teammates’ hands.

Jiang Chen’s name spread far and wide on the island. Some called him a bandit, while others gave him the moniker ‘Plaguelord’.

Either nickname showed how much the others dreaded being in his path. Many who had formerly considered ambushing him now cowered at the sight of him. They were naturally scared that they’d lose their hard-earned orbs. However, their worries were excessive in some cases.

Jiang Chen was very principled. Those who didn’t intend to harm him were skipped past. He didn’t actively rob every passerby.

Those that he did take from were only targeted for their hostility.

In the last few days, Jiang Chen noticed that he had far fewer business that came knocking. Anyone that saw him ran far, far away, and absolutely nobody aimed to attack him anymore.

He wasn’t quite sure what the correct reaction to this was. Should he laugh or cry?

Regardless, Wu You and Gan Ning felt immensely proud. As fellow geniuses of Eternal, they’d never enjoyed the feeling of being feared.

Yes, they were taking advantage of their teammate’s frightening reputation, but the sensation was much the same.

On the twelfth day, Jiang Chen instructed Wu You and Gan Ning as to their final plans. “Friends, the number of orbs we have should easily win us first place. I’m guessing the entire island knows about us already, so I doubt anyone will be blind enough to come at us over the next few days. Take the last three days to find whatever orbs you can—the ones that haven’t been dug up yet.”

“Everyone is circling around you, senior brother.” Wu You nodded. “If even the Poison Consort’s lost, who’s dumb enough to come?”

“I think all the orbs have been found already. I just wonder how they’ve been distributed.”

A set of hurried footsteps could be heard mid-conversation.

“Huh?” Wu You was taken aback. “I guess I was wrong. Is that an intruder I hear?”

He glanced into the distance, but the newcomer was a familiar face. It was Sir Wei Yong, fourth of the Five Great Gentlemen.

This Wei Yong was on the same team as Sui Chen, in more ways than one. Because of this, he rarely interacted with Jiang Chen. Why would he, given the indirect antipathy?

Wei Yong was on pretty good terms with Wu You though.

“Why are you alone, Wei You?” Wu You looked at his anxious acquaintance confusedly.

“It’s a long story, Brother Wu. I came to ask for help.” Wei Yong was a bit embarrassed. He turned with pleading hesitation toward Jiang Chen.

Wu You didn’t immediately reply. Senior brother Jiang Chen was the leader of his team, after all.

Though Wei Yong didn’t ordinarily show Jiang Chen much respect, he was very different in this hour of need. “Senior brother Jiang Chen,” he addressed, “your junior brother greets you.”

The Five Great Gentlemen were all older than Jiang Chen in terms of age. Wei Yong would never call himself a junior, and the fact he was doing so now meant that he’d encountered some serious trouble he couldn’t handle.
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Though Jiang Chen didn’t much like Sui Chen’s moral character, he couldn’t simply let a peer to languish. The same went for this Wei Yong.

Peers were supposed to help each other, regardless of their flaws.

“Aren’t you on Sui Chen’s team, Wei Yong? Why are you by yourself?” he asked coolly and straightforwardly.

A hint of difficulty appeared on Wei Yong’s face. “Sui Chen is in big trouble.” He smiled wryly. “I heard you were nearby, senior brother Jiang Chen, so I fled without paying heed to the consequences to come ask you for help.”

“This is only a trial. Even if he’s in some trouble, his life is hardly in danger. What can possibly warrant all this?” Jiang Chen chuckled with deliberate laziness.

“Ah, senior brother, there’s something you don’t know!” Wei Yong replied hurriedly. “Our team was stopped by another. They asked us to hand over our orbs.”

“So, did you hand them over?” Jiang Chen inquired with a smile.

“No! What right do they have to take the orbs we worked for? Plus…” Wei Yong trailed off.

“Keep going.” Jiang Chen waved.

“Senior brother, this affects you as well. Many sacred lands seem to have come to an unspoken agreement to oppose Eternal. They want to create some competition for us, you see. The more orbs they have, the harder it’ll be for you to take first place.”

Jiang Chen laughed without reservation.

Harder for him to take first place? He knew that he had enough orbs to all but guarantee victory. Unless all the other orbs were in one team’s hands, first place was as good as his.

And was that possibility even remotely realistic? Not at all.

There were sixty geniuses in twenty teams. No genius of a sacred land would be content to be the background for any other.

Everyone wanted to show off in this international competition. It was one thing if they couldn’t keep their orbs from being taken by another, but the best geniuses were far too proud to just freely hand theirs over.

This was a simple fact of human nature. Jiang Chen was absolutely sure of this.

Wei Yong’s words were intentionally provocative, aimed to drag Jiang Chen to his aid.

Wu You could see Wei Yong’s ulterior motives at play as well.

“We’re not fools, Wei Yong.” He frowned. “Keep your scheming to yourself. You think they can stop us from winning? In your dreams!”

“I’m curious, though.” Gan Ning laughed. “Sui Chen isn’t exactly weak. In the ten sacred lands, only a few can decisively win against him, right?”

That number that could be counted on two hands.

Wei Yong knew the jig was up. “Excuse my impudence,” he said with some embarrassment. “Sui Chen is caught by the holy girls of Radiance and Sunrise: Yao Guang and Si Tong.”

“I assume Sui Chen thought too highly of his looks, eh? He tried flirting with them?” Gan Ning’s tone was rather prickly.

“No, no, it wasn’t like that!” Wei Tong argued hastily. “Senior brother Sui Chen just wanted to say hello, but they suddenly turned on him…”

“Those two sacred lands were once a single faction. They separated at some point, but they’re extremely well-connected still. Yao Guang and Si Tong are like sisters to one another. If Sui Chen made a pass at one of them, that’ll make them both angry,” sneered Gan Ning. “He can deal with his womanizing problems himself. Senior brother Jiang Chen won’t be able to help him with that.”

Wei Yong was ghastly afraid that Jiang Chen would give him the cold shoulder because of what Gan Ning had said. “Senior brother Jiang Chen,” he begged, “the two holy girls are adamant that they’ll keep senior brother Sui Chen locked up until the trial ends. All of our orbs are with him! Imagine how many the holy girls will have if they get them from him?”

Jiang Chen shrugged with nonchalance.

How many orbs could Radiance and Sunrise possibly have, even if all of their geniuses added theirs together?

His team had over two hundred orbs right now. It was impossible to find another that could claim to have more. However, regardless of Sui Chen’s character, they were peers.

If Jiang Chen refused to assist now, he would have a hard time later answering to the first prime. It was expected to lend a helping hand to one’s peers in their time of need.

“Come on then. Lead the way. I’ll go take a look. But if the two holy girls really won’t release him, I’m not sure there’s anything I can do otherwise.” Jiang Chen uttered an appropriate disclaimer beforehand.

“Oh, no. If you come, senior brother, the two holy girls are sure to release Sui Chen. If even the Poison Consort can’t defeat you, how can anyone else possibly imagine otherwise?”

Clearly, Shi Qinglu was more renowned in the ten sacred lands than the two holy girls.

“Senior brother,” Gan Ning advised, “you can present yourself and your case. However, those from Radiance and Sunrise are generally quite aloof. We should be as courteous as possible in our words and actions. These two holy girls are highly ranked among the sixteen beauties and are rather unapproachable because of it.”

More golden hairpins?

Jiang Chen knew that this was going to be just as hard as rescuing Wu You.

With Wu You’s situation, he had had a definite idea to defeat the Poison Consort and save the former from her clutches.

In comparison, these two holy girls had only temporarily arrested Sui Chen. Sui Chen was also just Jiang Chen’s peer and not a teammate.

Jiang Chen could help him—or, he could say that it was none of his business.

If he did want to intervene, the two holy girls from two different sacred lands would surely band together against him. Since he was alone, he wouldn’t be able to guarantee victory without using one of his strongest trump cards.

Moreover, because Eternal desired to lead the alliance, angering Radiance and Sunrise at this juncture was disadvantageous to its ambitions.

The more he thought about it, the stupider this Sui Chen seemed. Rather than contributing, he was a liability to his faction.

Jiang Chen came to a decision. As long as the two holy girls were remotely reasonable, he would maintain as much cordiality as possible.

“Senior brother,” Wu You transmitted, “this affair is quite odd. We’re heading there to rescue Sui Chen, but we must be wary of the possibility that he’s the bait to a trap.”

Having suffered very recently, Wu You was now extraordinarily cautious.
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Jiang Chen had to admit that Wu You’s concerns weren’t unfounded. The human heart was unpredictable. Anything was possible under the circumstances.

Perhaps Wei Yong had been deceived. Perhaps it was a trap meant for Jiang Chen.

After all, the sheer amount of orbs he had in his possession would put Sui Chen to shame. If the holy girls could capture Sui Chen, why would they let the less powerful Wei Yong slip away?

It was highly suspicious all around. If Jiang Chen had to guess, he’d say there was absolutely a trap waiting for him.

Nonetheless, he wasn’t too worried. He’d taken Wu You’s reminder into consideration, but he knew enough about traps and schemes to deal with them.

Wei Yong soon brought them to the mouth of a deep valley that cut through a circle of mountains. The difficult terrain isolated the quiet valley.

“Where are we going?” asked Gan Ning with a frown.

Wei Yong smiled wryly. “Into the valley. We’re getting close.”

Gan Ning threw all pretense out the window and asked bluntly, “Wei Yong, you aren’t working with outsiders to set us up, are you?”

“Heavens, I’d never!” Wei Yong jumped to attention to defend himself. “If I’ve told you a single lie, may heaven smite me!” Humiliated by the accusation, he swore a serious oath.

“Enough, those of us from the same faction shouldn’t second guess each other,” Jiang Chen said calmly. “It’s possible that the holy girls have kept you in the dark so that you’d do their bidding.”

Wei Yong stilled. He’d failed to consider that possibility in the heat of the moment.

“Senior brother is right,” Gan Ning said. “Perhaps they’re using you to set up senior brother Jiang Chen. How many orbs do you and your teammates have? Why would they need to target you like this? Besides, it doesn’t make sense for you to escape while Sui Chen was detained.”

Wei Yong froze. Were they right? Was Jiang Chen the real target, not them? How pathetic would he be if that were the case?

“Alright, it’s too early to make any judgements.” Jiang Chen didn’t want to jump to hasty conclusions.

Inside the valley, they navigated through a few narrow paths and reached an open space.

A man considered them coolly on the outskirts, stopping them from proceeding further.

“Who goes there?” The cultivator wore a pure white robe with the symbol of the Radiance Sacred Land sewn into the fabric. His grace was superior.

“We’re from the Eternal Sacred Land,” Wei Yong declared with borrowed confidence. “Senior brother Sui Chen was captured by your party for simply greeting the two holy girls. For what reason did that occur? Senior brother Jiang Chen has personally come to ask for him back. Hurry and let Sui Chen go right this moment!”

“Jiang Chen?” The cultivator considered Jiang Chen, his attention piqued. “You’re the genius who defeated both Poison Consort Shi Qinglu and Hu Lei?”

“That would be me,” Jiang Chen replied nonchalantly.

“You don’t look all that different or powerful. Why would both Hu Lei and Shi Qinglu fail to defeat you? Have the rumors been exaggerated?” The cultivator dressed in white muttered seemingly to himself, but maybe to Jiang Chen as well.

Jiang Chen snorted. Geniuses from the ten sacred lands were indeed strange and prideful. People should be intimidated by him after his defeat of Shi Qinglu, but the man didn’t look at all wary.

“Brother, Sui Chen is my peer. Why are the two holy girls holding him? Can you let him go for my sake? If he’s done anything to offend you, we’ll naturally make amends to you.”

Jiang Chen was exceedingly polite. Unlike the poison consort, it was better to try the diplomatic approach with the two holy girls first.

“Bring them in, Ah Xiou,” a crisp and inviting voice sounded from the depths of the valley.

“Understood,” said the man in white. He rolled his eyes at Jiang Chen. “Come with me.”

They quickly arrived at an exquisite bamboo wood with a thatched cottage beside it.

Inside, a woman dressed in white was playing a zither, while another dressed in orange played a flute, the sound faint and meandering. Their music was pure and serene, washing over the listeners like the spring breeze and calming their minds.

Jiang Chen enjoyed the wonderful performance from afar, a smile tugging at his lips.

Their duet continued for a quarter of an hour. The sound of their melodies lingered long in the air after they were done.

Jiang Chen clapped and chuckled. “Such a duet was veritable dulcet tones from heaven. The two holy girls possess skills most impressive.”

The woman dressed in white placed her hands on the zither. With a pluck, one of the strings shot toward Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen raised his hand with a faint smile, trapping the string with a ray of golden light. “Isn’t it a shame to take a string off of such a fine zither?”

“It’s Jiang Chen, isn’t it?” asked the woman dressed in white. Her voice was colder, more aloof. She wasn’t the one who had called them in. That must have been the holy girl dressed in orange.

The two women were polar opposites. One radiated a cold brilliance like the silver moon. The other shone like the rising sun. When they played together though, their personalities melded into their music and complemented each other like puzzle pieces, creating a unique rhythm. They were exceptional musicians.

Even someone with as much worldly experience as Jiang Chen had to admit the performance was perfect. He’d rarely heard a performance as good as this even in his past life.

“I am Jiang Chen. It is an honor to meet you.” Jiang Chen greeted them with dignity.

The woman dressed in white scoffed. “You go around these days villainously robbing people with no restraint. Why are you putting on a genteel act now?”

Jiang Chen chuckled despite himself.

He hadn’t expected that would be the image he was projecting. He had been robbing people? He could swear on his life that he’d never once taken the initiative to rob someone.

Nonetheless, he didn’t make it a habit to explain himself. He hadn’t done anything wrong. There was no need for him to defend himself to the two holy girls.

There would always be those who misunderstood you.

Jiang Chen’s noncommittal smile frustrated the holy girl dressed in white. “Sister Si Tong, this isn’t a good man. He may do more harm than good to Myriad Abyss if he’s allowed to grow into his own.”
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Those words crossed a line.

Gan Ning had had enough. He shoved aside his reservations and exclaimed, “Honored Holy Girls, I’m much below your rank and shouldn’t interrupt your conversation, but one has to speak honestly and responsibly with the gods as their witness.

“Senior brother Jiang Chen never actively targeted anyone. Those who lost their orbs to him attacked us first. They simply got a taste of their medicine. How is that us robbing innocent people? They made the first move. Should we have surrendered our orbs to them without resisting?”

It was clear from his agitated tone that he was furious. If the two women weren’t holy girls, he would’ve cussed them out already.

“You must have misunderstood,” Wu You agreed. “Anything goes under the rules of the competition, but senior brother Jiang Chen has held true to his principles and never committed anything unethical for the orbs. Every orb he possesses, he got fair and square. Their previous owners were far from innocent.”

The holy girl in white was even more upset upon hearing them defending Jiang Chen.

“You’re his sidekicks. Of course you’d speak up for him!”

Jiang Chen smiled and cupped his hands. “I’m not here to argue semantics. People will believe what they want to believe, and that’s how rumors spread. I would never expect everyone to be fair and objective.”

“You’re just saying that because your reputation is ruined beyond hope of recovery.”

“Haha, first of all, that’s not true. Second, most of the contestants would do anything to further their goals as well. Even if we’re part of their ranks, why are you singling us out with your critique?”

Jiang Chen didn’t give an inch. He wouldn’t tolerate anything just because the holy girls were superior to him in status. He was a man of principle.

The holy girl dressed in orange broke her silence. “Daoist Jiang Chen, I am Si Tong. This is my sister Holy Girl Yao Guang. She’s straightforward and blunt. Please forgive her if she’s offended you in any way.”

Holy Girl Si Tong had a vastly different personality from Yao Guang.

They were both stunningly beautiful, and their contrasting grace seemed even more exceptional when they were together. The sixteen golden hairpins, especially those who ranked among the top, did indeed live up to their reputations.

Jiang Chen smiled easily. “I don’t mind. I hear that Sui Chen was taken after greeting you. Could you share the reason for that?”

“We were keeping to ourselves and playing our instruments here. He knows absolutely nothing about music theory, but interrupted us and spouted off a ton nonsense, fancying himself a gentleman. Shouldn’t we have punished him for that?” Yao Guang spoke of Sui Chen with contempt.

Jiang Chen smiled wryly. If that was the case, Sui Chen only had himself to blame. It was obvious that the young genius had wanted to catch the holy girls’ fancy, but had ended up interrupting their fun and captured for his impertinence.

He lacked charisma, manners, and knowledge of music. All of it combined had offended the two holy girls.

Jiang Chen cupped his hands. “You’ve given him the punishment he deserves. I believe you aren’t the unreasonable sort. Why don’t you release him and let bygones be bygones?”

“Release him?” Yao Guang huffed. “Why should we do that? Besides, we were trying to lure you here.”

Jiang Chen paused. The holy girl’s blunt honesty was surprising. He kept his guard up, knowing he was the real target.

“We know you have many orbs,” continued Yao Guang.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. He did, but what did that have to do with them? Were they trying to take the orbs from him?

He didn’t say anything in response, but his expression made it clear that he would not surrender his orbs.

“We know you’re good, Jiang Chen, and that even Poison Consort Shi Qinglu lost to you,” said Yao Guang, “so we don’t intend to fight you.”

“Then what would you like?” Jiang Chen asked coolly.

“A bet.”

“A bet?” Jiang Chen smiled. “I know nothing about you. A bet doesn’t seem appropriate.”

“You have to take it.” Yao Guang was determined.

“Oh?” Jiang Chen quirked his lips into a half smile. “I don’t think so. You can’t force me to take the bet if I don’t want to.”

“Daoist Jiang Chen,” Holy Girl Si Tong silenced Yao Guang. “There will be winners and losers in this competition. We know you have a lot of orbs. We have quite a few as well. Either one of us will take first place if we acquire the other’s orbs. There’s no doubt about that.”

Jiang Chen smiled. He would be first even without the holy girls’ orbs.

He shook his head. “I don’t care if your bet is fair or not. I don’t want your orbs and you’d be wise not to covet mine. Sui Chen may be from the same faction, but he’s not a good enough bargaining chip. We all know the rules. You can’t kill him. The worst thing you can do is to take away his orbs and put him at the bottom of the ranking. In truth, he put himself in this situation. It’ll serve him good to live with the consequences.”

However, Si Tong gave him a faint, confident smile.

“Daoist Jiang Chen, this is more of a test than a bet. Our respective sacred lands aren’t interested in leading Myriad Abyss. According to our analysis, the leader of the future alliance will either be Flora or Eternal. Our mission in this competition is to observe you, Shi Qinglu, and Lu Mingye. From you, we can deduce the future of your sacred lands.”

Si Tong hadn’t mentioned a word about the bet, but had taken all options away from Jiang Chen.

If he didn’t take the bet, he’d be considered lacking in personal charisma.

How could a mediocre genius lead the Eternal Sacred Land? How would he make Eternal the leader of the alliance?

Si Tong was quite a master of the art of persuasion.

Jiang Chen sighed inwardly. He knew this was a trap, but he had to step right into it.

“What do you want to bet on?”

He wasn’t afraid of the two holy girls. Whether they wanted to bet on martial dao, pill dao, or other disciplines, he was confident in his ability of them all.


150


A Small Display of Talent


Yao Guang snorted softly. “I thought you didn’t want to bet?”

Jiang Chen burst into laughter. Women can be awfully petty sometimes. His life experience across two lifetimes helped him keep his cool.

Holy Girl Yao Guang was sulking rather than being malicious. Both holy girls were much more forthright than the Poison Consort had ever been, and understandably so. Their temperaments had kept them on the straight and narrow for the most part.

Si Tong smiled a little. “Sister Yao Guang, what subject would you like to bet on?”

Yao Guang raised the instrument in her hand. “The zither.”

“I know a bit about music.” Jiang Chen laughed. “But I might as well surrender now if that’s the case. I can hardly claim expertise here.”

He’d been a master of music theory in his previous life, but the hecticness of this one had prevented him from playing much. Music required extensive practice.

Having shirked for countless years, there was no way he could play better than Yao Guang. Jiang Chen had already observed earlier that she was quite skilled with her zither.

If Huang’er were here, perhaps she could rival the holy girl.

Si Tong suddenly smiled. “I’ve heard a rumor, Daoist Jiang Chen, that you won Miss Huang’er’s heart with two musical pieces when you first met her. That’s a beautiful story, isn’t it? And a true one, I’m sure. Why be so humble about it?”

Jiang Chen blinked. Not many knew of that segment in his life. He grinned coolly in lieu of a direct response.

“Rumors are often larger than life. You think too highly of me, ladies,” he declared modestly.

Yao Guang raised an eyebrow. “A man shouldn’t be so indecisive. I don’t intend to press the fact that you’re not good at playing. I simply heard that the two pieces you played were rather excellent. I can lend you my zither, as long as you can show me that your fingers don’t sully my instrument when performing them. If that’s the case, you win. If not, you lose. How about it?”

Jiang Chen found everything utterly ludicrous. Was this kind of bet really alright?

Winning or losing hinged on the holy girl’s subjective opinion. What if she refused to acknowledge him regardless of how well he played?

Si Tong giggled. “Daoist Jiang, my sister knows good music from bad. Why not play your pieces? We won’t lie about the quality of your pieces just because we have a disagreement with your peer.”

She was eliminating every possible excuse from him, and Jiang Chen knew it. If he didn’t show off what meager skills he had, the holy girls wouldn’t let things slide.

He didn’t much care about all this, but the Eternal Sacred Land did. Being on good relations with the holy girls would be beneficial to the alliance later on. He was obligated to give it his all.

Wu You and Gan Ning were his witnesses, after all. If he didn’t try his hardest, the first prime would surely criticize him for it later on. Not that Jiang Chen would be dismayed by outside criticism, per se. He felt it was his personal responsibility to make the best he could of this situation.

“If that is what you think, Holy Girls.” He cupped a first. “Please excuse my incompetence. A moment, while I prepare a little.”

To him, high art had a number of requisite rituals.

He found a water source in which to bathe and change, that he might wash away the vicious aura accumulated from his earlier fighting. He returned to the girls in fresh robes.

The two holy girls were mildly astonished how serious he was. Yao Guang curled her lips, as if to say something, but a somber Si Tong motioned to interrupt her.

“Take the zither.” These were the only words that came out of Yao Guang’s mouth. The instrument flew toward Jiang Chen in a flash of white light, who caught it with a wave of his hand and a cushion of air.

“A beautiful instrument,” Jiang Chen remarked instinctively. The ancient aura of history upon it was simply exquisite.

“At least you know that much,” muttered Yao Guang.

As soon as his fingers touched the zither, Jiang Chen’s aura radically changed.

He tested and tuned the strings, familiarizing himself with the instrument’s properties in the process. Expanding his consciousness, he melded his own presence with the instrument’s in order to communicate with it.

All things had a unique spirit, and this zither was no different. If Jiang Chen treated it as a common musician might, the instrument wouldn’t possibly respond well to him.

This particular zither was much harder to play than any of its more mundane fellows.

Jiang Chen’s seriousness garnered the two holy girls’ respect. He clearly understood music and the zither.

A less adept player might have tried to show off immediately after getting the instrument.

Jiang Chen, on the other hand, was in no rush. He chose to seek the zither’s recognition in order to better play it. Only a real connoisseur would do that. Regardless of his actual musical skills, he was no incompetent lout.

Si Tong smiled expectantly.

After Jiang Chen finished tuning and trying out the zither, he made sure his clothes were neat before beginning to play.

The first note rang out in a harmonious fusion of man and instrument. Though Jiang Chen was a little unfamiliar at the start, he really got into the swing of things shortly after.

First, he played the Sacred Deliverance Mantra. It was a calming tune without many bells and whistles.

Nevertheless, its notes touched upon its listeners’ souls, granting them rest and freedom from worries. As he played it, the entire valley seemed to quiet around them. Everything became still, the spirit creatures and insects and the wind…

Yao Guang’s critical manner began to relax slowly as well. Her forehead was no longer wrinkled in annoyance. Her frustration was gradually washed away.

Though Wu You and Gan Ning were far from versed in music, they felt an inner peace after listening to the piece as well.

After the final note rang out, Jiang Chen delicately removed his fingers from the strings.

The two holy girls blinked, only realizing just then that the piece was over. The young man opposite them, perfectly composed, was already readying the next.

The Ethereal Soothing Melody was more spiritual and fancy than its predecessor. An enhanced version, perhaps, one that carried an intoxicating aura. Even the picky Yao Guang was drawn in by its notes.
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Even the most beautiful of pieces had an end.

Though the strings slowly released their last reverberations, Jiang Chen’s audience felt the music echo still in their hearts.

Si Tong and Yao Guang traded an astonished look. They had been completely unprepared for the possibility that Jiang Chen could play such moving pieces. They hadn’t expected much of his musical prowess. The style of the pieces themselves were the only thing they had looked forward to.

Yes, the melodies were stunning, but his playing even more so. He’d started plucking the zither with an unpracticed hand—almost inept, in their eyes.

But it didn’t take long for him to get markedly better. Not quite perfect technically, but excellent nonetheless.

They couldn’t understand it. Jiang Chen had never been known for his musical skills, and indeed he seemed to be rather unfamiliar, skills-wise. Had he started learning in the womb?

Si Tong sighed softly. “You’ve hidden yourself well, Daoist Jiang. If I hadn’t heard you play myself, you might’ve slipped it past me.”

“Why do you say that?” Jiang Chen cracked a smile.

“Your pieces were nothing short of wonderful. Can you really play that while knowing only a little bit music? That’s a bit of a stretch, don’t you think?” Si Tong laughed. “Where would we put ourselves, if that is the case?”

Jiang Chen found it hard to answer. He had never considered his musical skills particularly remarkable.

Aside from his interactions with Huang’er, he had barely spent any time in this life on music at all. Considering this fact, he had done a pretty good job just now, if he did say so himself.

He was grateful for the zither for not messing him up, in fact.

“Sister, what say you?” Si Tong smiled at her companion, who was still dazed.

Having been biased against Jiang Chen before, Yao Guang was speechless. She gazed meaningfully at Jiang Chen for a while before speaking once more. “I guess he passes. Still, he can obviously play… what a liar!”

Jiang Chen laughed despite of his situation. He found it hard to argue this point. He hadn’t played much in this life, but his memories enriched him beyond imagining in a myriad of ways.

Si Tong smiled serenely. “As far as I know, Daoist Jiang isn’t in the habit of playing music by himself. Maybe he finds it an enjoyable hobby only with his partner, the pretty Miss Yan?”

She was open-minded enough to joke with him a little.

“The truth is, I haven’t spent much of my time on music,” Jiang Chen raised a fist salute. “What I showed to you is what I’ve seemed to know since birth. I didn’t learn it through tutelage or practice.”

Si Tong became serious. “There are rumors that you are a reincarnated god, Jiang Chen. So there’s more than a kernel of truth to that, huh? Some people are naturally talented in multiple areas. Like you, Daoist Jiang Chen?”

Though the reincarnation of gods was rare in well-developed martial dao worlds, it was nevertheless a real phenomenon. Jiang Chen’s characteristics certainly seemed to more than match up.

It was advantageous that the two girls believed his proficiency to stem from that.

Gan Ning and Wu You revered Jiang Chen’s ability to impress the two holy girls through his musical performance. They admired his proficiency in almost every pursuit.

The Poison Consort, these two holy girls, and Yu Ling from the Martial Sacred Land—senior brother Jiang Chen had won all of their hearts.

This was how a man should be!

“Honorable holy girls, senior brother Jiang Chen has played his music. You can release senior brother Sui Chen now, right?” Wei Yong, who had been silent until now, spoke up at this time.

Si Tong ignored him. Smiling, she glanced at Jiang Chen once more. “Daoist Jiang Chen, the previous test was my sister’s. I have one of my own. Would you be amenable to meeting my challenge?”

There’s more?

Jiang Chen didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. He could hardly turn down Si Tong though, now that he had already passed Yao Guang’s test.

“Please, go ahead.” He might as well feign generosity.

“Hehe, my test is pretty simple. I only have a few questions to ask,” Giggled Si Tong. “First, among Myriad Abyss’s sixteen golden hairpins, what rank does Miss Yan occupy in your heart?” The holy girl flashed a mischievous grin.

Obviously, this question was asked with at least partial pointed trickery.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “There are plenty of fish in the sea, but only one of them is for me. Huang’er is number one, of course. No one can replace her.”

Yao Guang thinned her lips, evidently dissatisfied with the answer, while Si Tong maintained her smile. “That question was just for fun, alright? It doesn’t count.”

Jiang Chen was positively amazed. Is this really acceptable?

“Next question, if the Eternal Sacred Land becomes the leader of the alliance, Daoist Jiang will come into the spotlight at the forefront of Myriad Abyss as well. What is your opinion on Myriad Abyss’ future, or perhaps Divine Abyss Continent as a whole?”

This was suddenly a much more serious topic.

Jiang Chen reflected a long time before opening his mouth. “I don’t know whether Myriad Abyss, or Divine Abyss as a larger whole, can wait for us to grow into our potential as leaders. Hypothetically speaking, if that came to pass, then Myriad Abyss and the mainland must discard our biases and unite as one. Only then can we possibly hope to save ourselves. The revelation of the plane’s coordinates means that an offworld invasion from alien races threatens to enslave us all.”

“Easy to say, but hard to do. According to what we know, many deserted during the ancient demon-sealing war. They waited for others to make the painful sacrifices necessary to preserve the world.” Si Tong’s question was very pointed.

“There are cowards in any time of turmoil, but also heroes who rise to the challenge. They will bear the burden of the age upon their shoulders in the grand struggle with fate. I hope that I can count on you two to accompany me in this quest. Anyone and everyone has the ability to do what is right. A little less selfishness could do us all a lot of good.”

Jiang Chen didn’t advertise his own daring and fearlessness. To do so would be self-aggrandizing and useless.

Reality necessitated the consideration of each faction’s interests. Fighting for the greater good was important, but excessive self-sacrifice was impossible.

For example, he wouldn’t abandon his friends and family even if doing so would be more beneficial to the continent as a whole. He was working so hard precisely because he was fighting to save them. This was his personal justice.

Si Tong brooded over Jiang Chen’s reply.
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To Conquer


After a moment, the holy girl exhaled. “You make a strong point, Jiang Chen. It’s not possible for all of us to become saints and martyrs, we all have our personal biases. Those who claim to be without them are hypocrites. However, present circumstances mean that a portion of our interests are rapidly converging. Only when more and more step up to do their part can the continent be saved.”

“You’re a pessimist then, Holy Girl Si Tong?” Jiang Chen asked with a smile.

“I’ve been to the offworld battlefield once before.” Si Tong’s reply had sad notes in it. “Only then will you understand how hard of a time Divine Abyss has had until now.”

Jiang Chen hadn’t expected this revelation. Even he hadn’t been there! Newfound respect flickered for Sunrise’s holy girl.

“You should go take a look yourself, Daoist Jiang, if you have a chance. You’re above the level of this competition.” Strangely, Si Tong didn’t ask any more questions.

“Get that Sui Chen out here.” She waved. “He can go.”

After a moment, Sui Chen walked out with some embarrassment. His shame was intensified when seeing that Jiang Chen and his teammates were present. He wanted to dig a hole and bury himself in it rather than let anyone see his sorry state.

Wei Yong stepped up. “Senior brother Sui Chen,” he called out.

Sui Chen gave Wei Yong a vicious shove. “You and your nosiness!” he rebuked. He strode off as rapidly as his words fell.

Everyone was shocked at his behavior. Even Wu You and Gan Ning felt tremendous second-hand humiliation.

Sui Chen was supposed to be the first of the Five Great Gentlemen. His shameful behavior dragged down the entirety of the Eternal Sacred Land with him.

Without senior brother Jiang Chen here to contrast him, they would’ve been too distressed to stick around much longer.

Yao Guang wasn’t the type of woman to hide her emotions. Her eyes flashed with scorn, clearly disappointed with Sui Chen’s character.

Wei Yong was mildly disconcerted as well, but he was Sui Chen’s teammate and friend at the end of the day. He hesitated a moment, then approached Jiang Chen with an agonized expression. “Thank you for helping us out, senior brother Jiang Chen.” He cupped a fist.

Jiang Chen waved dismissively.

When Wei Yong left as well, Si Tong sighed. “Daoist Jiang, do you know how much the other sacred lands envy Eternal right now?”

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“Consider this: if you had joined any of the other sacred lands, what business would Eternal have on this stage?” Si Tong grinned.

The Eternal Sacred Land wasn’t particularly excellent in any respect compared to its peers.

Jiang Chen’s appearance had swiftly elevated it out of mediocrity. Its fame had spread so rapidly that the public now believed that Eternal was one of the top sacred lands.

No one wanted to get on its bad side, at least.

This was entirely due to Jiang Chen’s contribution. The Taiyi Skymender and Crowning Empyrean Pills offered tremendously valuable opportunities. If they could be mass produced, they would represent a tremendous increase in overall strength for a sacred land.

In light of that, who’d want to be Eternal’s enemy?

Thus, Si Tong’s words were quite sincere. If Sunrise had obtained him…

What a wonderful future that would have been.

Jiang Chen was hardly arrogant enough to bask in his own praise. Smiling, he changed the subject. “Thank you for your graciousness, holy girls. I’m glad everything has been resolved satisfactorily. I must now take my leave.”

Si Tong blinked as he turned around. “You won, Daoist Jiang. Don’t you want to take our orbs?”

Jiang Chen blinked in turn. That hadn’t crossed his mind at all.

“I’m a principled man. I don’t take orbs from just about anybody. You’ve been the image of courtesy and good manners to me, and that makes you the last people I would want to take anything from. Plus, you didn’t take Sui Chen’s orbs either, right?”

“How do you know that?” Si Tong replied with a half-smile.

“If you had, he would’ve mentioned it before leaving. Since he didn’t, well…”

Jiang Chen knew Sui Chen well. He wasn’t the kind of guy that would eat a loss lying down.

Si Tong smiled faintly, but inwardly approved of Jiang Chen’s sound judgment.

“What if we voluntarily gave up our orbs to you? If we want you to win, what then?”

Jiang Chen chuckled. “As long as you don’t give up your orbs to anyone else, I’m pretty confident that I’ll end up winning.”

He raised a cupped fist salute once more before departing with his own teammates.

Si Tong sank into a reverie for a while before sighing. “He’s on an entirely different level than the rest of us,” she murmured, half to herself. “It must be lonely at the top.”

Yao Guang stubbornly disagreed. “Is he really as good as you say, Sister Si Tong? He just got lucky by being a reincarnated god. Once he’s done tapping into that potential, he’ll come to a halt. We can catch up, eventually.”

“I’d like that day to never come,” Si Tong remarked seriously.

“Why are you taking his side so much, sister? Have you taken an interest in him?” Yao Guang suddenly took on a playful grin. “I see how it is! You’ve never looked at anyone that way before. Hehe, Holy Girl Si Tong started thinking about something different, huh?”

“What am I thinking about?” Si Tong asked, still smiling.

“Love.” Yao Guang stuck out her tongue impishly.

“You’re making jokes at my expense now, are you? I daresay you were so icy in order to attract his attention, hmm?” Si Tong retorted.

“Not at all! I just didn’t like how proud he was. Sister, have you heard how lecherous he is? I heard someone say that he smacked Shi Qinglu’s bottom!” Yao Guang puffed up her cheeks in indignation.

“Can you think of a better way to deal with Shi Qinglu? Trying to scare her with words or cultivation strength won’t work. Jiang Chen just gave her a taste of her own unreasonable medicine.” Holy Girl Si Tong rather disliked the poison consort.

She was a very proper and upright girl. Shi Qinglu, on the other hand, was as crooked as could be—at least in her outward actions. Therefore, they harbored a natural detestation of each other.

“See? I was right, you are interested in him! Why else are you trying to justify his lewd behavior? Sister Si Tong, why didn’t you take that opportunity to confess just now? How good can that Yan girl be? Her only advantage is that she got to him before everyone else. If you met him first, he may be yours now. All that stuff about fish in the sea… is he going to ignore the advances of one of the sixteen hairpins? I don’t believe it!” Yao Guang was a little miffed.

“Why don’t you make a pass at him, if that's the case?” Si Tong snickered.
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Packing Up Successfully


Bidding farewell to the holy girls, Jiang Chen walked out of the valley with his teammates and bumped into Wei Yong standing outside, his shoulders slumped.

Embarrassed, Wei Yong turned his back on them. He didn’t want them to see him like this.

Wu You was on friendly terms with Wei Yong. He approached the young man. “The competition isn’t over yet, Wei Yong. It’s dangerous for you to wander around without your teammates.”

Wei Yong shrugged and smiled wryly. “I don’t have any orbs on me. People would be blind to rob me.”

“You don’t have any orbs on you? How come?” Wu You was confused.

“I mentioned before that senior brother Sui Chen has all my orbs, right? He’s not talking to me now. He disappeared when he left the valley. Moreover, he may not have his own orbs either. He’s probably avoiding us because he thinks he’s failed us.” Wei Yong had been following Sui Chen for a long time, so the two were close.

Being abandoned by Sui Chen put him off balance.

Jiang Chen and the others exchanged a glance.

Wu You couldn’t help but speak up, “I’m not trying to drive a wedge between you, Wei Yong, but the two holy girls didn’t take senior brother Sui Chen’s orbs. Your explanation doesn’t make sense.”

Wei Yong paused. “Really? Why… why didn’t they take his orbs?”

He found that hard to believe. It didn’t make sense for the holy girls to not take something from their captive.

“That’s what we’re told. It’s up to you whether to believe me or not.” Wu You wasn’t going to push the issue. Wei Yong and Sui Chen had always been close. He’d be trying to break the brotherhood between the two if he insisted on convincing Wei Yong.

Jiang Chen smiled. “How many orbs did you get, Wei Yong?”

“Seven, if I remember right.”

“How many does your team have in total?” Jiang Chen asked curiously.

“About thirty.”

There were three members in every team. On average, a team should have thirty orbs. However, most teams would end up getting less than that.

Sui Chen’s team, at least, had failed to reach the average. But they were close enough.

Jiang Chen smiled wryly. “The two holy girls spared his orbs out of principle. It’ll be hilarious if he gets reckless and loses his orbs to others over the remaining days.”

Given Sui Chen’s intelligence and strength—or the lack thereof, it was very likely to happen. Jiang Chen would rather Sui Chen’s orbs to fall into the hands of the two holy girls than other contestants. At least the two holy girls didn’t stand a chance in overtaking his team.

The next few days, Jiang Chen and his team didn’t take any risks or make any more moves. They settled down at a relatively quiet location and leisurely waited for the competition to end.

They were the exceptions though. The rivalry between the other teams reached its peak at the end of the fifteen days. Violence broke out whenever teams encountered one another.

Jiang Chen and his companions set up camp in a formation that he set up, which perfectly concealed their presence. They were free to enjoy the scenery and stay on the sidelines as other teams clashed violently.

The orbs were further concentrated in the hands of selected few in the last three days. Many teams acquired a great many orbs through targeting other teams.

Jiang Chen didn’t actively seek anyone out, but he didn’t let those who made a move against him go.

It wasn’t much, but he did get a few more orbs. In the end, the total number of orbs his team had amounted to close to three hundred.

“Our team will surely take the first spot, senior brother. It’s likely that we’ll rank above the second team by a terrifying margin!”

The thought greatly excited Wu You and Gan Ning. If they hadn’t been on Jiang Chen’s team, they would’ve had to work hard to not rank among the bottom, let alone get anywhere near the top.

The majority of the contestants couldn’t spend the three days in peace even if they wanted to. During the last stretch of the competition, they spent day and night avoiding powerful competitors in order to keep their orbs.

Very few could be as relaxed and idle as Jiang Chen’s team was.

Additionally, Gan Ning and Wu You had gained quite a lot from the competition.

The fifteen day competition finally came to an end. Jiang Chen and his team left the island like they were returning from a vacation.

Even the holy girls hadn’t managed to avoid getting into fights in the last three days. Both Holy Girl Si Tong and Yao Guang were tired and battered, looking like they’d gone through some tough times.

Poison Consort Shi Qinglu, on the other hand, had lost most of her enthusiasm after being defeated by Jiang Chen. She kept an unusually low profile.

The other top geniuses whose goal was to take first place seemed either dejected or confident. There were more who hid their emotions behind blank expressions.

And yet, the rules of the competition were effective enough. Many were severely injured. Some had even lost a limb or two. However, sixty contestants had entered the island and sixty had returned.

Their scores however, were a much different story.

Jiang Chen and his team returned to the Eternal Sacred Land camp. The first prime and Ziju Min were waiting for them.

“How did it go?” Ziju Min asked with a smile. Based on his understanding of Jiang Chen, he knew the young man’s score would only be good.

Jiang Chen smiled and nodded. “Things went well. Wu You suffered a little, but fortunately everything got safely resolved.”

“How many orbs do you have?” Ziju Min asked bluntly. That was the simplest way to determine if a team did well. Whether they could take the first place depended on the end result, not the journey.

“We’ll take the first place unless a miracle happens!” Gan Ning declared excitedly. He projected his voice on purpose, attracting the attention of many around him. They cast doubtful gazes at him. Who was this young man and why was he being so boastful?

Taking the first place was so much easier said than done!

Sui Chen happened to come Gan Ning’s way. Wei Yong and their other team member followed behind, their expression timid and concerned.

Sui Chen couldn’t help but mock. “You sure are confident with the way you talk. How many orbs do you have? More than a hundred?”

His mocking tone bothered Gan Ning. Sui Chen was the last person who should say that. If not for Jiang Chen, he’d still be kept captive by the holy girls!
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Utter Humiliation


Gan Ning scoffed and purposefully didn’t say anything in response. What a fool! He doesn’t deserve to be the top of the Five Great Gentleman with his small-mindedness!

A hundred orbs was nothing. That wasn’t enough to slot anyone in for the championship.

Sui Chen interpreted their silence as having less than a hundred orbs. He sneered, “You dare talk about getting first place when you don’t even have a hundred? Do you think it’s enough to have sixty or seventy orbs?”

Annoyed, Gan Ning retorted, “You’re the top of the Five Great Gentleman, senior brother Sui Chen. In theory, you should be Eternal’s role model. Tell me, how many orbs do you have?”

Sui Chen froze. That hit him where it hurt the most. His voice descended.

“Hmph, I had a good enough number, and I got every one of them through legitimate means! Unlike a certain someone, who robbed innocent people and tarnished Eternal’s reputation.”

Sui Chen cast the first stone to cover up his mortification.

Wu You frowned. “You shouldn’t be spreading rumors, senior brother Sui Chen. If you have something to say, say it outright. Don’t make insinuations. We all know who embarrassed Eternal and damaged its reputation in the competition. Do you need me to set the record straight?”

Sui Chen had always been jealous of Jiang Chen. He scoffed when Wu You and Gan Ning jumped to defend Jiang Chen without being told, like good little slaves.

“You rank second among the Five Great Gentlemen, Wu You. Have you stooped so low that you have to wag your tail at Jiang Chen like a little dog?” Sui Chen’s tone dripped with venom.

Wu You’s face clouded. “You’re just asking for humiliation, Sui Chen. Need I remind you how you tried to flirt with the holy girls but ended up captured for your rudeness? Should I advertise how senior brother Jiang Chen accepted their challenges and won your release? How you claim that the holy girls took all the orbs so that you can take all of your teammates’ orbs?”

His words were cutting. Sui Chen’s face turned a dark red.

“Bullshit! I didn’t need your help! They wouldn’t have hurt me even if you had done nothing! Murder is explicitly prohibited. They could at most ground me by ganging up on me. They couldn’t have killed me. I didn’t need saving!” Sui Chen blatantly twisted the truth.

Wei Yong lowered his head, shamefaced. He couldn’t believe the person in front of him was the senior brother he’d always admired.

Sui Chen had been the one telling him to seek out Jiang Chen for help. How could he deny the facts and even cast the blame on Jiang Chen? That just crossed a line!

Jiang Chen had saved Sui Chen and helped him regain freedom. Otherwise, the two holy girls could’ve made him suffer greatly.

The first prime looked at Jiang Chen, then at Sui Chen. “Members of the same faction should support each other, Sui Chen. Only a petty man mocks his peers. Besides, you should be grateful if it was Jiang Chen who saved you. It’s unbecoming of you to twist the truth.”

She was still a fair and just leader, and she was clever enough to piece together what had happened thanks to the expressions of Wei Yong and the others.

“How many orbs do you have, Sui Chen?” she asked. “Be honest.”

“None. The two holy girls took all of them.” Sui Chen seemed determined to stick to his story.

Jiang Chen paused. Is it true that Sui Chen doesn’t have any orbs? Had the two holy girls lied to him?

His instincts told him that this wasn’t the case. Sui Chen wasn’t giving a false statement.

Nonetheless, Sui Chen wouldn’t have said he had no orbs if he had any. After all, that would determine the team’s score and his personal score.

Perhaps Jiang Chen’s original speculations were right. Sui Chen had lost his orbs in the last three days. They had been taken by someone other than the two holy girls after he left the valley.

Wei Yong couldn’t believe his ears. “Many of the orbs were ours, senior brother Sui Chen!” he blurted out. “How did you lose them? Please tell us so that I know how I lost.”

He didn’t know what to believe, but he was beginning to suspect Sui Chen.

The two holy girls really didn’t seem like liars. If they’d wanted the orbs, they could’ve kept Sui Chen captive until the end of the competition. Then his orbs would automatically be theirs.

It didn’t make any sense for them to let him go and then take his orbs.

Sui Chen shot Wei Yong a glare. “You don’t believe me?”

Wei Yong pursed his lips. “This isn’t right, senior brother. I put in a lot of effort to get the orbs too. I bled and sweat for them. If someone took them from you, you should tell me the truth. As far as I know, the two holy girls didn’t take any of our orbs. Who did you lose them to?”

“It’s them!” Sui Chen lied blatantly. “The two girls lied to you! They’re ambitious and want first place!”

Their conversation was interrupted by a burst of laughter from the Flora’s group. “It’s Sui Chen, isn’t it? Thank you for the generous offer of thirty orbs in the last two days. I’ll remember your contribution if I manage to get first place.”

It was Lu Mingye.

After Shi Qinglu suffered her defeat and gave up on winning the competition, Lu Mingye rose to the top and became Flora’s strongest contestant.

Over the past few days, he’d accumulated a good number of orbs through coercion and every trick one could think of. He too wanted first place.

In his opinion, Shi Qinglu was no longer a threat. If he became the champion, he would lead Flora in the future.

That was why he stepped in when he noticed Sui Chen arguing with his peers at Eternal. This was too good an opportunity to pass up. He mocked and provoked Sui Chen, thus humiliating Eternal and escalating its infighting.

Sui Chen’s face flushed red with mortification.

After all the accusations he’d levied at the two holy girls, Lu Mingye had exposed his lies with a simple sentence. It was a stab to his chest and a slap to his face.

He couldn’t be more humiliated.
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A Stunning Sum


Lu Mingye hadn’t intended to help Jiang Chen against Sui Chen. He’d only mouthed the insult because of his petty nature and dislike of Eternal.

He didn't expect his statement to bail Jiang Chen out of trouble so cleanly. There was no more need to argue. An opponent’s impassioned words were typically the most credible.

The first prime’s expression froze. She stared at Sui Chen darkly, who wanted more than anything to dive into the ground right this instant.

He hadn’t expected Lu Mingye to mock him when passing by. In fact, he hadn’t expected Lu Mingye to be nearby at all.

Wei Yong was quite upset. “Senior brother Sui Chen!” He glared with some exasperation at his friend. “You told me the two holy girls took your orbs. I took you at your word! But it looks like you just didn’t want to return them to us, huh? You wanted to hog them all for yourself.”

Flustered and embarrassed, Sui Chen tried to defend himself. “Lu Mingye took only the orbs I got later on!”

The implication was that his team had been robbed once already before Lu Mingye. However, his defense was paper-thin to even himself.

Ziju Min sighed softly. He was disappointed in Sui Chen as well.

Truthfully, Sui Chen was pretty talented. Unfortunately, he was greatly flawed when it came to tolerance and character. These flaws would prevent him from ever reaching the ranks of the very best.

There was a reason why Eternal had low expectations of him. Jiang Chen’s appearance and acquisition had been timely indeed.

The Five Great Gentlemen alone wouldn’t have been able to compete in this competition.

Overall, the gentlemen were only middling geniuses among the sacred lands’ younger generation. Only Jiang Chen was fit to be Eternal’s crowning pearl, raising it up amid its fellows by proxy.

The first prime scrutinized Sui Chen coldly for a long while before pressing with equal frost. “Sui Chen, I’m asking you one last time: who took your orbs?”

Faced with the prime’s sharp gaze, Sui Chen was unable to blurt out any of his planned lies. He knew that if he practiced any further deception, he would probably lose any hope of peacefulness after they returned home.

However, he couldn’t bear the humiliation of admitting responsibility. He kept his head down and his mouth shut instead.

His silence was answer enough.

The first prime was extremely disappointed. Sui Chen was the same as always, utterly incompetent and resistant to change. If he had confessed his wrongdoing and used it as motivation for changing himself, she would have been willing to grant him another chance.

Alas, Sui Chen didn't even have the courage left to do that. This frustrated her the most. A genius who was continually irresponsible could not be trusted, no matter his talent.

How could someone like that bear the sacred land’s future upon his shoulders?

“Alright, First Prime. Let’s lay the matter to rest. They received scores of zero, which should be punishment enough. If you prefer, shall we discuss it further after we return home?” The second prime tried to smooth things over.

“I suppose that’s the best course for now. Think over your actions, Sui Chen, and reflect on what you should do. A genius needs more than talent—honor and grace are just as important.” The first prime’s comments were steeped in displeasure.

Sui Chen compressed his lips. He looked pretty harmless on the surface, but Jiang Chen could see that he hadn’t accepted a word of the rebuke.

That was none of his business though. Sui Chen had always been like this. He had surrendered instantly when he’d encountered Xiahou Zong during Eternal’s internal tournament of geniuses.

What kind of person the genius was had been more than apparent at the time.

Thus, Jiang Chen had always been on lukewarm terms with Sui Chen over the years.

Still, he could see that the first prime was quite upset. If she had yielded to Sui Chen’s venomous whispers, Eternal’s judgment of the overall situation would be affected.

To abandon Radiance and Sunrise as potential allies when there was only a faint possibility of their hostility would really hamper Eternal’s chances.

Not wanting this oversight, Jiang Chen related the circumstances and events at the time to the first prime, who was much relieved by his transparency.

“The two holy girls have a good impression of you? Good, very good! You did very well in this competition. If Sunrise and Radiance can take our side, then our plans are all the more likely to come to fruition.”

The first prime was very excited, as was Ziju Min on Jiang Chen’s behalf.

“You know, young master Chen,” he noted, “Holy Girl Si Tong has quite a bit of influence among the younglings. And, though that Yao Guang argued with you quite a bit, she’s naturally detached and forbidding. If your performance was good enough to win her over—and I think it probably was—then her opinion of you is very different from what she says.”

Jiang Chen laughed. Yao Guang was actually quite nice. Dealing with her was at least much easier than maneuvering around the likes of Shi Qinglu.

With Yao Guang, one simply had to be capable enough to win her favor. Shi Qinglu, on the other hand, had to be brought to the brink of despair. A single lapse of concentration before that would lead to incapacitation via a sneak attack.

“Oh, that’s right. How many orbs has your team gotten?” Ziju Min asked curiously.

Gan Ning’s declaration of certain victory had been interrupted earlier. The elder knew that Jiang Chen and his fellows had done quite well, but wasn’t sure of the precise numbers.

Jiang Chen smiled. “Just a bit shy of three hundred. A dozen or so?”

“What did you say? Three hundred??” Ziju Min thought he’d misheard.

The first prime was positively astonished. Her eyes focused on Jiang Chen in an instant, unable to comprehend what the youth had reported.

“Yes. Two hundred and eighty-six, to be precise.” Jiang Chen had counted this number before coming back out.
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Tabulating the Results


“That…” Ziju Min traded a look with the first prime. They were stunned by the sheer magnitude of the number. Of the six hundred orbs in the trial, Jiang Chen’s team had nearly half of them!

“First Prime, Elder Ziju. That’s the number we tallied up before we came out. We counted a couple of times, just to make sure,” confirmed Wu You of his own volition.

The prime and the elder both knew that Wu You was a conscientious youth. He almost never made anything up.

“How in the world did you get so many?” Ziju Min found it incredible still. He wasn’t imaginative enough to figure out exactly how Jiang Chen had managed such a feat.

“We didn’t get any of them unfairly. Still, Gan Ning and I only helped a little with some errands, and we sometimes caused trouble of our own for senior brother Jiang Chen. Senior brother deserves most of the credit.” Wu You was quite honest about his involvement.

“You didn’t get the orbs unfairly?” Ziju Min was baffled. “If you got all of the orbs fairly, how did you get so many? Plus, the rules don’t ban you from using foul means as well as fair. As long as you didn’t kill anyone, you could do whatever you like.”

Wu You sighed. “About that… senior brother deserves a lot of respect. He never looked for anyone to rob. He only took care of a bunch of would-be robbers that wanted to take our orbs and returned their favors. A couple teams from Flora and Polylore were beaten up that way…”

“Senior brother did a lot of work in this competition,” Gan Ning added with enthusiasm. “Poison Consort Shi Qinglu is pretty famous, isn’t she? But she’s like a beginner in front of the senior brother when it comes to her area of expertise. She couldn’t do anything. Lu Mingye was pretty rude just now, but he too only dared peek from a distance rather than approach. Senior brother Jiang Chen has scared the living daylights out of him…”

Since Gan Ning was a good storyteller, Jiang Chen left him to his devices.

The first prime and Ziju Min greatly approved of how Jiang Chen had conducted himself.

He’d taken a hardline stance against those from Flora and Polylore because he wasn’t afraid of upsetting them. The more neutral and easy to sway factions’ geniuses, on the other hand, were gently chastised in order to maintain good relations.

“Well done,” Ziju Min praised. “There should be no question about Jiang Chen’s victory then, First Prime.”

If he had nearly half of all the orbs there were, it would be very strange for him to place anywhere else.

It was finally time for the sacred lands’ executives to gather together and determine the scores.

It was obvious that Lu Mingye was really fired up. Enormous pride in success flashed across his eyes. He had it in the bag even before the results were revealed.

From a distance, Gan Ning muttered disdainfully, “That Lu Mingye! He thinks he’s some hotshot because he got a few orbs in the last couple of days. When he finds out about how well our team did, I’d like to see him keep his smile.”

“Heh, unless he has every remaining orb, he’s not going to win.” Wu You was confident about Lu Mingye’s failure.

The Flora genius was skilled. Perhaps he’d done a lot in the final few days. However, he had robbed everyone who was weaker than him at most. The geniuses that were his equals or betters would have a fair few orbs themselves.

“All of the teams should be ready by now. Submit your orbs according to the designated order. Remember, this concerns your competition results as well as being important in the future. Please hold on to the orbs you really have rather than attempting petty trickery.”

Jiang Chen and his teammates lined up to wait their turn.

Many inquired at Gan Ning’s irrepressible smile. “Hey, Gan Ning, you look rather happy. Did you do well for yourself?”

Gan Ning loved hearing remarks like that. He had never fared too well among the best geniuses. In fact, he had often been ignored in the past.

The fact that so many people were actively talking to him, some in a deferential manner, was immensely satisfying. He was benefiting from his association with his senior brother, but that didn’t matter.

On the other side, Lu Mingye’s team was lined up as well. His sinister gaze swept Jiang Chen and his two companions like a viper’s. Right now, they were the only ones he felt threatened by.

He didn’t have much time to fill his mind with idle thoughts before it came to his team’s turn to submit their orbs.

Lu Mingye’s team had gathered a tremendous number of orbs. The two junior members had twenty or so each, while Lu Mingye himself took out six times that much. Added together, the entire team had more than a hundred and sixty orbs.

A large number of the other teams were in an uproar over what they’d just witnessed.

No wonder a lot of the teams had come out with a pitiable number of orbs. Two, in fact, had submitted zero altogether. They’d apparently been robbed blind just before exiting.

“Good heavens, this Lu Mingye really is something. His team got a hundred sixty orbs by itself! Surely they’re the champions!”

“I always thought the poison consort was the Flora Sacred Land’s best genius. Perhaps that was a misunderstanding. Lu Mingye is clearly better!”

“He’ll be number one across all ten sacred lands soon, won’t he?”

Lu Mingye had a surprising number of supporters, some of them freshly gathered on the spot.

Lu Mingye’s team had more than five times the average number of orbs. It was a truly shocking revelation.

An imperceptible smile curled at the corner of Gan Ning’s mouth. If Jiang Chen hadn’t instructed him to keep things close to the ground and civil, he would have begun to boast on the spot.

Even so, he was bursting with joy. Lu Mingye’s beaming face only made him all the more excited.

“It’s our turn, senior brother,” he announced delightedly.

The executive judges smiled at Jiang Chen and his teammates as they approached. “Take out your orbs and tell us how many you have. We will record your numbers.”

“I am Gan Ning of the Eternal Sacred Land. I have twenty-eight orbs.” Gan Ning intentionally spoke as loudly as he could muster.

As soon as he said these words, Lu Mingye’s team collectively trembled, whipping around to look at him.
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Champion without a Doubt


Gan Ning had given an intimidatingly large number.

There was an unspoken rule about the reporting process. The least-contributing member reported first, followed by second place. The captain generally had the best result, and so typically went last.

If Gan Ning—the worst-performing one out of the three—had twenty-eight, then…

The number had caught more than Lu Mingye’s attention. The teams after them suddenly stopped whispering among one another, directing their gazes to the front of the line.

Gan Ning’s loudness had captured everyone’s ear, succeeding very well in his objective.

“Good, very good.” After examining Gan Ning’s orbs for authenticity, the judges nodded one after another.

The participating geniuses were even more taken aback. Among these sixty geniuses, Gan Ning was completely unremarkable. He was at most around the lower-middle part of a hypothetical ranking.

However, this unremarkable genius had submitted a whopping twenty-eight orbs! That was more than what entire other teams had gotten!

Many couldn’t believe what they’d just heard. Considering what kind of person Gan Ning was, he didn’t deserve that many orbs at all. Did heaven know what it was doing?

The world of martial dao fanaticized strength.

Gan Ning didn't possess sufficient strength to win others’ adulation. Because he had more orbs than so many who were his betters, these very same people were upset and envious.

“That kid really lucked out in his choice of captain. Wasn’t there a rumor early on that Hu Lei caught him? Jiang Chen had to rescue him. I can’t believe he got so many orbs by himself.”

“What can anyone do about it? Even Poison Consort Shi Qinglu couldn’t beat his team. They’re too strong.”

“What do you mean ‘too strong’? Jiang Chen is their one-man army. I know who this Gan Ning is, he’s average at best. If I were on his team, I wouldn’t possibly do badly, either.”

“I suppose so. Without Jiang Chen, he amounts to nothing whatsoever.”

Gan Ning had placed enough to make anybody jealous, but most believed that Jiang Chen had helped him without question. However, it was a team based exercise in the end.

“Wu You from the Eternal Sacred Land. I have thirty-two orbs,” Wu You reported. Considering his strength and possibility, it was quite normal for him to carry a few more than Gan Ning.

As soon as Wu You revealed his results, everyone around him was astonished. The two geniuses announced so far had sixty orbs between them!

This was remarkably frightful for the audience.

Before Jiang Chen’s team, every other had performed terribly. Only Lu Mingye had shown any competitive ability. But Gan Ning and Wu You’s orb numbers were greater than that of Lu Mingye’s two assistants.

Only one question remained: how many orbs did Jiang Chen have? Did he exceed the number Lu Mingye carried?

The Flora genius’s eyes were trained hatefully on his adversary. He felt a tangible threat from Jiang Chen and his teammates.

“Impossible… impossible…” Lu Mingye repeated in stubborn frustration to himself. “Can this Jiang Chen have over a hundred orbs?”

Jiang Chen didn’t care about how others felt. He stepped up with a smile. “I’m Jiang Chen. I obtained two hundred twenty-six orbs in the trial.”

Two hundred twenty-six?!

No one could believe their ears. How could this be??

“How many did you say??” One of the quicker judges blinked.

Jiang Chen laughed. “Two hundred twenty-six. Please examine them.” He was demure rather than full of it from heady success.

Everyone drew a sharp breath when seeing the orbs strewn all over the place. The incredible number on display far surpassed every member of Lu Mingye and his team.

When Jiang Chen’s whole team was counted up, it had two hundred eighty-six orbs!

In other words, only a contest for the later places waged on. The winner had already been decided. Factoring out team Lu Mingye’s one hundred sixty orbs, there were only more than a hundred remaining at most. Not even two hundred!

Many sighed in exclamation when the results came out. There was a commotion and a storm of whispers.

Lu Mingye’s expression was as black as snake venom. His eyes sparked with hatred. His dreams of winning had been shattered completely.

There was nothing surprising about what came next.

Holy girls Si Tong and Yao Guang didn’t report many orbs. The few that they did have seemed perfunctory.

The most surprising thing of all was that Shi Qinglu submitted exactly zero orbs.

After Jiang Chen’s robbery, she had lost all hope of victory. At the time, it had been painfully obvious that no one could stop him.

The results were finally tallied. Jiang Chen’s team led by a mile, with Lu Mingye’s team trailing behind as a distant second.

Third place was a long way from second as well.

The differences after that weren’t nearly as pronounced, since barely anyone had any orbs at that point.

“Not everyone is able to match up to their own reputation. Young Jiang Chen’s sudden rise has made the competition between the sacred lands’ young people much more interesting. Judging by today’s display, he seems to be a cut above the rest.”

“Haha, congratulations, Daoist Qi. This genius of yours will guarantee you at least ten thousand years of fortune.”

“Eternal’s leadership is as good as in the bag, huh?”

“Daoist Qi, is it possible to yield young Jiang Chen to us here at Void?”

“Haha, we here at Everlasting would pay anything for that privilege.”

Jiang Chen didn't like the comments being made about him. He was a person, not some piece of merchandise. It was ridiculous for anyone to talk about ‘yielding’ him.

Thankfully, the first prime decisively refused. “My friends, your words bring shame to Jiang Chen’s name. He’s a genius that comes along every hundred thousand years. How can you possibly hope to match him with material things? The Eternal Sacred Land is truly blessed with twenty-thousand years of fortune to have him. You can forget about us giving him up!”
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The Second Round of the Grand Competition


Jiang Chen’s team took first place by an undeniable margin.

According to the rules, Jiang Chen would receive an additional fifty points as the team captain, and Wu You and Gan Ning thirty and twenty points respectively.

In addition, every orb counted as a point. Jiang Chen had 226 orbs. When the fifty bonus points were added to it, his score after the first round was a staggering 276 points.

That was vastly more than what the organizers had expected. Never in their wildest dreams had they anticipated that the orbs would be so concentrated. Jiang Chen had acquired more than a third of the total orbs available!

Meanwhile, Lu Mingye had gotten more than a hundred himself. With the bonus for the captain of the second-place team ranked, Lu Mingye’s total score was 150, which put him at second place in individual ranking.

But his score was only roughly half of Jiang Chen’s.

The rest of the contestants were much more clustered together. The black horses were Wu You and Gan Ning. They weren’t one of the best geniuses by far, but their score was among the top.

The first round ended with Jiang Chen possessing an absolute advantage and overwhelming lead.

Those who considered Jiang Chen their main competition were vastly behind him in points. Most incredulously, Shi Qinglu, the mysterious genius every youth idolized, ended the first round with an eye-poppingly poor performance.

Nevertheless, it was only the first round. Nothing more than a warm-up, so to speak.

The next round began without giving the candidates any time to rest. The main part of the grand competition was to commence.

“Sandplain Island has always been the most highly restricted location under the ten sacred lands’ rule. Around Sandplain are ten forbidden islands. The second part of the grand competition will be held on the ten islands.

“There is a mission on every island. Completing the mission on the first island gives you ten points. The second island gives you twenty. The third island gives you thirty. Following that pattern, the tenth island gives you a hundred points. The points will accumulate. In other words, if you complete the missions on all ten islands, you’ll get five hundred and fifty points in total.

“This is a test of individual strength. We again offer additional rewards for the top three contestants. First place nets an additional hundred points. Second place gains fifty. Third place receives twenty.

“The sum of your points from the two rounds of the competition is your total score, which will determine your ranking.”

The second round gave many more points in comparison. Those who hadn’t done well during the first round perked up. This was their opportunity to turn the tide!

If they stood out in the second round, they could make up for their low score from the first.

“What if many geniuses pass the trials of all ten islands?” someone asked. “How will the ranking be decided then?”

“Simple enough. If more than one contestant passes the same number of islands, they’ll be ranked according to the time it takes them to complete the missions.”

No one had any objections to the ranking method. Lu Mingye was itching to spring into action. His goal had been to nab first place in the first round, but that damned Jiang Chen had overtaken him instead! Thankfully, he had a very good chance of coming back in the second round as long as he did well.

Personal strength was all that mattered in this part of the competition. It was no longer about teamwork, which would pose a challenge to Wu You and Gan Ning.

Gan Ning, especially, would have a difficult time. Nonetheless, he wasn’t too concerned. He knew he was one of the weakest among the sixty geniuses. He didn’t have anything to lose even if he did terribly in the next round.

“Alright, make your preparations, candidates. Tomorrow morning will be the start of the second round. You’ll enter the first island at different times and locations. Remember, every island has a time limit. If you fail to complete the mission within the time limit, it counts as a failure and your elimination. You’ll all be given a jade slip for keeping time, which will also display the mission on every island.”

After an explanation of the rules, some geniuses were excited, while others had a grave look on their face. Many of them still wanted to win.

Jiang Chen wasn’t too concerned. Even if he hadn’t done that well in the first part of the competition, it wouldn’t have affected his mindset at all.

“All of you, look sharp!” encouraged Ziju Min. “We aren’t demanding you to get a good score, but at least do your best. Show us your true ability.”

In contrast, the first prime turned to Jiang Chen expectantly. “This seat has high hopes for you. You must take the crown. Don’t let anyone from Flora win.”

Jiang Chen smiled. “I’ll try my best.”

That reassured the first prime. She believed not even the two top geniuses of Flora would be able to threaten Jiang Chen, given his superior abilities.

Obviously, Lu Mingye didn’t agree yet. He was wholeheartedly focused on winning and using this opportunity to rise up in the world. This would have an incalculable effect on his future.

It’d be so perfect if he could defeat Jiang Chen and rise to the top.

The next morning, all the geniuses were ready to face the second round in their best condition.

They each received a jade slip; Jiang Chen considered his curiously.

“Ready yourselves! You’re entering the first forbidden island. Now, a word of advice. The islands are dangerous and each is more dangerous than the previous. Take on the challenges at your own discretion.”

In other words, they might get hurt, or even worse.

Jiang Chen smiled. He didn’t ignore the warning, but he wasn’t going to overthink it. There was a confidence in his calm composure.

He was soon deployed to the first forbidden island — the Island of Fog, according to the jade slip.

As the name suggested, the island was enveloped in thick, boundless fog. Jiang Chen was to find the Door of Silver Chains. Once he did, he’d have completed the first challenge.
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The Gray Wolves' Alpha


The first mission was simple enough. The key challenge of the island was the fog. It obscured one’s view and clouded their judgement. Reaction times would also be longer when danger struck.

Thankfully, none of these were a problem to Jiang Chen.

His senses had been perfected through training. His God’s Eye could see in the night as clearly as he could in the day. He focused his God’s Eye and expanded his consciousness to the utmost, looking for the Door of Silver Chains.

The door should be hidden somewhere obscure, or it wouldn’t be picked as the mission of the first forbidden island.

Jiang Chen didn’t utilize the Goldbiter Rats. Neither did he ask for help from the Vermilion Bird or Long Xiaoxuan. He wanted to find the door on his own.

He had a clear advantage in this aspect. His sight and consciousness were several times more sensitive than the other cultivators’.

He spotted a silver glow after roughly an hour. It was too faint to be clearly visible in the fog, but with the God’s Eye, he tracked the flash of silver without trouble.

“Judging from its name, the Door of Silver Chains must reflect silver light.”

Jiang Chen decided to check it out. Even if it wasn’t the door, it’d be at least worth his attention.

With Kunpeng Meteoric Escape, he moved toward the silver glow at great speed.

As he flew, creatures such as goshawks and eagles attempted to attack him, but were all swatted away by a swift wave of his hand. Creatures at their level wouldn’t survive a simple slap from him.

He soon reached his destination.

The rays of silver light were obvious from a distance, connecting the two sides of the valley like bridges. The silver lines zigzagged and seemed to form rows of teeth, appearing quite eerie.

Jiang Chen considered the door from a distance and wasn’t in a rush to enter it. After a pause, he smiled with comprehension. The door had some sort of restriction around it.

Without further ado, he made for the door.

Activated by his attempted entrance, two rows of silver light gnashed down like teeth. The frequency of the bites was astounding.

However, Jiang Chen was even faster. Without breaking a sweat, he seized an opening and entered the door.

This first mission was easier than expected. Granted, it was just the first island. It made sense that it wouldn’t be too challenging.

As soon as he passed through the door, the jade slip displayed the symbol of success. He’d conquered the first island and received ten points.

Past the door was a bridge. A blinding light swallowed him and carried him away.

Moments later, he was teleported to another bridge. The jade slip informed him that he’d entered the second island. The mission was also imparted as well.

“Pass through the Valley of Grey Wolves and acquired three hairs from the alpha wolf?” Jiang Chen wasn’t sure how to react. The mission was rather ridiculous.

Three hours was the time allotted. If he failed to complete the mission by then, that would be a failure to pass the second island.

The countdown started the moment he set foot on the island.

“Damn, I don’t have a lot of time. Six hours!” Jiang Chen smiled wryly. “That alpha is in for a world of pain. Everyone is looking to yank its fur! That’ll hurt.”

He pitied the alpha wolf, but not for long.

He quickly found the Valley of Grey Wolves and discovered a mind-boggling number of wolves occupying the place. A regular person would’ve shuddered at the sight. The valley was absolutely overrun with wolves.

“It’s not going to be that easy to identify the alpha.” Jiang Chen occupied high ground and cast his God Eye’s into the distance, observing the wolf pack.

Every wolf pack had an alpha. The alpha might be better hidden since this pack was particularly large, but it must be somewhere. He focused his gaze and scanned the valley.

He could feel within his consciousness an enormous wolf suddenly looking about coldly, giving voice to desolate howl into the sky. All of the other grey wolves followed suit.

Jiang Chen took a careful look and realized that the giant wolf was coming his way, which meant that he’d been exposed.

He paused. He hadn’t put in that much effort in keeping himself hidden, which was why the wolf had spotted him so easily.

He took a good look at the giant wolf. There were seven white spots on its grey coat. Each was the size of a human fist. They formed an orderly pattern like they’d been carefully painted on the canvas of the wolf’s body.

The alpha wolf howled, sending several hundred of grey wolves charging at Jiang Chen in frenzy. He sniffed and roared back with a dragon howl. In a flash, he rushed toward the wolf pack rather than retreat.

In fact, Jiang Chen had exposed himself on purpose. The wolf that had detected him first and given the order must be the alpha.

The Eternal genius was fast, much faster than even the wolves. He’d made his way through the pack with a dazzling flash of an eye.

Traumatic memories surfaced in the alpha’s mind when it saw Jiang Chen flying its way.

It had to flee!

Crooning with a bizarre whine, the wolves surrounding it threw themselves at Jiang Chen like they’d gone mad. It was obvious that the alpha recognized Jiang Chen as a threat.

The young human’s speed and power made it fear for its life when it realized how formidable the human was.
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Unstoppable Momentum


The grey wolf alpha was able to use its pack to its advantage. Jiang Chen’s breakneck charge tipped it off to the fact that something was very wrong. It commanded its underlings to continually ram themselves against the human interloper, like a chain of a dozen or more meaty cannonballs.

Jiang Chen braced himself. The alpha was clearly feeling cornered to resort to desperate tactics. His speed gave him an incredible advantage over the wolves, allowing him to zigzag left and right rapidly to dodge all the wolves.

The alpha was astonished at the human’s approach. It tried everything it could, but the human was not to be deterred.

With slight acceleration, Jiang Chen leapt onto the alpha’s back.

The alpha roared, bristling and shaking in order to get rid of its undesirable rider. It tried to turn its head in order to turn its maw upon Jiang Chen.

Alas, none of these things actually had much effect.

Jiang Chen delivered a light smack against the wolf’s forehead. The wolf alpha felt its head spin. In a daze, it was no longer able to mount an effective resistance.

The young man on its back plucked three hairs in order to complete his task, which his jade slip immediately reflected.

Stroking the hairs, Jiang Chen chuckled, then landed outside the valley in a bolt of lightning. He had been incredibly fast on the second island, to the degree that he himself was a bit embarrassed about it.

The other competing geniuses were still stuck in the first island’s mists. Meanwhile, he neared the third.

Since copies of the jade slips lay with the judges, his progress was witnessed in real time. That a genius could pass through two islands so quickly was almost unheard of, but the slips’ anonymity prevented the judges from knowing exactly who it was.

The judges traded confused looks. Some wondered whether the slip itself was having issues. This genius was doing a bit too well, wasn’t he?

“Two islands in two hours? Which faction do they belong to?”

“I wonder who it is?”

Before the answer was revealed, several of the sacred lands hoped that they belonged to them.

The Eternal Sacred Land’s first prime was no different. Her intuition told her that this high-performing genius was probably Jiang Chen.

She didn’t have many expectations for the others. The Five Great Gentlemen were known to be quite mediocre. Sui Chen was middling at best, and the others were worse than him. It was unrealistic to think they’d do particularly well.

Right now, Eternal only had Jiang Chen to rely on.

“Haha, Daoist Qi, what are you thinking about? Are you perhaps wondering if this leading genius is Jiang Chen from your sacred land?” Someone intentionally posed this question in a loud voice.

The first prime didn’t deny it. “According to what I know of him, perhaps he is.”

“Impossible! I think it is Lu Mingye from the Flora Sacred Land.”

“No, the Poison Consort seems more likely.”

“Why can’t it be our very own Hu Lei?”

“I have faith that the genius hails from Void.”

Each speaker was more thick-skinned than the previous. None of them shied away from boasting about their own.

Ziju Min smiled coolly. “I guarantee that genius is Jiang Chen,” he said with some certainty. “If you don’t believe me, we can bet on it.”

“What are we betting on?” a dissenter piped up.

“Anything you like,” Ziju Min shot back instantly.

His confidence cowed the person who’d disagreed with him. He had stated that it wasn’t Jiang Chen purely out of envy and dislike for the youth.

Ziju Min’s conviction in light of that was tremendously damaging to the others’ assurance, especially given that a strong performance from Jiang Chen was the most likely outcome.

Heated discussions grew among the judges and their audience about exactly who the mystery genius was. Many tried to use examples of their own’s past exploits. However, the commentary from the peanut gallery was self-gratifying at best.

“Elder Ziju,” transmitted the first prime, “are you really so sure it’s Jiang Chen who’s doing so well?”

“It has to be him.” Ziju Min laughed. “Shouldn’t you know him by now, First Prime? Who else could the first place be? Jiang Chen was born to win anything he participates in.”

Meanwhile, the genius of the hour broke through each trial with impossible speed.

The third, fourth, then fifth…

He completely indulged himself in the joy of success. True, there was a point of difficulty with every trial, but none posed a serious problem for him.

The first few trials especially were almost trivial. Jiang Chen’s knowledge and experience surpassed all of his peers in every way. He utterly crushed the first five trials.

Not so for the other cultivators. Several who lacked sufficient talent or ability were eliminated quickly.

The unluckiest among them failed in the second trial, but there were several for the third, fourth, and fifth trials as well, and in increasing numbers.

While the other geniuses were busy with the first few, Jiang Chen was already past the sixth and onto the seventh. The seventh island was quite different from the ones before.

Built like a veritable maze, it was filled with misdirection and confusion. Anyone caught unawares would never be able to find the exit in the limitless labyrinth.

Jiang Chen was quite familiar with ensnaring formations like these, yet the seventh island was remarkable in that its formation incorporated the terrain.

Solving the puzzle was no problem though. After checking a few calculations in the sand, Jiang Chen found some clues as to its operation.

Once he had a place to start, the maze practically became his playground.
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Volcano Giants


After calculating where the gate of life was within the formation, Jiang Chen found the desired exit moments later.

Since experiencing the formation, he thoroughly respected the cultivator who’d set it up. If he hadn’t been an expert in the field, he would’ve had a much harder time here.

“I think this seventh trial will eliminate a majority of the candidates. Most people will need quite a bit of luck to pass through.”

It wasn’t a stretch for him to assume that Eternal’s Five Gentlemen would all fail here. After all, there was a time limit of fourteen hours to navigate the maze. Not a lot of time to mess around with, honestly.

When Jiang Chen had just broken through the seventh trial, Lu Mingye was doing the same with the fifth. Excitement was apparent upon his face; he wanted to roar to release some of his pent-up energy.

He felt that he’d done everything as perfectly as his abilities would allow. No time had been wasted, as far as he knew. His perfect performance surely meant that Jiang Chen was far behind him!

“Hmph. I got to the sixth trial really fast. Jiang Chen must still be dawdling around the third or fourth!” Lu Mingye was absolutely convinced of his superiority. The fact that he had no evidence that this was the case didn’t bother him.

Jiang Chen wasn’t interested in whatever the other geniuses might be thinking. Having set foot on the eighth island, he was only three trials from completing the gauntlet.

In other words, he was at the hardest segment.

The mission here wasn’t easy. Surprisingly, the eighth island was a volcanic one.

Jiang Chen’s job was to get past the guardian of the island. The only exit off the island required taking a walk through the guardian’s den. He had to get past the guardian by fair means or foul. Specifically, a volcano giant.

It was a creature that had formed from long term exposure to the land’s essence all around it. Though it was of questionable intelligence, its birthright and homefield advantage granted it tremendous destructive power. Jiang Chen dared not underestimate it.

However, he immediately remembered that he had Vermilion Bird bloodline in his veins. Moreover, the bird itself was with him. Wasn’t this volcanic island just as cozy for the sacred fowl as for the native guardian?

Jiang Chen summoned his feathered friend immediately. After he explained the situation, the Vermilion Bird burst out laughing.

“Young master Chen, volcano giants aren’t too remarkable aside from their size. Their scorching flames may irritate you during a fight, but my bloodline will guard you against their attacks.”

Jiang Chen was greatly relieved by the Vermilion Bird’s aid.

He reached the volcano’s core in only a moment or two. Magma spewed along the cavern’s winding path, as if countless beasts were trapped below the blazing liquid.

Jiang Chen was entirely at ease. The roiling lava alone was a test of most cultivators’ concentration and consciousnesses, but he was provided immunity to the heat thanks to his tempered body and sacred beast bloodline.

The exact location of the giant was much more interesting to him. Where is the exit?

He found out very shortly.

A resounding roar of fury echoed through the subterranean hollow. The stony walls began to shake.

Uooooh, uooooh!

Plumes of lava gushed out of the vents all around, shooting aggressively towards Jiang Chen. The young man smiled. A flash of gold called forth his tempered body, isolating the lava and rocks from flesh.

Still, though he wasn’t hurt by the boiling temperatures of the molten rock, Jiang Chen was pushed into a corner by the sheer force of the flows.

The ground of the cave began to crumble and fissure. A huge creature was rearing its head!

Its unfurling body was a rough humanoid in shape, but it was at least several dozen times larger than a normal man.

Standing, it occupied almost all of the available room in the cave; in fact, the ceiling was forcibly heightened to accommodate its stature.

Perhaps the oddest part about the giant was its magmatic armor. It was clad in chunks of black basalt, joined together by veins of sluggish red. It swept its enormous arm horizontally toward Jiang Chen.

Within this cave, it was extremely difficult to dodge anywhere, given the extreme lack of space. Jiang Chen could only duck to avoid the attack just in time. He was hardly excited about the work ahead.

The volcano giant was the opposite of a pushover. Asking the Vermilion Bird for help was the only thing that could ensure him an instant victory.

However, he didn’t want to rely on the bird’s aid. Instead, he wanted to see how strong the giant was for himself.

Jiang Chen began to maneuver around and against the giant.

The volcano giant was absolutely enormous, which meant even its smallest movements packed an incredible punch.

For a time, the Eternal genius traded blows with the giant with great enthusiasm.

The methods of attack he typically employed against more ordinary opponents would have a hard time scratching the giant at all. Therefore, he mainly used magnetic storms to hamper his enemy and suspended runes to restrict its movements. The Taiji Pisces Swords were his weapons of choice, since they were the strongest weapons he had in his collection.

Though suspended runes were inferior to formations in some ways, their speed of deployment made them much more practical. Their power was not to be underestimated, and they caused the giant a considerable amount of annoyance.

The volcano giant could do little more than smash and pound. Sometimes, it mixed things up by trying to burn the human to a crisp.

Unfortunately, Jiang Chen’s body was too tough to be injured via these methods.
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Scouring Astral Wind


Trading moves with the volcano giant was immensely pleasurable for Jiang Chen. The only downside was that the arena they fought in was far too beneficial for his enemy.

Without the plethora of methods and abilities at his disposal as well as the Vermilion Bird bloodline, Jiang Chen found it rather likely he would’ve suffered a minor defeat here.

The point of his fighting now was to train himself. At the end of the day, actually fighting the volcano giant was hardly a necessity.

A more intelligent approach was just as viable as brute force. His task was to clear the giant’s den and find the exit on its far side. Any astute cultivator would recognize the semantics of the mission here.

In fact, brute force was probably the stupidest choice.

Jiang Chen had only chosen it because he wanted to borrow the giant’s strength to test his own. Plus, it was a wonderful opportunity to gain practical combat experience.

After a while, he’d really gotten into the swing of fighting. A series of continual punches from the giant were blocked by conjuring suspended runes alone.

The volcano giant wasn’t smart, but it had become aware that the human cultivator was the one who had the edge.

With a few more clashes, Jiang Chen picked up the giant’s style and weaknesses. His enemy defended its waist and torso rather poorly.

He immediately took advantage of this, aiming every attack he launched toward that direction. As expected, the volcano giant became rather panicked in its attempt to guard itself.

Seizing this opportunity, Jiang Chen hurtled toward the middle of the giant’s frame in a bolt of light.

The volcano giant scarcely had time to react with an instinctive grab. Failing to nab the pesky human, it tried to lumber after him in pursuit.

However, the young man was immeasurably faster than an ungainly giant at full throttle.

He found the eighth trial’s exit not long after. When the light engulfed and left him, the scenery changed again.

“Was that it?” Jiang Chen found it hard to believe himself. Of course, the jade slip’s confirmation answered his question.

“What the hell? With how hard that trial was, how many among the sixty can actually get past?” Though initially angry after his success, he calmed down quickly. It made sense; why shouldn’t the final three trials be harder than the rest?

It certainly didn’t make sense for them to be easy!

There was a wave of clamoring outside.

“Good heavens, he passed the eighth trial! How long did he even take? Whose genius could this possibly be?” Every witness felt his heart itch.

The second-place genius had only just entered the seventh trial, without any hint of being able to pass it. At the rate he was going, first place was going to pass all ten!

More than half of the geniuses had already been forced out. Not many geniuses had successfully made it to the sixth trial, and even fewer reached the seventh.

Only Jiang Chen was far ahead of the rest of the pack. His progress attracted the judges’ collective eye.

A new wave of guesses erupted around his identity. By now, there was a noticeable bias toward Jiang Chen, but still a few supporters of Lu Mingye, the Poison Consort, or even other geniuses.

After all, he’d been first place in the previous round. The reputation he’d gained over the past few years had only added fuel to the fire.

The timer for the ninth trial had already begun.

As soon as he entered the ninth island, Jiang Chen felt a surge of killing intent everywhere. The island was Lifeless by name, signifying that death awaited all who entered.

Understandably, the trial was more threatening than the volcano giant. Jiang Chen focused a hundred and twenty percent of his attention on sensing the environment around him.

The trees and branches turned to weapons and blades as he walked by, striking at him from every direction. The attack would’ve put any unwary cultivator at a disadvantage.

After barely guarding against the weapons, Jiang Chen felt the earth below his feet tremble. The dirt under his soles suddenly turned to quicksand, consuming him with alarming rapidity.

Jiang Chen felt a weight upon his heart. He knew this was what the ninth trial involved; there was danger with every step he took. Only an unbroken concentration could provide him with a small chance to triumph.

The quicksand didn’t hamper him much. He jumped, then glided, breaking free from the engulfing influence of the quicksand.

He knew that softened ground alone didn’t pose much of a threat to most cultivators. It was the combination of a number of somewhat dangerous details that made the environment fraught with risk.

It was impossible to know where the next challenge would come from next, since deadly threats could be found around every turn.

Suddenly, a gust of strange wind rushed at him. Jiang Chen’s consciousness shifted; the flurry of air put his heart on alert.

He veered to the side as swiftly as he could to avoid being pulled in. The gust blew past him in a whoosh, slicing everything caught in its path cleanly in two. Some things were entirely diced to smithereens.

If Jiang Chen had been seized by the strange wind, he would’ve had a very bad time of it.

“This is… Scouring Astral Wind!” Jiang Chen recognized the phenomenon. This type of astral wind typically came about as a result of special terrain.

Any flesh swept in it would be scoured away completely, leaving only the bone beneath. Quick reflexes were required to avoid the wind. A predictive eye was the only way to live past an encounter with it.

Agility was just as important, since one’s body had to match the speed of his mind.

Jiang Chen had discovered the onslaught of the wind because of his keen consciousness. Otherwise, even the strongest cultivators could be caught unawares by it.

The young man approached the trial with as much focus as he could muster.

If I’m having such a hard time, the others will need a special treasure of some sort to protect their lives. Otherwise, they’ll surely die in this trial!
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Shocking the Executives


Jiang Chen was no stranger to the Scouring Astral Wind. He knew it as a devastating storm from his past life. The most dangerous place to be was the eye of the storm. On the fringes, one could survive as long as they moved as fast as the wind.

Jiang Chen considered the storm before him. It was powerful, but not as powerful as it could be. This astral wind was still in its infancy.

It was enough to threaten average empyrean cultivators, but not advanced empyrean cultivators with above average agility and consciousness.

Very few of the young contestants had reached advanced empyrean. Seventh-level empyrean was the highest bar. Therefore, even the best among the young geniuses might not be able to weather the storm.

Jiang Chen was in no hurry. He concentrated on observing the astral wind. There wasn’t a clear pattern to its ebbs and flows, but there were some general rules one could deduce.

“The Scouring Astral Wind emerges depending on terrain and geological features. To avoid the wind, one must study the terrain first and identify a pattern.”

Thanks to his deep understanding of the astral wind, he knew what to do after spending some time observing it. His form flickered when his mind was made up. “Time to go. Scouring Astral Wind at this level is no threat to me!”

As the thought struck him, another gust of wind swept toward him. He shot to his right like lightning to dodge it. He then whipped to the left in a flash.

He leapt and zigzagged his way through the storm. The astral winds came at him relentlessly from all corners, but he foresaw them all and evaded in the nick of time.

He fell into a rhythm. With easy grace, he made his way to the other side. No matter how the storm changed in frequency and pattern, he remained untouched.
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Senior executives of the ten sacred lands had gathered together outside the Sandplain Island. Most of the sixty candidates had been eliminated. Only less than ten were still persevering.

Eternal’s Five Great Gentlemen had all been kicked from the game. Both Wu You and Gan Ning were now merely spectators.

To the sacred land’s delight, Jiang Chen was still on one of the islands, which meant he’d be at least among the top ten.

“Someone’s entered the ninth forbidden island already. Who the hell is it?? The others are still on the seventh island… Ah, two of them just entered the eighth. But this mysterious genius has entered the ninth and is still going strong!”

“It must be Jiang Chen from Eternal!”

“My guess is Poison Consort Shi Qinglu!”

“Why can’t it be senior brother Lu Mingye?”

“Don’t forget about the golden hairpins Holy Girl Si Tong and Yu Ling. They’re among the top geniuses as well.”

“Hmph, none of them can compare to Jiang Chen. I hear he’s a god incarnate. He’s destined for greatness.”

“Tsk, suck up to Eternal all you want! Jiang Chen isn’t even a Myriad Abyss native. Apparently, he’s from the human domain. We all know how much that domain is lagging behind.”

“I don’t want to waste time arguing with you. Throw down with a bet if you have the balls to!”

“Why not? I’m not scared of you!”

The young disciples were crude and straightforward when they spoke. They each had a favored candidate they thought would win the competition.

In general though, most of them were neutral. Objectively speaking, many believed Jiang Chen was most likely the one who had reached the ninth island.

He’d dominated the first part of the competition, and there were quite a lot of rumors about him to begin with.

His reputation exceeded that of any other youth. The more reasonable minds believed he shouldn’t be considered a simple young genius. Even when compared to the senior executives in the sacred lands, Jiang Chen could hold his own against many of them.

He’d been progressing at a ridiculous speed.

Eternal’s first prime was sure that Jiang Chen must be the leading candidate, but she couldn’t help but be a little concerned.

What if it wasn’t Jiang Chen?

She tried her best to tamp down her excitement and joy, putting up a calm and collected front. It’d be embarrassing if she got excited too early and ended up being proven wrong.

On the other hand, Ziju Min had never once entertained the possibility that Jiang Chen would lose to another youth.

“Wu You, Gan Ning, who do you think the contestant on the ninth island is?” he asked with a smile.

Without blinking, Gan Ning responded, “Senior brother Jiang Chen, of course.”

Wu You chuckled. “It has to be senior brother Jiang Chen. We’ve spent quite some time with him. We know his strength and techniques better than most people here. We know very well that no other young geniuses have the right to rival him. He’s standing above us all, and the gap is great.”

Sui Chen felt as if he’d been stabbed in the heart. His face turned dark and rigid. He didn’t agree with Wu You’s unbridled praises.

Wei Yong had lost all respect for Sui Chen. He echoed Wu You’s sentiment. “Very few can impress Holy Girl Si Tong and Yao Guang. Senior brother Jiang Chen is the only one in the younger generation who’s achieved that feat.”

That was a jab at Sui Chen, who had tried to strike up a conversation with the holy girls and ended up captured.

Jiang Chen, on the contrary, not only convinced the holy girls to release Sui Chen, but also won their approval. The two men were night and day.

Their debate was interrupted by an excited exclamation. “Look! Someone’s passed the ninth island and entered the tenth!”

That bomb rippled through the crowd and caught everyone’s attention. The crowd erupted into chatter.

The senior executives of the ten sacred lands had considered it impossible to complete the ninth mission. That was their designated endpoint.

However, someone had proved them wrong!
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Legends of the Tenth Forbidden Island


Something incredible had just happened. Someone really had passed the ninth trial!

All of the executives shot to their feet in the same instant, amazement writ plain in their eyes. They were thoroughly astounded by what they’d seen.

“Who could that possibly be? What a prodigious genius!” The same thought flickered through everyone’s minds. The unknown young person’s exploits were worthy of uniform admiration.

Whoever this was had far exceeded all expectations. None of the executives seated here had been capable of such a thing in their own youths, not even one!

The genius who’d passed the ninth trial had demonstrated talent superior to every high-ranking member of the sacred lands here.

“Congratulations in advance, Daoist Qi. The future of the Eternal Sacred Land is bright indeed. We’re all very envious!” someone remarked merrily to Eternal’s first prime.

The prime was uncharacteristically humble. “We don’t know whose genius it is yet,” she replied hurriedly. “It might not be someone from Eternal.”

“Haha, I have no doubt it is young Jiang Chen. We all know what the other geniuses are capable of. None of them could possibly hope to do this.”

“You’re right. Even the best disciples of the sacred lands have defined limits. We all have a good estimate of what they’re capable of. Jiang Chen is the only exception—because he’s popped up so quickly, we don’t know the full extent of his abilities yet.”

“Many congratulations, Daoist Qi. An excellent young man like him is hard to find. However, I do hear he is a native of the human domain rather than Eternal proper. I’m a little worried whether his loyalties will remain with Myriad Abyss?”

The first prime didn’t take the compliments with much seriousness. They were merely words of courtesy.

It was impossible to know the motives of the speakers behind them. The most pleasant of commendations could very well hide a consuming jealousy and burning desire for Eternal to fail. She remained firmly down to earth.

“My friends, you think too much. There are still almost ten geniuses left, and any one of them could’ve just passed the ninth trial. Jiang Chen is only one of them. I see you know his origins by now, but I know him well enough to perceive his strong sense of responsibility. He’s hardly going to be limited to the human domain alone. It’s too small to contain his greatness in any case. He will represent the entirety of Divine Abyss one day—yes, the entire plane!”

Her grandiose prediction was also a warning against the attempted provocations she’d just heard.

Of course, there were others with a different opinion when it came to exactly who was doing so well.

“At the end of the day, Jiang Chen is just a genius from the human domain. His talent is surely limited. In my opinion, Myriad Abyss has plenty of good geniuses of our own. Any of them could have had a breakthrough past their own limits. Isn’t this kind of competition precisely the stage for that?”

“Exactly so. I think that Flora’s Lu Mingye and Shi Qinglu are both wonderful talents.”

“Our arguing right now isn’t of much use. The answer is almost out. Shall we keep our eyes peeled and await the truth? Regardless of the genius’s identity, they are a blessing to Myriad Abyss.”

“Indeed. The ten sacred lands’ alliance is as good as fact. I’m sure this super genius will win a considerable deal of support for his faction.”

“Quite so. A genius like this will be a superb leader one day.”

The first prime was secretly overjoyed. Still, a bit of concern lingered. Yes, the person who’d just reached the tenth trial was very probably Jiang Chen, but what if it wasn’t? It would be a tremendous blow for Eternal. If prevailing public opinion was overturned, the whiplash would be painful in its own way.

“I hope you pull through, Jiang Chen,” the first prime prayed.

The discussion continued. “Don’t the ten restricted islands around Sandplain all have ancient heritages?” someone asked. “The last few are especially mysterious. Does anyone know what the tenth contains?”

“Apparently, the tenth trial is absolutely off limits. Friends, have any of you entered it before?”

“Historically speaking, I don’t think anyone’s come out from it.”

“What??” The first prime felt a sharp pain in her heart. The historic annals did seem to mention such a thing.

Because no one had gotten close to entering the tenth in the last dozen thousand years, this fact had fallen out of memory.

The sudden mention of it reminded the first prime that this was indeed the case. The tenth restricted island was also nicknamed by some to be ‘the Island of Death’.

Only the best of the best had ever been eligible to enter it, but none had ever returned.

Her expression suddenly became very grave. Ziju Min’s smile froze over as well.

He wasn’t privy to the same kind of information the first prime was. “First prime.” He couldn’t resist transmitting. “Is what they say really true?”

The first prime wanted to slap her own face. Why had she forgotten such a vital piece of information? She should have informed Jiang Chen of this well ahead of time!

If one didn’t set foot on the suspended bridge into the tenth island, there wouldn’t be any problems.

However, entrance into the tenth island proper meant that escape was impossible. Someone had compared the passage as the very same bridge as one that led to the netherworld.

The tenth island itself was painted as the physical manifestation of the world of the dead.

This was a significant exaggeration, of course, but the reasoning behind it was understandable. No survivors had ever been recorded so far, over hundreds of millennia of history.

The first prime’s expression caused Ziju Min to pale. So the rumors were true, then.

He started to panic. Jiang Chen was a genius, but even the greatest of geniuses wasn’t guaranteed protection. Could Jiang Chen become the sole exception to the rule by making it out of the tenth island alive?
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The Mystery Is Resolved


Young people were naturally daring and unconventional. Wu You and Gan Ning took it much better than Ziju Min. They weren’t particularly interested in what history had to say, choosing instead to trust their own gut.

“Elder Ziju, historical records are meant to be broken. Hasn’t senior brother Jiang Chen done that countless times? He’s accomplished the impossible every single time.” Wu You mentioned Jiang Chen’s name with immense confidence.

“Exactly. Records are meant to be broken. No matter how scary the tenth island is, it’s just a trial in the end. The senior brother has passed the eighth and ninth without problems, so the tenth should be a piece of cake too. I have a feeling that he’ll come out of the trial completely successful!”

The two youths’ assurance was infectious. Ziju Min couldn’t help but begin to agree. Yes, if young people could trust each other so implicitly, why couldn’t he? Wasn’t he a venerated elder?

“First Prime, Wu You and Gan Ning make good points. Doing the impossible has become Jiang Chen’s signature. He has infinite potential to do whatever he sets his mind to!”

The look in the first prime’s eyes became conflicted. Her tone was filled with regret and self-blame. “It might be different this time. I was careless…”

The other sacred lands’ executives saw Eternal’s first prime grimace. They realized that the topic was likely a painful one for her.

Some fell silent, but others added insult to injury. “I hear that the tenth island is as good as hell on earth. There’s only death to be found there. I wonder if that’s true? After all, no one’s even been to that island in the last ten thousand years. Perhaps this genius will serve as the touchstone to this rumor?”

“If the rumors are true, it would be a great shame. No matter which faction the genius is from, Myriad Abyss Island aches at their loss.”

“Indeed. To lose a genius capable of passing through the ninth trial is a real tragedy.”

The first prime felt her anxiety intensify. She wouldn’t be able to answer to the venerated forefather if Jiang Chen died here. She didn’t know how angry he’d be once he arrived.

Two more geniuses were eliminated from the trials at this time. They had failed at the eighth island.

The hours wasted away as more and more made their respective exits. Only four remained now.

Two were from the Flora Sacred Land. Lu Mingye, and Shi Qinglu. One was Sunrise’s Holy Girl Si Tong. Of course, the last was Eternal’s Jiang Chen.

These were generally considered the strongest of their generation. Jiang Chen was easily the most popular. The prevailing opinion began to turn to him being the one who’d entered the tenth island.

The air became increasingly tense. The sacred lands whose geniuses were eliminated were a little upset, but also thankful. At least their geniuses had come back alive!

Two hours later, one more was ejected. It was Lu Mingye this time!

Tired, harried, and with frustration plain on his face, Lu Mingye’s first action was to ask the judges whether he was the last to exit.

When he heard that three more yet remained, he felt a heavy blow upon his chest. He was furious that he had been forced out due to a lapse in focus.

The truth was much worse than he’d hoped. Three geniuses had proven to be superior to him!

Their names only brought further shadows to his face. As he expected, it was the opponents he was most wary of. However, Shi Qinglu and Si Tong had done far worse in the first round than him.

If these two were eliminated by the eighth trial as well, their final scores for this segment wouldn’t be too far apart. Their rewards might be different, but he would be in the overall lead still.

But that Jiang Chen…

Lu Mingye gnashed his teeth at the thought of the Eternal genius. How could that kid still be inside? What gave him the right to walk all over Lu Mingye??

He absolutely couldn’t stand it. Jealousy consumed his soul like a viper.

However, he quickly heard that one of the geniuses had entered the tenth restricted island. At first, his head spun in a daze, but the circulating rumor that no other genius in history had come out alive relieved him.

Lu Mingye almost wanted to throw his head back and crow. Heaven was smiling upon him!

He knew better than anyone that the only genius capable of reaching the tenth island had to be Jiang Chen.

It couldn’t be Si Tong or Shi Qinglu, because their strengths were comparable to his.

The difference between Jiang Chen and himself was large enough to despair over. He was immensely grateful that such a dreadful truth existed in the first place.

Schadenfreude filled his heart. “Good, good! I hope he never comes back out. He deserves to die for being so far above everyone else. He doesn’t know when to keep a low profile. Heaven itself is against him! I’d like to see him struggle now!”

Lu Mingye hadn’t actually lost at Jiang Chen’s hands, but deep down, he hated the Eternal genius far more than Shi Qinglu did.

Shi Qinglu respected Jiang Chen to a certain degree after her loss.

Though Lu Mingye hadn’t fought with Jiang Chen, he had been scared into hiding from the other. This was a perpetual black mark upon his record.

The only way he could ignore it would be if Jiang Chen died here.

After six hours passed, Si Tong and Shi Qinglu re-emerged as well. They were unable to pass through the Scouring Astral Wind, and thus eliminated.

Now, everything was clear. Jiang Chen was the only one who remained within.

It was just as everyone had guessed earlier. He really was the genius at the forefront! His incredible genius was the envy of all. Perhaps heaven envied him as well?

The first prime was ghastly pale. She was a little panicked now.

“Since no one has come out from the tenth island in history, this round is over, right?” someone spoke up.

“Yes, it’s over. Let’s tally the results. Sigh!”

The first prime immediately found an outlet for her anger. “Who said it’s over? Nothing is over before the time limit is up!”
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The Tenth Forbidden Island


The first prime was fully incensed. She knew that Jiang Chen had to be the one on the tenth island right now and how much trouble he was in.

However, the allotted time was far from being up yet. It was tremendously insulting to the Eternal Sacred Land to tally results right now, and she wasn’t going to stand for it.

In truth, the person who’d made the suggestion had only done so to provoke her.

Though it was nearly consensus that Jiang Chen wouldn’t be able to come back out, they still had to follow the rules. On the off chance that he did happen to return, they would be in a very awkward spot without doing so.

Thus, keeping up appearances was fully necessary, regardless of the unbroken curse upon the tenth island.

The factions on good terms with Eternal came over to comfort the first prime.

Puresmoke of the Martial Sacred Land offered her own perspective. “Daoist Qi, I perceive that Jiang Chen is favored by fortune. There are no omens of ill in his visage. We can take the rumor and history into consideration, but it’s not all conclusive. A genius like Jiang Chen is surely different from all the others. I’m certain he will evade every danger.”

The Martial Sacred Land was indebted to Jiang Chen, and Puresmoke herself rather admired the youth. If he hadn’t settled down with Huang’er long ago, she would’ve tried to get him and her disciple Yu Ling together.

The first prime struggled to smile. “I hope you’re right, my friend. If he gets out of this one, nothing can stump him.”

“The best geniuses always endure hardships that the mundane are exempt from. They are honed and strengthened through every trial, until they finally attain the pinnacle of achievement.”
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Jiang Chen had no idea that the outside world was abuzz over his progress. He didn’t know he was supposed to be dead. In fact, he was positively clueless as to what he was supposed to do here.

The jade slip didn’t assign him a task for the tenth trial. Was there not one?

“This is strange. Is my job to just last the allotted time and survive?” he pondered.

As soon as he arrived, he felt a marked difference between this tenth island and all nine of the ones before.

Jiang Chen noticed no sense of danger here. There was an odd peacefulness and calm. The sparse plant life barely managed to hide much of anything.

The island itself didn’t look very big either. It was enshrouded in a faint sea mist, but that was nothing harmful.

“What mystery does this island hold?” Jiang Chen couldn’t understand. His consciousness detected no signs of life whatsoever all around him.

The occasional buzzing of insects aside, not a peep could be heard.

“Is this island unsuitable to life? From the looks of the sparse trees and grass, I guess that might be the case.”

Perplexed, Jiang Chen began to explore a bit more. The barren earth contained potent spirit energy, which didn’t quite match with the facts. There was a lot to think about.

He stayed put and slowly climbed the slope he stood upon. The incline was very gentle.

His conclusion was no different at the top. Nothing around here concealed a shred of danger.

Had the organizers chosen the wrong place? Was this not the place for the tenth trial? Perhaps he’d headed to the wrong place?

This seemed pretty unlikely. There were only ten islands on Sandplain’s shores. The sacred lands wouldn’t get this much wrong!

Jiang Chen paced around, but made no new discoveries.

Sighing softly, he gazed into the distance. There was nothing to see save the waves.

The sky was perfectly clear and halcyon, as calm a sheet of azure as the sea beneath it.

How could this place be the place of the tenth trial?

“Ah, well. I might as well walk around a bit. Whether this is the tenth island or not, I can at least scope out my surroundings.”

Jiang Chen didn’t press too hard. He supposed that the other geniuses would have a very hard time even getting here. The ninth and eighth island’s trials were extremely difficult for the other geniuses of the sacred lands.

There was no question that he would place squarely first in the competition. He ranked at the top for both rounds. Thus, he was in no hurry at all.

The island wasn’t big. It took less than thirty minutes to walk around its perimeter. Unfortunately, it turned out to be thirty minutes of wasted time.

The only thing Jiang Chen had confirmed was the nonexistence of life here. There was nothing more threatening than a few bugs and frogs.

They were such mundane pests that they couldn’t even hurt ordinary people, much less an advanced empyrean cultivator like him.

“What’s up with this place?” His mind full of questions, Jiang Chen sat down flat upon the ground.

As soon as he did, he felt his consciousness tingle. There was a tiny bit of trembling in the ground. ...Had his senses deceived him?

No—there it was again! The ground had sunk for a brief moment.

Jiang Chen tried to tune into that sensation, but there was no more. He furrowed his brow; something was wrong.

His consciousness was sharp enough not to hallucinate. What he’d felt had been real.

How could an island shake though? An underground pulse, or a localized earthquake perhaps?

It really didn’t feel like it. There would be more activity if that was the case.

But Jiang Chen felt no aftershocks whatsoever.

“I guess I really am hallucinating?” the young man ventured uncertainly.
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A Stunning Discovery


The sudden tremor beneath him alerted him. The island wasn’t what it seemed. There was something more than met the eye. He simply hadn’t identified what it was yet.

The fact that he’d failed to find anything after careful inspection made him even more wary.

Whatever the island’s secret was, it was well-hidden. Otherwise, he would’ve found something.

After sitting down for a while, Jiang Chen got to his feet. Before he could take a step, he felt a slight tremor again.

This time, it was even fainter. Since he was on his feet, it was almost impossible to detect. If he hadn’t been primed to notice it because he’d felt the tremor when sitting down, he would’ve been completely oblivious.

“Was there such a tremor before, but I simply failed to notice it because I was on my feet?”

At that thought, he expanded his consciousness and looked for any minute changes in the area.

Eventually, the tremor happened again. Then again after the same interval.

Jiang Chen’s heart sank. “This is very strange. The tremors follow a regular pattern, and they seem to be coming from beneath the ground. Unlike a sudden, dramatic quake, the tremors are steady and rhythmic.”

They were like heartbeats, but much slower than a human heart. About three to four hundred times slower compared to a human cultivator’s heart, in fact.

With that in mind, Jiang Chen surveyed the area even more carefully.

A long time later, his face clouded over. He’d found a pattern. There was a tremor beneath his feet every four hundred beats of his heart. No more, no less.

“Is there something underground?” Jiang Chen’s curiosity was piqued. The tremors were absolutely worth investigating.

He scouted around. The tremors were fainter on the outer rim of the island. The closer he was to the center, the stronger the tremors, but still faint enough that he had to pay close attention to feel them.

He couldn’t glean any clues no matter where he looked. He manifested a pair of wings and soared to the sky. He wanted to look down at the island from a birdeye’s view and find out its secret.

However, his heart sank as he took flight.

An invisible force was pulling him back down. He couldn’t soar into the sky as he wished.

He could leave the ground, but the height he could reach was very limited, and the energy expended was tremendous.

What the...

Jiang Chen was very taken aback. Gravity here was much stronger than normal, about hundreds of times stronger. He’d been moving horizontally and therefore hadn’t noticed, but it was obvious when he tried to move vertically.

“Is gravity that’s hundreds of times stronger than usual the secret of the island?” Jiang Chen was surprised, but didn’t panic.

He activated the Earth Bodhisattva Orb and tapped into the earth energy within himself, changing his gravity to match the island’s.

As the most powerful treasure of the ancient formation sect, the priceless Earth Bodhisattva Orb resonated with the island as soon as it activated. It began to absorb the great gravity forces of the island.

The ground beneath him seemed to sink spontaneously. Then, something unfathomable happened. The island shook! Not just vertically, but horizontally as well!

Jiang Chen could see with his own eyes that the island brought up tall waves as it moved, like a whale cutting through water. Its speed grew increasingly faster.

“What the hell, the island is moving?!” He’d seen many strange things in his life, but still this surprised him.

There had never been an island that could move. Could this island be a formation? Or the basis of a formation?

However, he hadn’t sensed anything required for a formation, so that was unlikely. As a formation master, he was confident in his judgement.

What happened next was even stranger.

The ground beneath his feet cracked, the dry earth fracturing. What little vegetation there was crumbled and slid into the ocean.

The terrain continued to change, revealing a greyish-green surface. Irregular, intersecting lines split the surface into varying shapes. There were pentagons and hexagons. The surface looked unbelievably strange.

Jiang Chen considered it for a while. Suddenly, his eyes lit up in disbelief. The strange surface reminded him of something.

He pushed the orb to its full power and absorbed the terrifying force of gravity. His body grew lighter and lighter, and he rose higher and higher above ground.

He looked down from above. His heart pounded. Now he understood!

It was like a turtle’s shell.

The shape and patterns of the island resembled a turtle’s shell, and the island moved in the water like it was swimming.

Even someone with as much experience as him was shocked. The sea turtle was so enormous that people had assumed it was an island!

The tremors Jiang Chen had felt must be the turtle’s heartbeats. Giant turtles had their own unique heritage. They could slow down their heartbeats infinitely, even to a few beats per day.

He sucked in a breath. If this was a turtle, it must be one that had lived for a very long time.

He’d been wandering about on a turtle’s body for a long time without noticing. If the turtle had attacked, he would’ve been in great danger!
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The Sacred Beast Black Tortoise


Jiang Chen was surprised, but still calm. He looked down at the quickly moving sea turtle from above. The turtle would surely make a move after being alerted.

Normally, creatures like turtles weren’t aggressive, but turtles that had pursued martial dao were different.

Jiang Chen kept his guard up. He didn’t want to count on the creature’s good mood to keep himself safe. He had to be prepared. His instincts told him that the turtle was not to be underestimated.

Jiang Chen summoned the Vermilion Bird, Long Xiaoxuan, and Little White. He felt more confident with the three of them by his side.

“Haha, young lord Chen, what is this place?” As a divine entity, the Vermilion Bird was immediately alerted to the strangeness of the area.

Jiang Chen described what had happened. The Vermilion Bird nodded. After surveying the surroundings, its expression changed. It cast its sharp eyes at the giant turtle below. It then looked at Long Xiaoxuan and the White Tiger meaningfully.

“Have you noticed anything, Brother Long?” the bird asked pointedly.

Long Xiaoxuan frowned. “My bloodline seems to be boiling with emotion. There’s something about the turtle’s bloodline that causes a reaction in mine.”

The tiger was surprised as well. “I have a similar feeling. Something about the turtle isn’t right.”

They looked at the bird.

“This isn’t a simple turtle!” Abruptly, the bird shouted, “Watch out, it’s going to attack!”

Their conversation was cut short. A tail resembling a steel whip shot out from the creature’s rear end, the surface sectioned like it was armored. The thick tail whipped toward Jiang Chen and the others, almost collapsing space itself.

From the ocean rising to the sky, the ferocity of the attack didn’t diminish one iota.

With lightning reflexes, the Vermilion Bird extended its wings, obscuring the sun and shielding Jiang Chen and the other sacred beasts. It flashed to the side, dodging the powerful tail.

The hit left ghastly scars in the air. Jiang Chen and the others tensed, shocked by the demonstration of power.

Regular turtles had very short tails. Very few could use it to attack. To Jiang Chen’s knowledge, there weren’t any such turtles with this level of offensive power.

“Can it be...” Long Xiaoxuan blurted out in realization. “The sacred beast, Black Tortoise?”

The dragon’s memory heritage surfaced suddenly. The epiphany led him to the right speculation.

The Black Tortoise!

Jiang Chen’s surprise was clear on his face, as was a hint of delight. He hadn’t expected to run into the Black Tortoise here!

“Are you sure, Brother Long?” Jiang Chen took a deep breath and verified in a low voice.

Long Xiaoxuan peered at the Vermilion Bird. “What do you think, Old Brother Vermilion?”

The bird smiled wryly. “It is indeed the Black Tortoise. The bloodline can’t be faked. The fact that our blood resonates with the turtle is proof enough. Such a depth of resonation isn’t possible without all four sacred beasts being present.”

Long Xiaoxuan nodded. “You’re right. Look, the turtle is sneaking a peek at us!”

Jiang Chen looked down. The creature’s head had been hidden in its shell, but it now reared its head proudly.

The Black Tortoise had a head that resembled a common turtle’s, but was actually a hybrid of a turtle and snake. Therefore, the Black Tortoise had a long, smooth neck, powerful and unbreakable like it’d been cast from metal.

It raised its head tall and proud, as if it was showing off to Jiang Chen and the others. However, there was a hint of confusion in its eyes. Its bloodline was resonating as well, a feeling that was completely foreign to it.

Jiang Chen confirmed that the beast was the Black Tortoise after taking a good look. Its appearance and power all matched his knowledge of the sacred beast.

He could barely contain his excitement. He’d roamed through the world looking for the Black Tortoise, and now had stumbled upon it by chance!

Not too long ago, he’d been talking to the Vermilion Bird about the sheer power the four sacred beasts would create when gathered together. He’d been wondering how he was going to find the Black Tortoise.

The bird had said that the tortoise was present on the Myriad Abyss Island, but no one knew if the ancient rumors still held true. It had been more than two hundred thousand years since then. Things would’ve changed substantially.

That was why Jiang Chen hadn’t been that hopeful despite his eagerness to find the Black Tortoise. Luck played too big a part in this. He didn’t expect to run into the last sacred beast today!

“How is it that the tenth forbidden island is actually the Black Tortoise! Doesn’t anyone from the ten sacred lands know about this?”

He believed the ten sacred lands must be in the dark about this. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have risked offending the sacred beast.

The Black Tortoise was drastically different from regular turtles. It might not be as quick to fight as the White Tiger, but it also despised having its territory disturbed.

Sandplain Island was very close to the tortoise’s territory.

“Brother Vermilion, how strong is the Black Tortoise?” Jiang Chen transmitted.

“It’s on my level,” the bird said seriously. “And this is its territory. It won’t be easy to deal with it here.”

The bird added in assurance, “However, it’s the four of us against one of it. The odds aren’t in its favor. Don’t worry.”

Jiang Chen wasn’t worried. In fact, he was excited.

How was he going to win the Black Tortoise over? The sacred beast wouldn’t be easy to convince.

It was as powerful as the Vermilion Bird. Jiang Chen had only been able to move the bird’s heart with kindness because he’d run into it when it was at its lowest point.

The Black Tortoise was obviously full of life and far from desperate. He wouldn’t be able to win its approval in the same way.

“Let me talk to it first, young master,” said the Vermilion Bird.

“Alright,” Jiang Chen responded. Neither he, Long Xiaoxuan, nor Little White was powerful enough to talk to the Black Tortoise on equal footing.

If the tortoise was a prideful one, it might ignore them completely. The Vermilion Bird was at least equal to it in power, making the tortoise more likely to talk to the bird.

“Try the diplomatic approach first, Brother Vermilion,” said Jiang Chen. “Try not to offend it and maintain peace if possible.”
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The Vermilion Bird’s Silver Tongue


Having known Jiang Chen for years, the Vermilion Bird had come to understand the human. It knew he very much wanted to recruit the Black Tortoise.

It would be a difficult task, but the bird had to try. Jiang Chen had painted the picture of what the four sacred beasts would be capable of in concert, which the bird very much wished to come to fruition as well.

If possible, it’d like to achieve something great.

There was nothing greater than manipulating the heavenly law and refining the five elements to create a heavenly plane. If they succeeded, they’d be the rulers of the heavenly plane. Even if Jiang Chen was the Celestial Emperor, the four of them would be the emperor’s most powerful followers.

The prospect was a hundred times better than wandering the world like they would otherwise. No matter how exciting the Divine Abyss Continent was, it was no match for a heavenly plane.

“May I have a word, fellow daoist?” tried the Vermilion Bird.

“Hmph, who are you lot? What are the four sacred beasts doing with a human? This is a dishonor to your bloodlines!”

The Black Tortoise was an obvious hothead. It didn’t sugarcoat its words and pulled no punches, even when faced with an equally-powerful sacred beast.

The Vermilion Bird was too shrewd to be provoked. It smiled indifferently. “The bloodlines of the four sacred beasts are superior, but not so superior that we cannot interact with humans. Based on my heritage, even the sacred beasts sometimes serve and follow a human master. Only on a plane ruled by spirit creatures would the four sacred beasts be considered the unequivocal supreme leaders. This is a world led by human lords. Are we to stay out of it?”

“Hmph, you sure have a lot of excuses for your voluntary fall from grace,” the Black Tortoise retorted derisively. It didn’t want to waste its time arguing.

“Why must you think in absolutes?” the bird responded with a smile. “What can you do in this barren sea of a home even with your great might and plethora of techniques? You’re burying your head in the sand and trying to convince yourself otherwise! Truth be told, you’re just playing dead!”

The tortoise flew into a rage. “How dare you say that?!”

The bird shrugged. “Why don’t you visit the bustling areas in Myriad Abyss if that’s not the case? But no, you’re afraid! Afraid of human cultivators!”

The tortoise was both furious and mortified, like its worst secret had been exposed,

“That’s still better than being a human’s slave! I’m living the good life on my own. You’re making a joke out of yourself and your bloodline!”

The Vermilion Bird remained smiling, unperturbed. “You might be able to say that if I was the only one making the decision, but both a True Dragon and the Astral White Tiger follow my young master as well. Can you honestly say that we all lack your foresight? It’s Black Tortoises that fancy themselves too good for the real world! You’ve been cut off from reality after holing up here with little interaction with the outside world.”

Naturally, the Black Tortoise wasn’t going to admit that.

It scoffed. “As long as I’m free and happy, what does the outside world have to do with me? Since the ancient times, there have been human cultivators who have trespassed into my territory. All of those foolish humans mistook my back as an island and became my food!”

It grinned. “You didn’t see how they reacted before they died. You wouldn’t feel any affection for humans then.”

Since Jiang Chen understood the ancient beast language, it was clear to him that the tortoise was a jaded cynic, especially when it came to humanity.

“No offense, fellow daoist, but you’re quite naive for a being with more than two hundred thousand years of experience. A long life expectancy is the Black Tortoise race’s strength. You being two hundred thousand years old is equivalent to several thousands in human years. Still, you’re as ignorant as a child.”

“Tsk tsk, are you honestly telling me to behave in my territory?” the Black Tortoise snapped, making it clear that it wouldn’t hesitate to attack if further provoked.

“There are black sheep among every race. You only see the bad apples and the weaklings among the humans, not the heroes of their kind. I am quite right to call you ignorant.”

The bird scoffed.

Enraged, the Black Tortoise glared at the bird with murderous eyes.

The bird wasn’t intimidated. With a smile, it asked, “If you think so little of human cultivators, why give them such a wide berth? What you call freedom is nothing but cowardice in my eyes. You’re deluding yourself and frittering your life away.”

The bird minced no words. Every part of its riposte cut deep.

“Bullshit! Who do you think you are? Who gives you the right to judge me?!” The Black Tortoise was again consumed by its prejudices. Its eyes blazed with red battle lust.

“Fine, if you don’t want me to point out your faults, I’ll stop. It’s just a shame for a sacred beast to hide out in the middle of nowhere and waste your potential. This won’t help when outside foes invade our world. They’ll drag you out from the sea and make you their slave. That day will arrive soon enough.”

“Outside foes?” The Black Tortoise paused. The defiance in its eyes lessened somewhat. “Do you mean demons?”

“The demons are just one of our concerns. The plane’s coordinates have been exposed. It’s only a matter of time before offworld races invade. Our sacred bloodlines will make us their prime targets. With your Black Tortoise bloodline, fellow daoist, you’ll surely be their proudest possession after you’re enslaved.”

That hit the tortoise hard. Its eyes widened as it fixed a stare at the bird, trying to determine if the bird was telling the truth.

The bird might have been a little hyperbolic, but it hadn’t said a single false word.

The Black Tortoise spat. “Ha, if one day I become their slave, do you think you’ll be spared the same fate?”

“We may not, but at least we’ll fight for ourselves and the world. We won’t hide in the ocean like you’ve been doing, too intimidated to even interact with people. In terms of dishonoring our bloodlines, we’re no match for you.”

The tortoise was cynical, not shameless. It opened its mouth to defend itself, but couldn’t find the words.

“Fellow daoist, this young man saved my life. I joined him to repay the debt, and I trust him. Along with my True Dragon and White Tiger companions, we all trust him and will go through heaven and hell with him.”
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A Stubborn Black Tortoise


However, that wasn’t near enough to change the Black Tortoise’s mind.

“What? Are you trying to talk me into joining you?” The tortoise’s tone was mocking. The notion was utterly ludicrous to it.

The Vermilion Bird grinned lazily. “What’s so wrong about that? Given the circumstances, it only makes sense for the four sacred beasts to come together and achieve greatness.”

“The four sacred beasts have never been on friendly terms since the ancient times,” the tortoise denied lazily. “In fact, the dragons and tigers often fight to their deaths. I don’t know what’s making you three live in harmony. I can’t imagine myself co-existing with all of you.”

“We might not have been able to, if it wasn’t for our young master,” admitted the Vermilion Bird. “He’s our backbone and gives us a common goal, which is the basis of our friendly relationship.”

The bird did want to convince the tortoise. Successful or not, it was doing its best.

The Black Tortoise was proving difficult to persuade. It was as stubborn as a donkey, unlikely to change his mind after it was made up. A few words wouldn’t be enough.

“You may have a common interest, but I don’t. I don’t even share a common language with you. Don’t bother trying to recruit me.” The Black Tortoise yawned indifferently, its eyes flashing with a ferocious glint as they settled on Jiang Chen. “You were going to be my food, kid, but you managed to surprise me by resolving my gravity manipulation and soaring to the sky. Most human cultivators are cowards. It’s rare to see a real talent like you. Those who have come before all ended up being my food. Hahaha!”

With an impassive expression, Jiang Chen said in the ancient beast language, “Given your age and cultivation, I should call you Senior Black Tortoise. However, you don’t seem to deserve that respect, given the way you act.”

“Ha, you’re bold, kid. If not for this flat-feathered bird, this seat would’ve devoured you in a million different ways, even though you’re up in the sky.”

“You’re being overly confident,” Jiang Chen said coolly. He knew the tortoise was powerful, so much that it could rival the Vermilion Bird, but Jiang Chen himself was no longer easy prey. He wouldn’t go down without a fight.

It was true that he couldn’t defeat a sacred beast head on. Nonetheless, he had the means to protect himself. He was sure he’d have a fighting chance facing the tortoise.

The Black Tortoise smirked. “Oh? Do you want to try me?”

“I do.” Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “If you can’t devour me like you have the other young geniuses, what will you do?”

The tortoise paused. “Oh? How do you know I have a devouring technique?”

It was a powerful heritage of the black tortoises. Normally, any being with a lesser cultivation wouldn’t be able to escape from the devouring force once they were in range. Thus, Jiang Chen didn’t doubt that the tortoise had indeed devoured some human cultivators.

However, that must have been a long time ago. Otherwise the ten sacred lands would’ve warned them about the danger of the tenth island, and the jade slip would give them some information about it.

Jiang Chen flashed a half-smile. “In addition to the devouring technique, I know you also have the Black Tortoise Festering Gas at your disposal, which is powerful as well.”

A black tortoise had many natural talents. The devouring technique was one. The festering gas was another.

Back in the primordial times, the Black Tortoise was considered a judge of life, which made it a deity in charge of death. Death-related techniques were among the tortoise’s heritage.

The festering gas was a powerful example.

The Black Tortoise had other tricks up its sleeves. As a sacred beast in control of the water element, its water techniques were also unrivaled.

This particular tortoise also knew how to manipulate gravity, adding to its arsenal of attacks.

Nevertheless, Jiang Chen believed he could at least keep himself alive, even if he couldn’t defeat the tortoise.

The tortoise considered Jiang Chen with a doubtful expression and scoffed. “This damn bird must have told you about me.”

The Vermilion Bird shook its head with a wry smile. “Your kind has always been paranoid. You’re no exception. What a mistrustful coward you are. There’s a reason the Black Tortoise traditionally ranks fourth among the sacred beasts.”

The True Dragon, White Tiger, Vermilion Bird, and the Black Tortoise.

That was how the order went, but just as a general rule of thumb. The individuals had to be tangibly compared to determine which sacred beast was more powerful.

This tortoise was old, but it had an immature mind. It was easily provoked. The bird’s words was very upsetting.

“Hmph, screw that bullshit ranking. Now that the three of you are here, come at me! We’ll see if the ranking is accurate!”

The tortoise immediately added, “You have to fight me one by one, not as a group. Otherwise it won’t be an honorable victory even if you do win.”

It was no fool.

The Vermilion Bird smiled genteelly. “Protest all you want. It won’t change the fact that the Black Tortoise has ranked fourth since the beginning of time. Young master Chen, let’s not waste our time persuading this stubborn tortoise. Perhaps it’s meant to become a slave of foreign races. Let it stay here and count its days. Its peaceful life will soon come to an end.”

The bird knew the tortoise well. Every word it uttered hit the tortoise where it was most tender.

Becoming a slave and living a shameful life in shackles was the tortoise’s biggest fear, and the last thing it wanted to hear about.

“It’s a real shame, young master,” muttered the bird. “You’ve said you’d be able to refine a divine pill that gives us an unconditional boost to our cultivation. Alas, only the three of us will be able to enjoy the fruits of your labor.”

The Black Tortoise’s eyes flashed. It sneered, “Do you think I’ll believe you, raggedy feathers? A divine pill? This kid is just an empyrean cultivator. If he can refine a divine pill, I can carry the Myriad Abyss on my back! You should think of better lies!”

The bird perked up. It knew it’d hooked the tortoise.
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The Black Tortoise’s Challenge


It seemed to Jiang Chen that this Black Tortoise was a rather simple-minded spirit creature. It liked to pretend to be clever, but was easily manipulated.

Just now, the Vermilion Bird had successfully grabbed its attention with only a few words.

He had a very good chance of taming a beast such as this. Jiang Chen fell silent and awaited the Vermilion Bird’s further efforts.

The Vermilion Bird laughed. “You’ve hidden in this patch of ocean for too long. Get with the times, old turtle! Before young master Chen’s appearance, Divine Abyss didn’t have that kind of pill for the emperor, great emperor, and empyrean realms either. But now, the entire continent knows his name! All in the world of pill dao recognize his unrivaled skill.”

The Black Tortoise tilted its head. Its lantern-like eyes rolled around in their sockets, scrutinizing Jiang Chen with careful consideration.

It wouldn’t relent verbally, however. “He’s so young. Is there really no one his equal in the whole of Divine Abyss?”

Obviously, the tortoise was doubtful of the claim. Still, it found it odd that several other sacred beasts—proud as they were—were willing to be such loyal pets of a human youth.

There was something else to all of this.

Though the Black Tortoise was haughty, it knew full well that its race really was ranked last among the four sacred beasts. The three creatures here were every bit as pure-blooded. This was a rather confounding fact. How could a young human have won their proud hearts?

“I know you’re still hesitant, fellow daoist. However, one thing is for sure: your days of cowering here will soon be over. Whether you like it or not, the ravages of war will sweep over you. The grasping claws of alien races will reach out for you soon.”

The Vermilion Bird took advantage of the Black Tortoise’s psychological weakness to scare it into submission.

“Hmph. And do you have any way to deal with disaster when that day comes?” the tortoise retorted stubbornly.

“We don’t necessarily have a solution just yet, but we’re strong in our unity. Fellow daoist, imagine for a moment what kind of strength lies in the gathered might of all four sacred beasts! Even alien invaders wouldn’t be able to do anything to us.

“Our bloodlines are among the very best in the heavenly planes. We are only in such a disadvantageous position because there are so few of us. If our progeny were numerous enough, would we be scared of a few paltry outworlders? We would become kings of this continent ourselves.”

The Black Tortoise sank into thought.

It had to admit that the Vermilion Bird had a very good point. The four sacred beasts were paramount existences in the heavenly planes, but that didn’t much matter when they were alone.

The tortoise’s eyes rolled around for a few moments before it came up with an idea. “I won’t believe any part of your boasting about this human youth just yet,” it declared, “unless he can prove that he really is exceptional. Then, I’ll consider it.”

“What kind of proof would you like me to offer?” Jiang Chen smiled coolly.

He desired the Black Tortoise very much. Why would he be wasting his time here otherwise?

Time was short these days. The continent was on the verge of war. The Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement needed him to reactivate it. Every moment was precious.

If he was just a moment late to anything, the ensuing chaos was virtually unmitigable.

“Easy enough. Let us spar with each other,” the tortoise cackled.

The Vermilion Bird frowned. “Fellow daoist, we’ve both lived over two hundred thousand years. Young master Chen is only a human youth. Don’t you think you’re abusing your seniority a bit much?”

“What if I am? If he’s as great as you make him out to be, he’ll have the courage for that, at least.” The Black Tortoise wouldn’t budge.

Jiang Chen nodded. “Sure. Let’s spar a bit, shall we?”

The tortoise nodded. “Don’t worry. I won’t kill you or anything. You don’t look like you’re much past a hundred, so you’re pretty good by human standards. As long as you can block three of my attacks, you pass. How about it?”

Jiang Chen secretly found this rather amusing. Was this a popular pastime for cultivators to suggest?

But he found no reason to refuse.

“It shall be as you say. Three attacks, and no more.” His affirmation was smooth and agreeable.

The Vermilion Bird paled. “Young master Chen, the Black Tortoise is already a divine in its own right. The attacks of a god are far above those of a demigod. You shouldn’t force yourself to go beyond your limits.”

Jiang Chen knew well the truth of the advice. Heaven and earth trembled at a god’s blows.

However, he had to take the risk. Moreover, he felt the chain seal in his consciousness becoming more and more active. It could unlock at any moment. The mysterious force enshrined within gave him the confidence that it would come to his protection in key moments, as it had already done countless times in the past.

A voice in his mind cheered him onward, supporting him in his decision to bravely face the tortoise. In this moment, he could take on any god.

“Trust me, Old Brother Vermilion. This is an undeniable opportunity.” Jiang Chen looked at his feathered friend with clear eyes.

The Vermilion Bird knew it couldn’t talk him out of it. The Black Tortoise was too important for the youth.

Jiang Chen had once informed his friends that the confluence of the four sacred beasts would give arise to some sort of historic fortune.

In this moment, it saw an unrelenting firmness in the young man’s eyes.

“Be careful. If it seems impossible, quit early,” reminded the bird.

“Daoist Black,” it loudly proclaimed, “we are both sacred beasts. You have our admiration, and we hope that you will be a commensurate gentleman to honor our races’ good names.”

These words warned the tortoise that although sparring was fine, anything more than that was too far out of line. If a god used his full strength against a human empyrean cultivator, that would be utterly shameful behavior.

“Heh, don’t worry. I won’t kill him. Still, if he turns out to be a knockoff, don’t bother talking to me again.” The Black Tortoise was no fool. It wasn’t interested in risking a fight against the three other sacred beasts here.
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A Promise of Three Moves


Jiang Chen’s heart was as calm as water. He stood in midair, motioning for the Vermilion Bird and the others to back off slightly.

The Black Tortoise began to shrink rapidly, transforming amid the waves. Moments later, a brutish man wearing scaled armor appeared in front of them.

This was the tortoise’s human form, tenacious and virile.

“I’m going to be fair, human. I’ll fight you at this size.” Though now humanoid in size, it had become even bolder and more intimidating.

Jiang Chen’s expression remained calm. “Alright.” He nodded. “Please go ahead.”

As soon as he said this, he activated every ability at his disposal to its maximum. He needed to throw everything he could at the Black Tortoise.

The Earth Bodhisattva Orb was an earth attribute treasure of unparalleled value. It was a must when facing off against the tortoise.

The Bewitching Lotus of Fire and Ice and his magnetic mountain would be brought to bear as well.

Finally, the golden bell was Jiang Chen’s main weapon of choice right now, both for offense and defense. It was extremely reliable.

Forefather Goldenbell had barely extracted a tenth of his old weapon’s strength. In truth, this bell was a divine instrument of ancient origins. The runes upon its surface revealed a potent ancient restriction.

Since Jiang Chen had a superior understanding of them, he wielded the bell to much greater effect than the forefather had.

“Ready?” the Black Tortoise roared, then jabbed his fist forward suddenly.

There was nothing special about the strike at first glance, but the aura around it tore through the fabric of space.

Jiang Chen felt like he was surrounded by a thousand waves. Power surged at him in every direction, threatening to crush the pocket of space that contained him.

Undeterred, he reinforced his tempered body with as much magnetic energy as he could muster. The golden bell rang out incessantly, flaring up with a golden protective barrier all around him.

Amid this aureate shield, the countless tendrils of the Bewitching Lotus wove themselves into a latticed wall. This multilayered defense was incredibly sturdy.

Boom!

The force of the Black Tortoise’s fist slammed against the golden bell’s barrier.

The instrument keened harshly in response, flickering and dimming a few times.

It had been sorely tested by the impact just now, but had survived admirably. He had passed the first blow

“Well done, young master Chen!” the Vermilion Bird cheered from afar. “As expected of a genius chosen by heaven. Even an attack from a god can’t harm you!”

Though this appeared to be simple congratulations, it was a mental tactic to interfere with the Black Tortoise’s decision-making as well. The bird had far more confidence in Jiang Chen now.

Jiang Chen felt mildly inspired. He glanced back at the golden bell, which trembled still. He didn’t have time to think much—he needed to act.

He focused his inner energies into the bell once more. The instrument needed some time to recover, but he couldn’t afford that same period of recuperation. Even if he had to overtax the bell, he needed to stand firm.

“Not bad. To be able to withstand my punch like that… you have a bit of skill, kid. But, just like you said, I have a devouring ability. That will be my next move. It won’t be as simple this time! Prepare yourself.” The Black Tortoise feigned generosity.

Jiang Chen laughed. “Come at me. I’d like to witness this ability of yours for myself.”

The tortoise’s eyes glinted with a hint of respect. It was rare for a young human to have so much courage. Compared to the human cultivators he’d met before, this youth was completely different. Unlike them, he was no coward.

Moreover, he’d eaten one of the tortoise’s straight punches. Yes, it hadn’t been with the fullness of its strength, but sixty or seventy percent was still pretty good.

Yes, almost incredible, given that a young human had blocked it!

The devouring ability he was going to use next was his most adept ability. Of course, he wasn’t going to use all of his strength this time either.

Seventy percent was enough. The tortoise was a god! If a god had to use his full power against an empyrean youth, that would be far too ignoble.

Though dragons possessed a similar ability, theirs differed from that of the Black Tortoises’.

The tortoises’ devouring ability used incredible amounts of mass as the basis. In other words, it was a sort of gravitational phenomenon that the tortoise bloodline amplified.

Jiang Chen’s scholastic pursuits in his previous life had prepared him well. He wasn’t at all anxious.

“Fuuu…” The tortoise opened its mouth. Its humanoid body began to change, flickering between its original form and its current one.

Its mouth grew bigger and bigger all the while. Like an endless black hole, it gained in pressure until it threatened to swallow up heaven and earth. A fearsome ability, to be sure.

Jiang Chen gestured and made hand seals all the while. One, two, three…

He was drawing suspended runes in the air. He had enough faith in this skill learned from the Six Palaces to rely on it in the present conflict.

Jiang Chen was unsure whether his defenses alone could withstand the devouring ability.

If he cut space up into smaller pockets with suspended runes and laid out sheets upon sheets of fragmented dimension in front of him, he could avoid being swallowed up.

He brought the Nine Labyrinth Formation to bear as well, it being another treasure that could affect the layout of space.

The laws of space were what he precisely needed to rewrite to counter the incoming attack.

“Aouuuuuu…” The Black Tortoise’s roaring grew louder and louder, causing the very colors of existence itself to pale. The oceans frothed, the sky turned, and the stars seemed almost to be attracted to the ground.

Jiang Chen disregarded these sights. He carried on drawing as many suspended runes as possible, slicing space into ever smaller bits and pieces. This was the perfect disruption against the tortoise’s devouring ability.
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Another Blow


Once the devouring ability was fully deployed, the velocity of airflow sped up ten thousand times in an instant. Anything caught up in the rapid flow was consumed without exception.

The dimming of the heavenly radiances astonished the three sacred beasts watching from outside. They gained a newfound respect for the Black Tortoise’s capabilities.

“Old Brother Vermilion, is that Black Tortoise going at it for real?” Long Xiaoxuan was a bit unhappy. If he was a god, he wouldn’t be nearly so courteous.

Though he tended to be rough around the edges, he was the first one to meet Jiang Chen among the trio. He valued his relationship with the human youth deeply.

As such, he was filled with indignation on Jiang Chen’s behalf.

A solemn expression was present on the Vermilion Bird’s face. “Usually, an advanced empyrean cultivator would have no hope against a god. However, young master Chen may prove the exception to the rule. I am confident in him because he is who he is. For him, nothing is impossible!”

The bird’s confidence didn’t have much basis in foreseeable fact. Rather, it was born out of instinct and past anecdote.

Nevertheless, it was confident that the Black Tortoise wouldn’t dare land a lethal blow. As long as that was established, there wasn’t much else to worry about.

Even if the young master couldn’t take three attacks today, he would only have a bit of a harder time taming the tortoise. Given his talent and potential, he’d definitely be back sooner or later.

Long Xiaoxuan didn’t consider nearly so many things. “If that old bastard hurts young master Chen,” he huffed, “I absolutely won’t forgive him!”

The dragon wasn’t quite at the level of the Black Tortoise yet, but his words, spoken in vehemence, weren’t to be discounted as hot air. True dragons could make that claim with certainty and assurance.

“Don’t worry,” the Vermilion Bird comforted. “First, the Black Tortoise won’t dare hurt young master Chen. I’m sure of that.

“Second, I think the young master has his reasons for doing what he’s doing. Don’t forget, he’s a reincarnated god. He’s no stranger to what other gods are capable of.”

Long Xiaoxuan snorted. His eyes focused eagerly on the scene of the combat.

“Brother Long.” The Astral White Tiger piped up. “Why give yourself an unnecessary headache? Shouldn’t you know young master Chen better by now? What’s ever stopped him from winning, huh?”

As the youngest of the bunch by a long shot, the tiger was definitely somewhat more simpleminded. Its impudence drew Long Xiaoxuan’s disdainful eye roll.

The Vermilion Bird smiled, but stayed quiet. It had high hopes for the Black Tortoise to join their ranks. If the four sacred beasts could be gathered together… what a sight that would be!

If Jiang Chen’s dreams could come true, that would be absolutely perfect.

“Look!” The Astral White Tiger pointed at the sky. The intense energies in the air were dying down, allowing the roiling storm clouds to clear. The sun’s illumination gradually filled the sphere once more.

A wide swathe of space had been torn asunder. There seemed to be absolutely nothing remaining in the destruction’s wake.

The Black Tortoise gasped for breath, its eyes filled with peculiarity. The air suddenly rumbled.

Shortly after, Jiang Chen emerged from a fissure in space, his forehead beaded over with sweat. Evidently, his series of extradimensional moves and manipulations had cost him a fair amount too.

The same was true with the Black Tortoise and its inner energy expenditures. The two opponents traded enduring looks. The tortoise was perplexed, even a little angry.

“I didn’t expect you to deal with my devouring ability like that, kid. You’re the smartest human I’ve ever seen.” The Black Tortoise finally spoke up. Though it sounded rather irritated, there was a note of preliminary approval as well.

Jiang Chen wiped away some of his sweat, then smiled. “If I’d been just a little slower, you would have drawn me in.”

“Hmph, that’s because I only used seventy percent of my strength. Do you think you can avoid me at my fullest?”

Jiang Chen laughed. Though he was a bit drained, he hadn’t pushed himself to his own limits either. Plus, his chain seal lay dormant still.

It had actively wanted to help him several times, but he managed to survive using his own strength alone.

“One more move,” Jiang Chen reminded.

“Heh. You’re sweating and panting for breath already. You think you can take one more?” the Black Tortoise poked at the human’s mental fortitude.

Jiang Chen chuckled. He was sweating profusely and pulling the stunt just now had exhausted him somewhat. However, pills had allowed him to recover eighty percent of his energy.

He had time yet to muster up a strong defense as his opponent gathered energy for the third attack.

“You’re not at peak form either after using that ability. It’s not like you can bring your full strength to bear. Am I wrong?” The young man smiled coolly.

The Black Tortoise harrumphed. “Even so, I have more than enough energy left to beat you.”

“You said that two attacks ago. I’m still here, aren’t I?” Jiang Chen shrugged easily.

The Vermilion Bird was secretly anxious on Jiang Chen’s behalf. It thought the young human’s strategy of provoking the tortoise unwise.

All sacred beasts possessed a certain amount of pride, and aggravating the Black Tortoise so would only enrage it. The tortoise had only used seventy percent of its strength before, but that may well become a hundred now.

That eventuality would be quite troublesome for Jiang Chen to deal with. Messaging the youth to warn him of this, the bird received only a confident nod in response.

He had his own ideas. Yes, offending the Black Tortoise would rile it up, but winning over this tortoise necessitated eating an attack at its full strength regardless. The psychological shock that delivered would be much stronger.

He wanted to fully tame the tortoise in a decisive win.

Moreover, he guessed that this Black Tortoise would resort to its ace-in-the-hole—the Black Tortoise Festering Gas. Jiang Chen knew the properties of this gas well. He was confident in his ability to remain relatively unscathed.

Ahem. In case you never read the translator thoughts... you really should. Contests, giveaways, and behind the scenes.
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Black Tortoise Festering Gas


As the Vermilion Bird and Jiang Chen expected, the Black Tortoise threw reservation out of the window after being provoked by Jiang Chen’s attitude.

If this human is truly that powerful, we’ll see if he can take my last move. If he can’t, he’s in no position to patronize me!

Fury planted the seed of malice in the tortoise’s heart.

A ferocious glint flashed through its eyes as it cackled. “If you can take my last attack, young man, I’ll do whatever you say. If not, you only have yourself to blame for being overly confident.”

Jiang Chen smiled slightly. “Do you mean that?”

“Of course!” exclaimed the tortoise.

Jiang Chen had been just waiting for it to say this. “What do you have to back up your word?”

“Why would I need that? The Black Tortoise is a superior, noble bloodline. Would one of us lie to you!?” Offended, the tortoise flew into a rage. It glared at the Vermilion Bird. “You’ve heard my words. I won’t pull back for my next attack. Don’t blame me if he can’t take it. If he can, I’ll join you and follow his orders. Whatever you command will be my wish.”

“What if you go back on your word?” the bird demanded coolly.

“If I do, may the heavens smite me with divine catastrophe and scatter me to the four corners of the world.” The Black Tortoise didn’t leave itself any wiggle room.

Jiang Chen was delighted. The simpleminded tortoise had fallen right into his trap.

“Good, you do live up to the honor of your bloodline. I admire your decisiveness.” Jiang Chen cupped his hands. “Please, go on.”

“Hmph, knock it off. Flattery will get you nowhere. I won’t go easy on you. This strike will be at my full power. Do whatever you need to survive!”

The tortoise was very matter-of-fact. It was obvious it really wasn’t going to pull its punches.

Jiang Chen smiled lazily. “I know your most powerful trick is the Black Tortoise Festering Gas, but that’s the one thing I’m not afraid of. You’d better not pick that as your last move.”

He continued to poke at the tortoise.

The tortoise had many techniques, the festering gas being the most powerful one, but that was what Jiang Chen wanted it to use.

He had a good idea about how he was going to counter the gas. If the tortoise chose any other techniques, he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to hold out.

According to his understanding of the tortoise, it’d be contrarian and opt for the festering gas if he told it not to. If he’d told the tortoise to use the gas, well then it wouldn’t!

A battle in martial dao was often so much more than that. It was also a battle of wits. The opponent’s personality and state of mind must be considered. With the tortoise, one had to exploit its contrarian nature.

The Black Tortoise cackled derisively. “Stop trying to trick me into not using the festering gas. You’re just scared. Not even the divine beasts can necessarily withstand it. You, a human, dare say that it won’t work on you? We’ll see if it does!”

As Jiang Chen had expected, the tortoise had made up its mind to use the festering gas.

Jiang Chen masked his delight and adopted a serious look. “Oh, then you’ll lose for certain. Don’t try to talk your way out of it!”

That was very intentional in order to provoke the tortoise.

It huffed angrily. “Dream all you want. Me, lose? If you can take my last attack, I’ll join you and even serve you as your servant.”

Jiang Chen pulled a long face. “Must things be this way?”

“Stop putting up a front, kid. It’s too late. Know your doom!”

The tortoise shook itself. Green smoke rose into the air and formed a circle, as if pores had opened up all over his body and his scales had unfurled.

“Black Tortoise Festering Gas. Master of life and death. Overlord of souls.” The tortoise intoned, then shouted, “I’ll take you to hell and show you the gates of death, kid!”

The tortoise vanished into thin air.

The circular smoke expanded suddenly and, in the blink of an eye, flew past the void to reach Jiang Chen.

It dispersed into streams of silver smoke, writhing and rolling like silver koi leaping upstream.

Streams of light shot into Jiang Chen’s consciousness without warning, each of which contained festering gas and could destroy a cultivator’s consciousness on its own. A swarm would do even more damage.

Fortunately, a good majority of the light was bounced away by Jiang Chen’s tempered body and magnetic energy. However, some of the more resistant streams blew past his defense and hit him.

More than thirty strands of gas entered Jiang Chen’s consciousness. The tortoise appeared in front of Jiang Chen with a shift of its body.

It looked highly satisfied. “You have a decent defense, kid, but the festering gas has entered your consciousness. You’ll be my puppet next. I’ll show you what hell looks like!”

Jiang Chen looked at peace, his eyes closed as if in meditation. His body was as rigid as a statue. He seemed to have gone catatonic.

“Young master Chen!” exclaimed the Vermilion Bird.

Long Xiaoxuan’s form flickered and he rushed toward Jiang Chen, but the bird stopped him.

“Wait, the young master hasn’t lost yet,” reminded the bird.

The Black Tortoise laughed out loud. “Yes, that’s true. However, do you think his consciousness can resist my festering gas? Hahaha, only in your dreams! This isn’t something an empyrean cultivator can resist. Even a few strands will be enough to devour his consciousness and make him my puppet.”

The tortoise smirked and taunted the bird. “We have an agreement. Don’t even think about breaking it. He lost! He’ll be a slave under my command!”

The tortoise couldn’t contain its excitement. It’d failed to take Jiang Chen down with the two previous moves, which compelled it to take the young man seriously. This was why it was so pleased to have defeated the young man.

The Vermilion Bird frowned and focused on Jiang Chen. It couldn’t tell if the gas had worked on him. His lack of motion seemed to suggest that it had worked, but upon closer observation, he seemed to be fine.

The bird was silent. It wanted to get a closer look before coming to a conclusion.

The festering gas was indeed difficult to fend off. Jiang Chen’s defense had been impeccable, but the gas was unstoppable!
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The Black Tortoise Concedes


The Black Tortoise swept its triumphant way toward Jiang Chen with a victor’s smile on its face. It looked at Jiang Chen like it was appraising at its masterpiece.

“Tsk, it’s impressive for a human cultivator to reach your height,” the tortoise muttered to itself. “But you still fell short in the end! Haha, you were just a bit shy of being good enough.”

Jiang Chen’s eyes suddenly shot open, shooting forth a stunning, crystal-like light, interrupting the tortoise’s self-satisfied spiel.

“Oh? I think it’s you who falls short.” The human’s lips curved into a lazy smile.

What?!

The tortoise came to a halt, staring at Jiang Chen incredulously, its pupils shaking like it’d seen a ghost.

The Vermilion Bird’s heart settled back into its chest. Even the usually serious Long Xiaoxuan flashed an involuntary grin.

“That big guy is an idiot,” grumbled the White Tiger. “Did it honestly believe it can defeat young master Chen? Whoever can do that hasn’t even been born yet.”

The tiger was either making the statement in hindsight, or out of its blind admiration for Jiang Chen.

“You… you’re fine?” The tortoise couldn’t believe its eyes.

“Do I look like I’m not?” There was a touch of friendly teasing in Jiang Chen’s tone. He was obviously not hurt at all.

The festering gas that’d entered his consciousness had faded like a breeze. It didn’t even cause a ripple on his ocean of consciousness.

“But… that’s the Black Tortoise Festering Gas,” stammered the tortoise, dumbfounded. It didn’t look like a sacred beast at this moment.

“I know,” Jiang Chen said with feigned seriousness. “Didn’t I tell you I know how to deal with the gas, so you better not use it? Why didn’t you believe me? Where’s your trust in another human being?”

“You!” The tortoise almost spat out a mouthful of blood, the metallic taste lingering in its throat.

Trust in another human being? The tortoise was a divine beast, not human. Besides, it was only natural for opposing parties to plot against each other. Why would there be any trust between them?

However, Jiang Chen was looking at it with an innocent face, as if the Black Tortoise was the one that had made a mistake—a grave mistake.

The tortoise felt his perception of the world, developed over the past two hundred thousand years, shattering. His festering gas was unbeatable. The tortoise could easily take out cultivators at its level with the gas, and even when faced with an opponent above its level, it had a good chance of winning.

However, a young empyrean cultivator proved to be the exception.

Why?? The tortoise was still confused. It knew its technique. The festering gas wasn’t something an empyrean cultivator could take.

There must be something it was missing, but that seemed to be the least of its concerns now.

The tortoise looked at Jiang Chen dumbly, trying to figure out the human’s secret. Jiang Chen smiled and cleared his throat. “Oh, what was the oath you’ve made?”

The tortoise paled and shot him a glare. “Stop boasting! I admit my loss. I’m at your service from now on. However, you have to tell me what tricks you’ve used. How did you nullify my festering gas?”

Curiosity would continue to nag at it if it didn’t get an answer. The gas was its trump card. The tortoise be devastated if it was so worthless.

Jiang Chen didn’t want to knock the tortoise down. He smiled and extended both hands with his palms up.

“There’s nothing special, really. I happen to have a powerful consciousness that protects me against such attacks. If you’d used a physical attack, I might’ve been in trouble. However, a mental attack is exactly what I fear the least. I could fend off the festering gas because I understand it, and my consciousness is powerful.”

The seal chain was like the sun in the sky, while an attack on his consciousness a blast of cold air. Cold air evaporated immediately beneath the blazing heat.

Therefore, the festering gas couldn’t destroy Jiang Chen’s consciousness, despite its incredible strength.

The Black Tortoise gaped. The explanation did make sense, but how could an empyrean cultivator have such powerful consciousness?

“Are… are you really an empyrean cultivator? You aren’t a god pretending to be much weaker than you are, are you?” The tortoise was beginning to question the basic tenets of life.

The Vermilion Bird guffawed. “I told you, Daoist Black Tortoise, that young master Chen is no regular young genius. It’s your fault for treating him like one. You have no one else to blame for underestimating your opponent and making the wrong decision.”

The tortoise shook its head dejectedly. “I knew it. You targeted me. Of course I would fall for your tricks.”

“What tricks?” the bird retorted. “You were the one who boasted prematurely. You thought you were going to win, didn’t you?”

“Fine, I lost.” The Black Tortoise had given up. “But I have to make something clear first. I’ll join you, but you can’t humiliate me or make me a slave.”

“Of course we won’t do that,” snapped the bird. “Do we look like slaves to you?”

“I’m just worried you’ll bully the new guy,” the tortoise complained pitifully.

“Haha, with the Black Tortoise with us, we have a perfect team.” Jiang Chen laughed heartily. “Don’t worry. We’re all brothers and partners. We’re comrades who weather thick and thin together. No one bullies anyone else.”

The Black Tortoise considered Jiang Chen and clucked its tongue. “You’re different from other humans. Alright, I know you’ve been telling the truth. I can’t just hide here and pretend nothing bad is happening. I’m not stupid. I know the continent will soon face a disaster. I know about the offworld invaders as well. I simply didn’t want to face it and didn’t know how to face it.”

That was the truth, and nothing but the truth.

The tortoise was merely one sacred beast. It had no allies, no comrades it could trust. It couldn’t possibly take on the invaders on its own, ancient sacred beast or not.

His new circumstances weren’t necessarily a bad thing, since he would have powerful allies by its side.

As long as it wouldn’t be enslaved and it wasn’t fighting on its own, what reason was there to be unhappy?

They were all of sacred beast bloodlines, after all. They respected each other. The tortoise believed the other three spirits weren’t going to ostracize it.

More importantly, they had said the human cultivator knew how to refine divine level pills. That piqued the tortoise’s interest.

After careful deliberation, it believed it was a good thing for it to join the group.
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The Reactions of All Those Awaiting


Meanwhile, on the outer-rim of Sandplain Island, time was counting down. It was down to the final thirty minutes. Still, there was no sign of Jiang Chen’s return.

Like a stone thrown into the ocean, he seemed to be irrevocably lost.

Among the senior executives of the ten sacred lands, some gleefully celebrated the tragedy, some sighed inwardly, and some felt genuinely sorry for the Eternal Sacred Land.

If Jiang Chen died on the tenth forbidden island, it’d be a senseless waste. No one had ever expected that to happen. The organizers would shoulder the blame.

The first prime’s expression was dark, her face tight.

Suddenly, beings of great power emerged from thin air. They came at great speed and landed on the island in an instant. The divine forefathers of the ten sacred lands arrived.

They’d been supervising the offworld battlefield and had made time to come talk about the alliance. It was clear that the grand competition should’ve ended, according to their estimations.

All of the senior executives came forward to make their bows.

Members of the Eternal Sacred Land lowered their heads dejectedly when faced with their forefather. He frowned. “What’s the matter? Has the competition ended?”

The first prime fell silent, shamefaced.

The forefather’s gaze swept over them. Everyone was there except for Jiang Chen. His heart sinking, he demanded, “Where is Jiang Chen?”

Blood drained from the first prime’s face as she averted her eyes. This was all because of her carelessness.

“What’s going on?!” snapped the forefather angrily. Jiang Chen was Eternal’s most precious member now. Anyone could die, but not Jiang Chen!

Ziju Min was depressed as well, but seeing that the first prime was too intimidated to talk, he spoke up instead. “Jiang Chen entered the tenth island and hasn’t returned since.”

“The tenth island?” The forefather digested the new information. His eyebrows jumped up. “What? Did none of you warn him?”

The forefather knew what that meant. His heart seized up as he couldn’t quickly recover from the bad news.

On his way here, he’d been pondering how he should fight for the leadership role of the alliance, only to be bludgeoned by this terrible news as soon as he arrived!

Jiang Chen had indeed performed the best in the grand competition, which was exactly why he’d entered the tenth island.

Was this… fate?

The forefather glared coldly at the first prime, infuriated. He wanted nothing more than to kill her right then and there. He managed to restrain himself only because they were in public.

“If Jiang Chen doesn’t return,” he said in a low voice, “you have no need to return to the sacred land either.”

Some forefathers came to console him. Others came to enjoy the show.

“Fellow daoist, the grand competition has come to an end.” Someone spoke up. “Why don’t we calculate the scores and determine the ranking?”

“Has time run out yet?” the forefather retorted coolly.

“Haha, there’s only roughly thirty minutes left. There’s no reason for us to stay and wait it out. Why waste our time when it’s clear what has happened?”

That was the forefather of the Flora Sacred Land. Flora was absolutely delighted by the turn of events.

Jiang Chen, the thorn in their side, had fallen, and members of Eternal were fighting among themselves for the loss. Heavens had paved the path for Flora’s ambitions!

“The competition doesn’t end until time runs out,” insisted the forefather. “How can you not know about the rules as a forefather? What the hell have you been doing with your mangy excuse for a life?”

“Haha, you’re in denial,” retorted Flora’s forefather. “Everyone knows how it’s going to end. Do you honestly think there will be a miracle?”

“A miracle?” The forefather felt a sliver of hope. Wasn’t that what Jiang Chen specialized in?

If there were any miracles to be found, Jiang Chen would be the miracle maker.

“The competition doesn’t end when there’s still time,” Eternal’s forefather said frigidly. “You can’t change the rules no matter what you say.”

“Alright, I’ll wait. We’ll see what you’re gonna say once the time runs out,” scoffed Flora’s forefather. He was obviously enjoying this and didn’t even try to hide his delight.

The onlookers shook their heads. What had happened to Eternal was tragic, and Flora’s reaction crossed a line. This was when Eternal was suffering the most. They should keep their schadenfreude to themselves. It was unbecoming of them to add insult to injury.

In general, they much preferred Eternal. Jiang Chen was a decent young man. More importantly, they wanted his pills.

If he’d died, those amazing pills of his would be lost to history. That would be a great shame!

Silence stretched as time trickled away. Everyone was waiting for the end to come. Some had been hopeful at the beginning, but as time went by, their hopes died down.

Even those who expected most from Jiang Chen began to waver. Would he really return?

Prime Puresmoke frowned, while Holy Girl Yu Ling looked visibly upset.

Holy Girl Si Tong was bewildered. Jiang Chen seemed to be blessed with good fortune. Why would he meet with an untimely demise in the competition?

Holy Girl Yao Guang gazed into the distance deeply, her expression unreadable. However, it was clear from their eyes that they were unhappy, and they felt sorry for Jiang Chen’s circumstances.

By contrast, a majority of Flora’s members were celebrating like it was the new year. Lu Mingye, especially, seemed like he’d won the grand competition already.

If Jiang Chen didn’t return, he stood a good chance of winning first place with his total score. He could barely contain his excitement.

Once the time was up, he would be the champion of the competition.

The fact that he couldn’t defeat Jiang Chen himself made his performance seem less impressive, but Jiang Chen was lost. The slight smudge on his record didn’t matter.

Shi Qinglu’s expression was impassive. She didn’t seem happy, neither did she seem sad. Seeing Lu Mingye’s premature excitement, however, she showed obvious contempt.
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Jiang Chen Returns


Time was almost up.

Everyone fixated on the hourglass. There was less than ten minutes before the end. It seemed impossible for a miracle to occur at this juncture. Many were already beckoning to their own disciples to tally the results.

“Get ready, everyone. It’s almost time to score!” someone from Flora called out.

Lu Mingye boomed with laughter. “Heaven doesn’t favor the unlucky. We young geniuses shouldn’t be too arrogant!”

Most frowned upon hearing these words. Their speaker could claim the dubious honor of being arrogant, much more than the one he was attacking.

Jiang Chen was extremely capable, but he’d never seemed pretentious. If any air of arrogance existed, no casual bystander had ever seen that side of him.

Of course, no one was going to say anything right now. At the moment, the Flora Sacred Land was clearly beloved by fortune. There was no reason to get on its bad side.

Currently, Flora had a very good chance at leading a potential alliance. If it did take that role, it would be even more unwise to provoke it.

“Prepare your results, everyone. When the sand finishes, we will begin recording to determine the winner of the competition,” the first prime of Flora loudly proclaimed.

As soon as his voice fell, a response echoed through the air. “The winner hasn’t even arrived. What’re you planning to do without me, hmm?”

Jiang Chen!

Whether the audience recognized it or not, that singular name came to mind.

Eternal’s despairing expressions were magically lifted with eagerness and vitality.

“I knew senior brother Jiang Chen would return!” Gan Ning wildly waved clenched fists in the air. He grit his teeth and glared at Flora to vent pent-up frustration.

“Haha, some people flaunt their conceit far too early. You came back in the nick of time, senior brother! Your presence is a thoroughly gratifying blow to their dignity.” Wu You was positively thrilled. He looked only at Lu Mingye as he said this, without a hint of evasiveness.

Lu Mingye was stunned. The blood left his face entirely. His eyes glared daggers of hatred into space, searching for where exactly Jiang Chen was coming from.

The young man darted into existence like a streak of lightning. He landed in front of everyone in the span of a single breath. There was still a tiny bit of sand left in the hourglass that held on to dear life, almost like the grains were waiting for his triumphant return.

“Senior brother Jiang Chen!”

“Senior brother, you’re finally back. You didn’t know this, but some people were wishing you ill, so that you’d never come out!”

“Well done, Jiang Chen, well done!” Ziju Min rushed forward with exuberance, patting the young man on the shoulder a few times in reassurance.

All eyes focused on him without exception. They were uniformly curious as to how he’d survived the tenth island. Was the curse upon it mere hearsay?

Color returned to the first prime’s bleak visage as she let out a sigh of relief. Jiang Chen was safe and sound. She felt more guilty than anyone, especially after what the venerated forefather had said to her.

When she teetered on the brink of hopelessness, Jiang Chen reappeared against every expectation!

The Flora forefather swore under his breath. The recurrence of Eternal’s genius threw a wrench into all of his plans. He had thought heaven on Flora’s side, but that turned out not to be the case after all.

Eternal’s first prime smiled. “Alright. The competition is finally over. Our waiting wasn’t in vain. Reality has taught us that we cannot make conclusions until the last minute. We can tally the scores now, yes?”

But was there a point to scoring now?

Jiang Chen was obviously in first place. He had passed all ten trial islands of the second segment. Moreover, he had returned safely from the dreaded tenth island. What doubt could there be as to the veracity of his victory?

Even the Flora Sacred Land, with all motivation to be as picky as possible, had no rebuttal to the solidity of his claim.

“Young Jiang Chen,” the Flora forefather snidely probed, “the tenth island has always been one of no return. Did you make any discoveries in your journey there?”

“Oh, nothing significant. That island was very strange, but I managed to sink it completely. Sandplain will only have nine restricted islands from now on.” Jiang Chen flashed a radiant grin.

Everyone was blindsided by his response.

What incredible dominance! It seemed too incredible to believe, but the way he declared it so outrageously left no room for doubt.

The Flora forefather chuckled. “A young hero indeed. You sank the tenth island? Its reputation is undeserved, is it?”

“I think the rumors surrounding it are far too overblown.” Jiang Chen feigned. “Maybe all the supposed danger was entirely made up. I walked around a bit, but didn’t find anything too nasty. I didn’t like being fooled, so, well… I sank it in the spur of the moment.”

Jiang Chen wasn’t going to let a hint leak about the Black Tortoise. Thus, his smokescreen was reasonably effective.

There wasn’t much more room to ask any questions. He didn’t exactly have a responsibility to answer them in more detail, regardless.

Eternal’s venerated forefather came over. “What?” he called out. “The competition of geniuses isn’t your responsibility, is it? Do you think you’re interrogating a criminal? Remember, Jiang Chen, you are one of the future pillars of our world. Not just anybody has the right to ask you questions.”

Jiang Chen laughed. “Yes, my bad.”

The Flora forefather said nothing, but his expression was very dark.

After the scores were tallied, there was no question as to the winner. Jiang Chen was in first place by a long shot. Though Lu Mingye had obtained second place, that was no better than last. His boasting earlier had completely toppled any impact his current results would have.

In fact, it was probably worse for him now than if he had actually been last place.

The competition of geniuses was finally over. The best geniuses had generally ranked near the top. Without considering the anomaly of Jiang Chen, the tournament had indeed witnessed a substantial struggle.
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Jiang Chen’s Counter-Strike


Some were astonished by Jiang Chen’s reappearance, but most were quite pleased. His Crowning Empyrean Pills were still yet to be sold, after all.

According to the prior agreement, the Eternal genius was to auction them after the conclusion of the competition. However, he felt it was best to wait until after the formation of the alliance.

To do so right now would strain relations between Eternal and at least some of the sacred lands. This would be highly disadvantageous. Prime Gao, of the Flora Sacred Land, knew this as well.

“Young Jiang Chen.” He breathed out through a skin-deep smile. “You are blessed to have survived a near-death experience. We all know how exceptional of a genius you are now, and a veritable guru of pill dao to boot. I imagine that all of Myriad Abyss and the ten sacred lands will bow down to you someday. The auction of the Crowning Empyrean Pills we talked about earlier… we can do that now, yes?”

Though every sentence seemed to praise Jiang Chen, their intention was uniformly to draw enmity and trouble for him.

If the auction was conducted now, those who didn’t benefit would likely end up opposing Eternal and supporting Flora. Therefore, it was in the Flora primes’ best interests to have the auction commence immediately.

“Daoist Gao, that is entirely the Eternal Sacred Land’s decision. We thank you for your extraneous concern,” interjected Eternal’s first prime. She needed to earn back the forefather’s trust after that last debacle.

“Haha, we all have ears here. We heard what he said before. You were the ones who promised to auction the Crowning Empyrean Pills after the competition, weren’t you? Surely you weren’t toying with our feelings?” Prime Gao was an expert at inciting negativity from the crowd.

All eyes rested on Jiang Chen.

“Young friend Jiang Chen, please don’t keep back the Crowning Empyrean Pills any longer. These treasures are meant to be shared. Why disappoint us so? The ten sacred lands should stand united. We have plenty of future opportunities to cooperate.”

“Exactly. There’s not much point hoarding your pills.”

“Eternal wants to use these pills to strike it rich, eh?”

When others came out of the woodworks to light a fire under Eternal’s feet, the atmosphere became a little tense.

Eternal’s first prime darkened. Flora is at it again!

Jiang Chen was entirely at ease. He raised his hands a little, then pushed downward. “There’s no need to argue, my friends. Please, hear me out.”

The crowd instantly became calm.

He cleared his throat before continuing. “I know you are all discerning and wise individuals here. Why then, should we act or speak foolishly? There’s no need to judge what kind of person I am from the few words of another. Daoist Gao is clever as well. Think closely as to what he intends by his words just now.

“To put it nicely, he’s rabble-rousing. To put it bluntly, he is using your emotions for his own ends.”

Villains such as these didn’t need to be shown any face.

“There’s no reason I would bring the Crowning Empyrean Pills if not to auction them. I guarantee I will do my best to ensure every sacred land gets at least one. Of course, because Flora has singled me and the Eternal Sacred Land out numerous times, I am heavily considering excluding them. Anyone who follows in their footsteps will receive similar treatment.

“I would rather keep the pills unsold than have them fall into ill-meaning hands. I need to make a profit, but I have my principles. I have ever been a forthright and conscientious man. If you want to buy a Crowning Empyrean Pill from me, I ask you to wait until more important matters are dealt with. Moreover, I swear that I will refine these pills for any sacred land that doesn’t manage to get hold of one today, charging only a nominal twenty percent fee. If the cauldron contains ten pills, I ask only two. Is that satisfactory?”

Jiang Chen’s quick reaction rebuffed all of Prime Gao’s trickery, smacking down the latter’s reputation in the process.

His audience was impressed. The young man had just demonstrated remarkable skill at verbal fencing in parrying and riposting with one fluid motion.

The ones who’d been riled up instantly calmed down. It was obvious after a little thought that Flora was taking advantage of them.

Many specifically noted to themselves to be wary of the Flora Sacred Land in the near future because of this.

Eternal’s forefather found it quite remarkable. Even he couldn’t think of a solution that was much better than what Jiang Chen had done here. As expected of a genius who was skilled in every field!

The ten sacred lands seemed largely accepting of this compromise. Moreover, they were quite excited. Usually, the best pill masters took half of the cauldron as the fee for refining pills. Some particularly harsh ones took even more.

For Jiang Chen to take only a fifth was beyond kind. His incredible skill meant that his services were being rendered nearly free of charge.

Everyone nodded in acceptance of his terms.

“A straightforward settlement, young friend Jiang Chen. Impressive.”

“Impressive indeed. You deserve the attention you have, and more.”

“I’ve always said that young friend Jiang Chen has more heart and magnanimity than any of his generation. He would do well even compared to us old-timers.”

“Quite so. He’s the only one to ever return from the tenth island, no? I’ve always disagreed with the fact that he’s been deemed chosen by heaven, but reality has proven me otherwise.”

“Young friend Jiang Chen, I daresay you’re the only candidate for the man at the forefront of Myriad Abyss in the future. Other geniuses are good, but you’re the best.”

“Or they might catch up after a very long time. Still, you’re far ahead of them right now!”

Flattery overwhelmed the young man. Some were sincere, but others were hot air.

Jiang Chen wasn’t the type to let any of it get to his head. “Thank you for the undeserved compliments, seniors.” He smiled. “Let us get down to more formal business.”

“He’s right. Back to the main topic at hand. Aren’t we here to form an alliance?” Prime Puresmoke took the initiative.
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Floral Sacred Land’s Attitude


The Martial Sacred Land had always been Eternal’s stalwart ally. Since Jiang Chen had saved it singlehandedly so recently, it had a natural duty to reciprocate that today. Where Eternal itself was indisposed to take the lead, Martial filled in as necessary.

Others were very happy to chime in.

“Yes. With how bad things are, the ten sacred lands need to band together. Otherwise, the future of the offworld battlefield will be bleak indeed.”

“We need to discard our differences and oppose the alien menace. If we expend any more resources on internal squabbling, Myriad Abyss will be spent sooner or later. If that happens, we will all be equally vulnerable. You know the consequences as much as I.”

“No eggs can stay intact under an overturned nest. I support the alliance.”

“I too support the alliance! We must gather up all of our strength in order to turn the tables on the battlefield.”

Multiple sacred lands offered their agreement.

It was hugely beneficial to ally with one another. Ten sticks were easily broken individually, but virtually indestructible once secured to one another.

The ten sacred lands were weak because of their dispersion. Occasionally, two or three of them would band together, but the future alliance would have all ten concentrate their forces.

Even the Flora Sacred Land had wanted an alliance before, mainly because they wanted to lead it.

Right now though, that faction was strangely silent. It was rather worried that the formerly secure position would fall by the wayside.

The plethora of methods it had prepared to hamper Eternal had unfortunately not paid off. Lu Mingye and Shi Qinglu had both failed to produce the effects Flora had hoped for.

Jiang Chen’s decision to challenge the tenth island had been a golden opportunity that had also failed to pay any dividends in the end.

There was no longer any hope of accomplishing their original objective. It didn’t seem very likely that it would become the leader of the alliance. Under these circumstances, its members began to hesitate whether to form an alliance at all.

It would be a net negative to forgo forming an alliance, but it would have a bad time if Eternal was to become the leader as well.

Its attitude didn’t much matter in the grand scheme of things though. Most sacred lands supported the alliance, including Flora’s closest allies, Polylore and Void.

The three sacred lands had been inseparable before, and the seat of leadership had seemed almost guaranteed if only two or three more sacred lands could be swayed to their side.

Now… well, they were still close, but cracks had appeared in their relationship.

The parties Flora had scoped out to influence were actively avoiding it, clearly suspicious of its ethics and intentions.

In the competition, Lu Mingye’s performance had been a far cry from Jiang Chen’s in every way. They were on totally different levels.

In terms of assets, Flora didn’t have much of an edge over Eternal. Because of Jiang Chen’s allegiance, the latter had a large collection of excellent pill recipes to choose from, which was an undeniable advantage.

In contrast, Flora couldn’t promise many substantial benefits—certainly nothing so hefty as the Crowning Empyrean Pill. Thus, it turned out to be in a rather poor position.

“Daoist Gao, wasn’t Flora in complete agreement with the alliance earlier? Why are you quiet now?” someone inquired with a smile.

Flora wanted to feign ignorance, but continuing that strategy would only be detrimental at this juncture.

“Haha, I’m glad we’re trying to form an alliance. Myriad Abyss needs an institution such as this. However, there’s a lot of work involved in figuring out the details. I think we must discuss at length exactly how to do that.

“Why not take some time to reflect and confer? When that’s done, the alliance will naturally come together. If we hastily rush into things right now, we’ll still think of ourselves as separate. What’s the point of all form and no function?”

Prime Gao was both imaginative and eloquent. It wasn’t easy for him to make up such a long list of frivolous reasons on the spot.

“I do not agree, Daoist Gao. The ten sacred lands are separated by vast distances. It is very difficult to gather all of us together under one roof. Plus, we’re in rather dire straits right now. Do you think we would even be here otherwise?

“The alliance needs to be decided as soon as possible. Who cares about the details? We can work them out very quickly right now. I believe that all of us are factions with our unique convictions and heritages. We all understand what it means to act for the greater good. At the end of the day, things aren’t as complicated as you make them sound.”

“I concur. Desperate times call for desperate measures. Delaying will only lead to our individual defeats. An alliance would be too late then.”

“Daoist Gao, I don’t understand you. Just a moment ago, you were more anxious than anybody to form an alliance. What’s with your inconstancy?”

The Flora prime’s conflicting performance was very aggravating.

Prime Gao coughed. “You misunderstand me. Flora has supported the alliance from the very beginning, but we must find an appropriate leader. I think that is a rather difficult task.”

It came down to the mantle of leadership in the end, a fact that everyone implicitly understood.

“If we were to elect Flora as the leader, I’m sure you would readily agree, yes?” someone joked.

Prime Gao chuckled, then followed up without missing a beat. “If all of the friends here have faith in Flora, we will do the best job we can.”

“Hah, I knew you would say that. However, consideration has revealed that Flora isn’t the best leader at this time.”

“The Flora Sacred Land isn’t bad, but some of the finer points we’ve noticed during this competition are disappointing.”

Since all the sacred lands were equal, the other executives weren’t worried about being blunt. There was little need to hide their opinions.

Prime Gao looked mildly disturbed. The crowd’s directness was frustrating.

Thankfully, Flora had its own allies. Prime Zhao of the Polylore Sacred Land stepped in. “The Flora Sacred Land has always commanded respect among the ten for its prestige and wealth. Its coffers and libraries are fuller than any other’s. We must pick the most outstanding among us, shouldn’t we? Why shouldn’t Flora lead?”
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The Fight over Alliance Head


The Flora Sacred Land had its diehard supporters still. Polylore was a good example.

As soon as Polylore’s first prime spoke, the representative of Void echoed his sentiment. “The Void Sacred Land agrees that Flora should be the leader. They’re more than qualified with their reputation and strength. Any other sacred land might not be able to win everyone’s approval.”

“Haha, I hardly think so. The ten sacred lands have always been equals. No one ranks higher than another. Given the circumstances, I believe the Eternal Sacred Land is the best candidate.

“Firstly, Eternal showed great resilience and assertiveness during rebellions. That’s something we can all learn from. Secondly, their foundations and strength are not to be underestimated. And last but not least, the champion of the grand competition is from Eternal. Jiang Chen’s rise has reshaped the ten sacred lands. If Myriad Abyss is heading towards a dead end, then Jiang Chen will be the one to get us out.”

“That’s right! Jiang Chen’s talent, character, and luck are unrivaled compared to regular geniuses. He will be the leader of the ten sacred lands in the future. The day will come when we’re too old to steer the wheel. The future belongs to the youths. Who other than Jiang Chen can shoulder that mantle?”

The Eternal Sacred Land had two devoted followers as well—Martial and Abyssal. They had always been close allies and weren’t going to let Polylore and Void put Flora on a pedestal. They took an opposing stand to make a case for Eternal.

In this regard, six of the ten sacred lands had picked a side. The remaining four sacred lands, Sunrise, Radiance, Nirvana, and Immortal, had yet to speak up.

One thing was for certain, though. The alliance would be formed one way or another, and the leader would be either Flora or Eternal.

Sunrise and Radiance were close allies, and Nirvana and Immortal had a brotherly relationship.

Their opinions were crucial. If one pair supported Eternal and the other picked Flora, the ten sacred lands would be split in half.

The one who spoke up first was Sunrise’s prime. “Perhaps we can put the election of the leader aside for now. First, we have to form the alliance. It’ll be unwise to let the election prevent us from doing that.”

“You have a point. Let’s do that first.” The others showed their support for the idea.

Eternal’s first prime nodded as well. “We will follow the general consensus and support the higher priority of the alliance’s formation. No matter who the leader ends up being, we’ll support the result as long as they are elected by everyone.”

She’d won a few points with that statement.

Flora’s Prime Gao huffed, berating himself for not having voiced support first. Eternal had seized on the opportunity to make itself look good.

“Flora will adhere to the consensus as well. No matter who ends up leading the alliance, we’ll follow them so long as they are selfless and have Myriad Abyss’ best interest at heart.”

It was better late than never at all.

“Wonderful!”

With that, the alliance was a done deal. No one could alter it. If someone spoke up against forming an alliance, they would be a public enemy.

“Since we’re all in agreement, let’s now hold a simple ritual. We’ll make a blood pact with the heavens and earth as our witnesses. We are coming together in an alliance to fight for Myriad Abyss’ future and our collective survival, weathering thick and thin together.”

A blood pact was a very solemn ritual. Once the pact was made, no party could change its mind or betray the alliance. They would be shunned by the other sacred lands otherwise, and everyone could target them.

From the forefathers to the disciples, all participants from the ten sacred lands participated in the ritual with great reverence. They spilled symbolic amounts of blood to form a pact in a very solemn and weighty atmosphere.

Afterwards, they swore oaths with the heavens and earth as their witnesses. No one was to do anything that would detract from the alliance before it was disbanded.

There was no room for tricks in the process. They knew very well that forming an alliance would do them more good than bad.

With an alliance in place, the other nine would come to a sacred land’s aid if it was in trouble. Their battles offworld would be a concerted effort rather than everyone fighting for themselves. Their combined strength would at least double.

With the last step of the ritual completed, the alliance was officially formed.

Everyone was excited for the time being, including the forefathers. For the longest time, the ten sacred lands had been unable to form an alliance for all sorts of reasons. Now, at Myriad Abyss’s eleventh hour, they’d managed to do it. Myriad Abyss might finally have a chance of surviving the storm to come!

“With that done, we should pick our leader.”

“Yes. It’s crucial for us to pick a good leader. They have to be competent, trustworthy, and dependable.”

“Why don’t the candidates pick some representatives to make their case? Tell us what you can do for the alliance if we choose you as the leader.”

“Good idea. Make your case and let us come to an informed decision. That’ll do!”

The proposal won every sacred land’s approval. They wanted to know how much each candidate was bringing to the table.

As expected, Flora and Eternal were the ones to step up.

The other sacred lands didn’t even try. For one, they didn’t believe they could do the job. For another, they didn’t have a chance of winning even if they nominated themselves. It would be a waste of time and effort.

“Eternal and Flora are the leading factions in Myriad Abyss. No matter which of you end up succeeding, you’ll lead the ten sacred lands to great progress. Why don’t you tell us about your policies? Then we’ll know which of you to vote for.”

“Please do!”

“I suggest the two candidates pick two representatives each. An elderly executive to represent the present, and a young genius to represent the future. What do you think?”

“Good. That’s a great idea!” The suggestion was an instant hit.

“Who goes first?”

“Please allow us some time to discuss.” Flora spoke up. “Why doesn’t Eternal do the honor?”

It was more advantageous to make the case later. They would be able to adjust their strategies according to the previous remarks.

“Why don’t the young geniuses make their statements first, then we’ll let the seniors take the stage?”
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Jiang Chen’s Speech


That was the best arrangement at the moment.

Which of the two would give their statement first was a problem though. Someone suggested drawing lots to decide the order.

Jiang Chen smiled. “That’s simple. I can go first in this round. Next round, the Flora Sacred Land will go first. That’s the fairest arrangement, isn’t it? What do you all think?”

He won the crowd’s preliminary approval with his initiative.

“Young friend Jiang Chen is indeed decisive. That’s a good idea. What do you think, members of Flora?”

Flora quietly cursed at Jiang Chen for his slyness. The speech of the seniors was naturally more important. The young geniuses were simply a reference point. The order they spoke in wasn’t as significant.

However, he had made a perfectly reasonable proposal. If they voiced their opposition, they’d be viewed as being intimidated and a laughingstock!

Nevertheless, they couldn’t give an inch, no matter how trivial the matter was in this situation.

Prime Zhao smiled. “I still believe it’s better to draw lots. That way, there will be no controversies, no matter who ends up benefitting.”

The group decided to go with Flora’s suggestion, since the latter insisted.

Nonetheless, fate seemed to be working in concert with Jiang Chen. The resulting order was completely in line with the one he’d proposed.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “It seems that I’ve managed to predict the future. I will humbly offer my meager thoughts to start then. Senior, fellow daoists, please give me the benefit of the doubt. If at any point you think I’ve said something wrong, I’d greatly appreciate your advice.”

He wasn’t a naturally humble person, but he had to be on such an occasion to gain votes and approval.

The crowd applauded. Jiang Chen’s poise went a long way to winning them over. Even those with biases against him had to admit that the young man was charismatic and had an edge over the other youths.

Jiang Chen cleared his throat. “Many seniors have already mentioned that the ten sacred lands are equals, that there’s no hierarchy between us. A myriad of coincidences led to Eternal putting ourselves forth as a candidate for alliance head. We were simply at the right place at the right time.

“With great power comes great responsibility. Being the head of the alliance is a great honor, but along with it comes a weighty burden. Therefore, before we decided to vie for the position, we seriously considered what kind of a leader Myriad Abyss needs, the future of our continent, what we should do, and more importantly, what Eternal can bring to the table! I don’t know if the others have carefully thought these questions over, but I have.”

The audience could feel Jiang Chen’s earnestness. Many elderly participants nodded faintly in approval. Such consideration of the greater picture in the young man’s words set him quite apart.

“Some seek to isolate Myriad Abyss. They believe that all is well as long as Myriad Abyss is untouched. That might work under normal circumstances. However, such thinking is deeply flawed in chaotic times. The Divine Abyss Continent is composed of two parts. One of the mainland that fell under the sway of different tribes. The other of the boundless ocean, over which Myriad Abyss rules with absolute authority.

“Most may know that I’m from the human domain, popularly held as one of the weakest territories. Widely believed to have lost its heritage and resources, it’s viewed as a domain with no future. However, everyone in the human domain is aware of the coming threat. They’re making preparations for future chaos despite its lack of strength.

“That’s because the mainland still remembers the nightmare that was the demonic invasion from the ancient times. It’s entirely possible that the demons will invade in a few years without us noticing. Once that happens, will Myriad Abyss be able to stay on the sidelines? Will the demons stay away just because this is sacred land territory?”

The answer was a resounding “no.” There was no place in the world that demons wouldn’t trespass. The more powerful a region was, the better a target it was.

“If we are to summarize the situation we’re in, I’d say we’re facing dangers from both inside and out. Thus, we must consider the problem with an open mind at this point in time. If we’re hung up on status and pedigree, or cling deathly to factional differences, or if we hold dearly greed and self-interests, Myriad Abyss and the mainland will fall into ruin.

“I don’t think I need to remind anyone of the demons’ might. We’d also be facing an endless stream of adventurers from the offworld battlefields. With threats from both within and outside, how are we to survive if we don’t work together?”

Jiang Chen laid down the inconvenient truth and painted a grim picture, delivering a harsh slap of reality.

All participants, including the heavyweights of the sacred lands, mentally slumped, their hearts heavy. In truth, they’d been burying their heads in the sand, refusing to face the prospect of a demonic invasion.

The offworld battles had taken a heavy enough toll on them. If demons struck as well from within the continent, things would be even more difficult then.

“That’s how things will go whether we accept it or not. But we don’t have to despair. The Divine Abyss Continent has a solid foundation. Although the demons were powerful in the ancient times, they still failed to defeat our ancestors. This is our home territory. We have the advantage.

“No matter how powerful the invaders are, they have no roots here and as such there’s a limit to their manpower. They will exhaust their forces sooner or later. What we have to do is to work together and be ready for the impending threats. Only by fighting down to the last man can we ensure our survival. If we aren’t strong-willed enough to hold our ground, we should be prepared to become slaves.” He didn’t sugarcoat his words.

“If Eternal becomes the head of the alliance, we’ll first focus our forces on the offworld battlefields and establish order.

“The mess won’t be resolved overnight, but we have to find a way to adjust the heavenly axis or mask the continent’s coordinates. Only then will the threats be eliminated from the roots.

“As long as we can hide the coordinates and prevent offworld invaders from finding the continent, we’ll have one less thing to worry about. Then, we can focus on fighting the demons. Our odds of winning will be much better then.”

“Meanwhile, we also have to improve ourselves. The entire continent has to become stronger. With the Crowning Empyrean Pill and the Taiyi Skymender Pill, each sacred land will be able to make substantial progress. Of that, I can assure you.

“As for masking the coordinates, it’s not going to be easy, but it’s not impossible.” Jiang Chen smiled. “And that’s the end of my remarks. If you have any questions, please feel free to ask me. I’ll answer them to the best of my ability.”

Everyone was shaken by his speech. Jiang Chen hadn’t made outlandish claims with no basis. Instead, he’d given them the broad strokes of an overall plan for the future.

That was about as good as the divine forefathers could do. In fact, they might not even be as detailed as Jiang Chen had been.
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Handling with Ease


Everyone in attendance was shocked by Jiang Chen’s outstanding performance.

How old was this young man? It was unbelievable that he’d thought of so many details. Lu Mingye, silently drafting his speech off to the side, blanked with shock. His speech paled in comparison to Jiang Chen’s.

Nonetheless, someone immediately spoke up to question Jiang Chen. Naturally, it was an ally of the Flora Sacred Land.

“The picture you paint is appealing, young Jiang Chen, but even the divine forefathers of the ten sacred lands can’t solve the problems you bring up. How dare a young man like you arrogantly claim to have a solution?” The man was forceful and assertive. If it’d been anyone else, the target might have been intimidated.

However, Jiang Chen wasn’t at all fazed and responded calmly, “Which exactly are you referring to?”

“Everything you claim is outlandish!” the man scoffed. “You say we should change the orbit of the heavenly axis and hide the continent’s coordinates. How are we to do that? Your empty promises do nothing but play up to the crowd. I’d hoped to hear something concrete, but you build a fanciful castle in the sky. Do you take us as fools?”

The man didn’t even try to be civil.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. He wouldn’t give an inch. “Insects born in summer know not the ice of winter. You see only a small circle of the sky from that well of yours, and think everyone is as ignorant as you are?”

“That’s right, Jiang Chen has always been good at achieving the impossible,” someone called out in support. “Before him, no one refined pills like the Taiyi Skymender and Crowning Empyrean Pills either!”

“Did anyone think he’d be able to help Martial eliminate the rebels? Likely no one did.”

“A real genius is always ahead of his time. What he’s doing is what regular people don’t even understand. However, results will prove to us that he knew what he was doing all along.”

The skeptic wasn’t convinced. He scoffed, “Alright, since he claims that it’s possible to adjust the heavenly axis and hide the coordinates, why don’t we ask him how he’s going to do that?”

That was the general question on people’s minds.

They’d all thought about obscuring the continent’s coordinates, but even the divine forefathers couldn’t do it. Therefore, thoughts had never translated into real action.

All eyes were on Jiang Chen.

Even Eternal’s forefather looked at him encouragingly and expectantly. From what he knew about Jiang Chen, the lad wasn’t one to make outlandish claims. The young man must have something to back himself up.

Jiang Chen took the scrutiny in stride. This was a challenge, but also an opportunity. If he could convince this crowd, they’d be more inclined to support Eternal, and the sacred land would naturally take the alliance head role.

“To my knowledge, there are many ways to change the orbit of the heavenly axis. It can be changed from within or via outside forces. It’s a difficult task that requires a powerful cultivator with a secret method. We can achieve that only if there’s an advanced divine realm cultivator on this continent.”

Advanced divine realm?

Everyone fell silent. That was impossible, given the current power level of the continent. They wouldn’t be worrying about the impending threats otherwise.

The skeptic sneered, “I thought you’d propose a good solution, but again, you give us something empty. If there’s an advanced divine cultivator in our plane, the offworld invaders would be nothing. They wouldn’t dare come into our world.”

The others were disappointed as well. Jiang Chen’s words might not be completely worthless, but they were close enough.

He could sense their expectations taking a substantial drop, but he wasn’t going to appease them.

“Changing the orbit will solve the problem once and for all. We’ll no longer face any threats from outside the continent.

“Concealing the coordinates, on the other hand, is a temporary solution. The disease won’t be cured, but we alleviate the symptoms. And that is something our continent is able to do at the moment.”

Curing the disease? Alleviating the symptoms?

The audience recovered from their disappointment and perked up.

“What exactly do you mean?” asked someone curiously.

“It’s simple. Hiding the coordinates will give us a reprieve and prevent outsiders from finding our continent for now. These dimension adventurers frequently move around the different planes. Each time, they calculate the cost and benefits in doing so.

“If it’s too difficult to locate a plane and the cost too high, they won’t do it. They’ll target a plane that’s easier and cheaper to crack. Once we hide our coordinates, these offworld invaders will be less likely to find us. Those who are less powerful won’t even be able to find us.

“Of course, that’s only going to prolong the time until we’re discovered. It’s not a permanent solution.” Jiang Chen made himself clear.

“Adjusting the heavenly axis will solve the problem once and for all. It’ll be next to impossible for the adventurers to enter our continent through regular means once that is accomplished. Those who can do it won’t be interested in a regular plane like ours.”

The crowd digested what Jiang Chen had said. The young man had given them a detailed explanation. Only a fool would be unable to understand him.

“Young friend Jiang Chen, do you know the way to hide the coordinates?” someone asked immediately.

“Yes, there are several methods. The most viable one is to hide the coordinates with a formation. It’s difficult to set up, but the success rate will be higher. Even if someone powerful discovers it, the formation can hinder them and buy us some time to react.”

“Do you know how to set it up?”

“I do, but I need a divine cultivator to work with me. It’s impossible for me to do so on my own, unless I ascend to mid divine realm.”

He was completely matter-of-fact and didn’t make empty promises. There were no holes to his explanation.

Ahem. If you don't read translator notes... you really should. E.g. bonus chapter betting today.
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The Forefathers’ Questioning


Someone clapped and laughed. “Good, good! If that’s truly possible, Divine Abyss can finally have a much-needed breather. We won’t need to spend all our energy in the offworld battlefield anymore. After a few centuries of rest and recuperation, we’ll be able to handle any future threats much better, wouldn’t everyone agree?”

“It would be a blessing for Divine Abyss indeed. We sacred lands would no longer need to toil endlessly in fear and consternation.”

“Yes. The war of attrition we’ve been fighting threatens to deplete our resources.”

Most were very interested in Jiang Chen’s proposition. There were a number of opponents as well, of course.

“What you describe is very attractive,” one snickered, “but I’m worried that you’re just making empty promises. Who will take responsibility if they’re broken? It’s easy to lie through one’s teeth.”

Jiang Chen shot him a glance of disdain. “I’m not interested in talking to ignorant fools. You have the right to express your doubts, just as I do my opinions.”

He wasn’t the type of person to hold his peace. He always returned civility with courtesy, but this particular individual had been aggressive from the start. That he was still at it was infuriating.

After all, Jiang Chen’s intentions were quite selfless. He aimed only to help the Eternal Sacred Land gain the leadership through what he could offer to the rest of the island.

The solution he proposed was beneficial for the entirety of Divine Abyss. For people to oppose for the sake of opposition was rather low behavior.

Thankfully, he had plenty of allies to back him up.

“Are you actually doubting our young friend’s ability, or are you being unnecessarily antagonistic for no good reason?” the Martial Sacred Land’s Prime Puresmoke probed.

“Precisely. Though we’ve only heard rumors of his abilities before, we’ve all personally borne witness now. He’s returned from even something like the island of death unscathed. Plus, think about it—would we have dared to imagine the existence of something like the Crowning Empyrean Pill before him?”

“Not only that, he has a Vermilion Bird and a true dragon as his companions as well. If he wasn’t chosen by heaven, why would they be so loyal to him?”

There were so many extraordinary things around the youth; it was difficult to list them all. The same went for his accomplishments and exploits.

The more everyone thought about it, the more incredible the youth’s deeds seemed. Hiding the coordinates of their plane would be difficult, but was it really impossible with Jiang Chen?

These questions flitted through people’ minds.

Even those who’d thought Jiang Chen was speaking empty words before were shaken. This young man had created no shortage of miracles in his past.

The forefather of the Sunrise Sacred Land considered Jiang Chen with thoughtful eyes. “Young man.” He smiled. “I only have one question left on my mind. If you can elucidate me, I promise Sunrise’s unwavering support for Eternal’s leadership.”

“Please, ask away.”

“About hiding those coordinates… how much would the formation cost? How long will it last?”

After some calculations, Jiang Chen gave a measured response.

“It would cost a fair bit,” he replied in a low voice, “but that’s not a problem for the ten sacred lands’ wealth. As for how long the formation would last, that depends on the strength of the invaders. Without advanced divine realm enemies, the formation can easily last thousands of years. If hundreds of them swarm us at once, holding that long is an obvious impossibility.”

“Advanced divine realm, hmm… most likely not. I don’t think we’d ever be so lucky as to have a few hundred of them come at us at once.” The Sunrise forefather nodded with a carefree laugh. “At least, we haven’t encountered any such enemies as of yet. I’ll wait for you to make this miracle happen for Divine Abyss, then.”

“I have a question as well, young Jiang Chen. Are there any other ways aside from this formation?” It was the Radiance forefather this time.

“There are other ways,” Jiang Chen replied seriously, “but they’re solutions of a rather different sort, with many more moving parts. Creating a planar mist, for example, or dimensional storms.”

“Oh? Please elaborate,” pressed the forefather.

“The mist will interfere with the ability of offworld adventurers to find us in the first place. The dimensional storms, on the other hand, involve shattering the pre-existing rules of space to eject them elsewhere. In fact, many may find themselves lost for eternity in these traps. However, there’s a disadvantage to creating these dimensional storms as well.”

“What disadvantage is there?”

“The dimensional storms will do us more harm in the long run. We’ll be able to stop others from getting in, but also ourselves from getting out.”

“You mean the dimensional storms will prevent us from traveling to other worlds?” The Radiance forefather smiled. “But no cultivators since ancient times have left voluntarily, have they?”

Jiang Chen’s lips trembled, but he didn’t continue.

“If you have anything to say, young man, there’s no need to hesitate or hold back. We old codgers can still take advice from our juniors yet.”

“Then, please excuse me.” Jiang Chen saluted with cupped fist. “A plane must remain reasonably accessible to ensure its strength, rather than closing itself off to the rest of existence. Only when the strongest travel to new worlds and bring back new things and information can we perpetually know where we are in relation to our peers on a grander scale. If we put our heads into the sand, it will only weaken us in the very long run.”

“Tsk, if I didn’t know how young you are, I would think from these words that you were an advanced divine cultivator yourself!” The man who’d been hostile to Jiang Chen before tore at him again.

“You, shut up!” The Radiance forefather frowned. Intimidating rays shot out from his eyes, sending the meddler to his feet in paralyzed fear.

“Keep going, young man.” The forefather turned back to Jiang Chen with a smile.

“You may have thought my words pointless when it came to advanced divines, but if we can’t even imagine their existence, then we’ve long been left in the dust. We might not have any such cultivators right now, but we must always pursue it as our goal.

“It may even be an unreachable and distant one, but have there never been any in ancient or older times? Not necessarily! At the end of the day, what this kid wants to say is that the strategy we use now should only be a temporary one. Continual advances in strength is the only thing that will ultimately make a difference in ensuring our safety!”
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Deficient in Comparison


Jiang Chen’s powerful words sent a shockwave through the crowd. The wake-up call hit them hard.

He was right. Only in continuously improving their strength could they protect themselves in the long term. What the ten sacred lands were doing now could only last them for so long.

They’d been moving people and resources where they were needed, passively reacting to the coming threats and making futile resistance.

“This goes back to your earlier reference of improving our overall strength, doesn’t it?”

“That’s right,” Jiang Chen said with great conviction. “The one true solution is to become stronger. The rest are all temporary.”

Radiance’s forefather was silent for a long time. He sighed. “Everyone says you’re a god incarnate, young man. We may also be divine realm cultivators, but in many ways, our grasp of many of the problems we’re facing pales in comparison to you. How powerful must have you been in your past life?”

Jiang Chen scratched his head. “I don’t know that myself, senior. I only know this much, and that a big part of my memory has yet to awaken. I don’t know who I was in my past life. Perhaps me being a god incarnate is nothing but a rumor.”

“No, no, you must be a god incarnate. That’s for sure. You’ve simply not completely awakened yet, and much of your memory lies dormant. Once you ascend to divinity and bridge the gap between your current life and past life, the answers will come to you.”

Radiance’s forefather was full of admiration and nodded smilingly. “Still, I’d like to thank you for answering my question, young friend. Sunrise’s decision is mine, too.”

Sunrise’s forefather had promised to support Eternal unconditionally as long as Jiang Chen could answer his question, and he had indeed given the forefather a satisfying answer.

In this way, Eternal had gained both Sunrise and Radiance’s support.

Flora’s members couldn’t be more upset. The young genius’ speech had already prompted two sacred lands to choose Eternal, which meant Eternal had half of the ten’s support. Things weren’t looking good for Flora. They were under great pressure.

Flora did have two loyal allies, Polylore and Void.

However, the same was true of Eternal. Martial and Abyssal had always been on their side, and now Sunrise and Radiance had pledged their allegiance as well. Eternal had the upper hand.

The only ones that hadn’t picked a side were Nirvana and Immortal. If both picked Eternal, the sacred land would win the election by a landslide with seven votes.

If Flora could win the two sacred lands over, they could at least reach a tie, which was the most they could do.

Nirvana and Immortal didn’t seem willing to take a stand just yet. They stubbornly remained neutral. Flora didn’t know if they could convince the hold-outs.

There were exchanges between the ten sacred lands, but they didn’t really have a close relationship.

Nevertheless, there was no way back.

Lu Mingye had a heavy weight on his shoulders. He knew his performance would have a significant impact on the result of the election. It might not determine the winner, but his performance would be examined closely.

He’d always wanted to be the leader of the youths. However, now that Shi Qinglu had let him take the spotlight, he couldn’t find it within himself to be happy at all. He felt like he was sitting on pins and needles.

He ranked second in the grand competition and first in Flora Sacred Land. No matter how stressed he was, he had to take the stage.

His heart pounded so hard it was as if a beast was rampaging in his chest.

Under everyone’s scrutiny, he went on stage. As a disciple of a major faction, he did have a strong heart. Although Jiang Chen’s exceptional performance had seriously impacted his mentality, he managed to maintain his composure onstage.

Jiang Chen looked at Lu Mingye with a smile, the look in his eyes deep and meaningful.

Lu Mingye averted his gaze. No matter how he put up a front, it was clear that he felt inadequate after Jiang Chen’s performance.

The Eternal genius didn’t try to sabotage him, but instead listened to him intently.

Lu Mingye had prepared a speech, but what he said was limited to what a regular youth would say. He focused on the future, talking about how Flora would bring together all factions in Myriad Abyss and fight for the continent.

There were flashes of brilliance, but nothing out of an average youth’s capability, and nothing worthy of the divine forefathers’ attention.

What set Jiang Chen’s speech apart was that his content presented a bird eye’s view of the entire continent. Even the divine forefathers of the ten sacred lands had to take his words seriously.

The audience was silent after Lu Mingye’s speech. There was some applause from Polylore and Void, but the others didn’t show much of a reaction. It was as if Lu Mingye had been talking to himself.

Truth was, they were somewhat disappointed.

Although it was unclear if what Jiang Chen had proposed would work, at least he’d painted a thrilling prospect. Lu Mingye’s turn had almost put them to sleep.

The youths might find something of value in his speech, but it was far from enough for the older cultivators.

Some couldn’t help but silently criticize Lu Mingye.

“Lu Mingye may be a remarkable genius compared to the other youths, but there’s a large gap between him and Jiang Chen. After a couple centuries, he’ll have achieved a lot less than Jiang Chen.”

“Even their own Poison Consort is much better than Lu Mingye.”

Of course, they wouldn’t say that out loud.

Lu Mingye knew his performance was mediocre at best despite not having made any mistakes. It frustrated him to think about how well Jiang Chen had done.

He hated losing, but had to admit that the gap between Jiang Chen and him seemed to be growing bigger and bigger.
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Overwhelming Domination


Lu Mingye’s speech failed to win anyone over. No one from Flora was particularly happy about that.

Now, it was the Flora forefather’s turn to speak. This was another integral segment to the contest for the alliance’s leadership. If the forefather couldn’t convince everyone, Flora would be entirely out of the race.

Therefore, the Flora forefather was very careful about his choice of words.

His experience showed through in his restraint and composure. He outlined the Flora Sacred Land’s contributions, history, and fundamental advantages in great detail, implying with every word that Flora as their leader would only bring them profit as well as defense against outside enemies.

The forefather’s apparent sincerity was infectious. Flora was very eager to fulfill its ambitions and had a considerable amount of strength to back it up.

Having been one of the strongest sacred lands since time immemorial, it had always been ranked near the top. As such, the Flora forefather won a decent amount of applause.

Jiang Chen’s opinion of the Flora forefather improved markedly after he heard his speech. Before the elder, there had been an indubitable difference between the strength and resources of Eternal and Flora.

However, Jiang Chen didn’t lose confidence.

He was sure that as long as Myriad Abyss was focused on warding off the offworld menace, Eternal would obtain the leadership. No matter what happened, it would be the only choice at the end of the day.

Jiang Chen wasn’t exactly a selfless philanthropist. If Eternal wasn’t in control—if he wasn’t in control, rather—he wouldn’t pour himself into the work with nearly the same degree of abandon.

It was the Eternal forefather’s turn to make a speech.

He chose simple, succinct words to list what Eternal could offer its future allies. At the heart of his discussion was, of course, Jiang Chen.

It was understandable that the forefather would want to emphasize this exceptional, sole advantage. When Jiang Chen was speaking, it had been inconvenient for him to aggrandize himself overmuch.

There was no such reservation when it came to the Eternal forefather, who waxed eloquent about exactly how useful the young genius would be.

What Jiang Chen had said earlier about changing the heavenly axis and hiding the plane’s coordinates was at the forefront of everyone’s mind. These things concerned Divine Abyss Continent’s future survival, which made them automatically paramount in importance.

Because of this, the Eternal forefather’s words cut deeply despite his brevity.

His conciseness radiated a certainty in their victory.

After the forefather’s speech concluded, it was finally time for the critical vote.

“Everyone, the leadership concerns the sake of Myriad Abyss Island as a whole. In fact, it concerns Divine Abyss’s future and fate as a whole. I know you’ve already chosen in your hearts, but no matter who ends up winning, the new leader must always act for the greater good.

“We trust that you will lead our world to new heights. The losing party should not become negligent or difficult either. Let us cooperate with one another in harmony. If this contest for the leadership has damaged our relations, or worse, created divisive cliques, that would be a bane upon us rather than a boon.”

“Yes, we must be perfectly clear about this. My fellow daoists from Eternal and Flora, you must make your attitudes clear.”

“Whether Eternal leads or not, we will prioritize our common interest. “The Eternal forefather chuckled. “The fight for Myriad Abyss’ future is a responsibility for all of us. As long as the leader is fair and impartial, we will support him no matter who it is. There is no reason for us to be divisive.”

“The Flora Sacred Land guarantees that whether we lead or not, we will fight for Myriad Abyss and our common survival.”

Both parties were uncommonly clear-cut in their declarations.

Every detail was worthy of comparison, including their posturing here. Any hesitation would be looked down upon with scorn for being too narrow-minded. If any sacred land actually became disruptive, it would be cast off and isolated by the others.

“Let’s vote, then. Each sacred land has one vote,” one person suggested.

“How?”

“Let’s do a show of hands.”

“What about ballots?”

This last comment was quickly ignored. Hand-based voting was more direct.

“Those in favor of the Flora Sacred Land, raise your hands!”

The Flora Sacred Land supported itself, of course. Polylore and Void raised their hands as well. Unfortunately for them, no other sacred land did.

Every member of Flora present felt a collective chill in their hearts. The worst had indeed happened. Aside from their two close allies, no other faction supported them.

Waiting a little while didn’t reveal any change of hearts.

“Those in support of the Eternal Sacred Land, raise your hands.”

There was no doubt as to the result of the vote. Sunrise and Radiance had already outspokenly expressed their support.

Even if Nirvana and Immortal remained neutral, Eternal would have five votes to Flora’s three. However, the two remaining sacred lands also raised their hands to back Eternal.

The final result was conclusively, devastatingly one-sided. Seven votes to three!

The Flora Sacred Land’s people were paralyzed by shock. Before coming to Sandplain, they had been utterly assured that they’d win the leadership nomination.

Alas, the actual outcome turned out to be a total embarrassment. Seven to three? They wouldn’t have imagined it in their dreams.

Why hadn’t Flora’s fame and influence won a single faction to its side?

Whose fault was it?

Everyone knew intimately that the deciding factor in Eternal’s favor was neither its own excellence nor the generosity of its forefather. It was Eternal’s fortune in having Jiang Chen!

If Jiang Chen had belonged to Flora, it would’ve won all ten votes!

The Flora forefather looked somewhat bitter, but cupped his fist with poise. “Daoist Eternal, Flora has lost today. However, I cannot congratulate you on anything else but this—Eternal is blessed to have such a legendary genius!”

Many people agreed internally, the Eternal forefather himself being one of them. Without Jiang Chen, Eternal would have had zero hope at leading the alliance.
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The Spell Cast by the Crowning Empyrean Pill


Leader of the alliance!

Everyone from the Eternal Sacred Land was overjoyed. Elder Ziju Min was the most excited of the lot; he was the one who had discovered Jiang Chen, bringing him into Eternal against all opposition.

At the time, the numerous advantages and conditions he had pledged to Jiang Chen had elicited a lot of pressure upon him from his faction. However, all of it turned out to be worth it.

Everything that the Eternal Sacred Land had done for Jiang Chen paled in comparison to his reciprocation today.

“Congratulations, Daoist Eternal!”

“The Eternal Sacred Land is on a lucky streak. In the next few millennia, young Jiang Chen is sure to become Myriad Abyss’ new yardstick.”

“We’re all expecting great things from you, young man. Myriad Abyss’ future is in your hands.”

Many took the initiative in congratulating Jiang Chen, stooping to do so despite whatever lofty positions they occupied.

Jiang Chen took all of the attention and civility in stride.

However, Shi Qinglu’s presence was among the well-wishers defied his expectations, even though the way she uttered her acknowledgment was… rather special.

“Hmph! Don’t be proud, you scoundrel. I lost to you last time because of my own incompetence. I’ll pay you back thrice over for the humiliation one day! The Eternal Sacred Land leads the alliance now, but don’t think you can forget about the promises you made. I’m keeping an eye on you!”

“Haha, I’m grateful for whatever additional oversight you might provide, Miss Shi.”

“Really?” Shi Qinglu grinned mischievously. “I hope you won’t be scared out of your wits.”

Jiang Chen laughed, but said nothing. His ideas might have seemed like idle boasting to outsiders, but he knew their utility and applicability.

On a technical level, concealing planar coordinates was very doable.

In contrast, adjusting the orbit of the heavenly axis was much more difficult. Without reaching advanced divine realm, Jiang Chen surmised it impossible.

This meant that it was all but out of reach for the current Divine Abyss Continent.

Hence, he didn’t really want to go into detail.

Truthfully, it was very difficult to reach advanced divine realm on a normal plane. Such a world couldn’t contain a cultivator with that amount of strength.

One that did arise would be expelled by the plane’s rules, forced to ascend to a higher minor—or major—heavenly plane.

Divine Abyss Continent however, was a bit more special. Many gods had existed in the ancient times, and Myriad Abyss possessed more than a handful even in this age of decline.

These gods were largely initial divine realm, which made advanced divine realm rather shocking.

However, Jiang Chen wasn’t discouraged. He had a strong feeling that this land was connected to his fate and fortune in mysterious ways.

If he could get to the bottom of this, perhaps everything would be made clear. He had more than enough reason to believe that all this had to do with his father the Celestial Emperor.

If that was the case, his father was likely the orchestrator of all this. That made all the impossible, possible. Therefore, advanced divine realm was surely possible upon Divine Abyss.

It was quite conceivable that there had been cultivators at that level in the ancient or primordial times.

Jiang Chen smoothly responded to felicitations from every party, both young and old.

Many of the younger geniuses changed their minds about him because of how easy he was to talk to.

The older generation, on the other hand, perceived his poise and maturity. He lacked the customary arrogance and naivete that his peers often possessed.

Though the Flora Sacred Land had been defeated, the other sacred lands didn’t purposefully exclude its members.

The Eternal Sacred Land as a whole was the image of cordiality. Regardless of whether there was actually a grudge, everyone maintained a surface friendliness.

Even Wu You and Gan Ning suddenly tossed aside their indignation from earlier in favor of displaying a leader’s charisma.

It was suggested in the amiable atmosphere that Jiang Chen should take out his Crowning Empyrean Pills for everyone else to admire.

Now was no longer the time for modesty. The Eternal Sacred Land was already the leader of the alliance. To refrain at this juncture was a matter of trustworthiness.

The pills were a feast for the senses.

High-quality pills were as eye-catching and noticeable as prominent treasures. The presence, aura, and beauty of these Crowning Empyrean Pills caused many observers’ breaths to falter. Their minds and hearts were set uncontrollably ablaze.

“What wonderful pills!”

“These pills are of exceptional quality. Artfully wrought indeed.”

“They seem to have a spirit of their own, as if they could come alive at any moment.”

“Such is the case with anything extraordinary. As some of the best pills in this world, these Crowning Empyrean Pills are naturally animate.”

“I would die to have one of these!”

“I’ve always heard how legendary your pill dao skills are, young friend Jiang Chen. After seeing your pills in person, I finally believe the rumors. There are many masters under the heavens, but none can refine pills as wondrous as these!”

“One doesn’t have to be old to be capable. Look at how youthful Jiang Chen is! He has only a handful years of expertise under his belt, yet he’s more learned than masters who’ve lived for millennia.”

“Shall we begin the auction immediately, then?”

Praise piled up on Jiang Chen’s ears. The Flora Sacred Land felt deeply helpless at this. If he had taken these pills out earlier, there would have been even less of a question as to the leadership. These pills were too spectacular for this world.

It was as if everyone here had their souls sucked away by the pills. Aside from the divine forefathers, no one could resist their allure.

Each and every one of them felt their gazes almost magically affixed to the pills.

“Young friend Jiang Chen, how many of these Crowning Empyrean Pills are you selling today?”

He had a number of them on hand.

“I must first thank the Eternal Sacred Land for preparing the materials for me. I will give two out of the cauldron back to the executives as recompense. The other nine will be auctioned.”

He’d come up with this plan after quite some consideration.
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General Jubilation


The Eternal Sacred Land’s executives were surprised. They hadn’t expected Jiang Chen to give them two free Crowning Empyrean Pills. Eternal had just as much of a need for them as anybody else.

Jiang Chen gave the two pills to Ziju Min.

“Elder Ziju, you were the man who brought me into the fold. I make a personal gift of these two pills to the seniors of the sacred land. You should keep one and give out the other.”

The older man was the person he liked the most within the faction.

Ziju Min was taken aback, but could see Jiang Chen’s sincerity. He accepted the pills without ceremony.

“Introducing you to the sect is the greatest accomplishment of my life, Jiang Chen. Though I am nothing special myself, at least I have a keen eye. Your future is indubitably bright, and absolutely no one here knows your limits. Perhaps you will ascend to greater heights than we can possibly imagine!”

This included the ten sacred lands’ forefathers, but the elder wasn’t afraid of offending them. He truly believed what he said.

“I hope your auspicious prediction comes true.” Jiang Chen smiled.

The nine Crowning Empyrean Pills remaining corresponded to the nine other sacred lands. Each of them had a good shot at getting at least one.

As to exactly where the pills would end up, that depended on their willingness and wealth. Jiang Chen could hardly express bias, given his desperate need for spirit stones.

Once he was done collecting the requisite funds, he could return to the human domain and reactivate the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement.

Once that formation was in place, Eternal could have a moment’s respite. The human domain would be protected from the demonic menace—or at least be placed out of reach from their grasping claws.

The beginning of the auction marked the end of the sacred lands’ amity.

Each and every pill was hotly contested. The sacred lands that did manage to buy one entered into competition for the subsequent pills with renewed fervor.

The more Crowning Empyrean Pills, the merrier.

The factions that couldn’t win became more and more incensed over time, a fact reflected in their aggressive bidding.

Jiang Chen struck a good balance between the haves and have-nots. The former received a longer period between each call, that the latter might have more time to consider whether they wanted to place a higher bid.

Careful maneuvering placed one pill into each of the sacred lands’ hands, making for a relatively comfortable compromise.

Some of the richest sacred lands weren’t entirely happy with this resolution, but they didn’t want things to get too ugly, either. There was no need to draw unnecessary jealousy.

As the auction played out, more people noticed Jiang Chen’s attempt to balance their collective interests, and the bidding thus relaxed.

In the end, everyone bought their respective pills at comparable prices.

As a result, Jiang Chen received an immense infusion of spirit stones—enough to reactivate the formation, with plenty to spare. He was approximately ten percent over the goal.

This wasn’t a problem, of course. In fact, it was better. It was hard to estimate the exact cost of reactivating the formation, and now he had enough to mitigate potential miscalculation.

All the factions were quite pleased to receive the Crowning Empyrean Pills. Even the Flora Sacred Land had nothing to say.

Despite their heated argument earlier, neither involved party mentioned Jiang Chen’s angry declaration about excluding them from the auction in the end. As such, they were able to benefit just like the rest.

The magnanimous gesture won even more hearts in the process.

However, one pill was certainly not enough for most. Many factions swarmed him after the fact.

“Young friend, the Crowning Empyrean Pill is many times more attractive than any other. If you have the time, you really must refine another cauldron for us. Your payment is certainly very negotiable.”

“Yes, if you can give us priority in refining the pills, we’re willing to give you more of the corresponding cut.”

Though Jiang Chen had mentioned taking only twenty percent earlier, the standard was thirty to forty. Greedier pill masters collected half or more.

“If the chance arises, refining the pills should be trivial.” Jiang Chen smiled amicably.

“Do you have time recently, young friend Jiang Chen? Immortal Sacred Land has a secret realm opening up very soon. There will be a very festive gathering then. If you have time, why not drop by?”

“A secret realm is far from interesting, young man. The Abyssal Sacred Land has nine ancient vales that contain a smashing collection of ancient herbs. If that strikes your fancy, our doors are always open to you.”

He found it hard to refuse the plethora of invitations.

“My friends, I have some important business to take care of in the near future. As soon as I’m freed up, I will definitely visit all of you in turn. Unfortunately, that’s simply not possible right now.”

Jiang Chen wasn’t just being polite. He was very much interested in ancient vales and secret realms, since they often concealed a considerable amount of treasure.

Alas, the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement was more important right now.

The ten sacred lands’ senior executives gathered together to discuss plans for Myriad Abyss’ future. Their talks centered all around Jiang Chen’s earlier proposals.

Hiding the plane’s coordinates to resolve the matter of the offworld battlefield was a critical matter. The ten sacred lands were currently mired there, and they desperately needed some time to recuperate.

Amid this conference, Jiang Chen’s consciousness suddenly moved. A look of peculiarity tinged his face.

The Eternal forefather saw his change instantly. “What is it?”

“Seniors.” Jiang Chen frowned. “There’s an irregularity in the fabric of space.”

“What strangeness do you speak of?”

“It feels like someone is attempting to seal Sandplain’s exit.” Jiang Chen’s consciousness was exceptionally perceptive. Even the smallest of movements did not escape him.

The sacred lands’ forefathers traded confused looks. As divine realm cultivators, they didn’t sense anything out of the ordinary. How could a young advanced empyrean notice something they had not?

Still, Jiang Chen’s words carried a natural weight to them.

“Let me go see.”

“I as well!”

The forefathers of Sunrise and Radiance dashed out from the island as two streaks of light.
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Danger Descends


Outside of Sandplain Island, rays of faint, strange light materialized in the air. Inside it, countless moving glyphs spread like plague and swarmed to cover a large area.

The entire island was enveloped by the light, which morphed into an enormous kiln, trapping and refining the island.

Radiance’s forefather exclaimed, “Scum, what gives you the courage to stir up trouble in Sandplain?”

With a wave of his arm, a powerful attack hit the wall of light with a bang.

The light trembled dramatically, but it remained intact. Its impressive elasticity had enabled it to withstand a hit from a divine cultivator!

Radiance’s and Sunrise’s forefathers exchanged a glance. They both read shock in the other’s eyes. They had a feeling that something big was coming.

“Let’s try together.”

The two forefathers were old partners and knew each other well. Without missing a beat, the two of them made their moves at the same time.

Two powerful torrents of air split through the sky like twin dragons, their combined forces terrifyingly mighty. It hit the faint sheen of light with a loud bang.

The wall of light trembled even harder, but once again, it didn’t shatter. The tremors subsided gradually until they calmed.

Like a spring, no matter how much force was applied, the light was only be compressed and reverted back to its original form once the outside force departed.

The two forefathers’ hearts sank. They hadn’t encountered anything in Myriad Abyss that the two of them couldn’t resolve. Yet here, this unassuming looking wall of light had resisted their concerted attack!

The strange turn of events painted a scowl on their faces. With grave expressions, they carefully inspected the area.

Unfortunately, they didn’t find anything. The wall of light seemed to have emerged out of nowhere.

Concerned, they stopped wasting their time and returned to the island at full speed. Everyone turned to them with questioning looks.

“The island is trapped in a strange wall of light,” boomed Radiance’s forefather. “We’re in trouble, everyone.”

Everyone was shocked to hear that. Some of them couldn’t help but sneak glances at Jiang Chen. It was surprising that young genius had been the first to sense the danger, rather than the forefathers of the ten sacred lands.

A strange atmosphere permeated the air.

“Come on, let’s go take a look ourselves,” remarked Eternal’s forefather. Everyone had been waiting for him to make the order since Eternal was the alliance head.

They had a lot of questions, but everyone followed the order and rushed toward the fringe.

Jiang Chen wasn’t in a hurry to leave. He slowed and fell to the back. Noting his unhurried look, Ziju Min asked, “Have you discovered something?”

“Something’s fishy. I’m going to take a look around.” Jiang Chen was calmer than most. He knew this must have been a targeted move against Sandplain.

He remembered the large group of escapees from the Boundless Prison. They had been lurking in the dark, waiting to strike.

Once they spotted an opportunity, they’d surely exploit it. And perhaps they were responsible for the situation they were facing now.

Jiang Chen had gotten some information from Divine Kasyapa. He knew the fugitives would stir up trouble sooner or later. In fact, he’d warned Eternal’s senior executives before coming to the island.

However, everyone had been too busy dealing with the offworld battles. They hadn’t had the effort to spare for the fugitives from the Boundless Prison.

Besides, they didn’t have a good grasp on the number of cultivators who had escaped. Therefore, they relaxed their guard.

Ziju Min had a newfound admiration for Jiang Chen, especially since the young man had sensed the danger before the ten forefathers. He believed Jiang Chen could actually rival the forefathers in some aspects.

Jiang Chen stayed silent as he surveyed the area. Wu You and Gan Ning trailed after him, worried.

Not long after, the ten forefathers returned. It was clear from their expressions that they were anxious. Eternal’s forefather was especially concerned.

He’d just become the head of the alliance. Everyone was looking to him for orders. This was the first trial of his competence and judgement. If he failed, the other sacred lands would question his leadership.

On the other hand, if he could steer the ten sacred lands through the crisis, he’d win everyone’s approval once and for all.

“Fellow daoists, the wall of light came out of nowhere. I believe it’s not the work of offworld invaders, but the cultivators escaped from the Boundless Prison.” That was Eternal’s forefather’s speculation.

“How so?” someone questioned.

“We’ve just come from the offworld battlefields and made the necessary arrangements before we departed. The offworld invaders may be powerful, but they can’t have broken through our defense in such a short time. Besides, it’s clear that this must have been a planned attack. Otherwise the wall couldn’t have been set up without us noticing.”

Eternal’s forefather had a clear head on his shoulders. Jiang Chen agreed with his speculations.

“Even if it is the fugitives from the Boundless Prison, we have to leave the island as soon as we can,” someone objected. “Otherwise, once our planar defenses are broken through, the offworld invaders will enter in droves! We’ll be in real trouble then.”

That was true.

The war offworld was at its peak; every second mattered.

If they were trapped in the island for too long, it’d hinder their war efforts on the offworld battlefields. The consequences would be catastrophic.

It was up to Eternal’s leadership now. They had to break out of the island quickly, or the offworld invaders would bring about a crisis and thus disrupt Myriad Abyss’s order.

Eternal’s forefather nodded. “We’ve been caught off guard. We need to brainstorm a solution. If you have any ideas or opinions, please don’t hold back. This is exactly when the newly formed alliance has to work together!”

Jiang Chen silently complimented the forefather. The old man had deftly made the problem everyone’s problem. They had to shoulder the burden together.


189


The Prismatic Convergence Formation


The other factions weren’t going to complain at this point in time. They knew it was unrealistic to expect Eternal to turn the tide on its own. Working as a team was the proper way forward.

However, even the ten forefathers didn’t understand the strange curtain of light. It was beyond their knowledge and imagination. Many refused to give up and persisted in their attacks, but the light persisted no matter what they did.

As more and more saw what the strange wall was capable of, the air thickened with tension.

Pessimism descended when they saw that even the divine forefathers couldn’t do anything.

As the supreme leaders of the ten sacred lands, the divine forefathers were mostly equal in power and knowledge. Even when they all worked together, they couldn’t figure out a way to break through the wall.

Meanwhile, Jiang Chen was still observing the bizarre wall made of light.

One by one, people shifted their gaze to the Eternal genius. If there was someone who could do something, it’d be Jiang Chen.

There was a tangled mess of questions in Jiang Chen’s head. There was something familiar about the wall of light, but he’d seen too much in his past life. It’d take some time for him to retrieve the right memory.

“Venerated forefather, I believe brute force isn’t the way to go. We have to identify the wall’s weak point.” He didn’t have an answer just yet, but instinct told him this was a cleverly crafted formation.

Breaking it through brute force would be extremely difficult. It wasn’t something the forefathers of Myriad Abyss could do.

Eternal’s forefather had no time to care about if Jiang Chen had taken his spotlight. He asked in a low voice, “What do you think about the wall of light, Jiang Chen?”

“This should be a formation, and one pre-planned at that. Once it’s activated, it won’t go down. I believe the formation won’t do us harm. Its sole purpose is to keep us trapped.” Jiang Chen ventured forth his speculation.

No one was going to dismiss his words at this juncture. The ten forefathers exchanged a look, their expression concerned.

Lu Mingye blurted out, “What empty words! We all know this thing is meant to trap us. We need a solution.”

Expression calm but eyes sharp, Jiang Chen chuckled and shot Lu Mingye a look. “Why don’t you share with us if you have a solution?”

Lu Mingye huffed, his face dark. “If I had one, Eternal wouldn’t be the alliance head.”

That prompted even Flora’s forefather to snap at him, “Shut up and mind your manners!”

The others were displeased as well. It was unbecoming of Lu Mingye to remain bitter and focused on factional conflict even at this moment.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “Since you don’t have a solution, kindly keep your mouth shut. I just had the inklings of an idea, but they went away because of your interruption. Now I have to go over the clues again.”

The best counterargument was to use the other’s words against themselves.

He didn’t throw around a single curse word, but his response sent a shudder down Lu Mingye’s spine. Countless angry glares were cast his way.

Flora’s forefather shook his head in resignation. He had to admit the Eternal genius was sharp.

“Young friend Jiang Chen must have a way. We shouldn’t interrupt him.”

“That’s right. Let’s give him some room to meditate.”

“He sure lives up to his reputation as a god incarnate. It’s only right for Eternal to be the alliance head!”

Jiang Chen didn’t take the compliments seriously. If he didn’t solve the problem they were facing, the compliments would soon turn to doubtful criticism.

Besides, he wasn’t trying to find a solution because Eternal was the leader. He simply was equally eager to leave the island so that he could return to the human domain.

“With this strange wall of light here, I worry that someone will take the opportunity to strike,” commented Eternal’s forefather. “I suggest everyone select an area to guard and work in concert with your neighbors. That way, we’ll be able to react to any attacks. Stay put and alert to any changes.”

The suggestion won everyone’s approval. They nodded in agreement.

Jiang Chen tuned out the forefathers assigning the defense posts. He concentrated solely on the wall of light and searched through his memory.

Suddenly, realization struck. It was the Prismatic Convergence Formation!

The name of the formation seemed to have opened a floodgate in his head. Everything he remembered about the formation surfaced his mind. More details came to the forefront.

What he remembered about the formation matched the characteristics of the wall of light, which further cemented his conclusion. He knew he had the right answer.

The Prismatic Convergence Formation was a multifunctional formation that contained spatial and elemental arts. By manipulating time and space, the formation attracted spirit energy from all around it to instantly form an impenetrable defense.

The one thing that stood out about the formation was its speed. It was amazingly quick!

Once attacked, energy from other parts would shift to the targeted spot faster than the speed of light, forming instantaneous reinforcements with no regard for distance.

If another spot was attacked, the defensive energy would then move again.

The secret of the formation were the various focal points along the wall, which were key to transferring the spirit energy. Without them, the energy wouldn’t be able to move so quickly, and the formation would lose what made it powerful.

If they could destroy one of the focal points, the formation would lose thirty percent of its power. If they could destroy two, the formation would be half broken.

There were records about this formation in the heavenly planes. Its power differed in different cultivator’s hands.

When used by a heavenly plane expert, the formation was terrifyingly mighty. The focal points were so mysterious that no one could even identify them.

Without identifying the right targets, the formation was practically unbreakable. That was what made it formidable.

For a moment, Jiang Chen was stumped as well. He knew how the formation worked now, but it wasn’t easy to find the focal points.
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Jiang Chen’s Plans


Jiang Chen opened his eyes. A serious look entered them.

Everyone looked at him expectantly. The Eternal forefather was the first to approach. “Any leads?”

The young man inclined his head. “I have an idea of where to begin. This formation is named ‘Prismatic Convergence Formation’. Functionally, it can gather up energy from elsewhere into a single point instantly. No matter how we attack, it’s difficult to brute force our way through. We can’t possibly strike quicker than the formation defends itself.”

“We can attack two areas separately, can’t we?” the Eternal forefather suggested. “It should break then.”

“You mean feint in one direction first, then strike another?”

“Something like that.” The forefather nodded. “If it uses spirit energy from elsewhere, we should be able to exploit its inability to understand our intent.”

“If it was that simple, this formation wouldn’t be famous in the heavenly planes. It’s easy for us to split up, but it doesn’t matter if we can’t break the point at which it directs the flow of energy. Attacking everywhere else won’t harm it.”

The details of the formation became clearer to Jiang Chen as he recalled the relevant parts of his memories.

The Eternal forefather agreed after a little consideration. If the formation was this easy to break through, then it would be grievously flawed. Why would it have been used here in the first place?

“How shall we break through the formation then?”

There was no room for pride. The forefather found no shame in asking his junior.

Jiang Chen’s response was direct and to the point. “We must find the node that serves as a nexus for the energy transfer. There should be several. If we can do that, I have a way of breaking out.”

Given the level of the formation, smashing it should be no problem once its weaknesses were found. After all, regardless of how well it was set up, the haste with which its creator had done so meant that it was relatively fragile.

A truly perfect formation needed time and polish. This formation seemed impenetrable on the surface, but closer scrutiny was sure to reveal problems beneath.

Jiang Chen surmised that those who had set up the formation supposed that the divine forefathers of the sacred lands wouldn’t know what it was, hence the boldness with which they’d brought it into being.

Finding the nodes was easier said than done. Thankfully, he had studied this formation—just as many others—long ago.

He stood up. “Venerated forefather.” He turned toward the old man. “I need some help from you and the other forefathers to find the nodes.”

The Eternal forefather glanced at his peers.

“Haha, the Martial Sacred Land has received young friend Jiang Chen’s kindness in the past. I will lend whatever aid that’s necessary to get us out of this situation.” The forefather of the Martial Sacred Land was the first to step forward.

“I will come.” The Radiance forefather volunteered.

“Then I as well.” The Sunrise forefather followed, smiling.

The Eternal forefather nodded cheerfully. “Is the four of us enough?”

“More than enough!” Jiang Chen laughed.

The Eternal forefather nodded, then cupped a fist at the other forefathers. “Fellow daoists, we must help each other in this time of crisis. We will go find the nodes involved in this formation and rely on the rest of you to hold down the fort here.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll keep the others safe.”

“Good luck with your work. We will certainly give ours the utmost of attention.”

After the duties were divvied up, Jiang Chen immediately set off with the four forefathers in tow. The node was impossible to find using physical eyes. Through one’s consciousness, it was still extremely difficult to perceive.

However, that didn’t mean this instance of the Prismatic Convergence Formation was impregnable.

Perhaps a more perfect one would be harder to exploit, but Jiang Chen firmly believed this one in particular was flawed. The temporary nature of its manifestation and existence was living proof of that.

“Forefathers, I will choose a few areas that you should attack on my orders. From the ensuing dissipation of spirit energy, I will attempt to find where exactly that node is.”

Jiang Chen laid out his plans to the four forefathers, who tacitly nodded in agreement.

He scanned the surroundings for four reasonably important areas, then assigned each forefather to one of them.

“Get ready to attack on my orders,” he transmitted to all of them, casting out his consciousness. “Three, two, one… attack!”

The four forefathers assaulted their respective areas in a simultaneous effort. Their godhood granted them incredible grasp over minutiae, allowing them to truly move in synchronicity.

All four areas of the veil of light rippled violently at the same time.

Though the veil seemed to hold and recover very quickly, Jiang Chen’s consciousness could detect the differences in how the energy dissipated across the space.

He nodded to himself, having made a preliminary discovery.

Summoning the forefathers to his side, he assigned them new directions of attack. “This time, please attack these four areas in the same way you just did. All at the same time.”

He experimented a full six times in a row before a grin spread across his face.

The forefathers were gladdened by his joyous expression.

Jiang Chen pointed out a specific patch of space as they approached him. “There’s definitely a node around here.”

“How’d you find it?” the Radiance forefather couldn’t help asking.

“Just trial and error. I used the aftershocks from your attacks to judge the distance from you to the node, and triangulated based on the strength of the defensive reaction. After six attempts, I’ve found roughly where it would be.” Jiang Chen sounded very certain.

The forefathers exchanged excited looks. They found Jiang Chen’s conclusion quite trustworthy.
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Existence of a Latent Threat


The area Jiang Chen designated wasn’t large at all. It was comparatively much easier to find a node within the constraints.

“Is a joint attack enough to shatter the node?” inquired the Eternal forefather.

“The Prismatic Convergence Formation is a rather intricate work,” Jiang Chen mused. “Each node is of crucial importance. If we can shatter one node, we’ll be a third of the way to destroying the formation. Two nodes, and we’re as good as done. Therefore, let us wait a little. We’re in no hurry to destroy this one just yet.”

“Why is that?” The Radiance forefather didn’t understand.

“Finding a second node and striking both at the same time would give us a much greater chance at fully breaking free. What if the enemy has reinforcements on the other side of the veil, or other countermeasures against our jailbreaking attempt? It might be hard for us to get out if we only break one node."

“Ah, I see. You want to remove this particular obstacle so that we might be unhindered by it in any ensuing conflict.”

“Precisely.”

“Why can’t we break this node first, then? We can break the second after we find it.”

“I’m worried that we’ll alert the enemy that way. Breaking this node now will only give them time to rally their forces and build additional defenses. This formation was probably made to delay rather than trap us here. I think there’s a bigger conspiracy brewing.”

The forefathers were just as concerned about this possibility as Jiang Chen.

“Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s find the second node,” declared the Sunrise forefather.

The second would be found much more quickly than the first, experience hastening things for all parties involved. However, the construction of the formation necessitated quite a bit of distance between the two.

The same methodology revealed the area another node was located not long after.

Based on the distance between them, Jiang Chen had a good guess of what level the formation was at.

“This Prismatic Convergence Formation isn’t particularly high level. It should have five nodes in total. If we break two, that should more than suffice.”

“Why not find a third?” the Eternal forefather suggested conservatively.

Jiang Chen thought for a moment, then disagreed. “We’d have to split up into three teams then. I’m not sure if we have enough people for that.”

He had thought carefully about the choice of two nodes.

If the forefathers were all mid divine realm, they’d be able to handle attacking even five nodes at the same time.

However, the forefathers were collectively only initial divine realm. None were fourth level or higher. It was, thus, considerably more difficult for them to destroy three nodes simultaneously.

Even the aid of the Vermilion Bird and Black Tortoise wouldn’t be enough.

Plus, there was no need to attack the third if two destroyed nodes would be enough to shatter the formation.

Jiang Chen’s certainty silenced any further doubting voices. The forefathers were laymen when it came to this formation, having not even heard of it in the first place.

The ten sacred lands’ forefathers gathered once more. This time though, no one else was in attendance.

“Everyone.” Jiang Chen spoke. “We have a method of breaking out from the formation. However, I have something important I think I should mention at this juncture. The gravity of the situation is not to be understated.”

Everyone steeled their hearts and listened carefully. They knew that Jiang Chen wasn’t in the habit of making things up.

“First, we’ve found two of the Prismatic Convergence Formation’s energy transfer nodes. If we destroy them, the formation will crumble by itself.

“Second, we must be prepared to face an outside foe once the formation disappears. Who knows what enemies await us and how strong they are? We can’t get complacent just because we have a way out. We must be ready to fight a bloody battle, possibly to the death. If we let our guard down here, we’ll be in for a world of pain.”

“The third matter is the most important. It’s only a hunch at the moment, but please do listen.”

“What is it?” the others asked curiously.

“I think that some of the factions that have come here to Sandplain have been bought and paid for. Or rather, they’ve been conscripted by another.”

“Oh? How so?”

“Many more experts than imaginable have broken out from the Boundless Prison. According to my information, some factions have already fallen under other gods’ thrall. Many of the second and third rate factions here in attendance have dubious origins. I suspect that there are traitors among us who’re passing messages to the outside. How would they have found a place as well-hidden as Sandplain otherwise? How would they have set up a formation in so short a period of time?”

The forefathers sank into thought at this.

“The ten sacred lands have always followed a strict standard for selecting disciples. I don’t think our own would be converted so easily, eh?”

“These traitors are surely not our own.”

“Do you have any concrete information, Jiang Chen?”

“I can’t speak too much on the subject,” Jiang Chen remarked. “The Eternal Sacred Land is the leader of the alliance, so our words must be founded in fact. Still, I have a few suspects lined up.”

“Go ahead and say the names,” the Eternal forefather stated. “I will take on whatever ire you draw.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “According to rumor, the Bluesmoke Isles were recruited by a mysterious expert from the Boundless Prison long ago. It was his place of origin, in fact. Because of that, Bluesmoke is a very likely candidate for where any spies might’ve come from. Plus, they hawked their geniuses with rather excessive eagerness. Three of their geniuses ranked among the top ten.”

Everyone blinked, then realized the truth of the youth’s words. Many couldn’t help glancing at the Flora forefather.

Flora had taken almost all of Bluesmoke’s geniuses under its wing.
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Breaking the Nodes


The Flora forefather was a little upset at the attention. If not for Jiang Chen’s prior performance, he almost wondered whether the young man was intentionally targeting Flora with the statement.

The forefather drew a deep breath. “I will keep an eye out. If the boys from Bluesmoke are even slightly fishy, I’ll be the first one to hold them accountable.”

The decisiveness behind his declaration was abundantly distinct.

Jiang Chen nodded. “I was only using Bluesmoke as an example. Obviously, they’re not the only suspicious ones. I simply wanted to note the possibility of traitors in our midst. If some of these second and third rate factions start acting up, we’ll suffer an equally devastating blow.”

This gentle reminder soothed the Flora forefather’s heart. After all, the young man was speaking from a holistic perspective, for the collective interest of all.

The Radiance forefather nodded. “Daoist Flora, I trust young Jiang Chen’s heart. He doesn’t mean to point any fingers.”

“Indeed, I trust young Jiang Chen as well. It’s because we’ve focused on the offworld battlefield for too long that we’ve neglected issues within our own borders. Last time it was the civil wars, this time, the escaped inmates from the Boundless Prison. It seems that internal strife is at a tipping point.”

“Thank you for the kind words, my fellow daoists. I am hardly so narrow-minded as to believe something so absurd. I have this much insight, at least,” the Flora forefather replied mildly.

“Good. We shouldn’t delay any further. Let us gather the others and ready ourselves to break the formation,” the Eternal forefather concluded.

“Before we do that, I recommend organizing our personnel. We can put the most suspicious factions together and separate them from the others. Even if they wanted to sow discord in our ranks, they won’t have the opportunity to. If they step out of line, their intent to betray us would be obvious.”

“Good advice,” remarked the Radiance forefather.

“Plus, we won’t necessarily be able to isolate all the suspects like this. Therefore, each of us should arrange for some of our best to oversee the crowd in secret. As long as we don’t give ourselves away, any miscreants will expose themselves in due time. We must choose only the most loyal sacred land members for this, of course.” Jiang Chen fleshed out his strategy more and more.

The Eternal forefather’s eyes lit up. All of the young man’s ideas were very applicable to their situation.

“It’s settled, then. Preparation will guarantee our victory!”

The ten forefathers traded furtive looks. They saw only approval in each other’s eyes, in addition to appreciation for the youth’s talent.

Everyone who had come to Sandplain was summoned together.

The ten forefathers didn’t announce their intention to attack the two discovered nodes. As per Jiang Chen’s words earlier, the presence of traitors was a very real concern.

The factions were separated into a number of discrete groups, overseen by select elite members of the sacred lands.

After this was done, Jiang Chen split up the ten forefathers into two groups, aimed at the two nodes.

Shattering the nodes was hardly an easy task, but five divine forefathers had a very good chance of pulling it off.

The vacuum created between the other nodes by the disappearance of one weakened any subsequent attempts by the formation to form a defense, which the gods’ next attack could shred like paper.

Therefore, destroying these two nodes was key to breaking through the Prismatic Convergence Formation.

Jiang Chen was as cautious as could be. He summoned and hid all four of the sacred beasts, maintaining the ability to call on them in time of potential need.

“Get ready, everyone,” the young man transmitted to the two teams of forefathers nearby the nodes. “On your marks… attack!”

The gods used their strongest attacks without hesitation. A dazzling display of scintillating might lit up the horizon.

It had been at least two thousand years since ten forefathers fought under the same sky. The clamor and tumult threatened to flip Sandplain upside down.

The earth underfoot trembled. Even the sacred land cultivators became nervous. They weren’t quite sure whether the Prismatic Convergence Formation was breakable.

The brilliant display overhead though, filled their hearts with anticipation.

Boom, boom, boom!

Under Jiang Chen’s incessant pressing, wave after wave of attacks were launched at the nodes’ locations.

Jiang Chen’s consciousness was cast entirely outward in order to observe the ripples and fluctuations in spirit energy around him. After a few moments, elation crept onto his face. “Everyone,” he urged, “the nodes are weakening. A bit more effort, and they’re done for!”

The ten forefathers were bolstered by his encouragement. No one held any strength back; all their methods and treasures were brought into the open.

A rainbow of color and an earth-rending stream of power blasted upon the two nodes.

Boooom!

Two painfully bright points appeared suddenly where the attacks landed. The two nodes were destroyed almost simultaneously.

Excited, Jiang Chen instructed, “The nodes are broken, and so is the formation. Take care, ready yourselves for any follow-up measures from the enemy. The formation can’t be repaired right away, so don’t rush out just yet. Scout and observe if possible.”

He didn’t let glee get to his head.

The ten forefathers noticed the dampening of the veil upon the appearance of the two points as well. In fact, the barrier was slowly crumbling.

They were unable to hide their enthusiasm. Despite Jiang Chen’s dogmatism earlier, some forefathers were hesitant to fully give credence to his words. And yet, they had managed to break the formation under the youth’s guidance! A thoroughly respectable accomplishment, at least knowledge-wise.

Jiang Chen’s God’s Eye watched the two destroyed nodes like a hawk. The veil was melting away, yes, but in its place, there seemed to be a huge bank of mist and fog rolling in.
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A Difficult Choice


The mist was very odd indeed. Jiang Chen silently transmitted to the ten forefathers immediately.

“Everyone, hold your breaths. If you have any treasures to ward off poison, use them now. Don’t touch the mist or charge out unprepared. Anyone who tries to incite chaos or spur others to run for it is gravely suspect.”

Myriad Abyss Island was situated within an endless sea. It was extremely difficult to find the exit in dense fog. The unwary traveler who didn’t mind his way would only meet misfortune.

Any enemies lying in ambush would be able to slaughter a fleeing throng.

The ten forefathers’ consciousnesses could barely make out a few hazy shapes beyond the fog. Nothing else was visible or perceptible.

They had a decent chance of escaping themselves, but it was unrealistic to bring along the thousands of people stranded on Sandplain.

The Prismatic Convergence Formation might be broken, but their way out was still barred.

“Jiang Chen, is the mist toxic?” messaged the Eternal forefather.

Jiang Chen nodded. “The mist is composed of a complex mixture. I can’t analyze it right now, but it is most certainly artificial. There’s nothing wrong with being careful.”

He couldn’t actually judge whether the mist was poisonous in so short a time, but was there any need to?

The young man used his God’s Eye to gaze outward, but his line of sight didn’t manage to get very far. It was the first time in his career that his God’s Eye failed to give him a clear view. He was extremely astonished.

His ability had increased along with him. If even it was limited here, the mist was terrifying beyond comprehension. There was almost zero chance he would be able to find his way in this mist.

If the mist was allowed to spread, it would hurt the cultivators all the same. It wasn’t possible that is was a mere smokescreen.

The poison might not be a fast-acting one, and be countered by antidotes to boot, but lingering on Sandplain would allow its toxins to slowly and surely spread.

Jiang Chen was immune to poisons, but the others couldn’t say the same.

The young man was quite conflicted. He didn’t want the others to simply wade into danger and death, but waiting around would only render them sitting ducks.

“Forefathers,” he messaged, “can you make out where Sandplain’s exit is?”

Since Sandplain Island was a secret realm, it had only one entrance and exit. It was impossible to depart otherwise.

The enemy had exploited this fact to hem them with a single Prismatic Convergence Formation.

Though they had shattered that particular obstacle, the mist before them was a superb backup measure. As long as the exit was tightly blocked shut, they would have nowhere to go.

This was nothing short of a death trap!

If the ten sacred lands hadn’t been plotting other things, they wouldn’t have been taken so unawares.

The forefathers were capable, yes, but even they couldn’t see too far into the fog. How were they supposed to find the exit?

“Jiang Chen, this mist is very thick and potent. It’s hard to find the exit. The enemy was well-prepared for us.” The Eternal forefather sounded mildly perturbed.

Clearly, he felt his skin prickle with anxiety. The trouble they were in here was much more difficult than any situation in the offworld battlefield.

There, they had always had the prerogative to choose their next course of action. That same was not true here. They were forced to react rather than act; a terrible feeling indeed.

“We have only two choices in front of us,” Jiang Chen mused. “Either take the risk of attempting a breakthrough, or stay here on Sandplain. If the mist creeps in, no one can guarantee immunity from its poisons. Sooner or later, we’ll perish on our own without being attacked.”

“Is there no third option?” The Eternal forefather was rather upset.

“Sure. If the enemy decides to show himself for some reason, we can parley with them. Maybe that will be enough to resolve things.” This was naturally an empty suggestion.

Jiang Chen knew, as did the others, that an enemy who employed so many methods wouldn’t simply sit down and bargain for a truce. Why should they give away their existing advantage?

The Eternal forefather engaged in somber discussion with the other divine forefathers. They were embroiled in a life-and-death matter. The only way out was to face the crisis head on.

The forefathers perfectly understood that no selfishness or prejudice was tolerated here.

Either they all lived, or they all died.

“If death is the only thing staying has in store, we must break through at whatever cost.” The Radiance forefather was firm.

“Yes. The enemy’s plan is quite crafty, and we are ensnared in its interlocking links. The Prismatic Convergence Formation was designed to hold us in place while the mist slowly seeped in. We would’ve been none the wiser until it was too late.”

“We can’t squander the opportunity to escape that Jiang Chen has given us.”

There was largely a consensus about the course of action to take.

The Flora forefather became hesitant. He wasn’t sure whether breaking through was feasible. But what if the mist was harmless after all? He couldn’t afford to take a gamble though.

If the poison seeped in enough to incapacitate mid-travel, that would have deleterious effects on their group.

The forefathers of Polylore and Void, allies of Flora, couldn’t sit still.

“Daoist Flora,” they expressed, “we’ll die a slow death if we stay. Breaking out might incur a few sacrifices, but as long as our elites get out safely, we’ll get back the upper hand sooner or later.”

“Yes. Time waits for no man. Each additional second here means heightened danger!”
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The Most Unexpected Plan


Flora’s forefather did want to break out, but he was worried that Eternal might assign Flora to take point. They’d suffer the most casualties then.

Given the circumstances, Flora wouldn’t be able to oppose Eternal’s decision, or others would fault them for failing to consider the big picture.

Normally, the other sacred lands might not target Flora, but no one wanted to be cannon fodder. It was human nature to want others to take on the most dangerous task.

Flora’s forefather deeply worried that they would be sacrificed.

Jiang Chen could read the forefather like an open book. He smiled faintly. “If we stay, we’ll be sitting ducks. It’ll be up to our enemies to decide when they’re going to kill us. If we break out together, we stand a chance of surviving.”

Jiang Chen did have an idea. However, he had to consider how viable it was.

Most importantly, he needed everyone to be on board with it. If they couldn’t put aside their differences, no amount of planning would save them.

He had confidence in his plan, but he worried that the traitors would stir up trouble. The hidden threats introduced an unpredictable element to the situation.

Nonetheless, as long as the ten sacred lands remained true to their goal, a little turbulence from the second and third tier factions wouldn’t have that much of an impact.

Jiang Chen estimated that the group behind the Prismatic Convergence Formation and the mist wouldn’t have assigned their main forces here. They’d trapped members of the ten sacred lands for a reason.

Although it would be risky to break out and their enemy might have set up an ambush, the risks should be manageable.

Flora’s forefather’s eyebrows furrowed. “I agree that we should take the initiative, fellow daoists. However, we need to assign the tasks fairly. Since we’ve formed an alliance, no sacred land should end up bearing the brunt, correct?”

Eternal’s forefather smiled faintly. “So this is what you’re worried about.”

Flora’s forefather didn’t deny it. “What do you plan to do?”

“Hmph, of course we have to be fair, and everyone has to play a part,” Eternal’s forefather responded, displeased. “Do you think I’ll order Flora to take point and sacrifice you?”

“As long as the arrangement is fair, Flora will do our best! We won’t be deadweight!” Flora’s forefather made his promise.

“Alright, then we’ll work together to overcome this challenge!” Eternal’s forefather shook his fist, his eyes determined. “With our foundation and strength, we’re not going to be intimidated!”

“We’ll stand together until the end of the line!”

“Fight to our deaths without fear!” The forefathers declared solemnly, concisely announcing their attitude.

Jiang Chen spoke up, “Seniors, I have a plan. If we do it right, we can avoid a lot of casualties. If it’s perfectly executed, we may even break out of the island at almost no cost!”

That caught everyone by surprise. They turned to Jiang Chen questioningly, waiting for him to explain his idea.

Instead of giving them an answer, Jiang Chen asked, “Seniors, if you were our enemy, how do you think the cultivators on Sandplain Island would escape?”

It was a good idea to think from the enemy’s perspective.

Everyone put some thought into the question. Taking the enemy’s perspective allowed them to form a clearer picture of the situation.

“I’d bet on airboats. They’re quick and they provide cover for the cultivators, which would prevent immediate casualties!”

“Flying without airboats is another option. It’s more flexible. Cultivators will be able to react quickly when something happens. However, there will be no cover. An attack will easily kill them.”

“Or other flying items might be used, such as flying swords. Compared to physical flying, the items may be a distraction.”

The forefathers proposed many possible scenarios.

Jiang Chen thought for a moment and nodded. “Our enemy must have thought of those possibilities as well, but none of you mentioned another option. Perhaps our enemy has overlooked that, as well.”

“What is it?” Everyone was curious. What had they not thought of?

Jiang Chen gave them a mysterious, leisurely smile. “It’s a simple method, but most people will dismiss it immediately.”

“Which is?” They were even more befuddled. Jiang Chen seemed serious, but they couldn’t think of another option.

“Traveling by water! Sandplain is surrounded by sea. Traversing it is the most primitive and straightforward way to escape.”

“By the sea...”

The ten forefathers smiled wryly, disappointed. The most basic method did come to them easily, so much so that they didn’t give it any thought. It was common sense in Myriad Abyss to avoid traveling by sea as much as one could!

There were too many unpredictable elements about the ocean that could lead to a cultivator’s death. Traveling by water was the slowest and most dangerous method of transportation.

There were many strange creatures lurking within the water. They could strike any moment and were impossible to avoid!

That was why no one thought of it as an option. The odds that it’d work were close to zero. They couldn’t possibly cross the vast ocean to their freedom.

The mist would affect their vision, and the enemies would be able to attack them. With the water preventing them from moving fast, the enemies would have more opportunities to attack.

Jiang Chen wasn’t surprised by their reaction. He knew people wouldn’t take his idea seriously. However, the calm smile on his face never faltered.

“Your reactions further convince me that my idea will work!” Jiang Chen boldly declared.
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Secret Method of Travel


The forefathers looked askance at each other. They didn’t understand exactly why Jiang Chen was insisting on swimming. Gods could be certain of their survival, but anyone below could not.

More importantly, swimming wasn’t going to do them any good. Their enemy wouldn’t predict it, true, but it would take a very long time at a very slow speed. It was easy to notice a crowd of swimmers, and easier still to organize an impromptu ambush.

Given enough time to react, swimming would become exponentially more dangerous. Because of this, no one understood what there was to gain by swimming.

Where did Jiang Chen’s confidence come from?

The young man didn’t seem like a blindly confident person—or a thoughtlessly ignorant one, for that matter. Would he overlook such a trivial detail?

That didn’t seem to be the case either!

Everyone looked at Jiang Chen and waited.

He cut straight to the chase.

“I don’t mean physically swimming across with our own bodies. There’s a better way than that. However, we must carefully maintain control over the other cultivators during the process. Aside from the best of the sacred lands, the others must be sealed away tightly in airboats to prevent them from communicating with the outside world.

“If any wind of what we’re doing is let out, the risk of our maneuver will be significantly increased. My objective is to swim to the exit before the enemy has time to react. Even if there’s an ambush there, we can be the ones to launch a preemptive strike.”

“A better way?” His captive audience was totally lost. What better way was there to swim? They’d never heard of such a thing.

“Tell us, Jiang Chen, what better way do you have than to swim?”

Jiang Chen shook his head. “I can’t divulge it at present. I merely ask whether you seniors have the ability to make the others all go into airboats and cut off their communications. As long as you can do that, I am confident I’ll be able to bring us all safely to the exit. As for how far we get after that, that will depend on your fighting abilities.”

He didn’t easily make promises he couldn’t keep. Obviously, he wasn’t strong enough to decide whether they could ultimately escape.

Actually taking on the ambushers would be up to the ten forefathers.

The forefathers looked somewhat doubtful and began to consider whether the idea was actually feasible. It certainly sounded rather attractive, but…

What ‘better way’ did he have up his sleeve?

“Don’t worry about the method I’m going to employ, seniors. I can only say that it will involve no physical effort on your part,” Jiang Chen reminded once more.

“Young Jiang Chen has never let anyone down in the past,” ventured the Martial forefather. “I trust him this time too.”

“Heh, I feel much the same way about any of his proposals.” The Radiance forefather smiled.

“Sunrise has always staunchly supported young Jiang Chen.”

“We don’t exactly have much choice, do we? Why not put our faith in the little miracle-worker we have here?”

“Quite so. If Jiang Chen can get us out of this bind, he’ll undoubtedly be one of the future leaders of Myriad Abyss!”

The forefathers said their pieces one by one. They were decisive enough to instantly take the only avenue available to them.

The way Jiang Chen had broken through the Prismatic Convergence Formation had been visible to all. Even the ten forefathers had been helpless before it, yet the youth had prevailed.

There was no reason he shouldn’t put up a repeat showing of that.

The Eternal forefather’s eyes became steely. He looked all around his circle of peers. “Gentlemen, since we’ve decided to commit our success to Jiang Chen, I hope we all do our utmost to prevent any missteps due to oversights. The details will decide our victory and survival; there is no room for leniency. The second and third rate factions that refuse to cooperate must be put down.”

As Eternal was the leader of the alliance, he was unafraid of speaking harsh truths. This was one of his responsibilities.

Everyone else nodded apprehensively. “Yes. The ten sacred lands lead Myriad Abyss. In this crucial time, we must use our clout to ensure our collective survival. Either they cooperate, or they stay on Sandplain.”

“Don’t worry, they’ll do everything they can to cooperate. They should know as well as we that they’re only a detriment otherwise.”

“Let’s organize immediately. We’ll have them all packed into airboats in no time with zero exceptions. Anyone who causes chaos must be crushed instantly!”

The forefathers were all ambitious men of action. They weren’t wont to exhibit unwarranted tenderness. The discussions complete, they reappeared in front of the others.

The Eternal forefather, expression somber, led the dialogue. “My friends, I regret to inform you that these mists are toxic. After extended consideration, we have found a way to get us all to safety—but the method to do so will need your cooperation.

“In particular, we will need you all to get into airboats. We will then seal the vessels away, not to trap you, but to prevent any of you from contacting the outside world. Our attempt at escaping is a matter of life and death. We must ensure no traitors have the opportunity to pass information to the enemy!”

The old man got straight to the point. Nothing he said was unclear about his intent.

Some second and third rate faction members began to clamor immediately.

They hadn’t minded the part about getting into the airboats, but sealing them away? Wasn’t that caging them in?

What if they were being used as cannon fodder to attract attention while the sacred lands fled? That would be supremely wrong!

Many became indignant in their protests.

The Eternal forefather snickered, then called out, “All of you, shut up!”

His divine aura stifled the noisy din.

“I am not forcing you to do anything. Anyone who doesn’t want to get into the airboat is free to stay here on Sandplain.”

“What right do you have to say that?! The ten sacred lands are leaders. If you can’t protect us in times of trouble, why should we support you?”
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The Mighty Appearance of the Black Tortoise


Suspicion was infectious.

Jiang Chen had hidden himself in order to observe the reactions of those beneath. His especially powerful consciousness allowed him to perceive more than most with his God’s Eye.

He found the loudest instigators that tried to lay low after doing all they could to stoke the flames.

After committing their appearances to memory, he informed the ten forefathers of this. They immediately picked out the troublemakers from the crowd.

Seeing the ten forefathers act personally, the atmosphere grew even more panicked. Many were pale and shaking.

“The sacred lands are going to kill us all!”

There were more agitators among the crowd. Jiang Chen sent out the Vermilion Bird, who darted into the throng of people and plucked out the bastards responsible.

The Eternal forefather was positively icy. “Think with your brains for once. Do the ten sacred lands need cannon fodder of your caliber?

“Even if we did, we would merely drive you to scatter in every direction to attract attention. Wouldn’t that be more convenient for us?”

His words shook everyone’s ears and hearts like a thunderclap. This explanation made much more sense than whatever they’d been imagining.

“To tell the truth, we’ve long suspected that there are a number of participating factions here today who have defected to outside enemies. We simply haven’t revealed this until it was necessary. Now, to avoid hysteria, we are going to keep exactly who the traitors are a secret. These people that we’ve already captured though, are extremely dubious. We will imprison them separately and investigate more fully after all of us are safe. Any real traitors will be summarily executed! No one innocent will be punished!

“All of you need to make one decision. Do you want to get into the airboats and cooperate, or stay here on Sandplain and fend for yourselves?”

The Eternal forefather was rather less vehement than before, but in this situation, staying meant certain death.

For the rest of the factions, the sacred lands’ statement that they weren’t needed as bait was quite reassuring.

There was no reason for these reputable leaders to lie publicly and cast aside their pride for the sake of earning a bunch of second and third rate factions’ temporary trust.

The factions that’d been long-time supporters of the sacred lands were the first to volunteer.

“We will enter the airboats.”

“The ten sacred lands have always led us. I believe in them to guide us out of these dire straits.”

“If we must doubt even the sacred lands, who can we trust in Myriad Abyss?”

A number of factions got into their respective airboats one by one. Only a few remained hesitant, but the disappearing throng around them pressured them into largely making the same choice.

At last, only a few dozen stragglers were left in place.

The Eternal forefather looked at them coldly. Even if these people weren’t traitors, they lacked any loyalty to the sacred lands.

The other forefathers instantly understood what he wanted.

The airboats were sealed one by one, until only the most loyal elites from the sacred lands were left.

“Alright. Since you lot have chosen to stay, we won’t strong-arm you into leaving. However, before we leave ourselves, you will have to bear with some temporary measures.”

The forefathers flew up one by one, creating a divine barrier that isolated these stragglers from the outside world.

“Hmph. This barrier will last for two hours. You will be safe from the mist for that time, but you cannot leave. After that, you can either contact your masters or do whatever else you like!”

Not everyone who stayed was necessarily a traitor, but the forefathers had no reason to show them compassion. They should have all been cut down on the spot, so what the forefathers were doing was already merciful.

“Jiang Chen, the airboats are gathered. What do we do next?”

Jiang Chen cast out his consciousness to ensure there were no concealed spies.

“Come with me!”

He rushed to the beach, then pointed into the distance. “Do you see that island? If we put the airboats on top of it, the island will carry us out of here.”

The island was none other than the body of the Black Tortoise. It was one of the race’s traits to transform into an island indistinguishable from any other.

Parking the airboats required a negligible amount of space upon the tortoise’s back.

“Where did this island come from?” the others remarked in astonishment.

“Don’t think too hard about it.” Jiang Chen smiled mysteriously. “This island can move by itself. It swims incredibly fast, as fast as we fly.”

That too was surprising.

The airboats all landed on the ‘island’, just like Jiang Chen had ordered.

“Ready yourselves. All sacred land forces, stay on high alert and prepare for a fight. The enemy might not expect us to swim, but we should anticipate an engagement nevertheless,” the young man uttered a serious reminder.

There wasn’t much of a need for him to do so. Those who remained outside the airboats were experienced fighters in their own rights.

After a few more necessary preparations, Jiang Chen gave the order for the Black Tortoise to start moving. Within moments, it began to skate over the ocean surface.

The Black Tortoise was capable of creating great waves around it as it swam, preventing others from seeing its true form.

Any scouts would have their vision obscured by the cresting waters, and would remain none the wiser as to what was actually happening. The most they would suspect would be that some powerful sea creature was on the move.

Human cultivators typically avoided confronting such organisms and lifeforms.

Some marine creatures were extremely weak, but others were horrendously strong. The ambushing enemy wouldn’t possibly want to incur extra risk by introducing a volatile factor like an unknown creature.

This was the reason for Jiang Chen’s confidence.

The ten sacred lands’ people were in high spirits. The tortoise cut a path through the sea, causing a swelling wall of brine to splash up all around it. They traveled outward at a quick, steady pace.


197


Nearing the Exit


Everyone’s heart settled back down. They could sense the rolling waves shielding them from most of the mist, which saved them the trouble of dealing with the poison. They could refocus on responding to potential threats.

And just as Jiang Chen had predicted, the mist prevented the enemy from being alerted, despite the dramatic fashion with which the Black Tortoise traversed the sea.

Other than a few encounters with some underwater creatures, the journey was uneventful.

More importantly, this was the tortoise’s territory. It knew the terrain like the back of its claw.

The heavy mist didn’t hinder it at all. The tortoise was able to navigate the area even with its eyes closed. It swam as fast as a cultivator flew.

The “island” that was the tortoise moved swiftly but steadily. Everyone was shocked by how smooth the ride was. How was this possible when it was moving so quickly?

Even the ten divine forefathers were shocked. They wondered how the island could move on its own, and at such an amazing speed. Understanding descended after a short while.

Only marine creatures were able to swim so quickly. They didn’t know what the creature was, or how Jiang Chen knew it, but one thing was for certain—the Eternal genius must be on friendly terms with it, or it wouldn’t spare no effort to help him.

The ten forefathers exchanged a look and saw in each other’s eyes a newfound appreciation for the young man. This was beyond their expectations. There seemed to be nothing that Jiang Chen couldn’t do.

The ten forefathers might be some of the most powerful cultivators in this area, but they couldn’t command marine creatures.

They were naturally untameable. Even the mighty ten forefathers would have trouble exerting authority.

If the creatures were angered, they were likely to retaliate and launch an attack. The coming swarm would be a catastrophe for the islands in the region.

The other forefathers couldn’t ask Jiang Chen for an explanation, but Eternal’s forefather could. “What is this ‘island,’ Jiang Chen? It’s a powerful marine creature, isn’t it?”

Jiang Chen didn’t want to expose the Black Tortoise. He nodded. “It is. The island is its other form. Don’t worry. Even if we’re detected by powerful foe in this area, they won’t pose a threat to us. Besides, I believe that the enemy is waiting midair. They’ll never foresee that we’re brave enough to travel by water.”

Eternal’s forefather was thoroughly impressed.

Martial’s forefather sighed. “We’ve lived for a long time, Jiang Chen, and we’ve seen many young geniuses, but none of them are as remarkable as you. These creatures have always been hostile to human cultivators. Even we never dreamt of taming one of them. How did you do it?”

That was a universal question. There were countless creatures within the vast ocean around Myriad Abyss. If they could tame a few of them, it’d be a significant boost to the ten sacred lands’ power.

Unfortunately, no one from the ten sacred lands had ever succeeded in doing so.

“I know some ancient beast language, so I can talk to them,” Jiang Chen responded faintly, smiling. “We’ve made a few transactions. I haven’t really tamed this creature.”

He didn’t want to expose his relationship with the Black Tortoise.

The others were stunned. It was shocking that Jiang Chen knew the ancient beast language!

The more they thought about it though, it wasn’t that surprising. He had two powerful sacred beasts as companions, the Vermilion Bird and the True Dragon.

Therefore, it made sense that he knew the ancient beast language. That must be how he’d befriended his companions.

Eternal’s forefather was delighted by the revelation.

If Jiang Chen could teach the language to his fellow members of the sacred land, Eternal would gain another advantage over the others. The ability to communicate with spirit creatures was invaluable. It was something others couldn’t even dream of.

The forefather was thrilled and was already plotting how to convince Jiang Chen to pass on the knowledge. Of course, he wasn’t going to say anything in front of everyone.

“It’s clear from the creature’s speed that it knows the area well,” said the forefather. “Have you told it where we’re going?”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Don’t worry. It knows what it’s doing.”

This was the Black Tortoise’s home territory. It was only natural that it knew where to go.

“Good! Wonderful!” Eternal’s forefather was pleased. Jiang Chen had saved the ten sacred lands yet again.

Eternal had cemented its role as the leader. Flora wouldn’t think of fighting for the position at current. Even Flora’s two most loyal allies had to admit he’d done an impressive job. Jiang Chen and Flora’s Lu Mingye was night and day.

Jiang Chen sat down cross-legged and closed his eyes in meditation. They hadn’t escaped the danger yet. He didn’t want to waste his time answering questions.

Another fifteen minutes later, the Black Tortoise messaged Jiang Chen.

“We’re getting close to the exit, young master. I sense an ambush there. Tell your companions to get ready for a fight.”

With that reminder, Jiang Chen opened his eyes and got to his feet. “Get ready, everyone, we’re reaching the exit soon. However, there may be a difficult fight waiting for us. Be prepared. We have to exert our dominance. Given our foundation and strength, the ten sacred lands will be able to gain the upper hand by catching them off guard!”

That much, Jiang Chen was sure of.

The ten sacred lands were the ruling factions in Myriad Abyss, after all. Although many cultivators had escaped the Boundless Prison, they shouldn’t be able to defeat the ten sacred lands.

If they were more powerful than the sacred lands, they would’ve attacked openly before. Why else spring a trap on Sandplain Island?

Moreover, even though the fugitives had banded together, they might not be a close-knit group.

What kept them together was a shared interest. They weren’t comrades in arms who would go through hell together. A major defeat would break them apart.

Therefore, it was crucial for the ten sacred lands to dominate the first battle.
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Who Is the Enemy?


The ten forefathers tensed and exchanged a glance, reaching an understanding. Jiang Chen had gone above and beyond, doing what they should’ve done and resolving concerns that should’ve been their responsibilities.

It was only right for them to display their might for the coming battle.

Eternal’s forefather boomed, “Jiang Chen is right, fellow daoists. Battles like these are won by the bold! We must exert our dominance over them. I believe that the ten sacred lands are able to defeat any foe on this continent. As long as they aren’t bandits from outside this world, we are guaranteed to win. Once we do, their confidence will suffer a serious blow.”

“You’re right. Cultivators escaped from the Boundless Prison may be ambitious, but they’re but a disparate group. Although they’ve banded together in the short term, they aren’t going to work together as well as we do. As long as we catch them off guard and kill a couple of their strongest fighters, the group will disperse.”

It was a rare occasion in which the forefathers reach a consensus.

Their eagerness to fight reassured Jiang Chen. If the forefathers were willing to do their best in the fight, they had a ninety percent chance of winning.

After all, even though the enemies had set up an ambush at the exit, they wouldn’t expect the sacred lands to travel by sea and come from below them.

If the sacred lands launched a surprise attack when the enemies were prepared, their odds would be even better.

The Black Tortoise contacted Jiang Chen through consciousness again. “Young master Chen, the exit is less than a hundred miles away, close enough for my consciousness to scan. There seems to be a formation there and seven divine cultivators awaiting us. There are also a good number of demigods. That’s not a lot, but with the formation, they should have the power to defeat you.”

Jiang Chen responded, “If we rush out blindly from the mist, we’ll be easily defeated in the chaos. Now they are the ones in the dark. I believe we’ll be able to catch them by surprise.”

“Alright, but don’t underestimate the enemies. I agreed to transport them to the exit, young master Chen, but I didn’t agree to fight for them.” The Black Tortoise emphasized its point.

Jiang Chen smiled. “Don’t worry. I don’t plan to ask you to do anything. The forefathers of the ten sacred lands should be able to win this battle themselves. If they lose even after we take them to the exit, I’ll be gravely disappointed by the so-called greatest of Myriad Abyss.”

They were getting closer and closer to the exit.

The Black Tortoise traveled the last tens of miles at full speed, its enormous body bringing up long tails of white waves. It continued to accelerate faster and faster.

Meanwhile, a group of cultivators were gathered at the mouth of the Sandplain secret realm. They were beginning to have doubts.

According to their estimation, the ten sacred lands should’ve made a move already. However, none of the scouts and ambushes at the front had noticed anything.

They’d remained at the back defending the last post and hadn’t received any warnings either.

“Are they really that patient? Are they staying in the mist, refusing to come out?”

“Hmph, that’s good news for us. They’ll slowly die on the island. Isn’t that what we want the most?”

“It is. However, if they muster the courage to make a break for it, they may have a chance to succeed. Even though we’ll be waiting for them, we’ll suffer great casualties as well.”

“Haha, what a shame that the ten sacred lands consist of a bunch of cowards!” These were the optimists of the group.

Among them was a yellow-browed cultivator with a strange, green lightning mark on his forehead. He seemed to be a leading figure of the cultivators. His expression was grave. Clearly he wasn’t as optimistic.

“Why the sour face, fellow daoist? We’ve set up a series of traps, catching them by surprise. Even if they’re the ten sacred lands, what can they do?”

“That’s right. There’s infighting among the ten sacred lands. Their lack of solidarity is their biggest weakness.”

“They suspect each other and can’t work together. No one can make decisions for everyone. At a critical moment, they’ll be averse to any conflicts. Don’t worry too much, fellow daoist.”

The yellow-browed cultivator replied coolly, “You sure are optimistic. However, our spies had been supplying us with information until half an hour ago. Since then, they’ve been silent. Don’t you find that suspicious?”

“What’s suspicious about that? The ten sacred lands are no fools. They may have tightened their control in case there are any traitors. It’ll be more difficult for our spies to send us messages.”

“That’s for certain. However, we planted so many spies. They couldn’t have all failed to send us anything, could they?”

“What are you suggesting, fellow daoist?”

“Could the ten sacred lands have identified all the spies in such a short time? That’s impossible.”

It wasn’t possible to pick out all the spies from tens of thousands of people. Many of them were under deep cover. They wouldn’t be suspected.

The yellow-browed cultivator didn’t have an explanation either. As a powerful cultivator, he had strong instincts. He had a feeling that something fishy was going on.

As for what had gone wrong, he couldn’t figure that out despite his cleverness.

“Focus and don’t underestimate our enemies,” he emphasized. “The ten sacred lands have been able to rule over Myriad Abyss for so long because of their foundations. If we underestimate them, we may fail no matter how good our plan is.”

“Haha, don’t worry, fellow daoist. We’ve divided into two groups to earn our glory. If Master Lightford occupies the ten sacred lands and we strike a blow against them at the same time, Myriad Abyss will be ours.”

The yellow-browed cultivator countered coldly, “It’s easy for you to say, but if we underestimate them because of that, we may be the ones paying the price.”

“Haha, you’ve been talking our enemies up and raining on our parade, fellow daoist,” someone jeered sarcastically. “One might suspect you of wanting to switch to the ten sacred lands’ side.”

The yellow-browed cultivator’s face clouded as he shot the person a glare. “Since you’re all so optimistic, I’ll leave you to it. However, don’t blame me for not warning you when you suffer defeat.”

Suddenly, he looked into the distant sea.
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Battle of the Exit


Within the mists, the yellow-browed cultivator and his allies’ vision were just as limited.

However, he was a cut above the rest of his comrades in level. His eyes were fixated on the waters, looking for any sign of unrest with his consciousness.

Everyone else found his sudden change of expression rather odd. They followed his gaze into the distance. Aside from the hazy tendrils that obscured their view, they could just barely make out a roiling wave upon the sea.

“What’s that?” someone asked curiously.

“A wave of some sort, but a rather strange one. There’s no wind around to whip it up, and it seems to be moving all by itself.”

The yellow-browed cultivator fell silent. After some more observation, he suddenly intoned in a low voice, “Look alive, everyone. There may be something more to this than meets the eye.”

His comrades bore a natural antipathy toward the yellow-browed cultivator. They didn’t seem to care much about what he had to say.

“It’s just a wave,” someone openly disagreed. “What more could it be? At the most it’s some sea-bound creature making its way about its domain.”

The yellow-browed cultivator wasn’t so optimistic. “The way that wave is moving, it can’t possibly be a normal sea creature. At minimum, it would be a god in its own right. No empyrean realm existence can possibly cause such a ruckus.”

“Heh, so what? We have six gods here, plus a large array of demigods. What can a sea monster do?”

“Exactly, fellow daoist. Why the overreaction?”

The yellow-browed cultivator’s lips trembled. His yellow brows pressed together.

His eyes were much better than a normal cultivator’s. When the wave cut nearer and nearer, he yelped. “Not good! There’s something strange going on. Ready yourselves for a fight!”

Hardly anyone took him seriously. They believed him to be doomsaying.

“Yellow-browed daoist.” One man laughed. “Aren’t you a bit overstressed recently? You think a sea creature can take on all of us gods at once?”

“Bullshit!”

The yellow-browed cultivator swore. “Who told you that was only a sea creature? Are you all blind? Can’t you see what it looks like? The airboats parked upon its back? Can’t you see the cultivators hovering over it?”

That got everyone’s attention.

Alas, when these described views came into focus for the others, they began to panic. The ten forefathers were already mobilized in flight as streaks of light.

Jiang Chen remained atop the Black Tortoise’s back as the commander of the remaining experts. The hardest fighting would be left up to the divine forefathers.

Defense was more a priority for the rest of them. Who knew exactly how many forces had been mobilized?

At the same time, he keenly observed every detail around the exit.

As expected, there was a formation here—though the people who were supposed to be controlling it were lackadaisically slacking. This was a golden opportunity to launch a surprise attack.

“Seniors, attack according to what we decided. We break the formation first, then slay the enemies!”

Only by breaking the formation could they successfully escape. Neutralizing the enemy came second.

The formation barely had time to whir to life before being smashed to smithereens by the ten forefathers in the fullness of their strength.

When a gap opened up, the formation’s protectors finally snapped awake and scrambled to repair it.

Unfortunately for them, the forefathers’ fighting spirits ran at their highest. The defenders were undermanned and unprepared.

A bloody battle began near the exit.

As veterans of the offworld battlefield, the forefathers fought with nearly perfect teamwork and synergy. They had an obvious battle plan without verbally communicating.

As soon as the formation was broken, they focused fire upon two of the enemy gods.

These two had been especially careless earlier. They were woefully off-guard, and were targeted because of it.

At the exit, the ten sacred lands had a clear edge in manpower. Having ten gods was decisively better than six. Plus, their targeted assault yielded dividends very quickly.

The ten gods crushed the defenses of enemy two.

The other gods wanted to rush forward and help, but found they couldn’t.

The two targeted cultivators were quite capable, but they were barely able to use a tenth of their powers before being cornered.

It was at this time that a white light suddenly surged upward from the waters. A waterspout swallowed up one of the divine cultivators.

A clear shriek rang from the heavens, heralding a streak of dive-bombing crimson. A humongous claw captured the remaining god, then crushed him into a storm of flesh and blood amid a howl of pain.

The Black Tortoise and Vermilion Bird had launched this joint attack in order to steal the divine brands of these two cultivators. Each god obtained their own brand when attaining divine realm.

It was difficult to guarantee where these two particular brands would end up if the field fell into chaos.

Jiang Chen mitigated this by being the quickest to land the final blow. The sacred beasts had taken advantage of a fleeting window.

The sudden demise of a third of the enemies’ gods was astonishing, to say the least. The yellow-browed cultivator became the de facto leader of the rest in this spontaneous crisis.

The three other gods looked sadly toward their sharper-eyed fellow, no longer in doubt about his perception any longer. They hoped to find confidence from his expression.

Alas, their leader only snickered in response. “I warned you earlier, but none of you took me seriously. Now that things have come to this… best of luck!”
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An Easy Battle Situation


The yellow-browed cultivator’s instincts had always been sharp.

Before, he had predicted trouble at the smallest hint of it. As expected, the situation had devolved into something uncontrollably catastrophic.

The ten sacred lands’ cultivators had inexplicably managed to leave Sandplain Island! They arrived at the exit within moments. This incredible turn of events defied all prior understanding he’d had of them.

If the sacred lands could solve a trap as intricate as this so trivially, their abilities had been grossly misjudged!

Fresh experience had proven this—mere moments of pitched battle had resulted in the death of two comrades, without them putting up any semblance of a fight.

The haste with which they’d been attacked showed that this was entirely premeditated.

There was no way the rest of them would be able to stop the ten sacred lands’ departure from Sandplain. Any foolish attempts at defiance were futile!

The yellow-browed cultivator was quick and decisive. There was no need to waste time trying to rescue an impossible situation and put his life on the line in the process.

As soon as his words fell, he darted outward as a ray of light without hesitation or care for his former comrades.

The others regretted that they hadn’t listened to their leader’s opinions. If they had taken just half the amount of care they’d been advised, there was no way they would have been taken by such surprise.

Alas, there were no pills for regret in this world.

The other gods’ resolutions were utterly crushed by the deaths of two of their peers. The ten forefathers’ burning battle spirit and their destroyed formation added fuel to the fire. They knew that recovering or salvaging this battle was completely impossible.

“That old yellow-brow fled ahead of us, costing us the fight. No reason for us to stay here anymore. We retreat!”

There was no pushback from assigning blame upon the first to desert. Someone had to be responsible for the failure.

The yellow-browed cultivator had no ground to stand on in any future discussions of the subject, which made him a prime candidate for the scapegoat.

The other cultivators scattered in every direction like birds.

The divine forefathers were astonished. They hadn’t expected the fight at the exit to be this easy. Just as Jiang Chen had anticipated, the first to run set off a chain reaction that disintegrated the enemy’s resistance.

The last tinge of anxiety vanished from Jiang Chen’s heart. He had been correct. They had been successful!

A wave of cheers boomed from the Black Tortoise’s back.

The ten forefathers hunted down their scampering enemies like cowardly dogs, cutting each man down where he stood.

The battle ended up being a lot shorter than Jiang Chen had imagined.

It took barely thirty minutes for the fighting to conclude.

The Black Tortoise and its passengers exited the Sandplain secret realm in that time. They were already upon the open sea. Its azure waters were as calm and beautiful as ever.

A smile returned to the sacred lands’ faces. They felt like they’d been reborn.

All of them broke into laughter.

“Haha, we’re finally out! We really made it!”

They were uniformly filled with the joy of freedom. They had hesitated, faltered, and despaired before, but everything had been so much smoother than they imagined. No sacrifices at all had been required.

The man of the hour responsible for all this was Jiang Chen, of course.

“We must thank you once more, young Jiang Chen. You’ve definitely saved all our lives, as well as the ten sacred lands’ futures.”

“Reality has proven that Eternal is the best choice for the alliance’s leadership. In the near future, young Jiang Chen will surely become a pillar of Myriad Abyss. I trust no one doubts this any longer?”

The others sang Jiang Chen’s praises, but the youth himself didn’t take it too seriously. He had no interest in empty words. He was truly relieved that the Sandplain crisis had passed.

But it wasn’t time to relax yet.

“Friends,” Jiang Chen loudly proclaimed, “we were able to escape today because we worked together. I was far from the only contributor. The trouble’s not yet past, though.”

“Oh? Why do you say that?”

“Yes, what else can there possibly be?”

“It’s hard to say specifically,” the young man replied. “Still, my instincts tell me that the mist and formation here on Sandplain were designed to limit our movement and wear away at our resources. I guarantee that the enemy’s main force is elsewhere. That’s also why we got out so easily.”

The ten forefathers readily agreed.

“I thought there would be a hard fight,” the Radiance forefather chimed in. “Instead, we couldn’t have had an easier time. The formation they prepared was complex, but we destroyed it in mere instants. The enemies we fought were totally incompetent. If they’d paid a fraction of attention to controlling the formation, it would have taken us much longer.”

“The cultivators were incompetent, but the formation was excellent. The mist too. If we hadn’t swum out, we wouldn’t have been able to reach the exit so quickly or catch the enemy off-guard like that.”

“Exactly. The key to this fight was Jiang Chen. Without the initiative, it wouldn’t have been nearly as easy.”

These speakers seemed an honest lot. They’d won the battle, but offered their honest opinion on the contributions of others.

Everyone had turned a blind eye to the fact that the Vermilion Bird had snatched away one of the gods.

Since Jiang Chen was the chief contributor to the victory, he deserved that much as a reward.
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Ferreting out the Traitors


The cultivators sealed in the airboats were let out. When they noticed they were out of Sandplain, their expressions were incredulous.

They had been just as anxious and desperate as the sacred land members on the outside.

Many thought they were truly done for, but the doors of the airboats slid open to reveal perfect safety. They felt lucky to be alive.

“Fellow daoists,” the Eternal forefather said, “we had very valid reasons for asking you to enter these airboats earlier. Reality has shown our decision to be correct.”

“Yes, yes, we were the blind ones. Please forgive us our indiscretion, oh great leader!”

“The ten sacred lands lead the way for us short-sighted ones. We shouldn’t have suspected you of stooping to our level.”

These people began to criticize themselves, but the Eternal forefather would have none of it.

“Enough. I don’t want to hear your hot air. I hope you’ve seen for yourselves Myriad Abyss’ current condition. What we need is unity and trust, and today was a learning experience for that. We not only need everyone to contribute, but for us all to contribute towards the same goal.”

“Yes, sir. We won’t say anything more. From this day onward, the Eternal Sacred Land will always have our support and loyalty!”

“Exactly, we…”

Before the sycophants could finish fawning over him, the Eternal forefather sobered his tone. “Unfortunately, some harmed rather than helped us back on Sandplain. To this end, they were willing to work with outside enemies. What do you all think should be the fate of these traitors?”

Now that they were no longer stuck on Sandplain, it was time to bring past wrongs to account.

The forefather quickly responded to the worry that some began to show.

“There’s no need for concern. We aren’t going to be indiscriminate in our punishment. We won’t shed innocent blood without proof. However, any traitors found will have to either cooperate or be severely punished.”

In Myriad Abyss, traitors typically met a fate worse than death. The particularly suspicious people were picked out from the crowds.

They didn’t know what was about to happen to them and accordingly tried to protest their innocence.

The Eternal forefather leered fiercely. “You say you’re innocent? Prove it. We will search your consciousnesses, which will serve as conclusive evidence that you are either legitimate or a scoundrel.”

Some of the people felt their hearts sink immediately. There was no solution to having one’s consciousness searched.

No torture was involved; the search began immediately.

The secret method was difficult to control and could result in utterly destroying the target’s consciousness on the spot. Of course, there was nothing lost in the deaths of these traitors.

“Is this how you persecute your opposition?” Several of the prisoners shouted, paling. “Are the ten sacred lands too petty to allow differing voices?”

“Too petty?” The Eternal forefather chuckled. “If that was the case, the rest of you wouldn’t be here right now. But our magnanimity isn’t reserved for traitors. If you really are innocent, we will give you a commensurate apology. Before that, let us see the truth in your minds!

“We might not be able to root out every single one of you, but you can’t hide your true colors forever.”

Jiang Chen had picked out every single one of the cultivators who’d been arrested. These people had engaged in criminal activities without fail and were sure to reveal quite a bit upon closer examination.

All of the forefathers were capable of searching consciousnesses.

The arrested cultivators whose minds contained incriminating information were paralyzed with shock and fury, then fear and despair. They had ways of preventing their consciousnesses from being searched, but to do so would involve committing suicide in the process.

Otherwise, it was impossible for them to resist the searching of divine forefathers.

The results were shocking.

The Eternal forefather’s face frosted over. He glared at the discovered traitors, sneering. “Weren’t you defending yourselves just now? You’re supposed to be innocent, are you? What else do you have to say for yourselves?”

The traitorous cultivators were ashen. None of them could deny their involvement any longer. Their guilt was plain as day.

“Kill them, kill them!” clamored the crowds.

The Eternal forefather pushed down with both hands to gesture for silence.

“Friends, it’s as easy to kill them as to slaughter a few animals. How are we supposed to find new leads after that though? Who knows where the rest of the enemy’s spies among us are?”

After he said this, the forefather glanced coldly at the known traitors. “I’m giving you a chance to partially redeem yourselves. If you inform us who the mastermind is, perhaps you will be allowed to live. Otherwise… I advise you prepare to die.”

Some faced death bravely, while others immediately became fearful. Not everyone was willing to sacrifice his life for the sake of this unknown master.

A few knelt and bawled, begging for forgiveness.

Others were totally emotionless, having already accepted whatever fate had in store for them.

Even more became strangely joyous. It was as if they’d done something sacred by betraying the ten sacred lands. The last kind of people had obviously been completely brainwashed.

“All of you have just one chance. If you can point out a hidden perpetrator, you will be permitted to live.”

This was both reasonable and cruelly effective.
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A New Crisis


That was an idea that Jiang Chen had privately passed on to Eternal’s forefather in private. He had a lot of such tricks in his disposal.

As he’d predicted, the traitors could no longer stay quiet. One by one, they raised their hands and volunteered to name one of their fellow spies in exchange for their lives.

It was human nature to prioritize one’s own safety. And thus began a farce of finger-pointing.

A good number of people were exposed. Gradually, it became clear which faction was behind this ploy—the Bluesmoke Isles.

As Jiang Chen had previously pointed out, something was up with Bluesmoke.

Although many more traitors had been identified, they couldn’t provide any other useful information. They didn’t know who their master was or what their master was planning.

Their responsibility was to leak information from Sandplain to a specific recipient.

Before the Prismatic Convergence Formation was broken, the spies had sent the enemies a lot of useful information.

The traitors had no use now. Every cultivator from Bluesmoke was imprisoned, but nothing else was forthcoming.

The ten sacred lands were dejected. They’d wanted to get something useful out of the traitors so that they’d know what the enemies were planning.

“We should’ve pulled our punches and kept some of them alive,” a forefather said remorsefully. “We got too into killing them and forgot about sparing any of them.”

“What a shame that we’ve killed all of them.”

Jiang Chen smiled. “That’s not true.” He snapped his fingers. The Black Tortoise shot out a torrent of water and expelled the divine cultivator it had trapped.

The man was within an inch of his life. His pride and arrogance were long gone. After his fall from grace, even a divine cultivator was no better than a beaten dog.

The ten forefathers soon acquired the information they wanted through interrogation.

Their mood hit rock bottom as things didn’t look good. The relief of surviving the ambush gave way to grave concerns.

As Jiang Chen had expected, the ambush was meant to delay them. It’d be even better if members of the ten sacred lands were trapped or killed.

The main enemy forces had already made their way to the ten sacred lands to attack their bases of operation.

The information sent a shockwave through the crowd.

No one could maintain their composure when their home bases were at stake. Even Jiang Chen grew agitated.

If the Eternal Sacred Land was attacked, the consequences would be unbearable. Right now, Huang’er was still in his abode. Many members of House Yan were also in the sacred land. Although Huang’er was Divine Kasyapa’s granddaughter, he wasn’t sure if Kasyapa was involved in this conspiracy.

If he was, what role did he play?

Jiang Chen demanded answers from the captive. The cultivator responded, “An Kasyapa doesn’t submit to Master Lightford. Master Lightford tried to recruit him many times, but he refused to come. Therefore, he isn’t involved in this operation. After this though, Master Lightford will not let An Kasyapa off the hook.”

“You keep talking about your Master Lightford. What’s so impressive about him?”

“Hmph, Master Lightford was already the most powerful of us all when we were in the Boundless Prison. It’s said that he’s ascended to mid divine realm!”

Mid divine realm?

Everyone sucked in a breath. Even the ten forefathers exchanged a worried look. They were all at initial divine realm. None of them had ascended to fourth level divine realm yet.

In contrast, the Master Lightford the captive spoke of had reached mid divine realm! Half of the ten forefathers would have to work together to even rival Lightford.

What was worse, it was clear from the man’s tone that there were more fugitives from the Boundless Prison than they had expected.

There was one silver lining to the situation—the divine cultivators weren’t a close knit group. Some had been recruited by Lightford, but not all of them were loyal to him. Many kept up the appearance of listening to his orders, but deep down, didn’t actually consider Lightford their leader.

After all, divine cultivators had their pride. It would be humiliating for the unbridled cultivators to listen to everything Lightford said.

An Kasyapa was an example. Lightford might be powerful, more powerful than An Kasyapa, but it didn’t mean An Kasyapa would throw away his pride and let Lightford order him around.

That was the backbone and pride of a master cultivator.

Jiang Chen felt the weight of concerns bear down on him. If the fugitives did want to attack the ten sacred lands, they must have done so already.

More than half of the ten sacred lands’ elites had come to Sandplain. No divine cultivators had stayed behind for defense.

Eternal, for example, had only the demigod second prime and third prime to rely on. The only thing keeping them safe would be the sacred land’s great formation, which, unfortunately, had been severely damaged during the rebellion and hadn’t recovered fully yet.

The thought gnawed at Jiang Chen.

The ten forefathers were visibly concerned.

“The sacred lands are our roots, everyone. If they’re taken from us, we’ll have no place to call home. Therefore, we must take the sacred lands back no matter what!”

“Don’t be so pessimistic. Perhaps the ten sacred lands will be able to resist the attack for some time. It may not be too late for us to go back now!”

Eternal’s forefather looked remotely at the cultivators from the second and third tier factions.

“Then my apologies, fellow daoists. Before we root out every traitor, you’re all suspects. If we rush back to our respective sacred lands and the traitors leak the information, our enemies will be able to easily target us on the way!”

That was something they had to consider.
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Jiang Chen’s Stunning Decision


It was rather unfair to the second and third tier factions, but the ten sacred lands had no other options.

Meanwhile, some had other concerns.

“My friends, there’s something we haven’t talked about. If these fugitives occupy our sacred lands, there’s no guarantee that we’ll be able to take them back with our strength divided like this.

“The cultivators from the Boundless Prison are more powerful than we expected. We previously thought they can’t compare to the ten sacred lands, but it now seems that we may have been wrong.”

Jiang Chen had held the same belief, but he agreed that he might have misjudged.

They’d assigned six divine cultivators to the exit of Sandplain alone. How many divine cultivators must’ve been sent to attack the ten sacred lands?

Even if they had only one god lead the attack on each sacred land, that would still be ten divine cultivators.

Added to that the sheer number of demigods they already had, it was reasonable that their collective power was no worse than that of the ten sacred lands. If the sacred lands fought among themselves, they were likely to be divided and conquered.

It’d be exactly what their enemy wanted, for them to return to their respective sacred lands.

As such, the group sank into a dilemma.

If they split up, they risked being picked off one by one.

If they were to prioritize saving a particular sacred land first though, it was difficult to be fair.

This was no game. No one wanted their home to be at the bottom of the list. Everyone wanted to be the group’s first destination.

Even Eternal’s forefather wasn’t shameless enough to say that they had to go to the Eternal Sacred Land first just because they were the leader of the alliance.

That would be unjust.

“Let’s weigh our options, everyone. If you have any ideas, speak freely.” Eternal’s forefather’s gaze swept over the other forefathers.

“I believe it’s better for us to stick together than to go separate ways,” started off Radiance’s forefather.

Martial’s forefather nodded. “I agree. If we split up, it’ll be easy for the enemies to defeat us one by one.”

Jiang Chen was too anxious to join that train of thought.

“You have to lead the group as the alliance head, Venerated Forefather,” he spoke up. “I’d like to return to the Eternal Sacred Land first before it’s too late.”

The forefather was surprised. “You? On your own?”

Jiang Chen nodded. “Yes, on my own. The others will be following you. Don’t worry. I’ll do my best.”

The forefather perked up. He knew what Jiang Chen was capable of. And he knew the young man had a Vermilion Bird as his companion, which was a divine sacred beast.

Jiang Chen stood a good chance of winning.

However, as the sacred land’s forefather, he was ashamed to not be able to return at its eleventh hour as its forefather. Instead, their top genius was forced to take the reins on his own.

Such was the reality of being the alliance head.

The others admired Jiang Chen for keeping the big picture in mind.

“Venerated Forefather, please allow this subordinate to return with Jiang Chen,” Ziju Min piped up.

Wu You and Gan Ning followed suit. “We’d like to follow senior brother Jiang Chen as well.”

Eternal’s forefather threw Ziju Min a glance and nodded. “Alright. I feel better with you by his side, Elder Ziju. You can return first. I’ll be here planning our next move with the others. I’m entrusting the sacred land to you.”

He didn’t dawdle needlessly. He knew he wouldn’t necessarily do a better job than Jiang Chen. The Vermilion Bird was just as powerful as he, if not stronger.

By sticking with the alliance as the leader, he could win the other members’ respect and forge a better image.

Although he was still worried, this was how things had to be. There was no perfect solution.

With that decided, Jiang Chen raised a cupped fist salute. “Seniors, our forefather has chosen the alliance over his own sacred land. It’s undeniable that he’s made a selfless decision. I hope you’ll be able to consider the big picture as well and put aside your personal needs.

“I’m young and shouldn’t be saying these things, but I’ve thought about the operation and feel that we must act smartly. It’s best that you prioritize the lesser known sacred lands that the enemies are less likely to focus on. Catch them off-guard and take back those first. If you go for the obvious targets immediately, there will be a difficult fight and you’ll suffer great casualties.”

He’d made himself clear. It was better for the alliance to pick the lower hanging fruit first.

Although he’d made a lot of contributions, it would be inappropriate for him to say too much as a junior. After making his case, he entered Starfate and departed with Ziju Min and the others.

He didn’t take with him the guards he’d picked from the second and third tier factions. He hadn’t done a background check on them himself. Their loyalty wasn’t yet a guarantee. Jiang Chen decisively put them in one of the sealed airboats, temporarily taking away their freedom.

The ten forefathers watched Jiang Chen leave, impressed.

They were fortunate to have a young genius like Jiang Chen on their side. The young man was talented and independent. He could play the role of a divine forefather, and sometimes was even more useful than one.

“Don’t worry, Daoist Eternal. Jiang Chen was able to help us resolve the myriad of traps, formations and poisonous mist. Nothing will stop him.”

“That’s right. We envy the Eternal Sacred Land.”

Eternal’s forefather sighed faintly. “Please stop putting him on the pedestal. We’ve forced this responsibility on the young man because we have no other options in these difficult times. I don’t know if push him this far is the right thing to do. I hope he can take it.”
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Jiang Chen didn’t care what the ten sacred lands were going to do. That was out of his hands. His sole focus was on the Eternal Sacred Land.

According to his speculation of the timeline, he believed all this was premeditated. The escapees must’ve attacked the sacred land at the same time when they quarantined the Sandplain Island.

The sacred land’s defenses would be able to withstand regular or even fiercer attacks. What worried Jiang Chen was the possibility that powerful gods might have been assigned to assault the sacred land. Worse, that Master Lightford could take matters into his own hands.

If Lightford knew Eternal had become the alliance head, he might pick it as his prime target.

If that was the case, Jiang Chen couldn’t be sure how long it would be until Eternal’s defenses failed.
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Divine Kasyapa Takes the Field


Starfate was flying as fast as it could go.

Aside from the Black Tortoise, the sacred beasts knew Jiang Chen’s situation well. They understood his rush back to the Eternal Sacred Land—he was worried about Huang’er.

After some conversation with the Vermilion Bird, the Black Tortoise caught up to speed with its new young master’s circumstances. At the same time, it became curious as to Jiang Chen’s path to ascension.

It conversed with the crimson fowl the rest of the way. The stories about Jiang Chen’s rapid rise astonished it.

It was rare for a young human to get so strong so quickly, especially considering his race’s history.

“Brother Black, you haven’t been with young master Chen long, so you haven’t experienced his charisma in action. When you spend a bit more time with him, you’ll appreciate him a lot. He’s always been sincere in his dealings with us. Though we are strong, we can’t guarantee we’ll stay safe in this chaotic world. It’s safer to have him by our side.”

The Vermilion Bird’s words were heartfelt.

The Black Tortoise was touched. “Old Brother Vermilion.” It sighed. “You’re a bit older than me when it comes to age. I should call you my older brother. I can see that all three of you are very loyal to Jiang Chen. He must have something to draw and bind you to him. Don’t worry. Since I’ve agreed to join your team in earnest, I will slowly become one of you as well. Like you said, I can’t possibly evade disaster just by tucking my head under the water.”

“Indeed. We’ll fight with our combined strengths from now on. All for one, and one for all. Jiang Chen won’t let us down or give us anything but the best,” the Vermilion Bird replied seriously.

“I can see that. Young master Chen is a responsible youth. There are ten divine forefathers leading Myriad Abyss currently, but he will obviously become the leader sooner or later. Even these old gods will bow down to him after a short while.” The Black Tortoise spoke something amazing.

“Oh? Why do you say that?” the Vermilion Bird asked, smiling.

“Take a look at how we left Sandplain Island. The others were helpless before a problem that Jiang Chen solved with ease. Aside from raw strength, what part of him is inferior to the divine forefathers? He has more than enough experience and accolades to match.”

This was the tortoise’s judgment.

“You’re exactly right. Jiang Chen isn’t the leader of humanity in name yet, but he’s on his way there.” The bird nodded, smiling. “Let us usher in a new glorious era. What can the four sacred beasts gathered under one banner accomplish? That depends on what young master Chen can dig up!”

Jiang Chen didn’t pay attention to the conversation between the two more senior sacred beasts. He was analyzing possible situations at the Eternal Sacred Land with Ziju Min.

Either the sacred land was successfully resisting, or the enemy had occupied it, killing half and imprisoning the remainder.

Aside from these, it was possible that Divine Kasyapa would interfere on Huang’er’s behalf.

In fact, this third option seemed the most likely.

Given what Huang’er’s grandfather had done so far for his family, he cared a lot about his relationships. Since the divine hadn’t joined Master Lightford’s forces, there was no reason he should stand idly by while his granddaughter was besieged.

“Don’t be worried. Even if they are brigands who’ve escaped from the Boundless Prison, and even if they’ve occupied the Eternal Sacred Land already, they won’t kill everyone there. At the end of the day, recruitment is important for them. How are they supposed to gather any popularity by indiscriminately slaughtering everyone in their path?”

Ziju Min tried to comfort Jiang Chen in spite of his own anxiety.

Jiang Chen sighed softly. “Never mind. We’ll see what’s happened as soon as we return. I think the sacred land can hold for a while.” He instinctively believed that Divine Kasyapa would naturally defend Huang’er’s home.

Given the divine’s clout, even Master Lightford would afford him some degree of respect. Though the latter might hate the former, he would only seek revenge in secret. Before his plans came to fruition, he could not risk openly breaking with Kasyapa.

The road from Sandplain to Eternal was a very long one.

Jiang Chen accelerated Starfate again and again, burning away an incredible amount of spirit stones in the process.
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Right now, the Eternal Sacred Land was a lot more active than Jiang Chen expected.

There were a fair few cultivators sieging the place, led by two divine cultivators—though they were notably rather upset right now.

They’d just been frustrated in their attack on the sacred land. At first, the defensive formation around it had deterred them from launching a frontal assault.

Just as they were about to break through it after studying it sufficiently, an unwelcome guest arrived on their doorstep. It was Divine Kasyapa, Huang’er’s maternal grandfather.

His advent thwarted Lightford’s plans. The two gods attempted to use their superior numbers to take on Kasyapa, but the two of them together could only tie with their stubborn opponent.

The two sides were locked into a temporary standstill.

The two gods on Lightford’s side had disliked Divine Kasyapa from the outset. His unwanted presence made them furious.

Alas, they couldn’t defeat him no matter how hard they tried.

The Eternal Sacred Land was given a reprieve to set up better defenses after the divine’s appearance. Since the forefather and first prime were both absent, the second and third primes were in charge.

They knew that Divine Kasyapa was the maternal grandfather of Huang’er, who was Jiang Chen’s dao partner.

Therefore, they treated the man with utmost reverence. Without his abrupt arrival, the fall of the Eternal Sacred Land was inevitable.

The old divine wasn’t much interested in their attitude, however. He had come only to protect his granddaughter.
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In Dire Straits


“Daoist Kasyapa, why are you helping the Eternal Sacred Land? To not respond to Master Lightford’s summons is one thing, but who do you think you are helping?” A sallow god with a rather patchy beard demanded an explanation.

“I do what I want. It’s none of your business.” Divine Kasyapa was hardly the most cordial of people. He treated the question with scorn.

“Alright. If you’ve resolved to oppose Master Lightford, you deserve our contempt!” The response he got incensed the sallow god.

He traded a look with his companion. That the two gods couldn’t take down Divine Kasyapa for so long made them anxious.

The other divine cultivator of the duo, a bald, large-eyed man, glared at Kasyapa. “Old Brother An, I actually admire you quite a bit. Your lack of cooperation and outright hostility to Master Lightford is a bit too much though. I recommend you turn back while you still can. I will intercede on your behalf for this offense.”

“Enough wasted words.” Divine Kasyapa laughed. “I’ve no interest whatsoever in the Master Lightford you serve. Even if he came himself, do you think I’d be afraid of him?”

The sallow cultivator barked out a sinister snicker. “You should be careful how you puff yourself up. Would you be so sure of that if he was here in person?”

Kasyapa smiled coolly. “Why hasn’t he come, eh?”

“Don’t be so full of yourself! Master Lightford has work elsewhere, but he’ll deal with you himself one day. Though he hasn’t come, his two enforcers have received our request for aid and are on their way as we speak. An Kasyapa, I hope you can stay as intractable as you are after they arrive!”

Divine Kasyapa was shaken at this revelation. Back in the Boundless Prison, Master Lightford had commanded a considerable amount of influence.

Not because of any virtues he might have had, but force of arms and methods instead.

His two enforcers served as his loyal lapdogs, performing a great number of evil deeds in their master’s will.

Lightford had become famous far and wide because of his servants’ cruelty and viciousness. This kind of reputation garnered him fear rather than respect.

An Kasyapa could win one on one against either enforcer, but he’d have a hard time facing both of them alone. If the two of them were joined by these two gods in front of him, he would find it best to retreat as quickly as possible.

Unless he could reach mid divine realm, he couldn’t possibly fight as one against four.

The subtle change in An Kasyapa’s expression didn’t escape the sallow cultivator, who grinned evilly. “If you’ve the balls, An Kasyapa, then stay and die alongside the Eternal Sacred Land.”

An Kasyapa wasn’t in the mood to squabble anymore. Sneering in response, he vanished into thin air. Eternal’s great defensive formation still remained, and would hold a while longer yet.

The divine summoned Huang’er and her family, relating the circumstances outside to them.

“Huang’er, I’m not scared of taking them on by myself. However, I’m not sure if I’ll still be able to protect all of you when those two enforcers arrive. You need to come with me now,” An Kasyapa stated gravely.

Huang’er was an astute young woman. She understood the gravity of the situation instantly. However, she couldn’t just abandon the Eternal Sacred Land.

“Grandfather, I’m not a disciple of the sacred land, but this place is Brother Chen’s home. As his dao partner, it’s mine too. It’s very difficult for me to just abandon it.”

“Foolish girl. If that kid really loves you, he would support your departure himself. He wouldn’t want you to go down pointlessly alongside the sacred land. Wouldn’t he regret it for the rest of his life if you came to harm? Is your future together more important, or your stubbornness?” An Kasyapa knew an appeal to emotion wouldn’t work.

Huang’er cared more about Jiang Chen than anybody else. After all, her parents hadn’t overseen her growth from childhood, while Jiang Chen had been alongside her through thick and thin.

“Your grandfather is right, Huang’er. For the sake of you and Jiang Chen’s future, you must leave this place. I’ll stay,” Yan Wanjun declared.

“I’ll stay as well,” Yan Qingsang volunteered.

“Us brothers will stay with you as well, father.” Yan Qingsang and Huang’er’s fathers both chimed in.

“All the rest of you will leave. Our family is hardly beholden to the Eternal Sacred Land. My presence here should make our gratitude clear.” Yan Wanjun waved a hand, silencing the others.

“How could I leave?!” Yan Qingsang flared up. “I’m a disciple of the sacred land. I can’t possibly flee to save my own hide now.”

“Hmph, I’m not a disciple of the sacred land, am I? I’m doing your part for you. How much can you possibly do by staying here? At least I can help a little.” Yan Wanjun cared about the survival of Yan Qingsang the most among the people here.

He had spent the majority of his efforts over many of the past years on him, as much or more than he had on his two sons. He wouldn’t allow Yan Qingsang to stay.

As they conversed, a sacred land disciple hurried in.

“Good sirs, the second and third prime request your presence. The enemy’s attack is fierce, and we must discuss how to fend them off.”

In truth, the Yan family had little to do with the decision-making process in the sacred land. The two primes merely wished for Divine Kasyapa to help.

The divine in question harrumphed. “What’s there to talk about? Get your two primes to start organizing a breakout. We can’t possibly defend this place for too much longer. Collect any important treasures. Bring as much as you can with you. The enemy means to steal your foundation here!”

He knew Lightford’s ambitions better than anyone. Lightford wanted to take the foundations of the sacred lands for his own, and thereby become the ruler of Myriad Abyss.

If he could take the sacred lands’ bases, all their riches would be his.

Alas, Eternal currently had little recourse to prevent this from happening—at least from Kasyapa’s perspective.
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Two Great Enforcers Arrive


The attack on the Eternal Sacred Land grew increasingly fiercer.

Compared to the rebellion, the group attacking the sacred land this time was much smaller, but every one of them was a top-level escapee from the Boundless Prison. They were experienced and mighty fighters.

Thus, the pressure on the sacred land was greater than last time. More importantly, neither the first prime nor the venerated forefather was here.

Divine Kasyapa’s words were a wake-up call. The air grew heavy.

Yan Qingsang was the only one who voiced his defiance, mumbling, “The sacred land’s elites will make it back in time. Then the crisis will be resolved.”

“Haha, make it back in time? Firstly, the ‘elites’ who are away for the grand competition aren’t that much compared to two divine cultivators. Secondly, that old bastard Lightford planned this attack beforehand. Do you think he hasn’t thought of keeping your elites from returning?

“This seat isn’t being purposefully pessimistic, but the ten sacred lands are in great trouble. I don’t know where the grand competition was held, but as long as that old jerk knows, he has many ways to trap those people and even keep them there forever!”

Lightford was a powerful cultivator. That, even Divine Kashyapa had to admire him for. That was why he didn’t think the ten sacred lands could turn things around.

“I don’t know about the other sacred lands, but Jiang Chen will come back,” Yan Qingsang argued. “He’s never let us down.”

“Brother Chen will return safely,” Huang’er agreed.

Divine Kasyapa didn’t disagree and smiled faintly instead.

“That young man is extraordinary. Given enough time to grow, he may intimidate even Lightford. Although he’s too talented, so I hope Lightford doesn’t notice him too soon. Otherwise I’m not sure if he will let Jiang Chen live long enough to grow stronger.”

He voiced his concerns for Jiang Chen as he knew what kind of a person Lightford was.

Lightford was an ambitious, ruthless man who wouldn’t allow a potential rival to become a real threat.

A mountain couldn’t house two tigers.

Although Jiang Chen was still a cub, Lightford might not give him the chance to come into his own.

Personally, Divine Kasyapa wanted Jiang Chen to have the chance. After all, this was his grandson-in-law! He had high hopes for the boy.

“Enough, it doesn’t matter if Jiang Chen will return and when. You have to come with me, Huang’er. You too, Yan Qianfan. I don’t want to lose my granddaughter. Neither do I want my daughter to lose the man she loves. The rest of you are free to stay.”

He’d never liked the Yan family, or he wouldn’t have slaughtered its members. He’d only spared Yan Wanjun because he was Yan Qianfan’s father, his in-law.

Noting Huang’er’s reluctance, Divine Kasyapa was about to forcefully take her away, but then a howl cut through the silence like a lightning splitting the air.

“An Kasyapa, I hear you’ve been causing trouble,” a deep voice boomed. “My master has sent my brother and I to meet you. Why don’t you come out and show us how bold you are?”

Divine Kasyapa’s face clouded over. He said in a low voice, “It’s the old bastard’s left and right hand men. This will be tricky.”

“Left and right hand men?” asked Yan Qianfan. “Are they powerful?”

“Neither is good enough to defeat me in a duel, but the two of them together will be a challenge to take on. Moreover, there are two other divine cultivators as well. I can’t take on all four of them at once. Even if we’re only thinking about escaping, the odds that we’ll succeed have dropped to about forty percent.”

His tone was grave. It was clear that the situation was growing out of control.

“You should leave now, grandfather,” urged Huang’er. “Eternal has little to do with you. If you leave now, they will let you off the hook.”

Kasyapa smiled faintly. “I wouldn’t have come if I were the kind of person to abandon you. Silly girl, I spent countless years in the Boundless Prison. The only thing I care about is my family, which is what sets me apart from Lightford.

“For his ambition, he’s willing to sacrifice his wife and children, abandon his parents, kill his friends, and disregard morality. I’m different. Even to this day, I haven’t forgotten that I’m human.” There was a mocking edge to his tone, and his eyes glinted with conviction.

“Since they’ve come, a fight is inevitable. Do you hear me, my four personal guards?”

He was calling for his demigod servants.

The four servants approached him. “We will fight to the death for you, master.”

Divine Kasyapa waved a dismissive hand. “There’s no need. Not even you are good enough to fight this battle. I’m going to attack them and catch them by surprise. Hopefully I’ll be able to severely injure a couple of them. Then there’s still some hope. If I’m trapped by the four of them, only the heavens if I can survive. Remember, once I make a move, their attention will be on me. Seize the opportunity to take Huang’er away. Do not hesitate!”

The four servants froze, too hesitant to take the order.

“Oh? Are you going to disobey this seat?”

“The two primes can break her out of the sacred land,” the four servants said in concert. “We live and die with you, master!”

“Silence!” snapped Kasyapa. “This seat’s words are your orders. I tell you to get out of here with my family, and you must! Live to fight another day!”

“Master!”

“Enough, it’s so decided,” Kasyapa said faintly. “You’ll only be cannon fodder if you become embroiled into a battle between gods. I’m by myself. I can improvise. If things aren’t looking good, I’ll run away. It’s four of them against one of me. No one will judge me for fleeing.”

The four servants refused to listen. They knew their master was ready to sacrifice himself for his family. He was going to face four opponents on his own. Even if he wanted to retreat, there was only a forty percent chance that he’d succeed.

As servants, it was their duty to assist their master and even die for him when the time came. They’d never abandon their master and run away.

However, Divine Kasyapa was determined. It was clear that nothing they said would change his mind.
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Divine Kasyapa’s Observations


No matter how insistent the four servants were, Divine Kasyapa didn’t give an inch. There was no room for negotiation.

Huang’er was going to protest further, but then Kasyapa knocked her unconscious with a single stroke. He ordered his four servants, “Your duty is to protect Huang’er. She is my one and only hope. As long as she’s safe and sound, I’ll return in one piece.”

He loved Huang’er very much, even more than he did his daughter An Yu’er.

An Yu’er wasn’t jealous of her daughter. She knew Huang’er had much more talent in martial dao than her. Besides, she’d missed the best age for cultivation.

She was happy that her daughter had the opportunity to grow stronger. She harbored a lot of guilt toward her girl.

She and Yan Qianfan hadn’t been able to show their daughter any love since her birth. Worse, she’d suffered greatly because of them, shouldering burdens that shouldn’t have been hers.

If fate hadn’t been merciful, they wouldn’t even have seen their daughter after leaving the Boundless Prison. She would’ve long become a pile of bones.

Eternal’s second prime and third prime learned of Divine Kasyapa’s assessment of the situation. They knew they had no choice but to attempt an escape.

They were very conflicted.

Their attempt to break through enemy lines might fail, but if they didn’t even try, it was only a matter of time before their enemies broke in. Then, they’d all die.

What was worse, the sacred land’s heritage, foundation, and all the treasure they’d accumulated would fall into enemy hands. If that happened, they would be vilified by generations to come.

No matter how slim their chance of escape was, it wasn’t impossible. But if they stayed, their doom was assured.

If even someone as powerful as Divine Kasyapa had given up on winning, that made it clearer than anything that the enemies were too formidable.

And now they were facing four divine cultivators! That turned the two primes’ knowledge of the world completely upside down. Was the Eternal Sacred Land worth the attention of four gods?

How powerful must their enemies be for them to send so many divine cultivators to attack the sacred land? Four gods were a lot in Myriad Abyss, even by the ten sacred lands’ standards.

“You have one hour. Pack up! Take the most valuable items with you. Get ready to break through enemy lines!”

They were breaking out!

Every member of the sacred land had received the order. They could no longer keep the sacred land’s foundation intact.

Their only chance was to force an escape.

As soon as the two enforcers showed, the sacred land’s defense wavered even more. If Jiang Chen and the forefather hadn’t improved the defense system several times, the four divine cultivators would’ve broken in in less than fifteen minutes.

It was a race against time.

Eternal needed time to gather their members and pack up their personal items and valuables.

Meanwhile, the attackers were trying to break through the defenses as quickly as possible so that they could fully loot everything from the sacred land.

Divine Kasyapa and House Yan stayed on their guard. As soon as Kasyapa made a move against the divine cultivators, the others would force their way out with every last trick in their arsenal.

Divine Kasyapa was in a dark mood as well. Even if he managed to attract all four of the divine cultivators, it didn’t guarantee that the others would be able to escape.

If the four cultivators reacted quickly, some of them would be able to go after his family. Would his four servants be enough to take them on? Could they persist under divines’ attacks?

He didn’t have an answer.

He finally understood the problem of having no allies. Although he was a divine cultivator, there was little he could do as one man.

“Remember, you must keep running no matter what happens on my side,” An Kasyapa stated. “Keep going and don’t look back. Don’t worry about me. Don’t even think about coming back for me. You won’t be of any help in a battle at this level.”

With that, he hid himself with the sacred land’s defense as his cover and watched the four divine cultivators. The four men had each picked an area and brimmed with supreme confidence.

Truth be told, the four of them would be enough to destroy the Eternal Sacred Land twice or three times over.

An Kasyapa stayed in the dark, waiting for an opportunity to strike. He was in the dark while his enemies were out in the open. That was his only advantage and only hope.

Only by exploiting that advantage did he have a chance of turning the tide.

After all those years in the Boundless Prison, he’d learned to wait for the right moment. Like a wolf hunting for prey, he wouldn’t expose himself before he was sure he could take down his enemies.

However, the only thing keeping him hidden was Eternal’s defense system that yet stood, but could fall at any second.

One it did, he’d lose his cover and be completely exposed to his enemies. Then, he would have no choice but to fight them head on.

“I have to make this attack count. I have to hit at least a few of them and injure them. I won’t survive a fight against all four of them.”

An Kasyapa remained level-headed, a crucial mentality for the underdog.

The different ways the four cultivators held themselves were telling. The sallow man seemed to harbor hatred for the sacred land as he looked the most eager.

Lightford’s personal guards had arrived later. They stayed at the back like they were the last line of defense. They weren’t in a rush to attack the sacred land, but instead kept an eye on the battlefield, seemingly looking for An Kasyapa.

The remaining bald cultivator took the other side as his defense post.

The four of them had sealed off the escape route.

Divine Kasyapa kept calculating his chances.

The sallow cultivator was the only one he could target. The bald man was on the other side and wasn’t a main attacker.

Meanwhile, the two enforcers looked untouchable. It didn’t seem like they planned to intervene, which either meant that they considered themselves much more superior, or the teamwork between the four divine cultivators wasn’t as good as they’d expected.
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Hearken the Battle


As the sacred land’s defense systems crumbled, Divine Kasyapa’s heart sank further and further. He could sense that he didn’t have a lot of time.

If he didn’t make a move now, the defenses would collapse and he’d be exposed. Catching his enemies by surprise would be impossible then.

“It’s now or never!”

Divine Kasyapa had made up his mind. He grit his teeth and, a flash of his form later, manifested an ancient trident with a simple design. He then flipped his left wrist to materialize an ancient golden glyph in his hand.

Either I take him down with this one hit or I’ll be trapped by them. There was no other possibility.

No cultivators could ascend to divinity without a strong heart and an iron will.

With his mind made up, Kasyapa threw out the golden glyph without hesitation. Blinding golden lightning burst out as a multitude of snakes.

The strands instantly converged into a golden ocean and barreled into the sallow cultivator.

The man had been attacking the sacred land’s defense system with a single-minded focus. He huffed when he spotted the lightning. His robe expanded to radiate strange green rays, intercepting the golden light.

Suddenly, Kasyapa charged out from the golden light, stabbing his trident into sallow’s lower ribs at lightning speed.

This was the most difficult angle to defend against.

The sallow cultivator had known this was a surprise attack when he dodged the lightning. Reflexively, he tried to parry the second attack.

Guided by the instinct of a powerful cultivator, he managed to react in time, blocking the trident with a backhand slash.

Nonetheless, Kasyapa’s stab was mighty. The block wasn’t enough to stop the trident. It broke through the green light and cut into the man’s robe. Blood gushed out of the wound, dyeing half of robe red.

Damn it.

The other three divine cultivators immediately came to their companion’s aid.

Three attacks came for Kasyapa from his right, left, and back, showing no mercy.

Kasyapa cursed under his breath. His two moves had managed to hurt the man, but weren’t seriously enough to be fatal.

The other divine cultivators’ intervention gave sallow man a chance to disengage. He shot backward in a flash of green, shock and fear lingering in his expression.

Although blood had colored his robe, the injury wasn’t severe.

“You had an easy way out, An Kasyapa, but you chose the hard way. Fine then. We’ll grant you your wish and hunt you down!”

The sallow cultivator flourished his robe and raised his longsword, glaring at Kasyapa with hatred shining in his eyes.

The bald cultivator sighed. “You brought this onto yourself, Daoist An. Don’t blame us for being merciless.”

He had been pulling his punches for An Kasyapa’s sake, but he couldn’t after Kasyapa attacked his companion.

The two enforcers were even more powerful than the sallow and the bald cultivators. They looked perfectly calm even though sallow was injured.

However, seeing An Kasyapa stoked their desires to fight.

The enforcer on the left was dressed in a golden robe and gave voice to a long howl.

“I hear you’ve offended Master Lighford on several occasions, An Kasyapa, and you refused to accept his multiple invitations issued out of his appreciation for your talent. Today, my brother and I are going to make you pay for that. Let us see how strong the rebellious An Kasyapa is!”

An Kasyapa scoffed. “We can fight if you want a fight. Why waste your breath with that tripe?”

As he spoke, he dashed toward the fringes at full speed. He wanted to take the fight elsewhere so that Huang’er and the others could escape safely.

The two enforcers huffed. They turned into golden and silver light respectively and chased after Kasyapa.

The sallow cultivator cursed angrily, “You’re not running away after hurting me! This is the last day of your life, An Kasyapa!”

The two enforcers exclaimed, “Don’t give chase, Daoist Yu. Stay here and supervise the battlefield. Look out for people trying to break out from the sacred land.”

They didn’t stop sallow from following. They just needed someone to stay at the exit of the sacred land. It’d be bad if Kasyapa was trying to lure them away, and they fell for it.

Sallow was thrilled that they had allowed him to go after An Kasyapa with them, interpreting that as a sign of their trust.

Even his injuries felt worth the pain now.

While he was distracted, the air around him suddenly rose in temperature. Waves of heat circled and enveloped him, which caused his injury to relapse ten-fold!

“What’s going on?” As a divine cultivator, he’d seen many things and met many powerful beings.

At this moment however, he didn’t know what to do.

Screech!

A sound pierced through the air; the clouds and the sky seemed to be spontaneously dyed red all of a sudden. A spirit large enough to eclipse the sun emerged from thin air.

It slashed at the sallow cultivator with an enormous claw, the force powerful enough to destroy mountains and bring down the stars.

The sallow man’s heart spasmed and sank under the terrifying might.

His instinct commanded his body to dodge, but when he tried to move, he realized with shock that his body seemed to have grown ten times heavier. His movements were extremely slow and stiff.

That caught him off-guard. A terror he’d never felt before overwhelmed him. Something wasn’t right!

“Save me, master enforcers!” Putting his pride aside, he called out for help, his voice desperately panicked.

He had a feeling that if he made a wrong move, he’d die. He knew it like an instinctual fact.

The two enforcers had locked in on An Kasyapa some distance away. Hearing their companion’s cry for help, they started and looked back at him.
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Jiang Chen Appears


The two enforcers turned their heads to see the sacred beast blotting out the sky. They were thoroughly astonished, but recovered very quickly. Disbelief poured forth from their eyes.

“The Vermilion Bird?” Both enforcers instantly blurted out. They knew the Eternal Sacred Land well, including any difficult opponents to be found there.

The Vermilion Bird was at the top of that list. In fact, they considered it more dangerous than the sacred land’s forefather.

The bird’s aura and appearance left no doubt in their minds—this was that sacred bird in the flesh.

“How is the Vermilion Bird here?”

“Didn’t it follow Jiang Chen to Sandplain? Could it have stayed to hold down the fort? That…” The two enforcers traded another perplexed glance.

However, they had no time to hesitate whatsoever. The sallow cultivator was shrieking in pain.

The enforcers couldn’t understand why their underling couldn’t move. The bird hadn’t touched him yet, right?

“Master enforcers, please come help me. This spirit creature is weird! It seems to have controlled my body’s movements. My limbs feel heavier than lead.”

It made them only more and more curious. The Vermilion Bird was a fire attribute creature. It was very adept at manipulating and attacking with flames.

Did the bird have an ability that could weigh someone down too? That was rather unheard of!

The enforcers slowed in their steps toward the sallow cultivator. Not that they wanted to abandon him to his fate, but they weren’t quite sure what would happen if they got close.

What if the Vermilion Bird could, inexplicably, weigh people down? They couldn’t deal with that possibility. They’d suffer a crushing defeat if that was the case!

“Masters, I have always been completely loyal to Master Lightford. You can’t leave me to die!” The sallow cultivator panicked when the enforcers didn’t come for him. He moaned and groaned in protest.

The bald cultivator ran over at the sound.

“What are you doing here?” the enforcer in gold robes called out. “Don’t forget your responsibility. If you let the Eternal Sacred Land’s people escape, you will have committed a grave sin!”

The bald cultivator glanced at the Vermilion Bird’s humongous form with apprehension and fear. He drew in a sharp breath. A bird as scary-looking as this was definitely stronger than them!

He felt a visceral dread that his companion was in this bird’s grasp, but was unable to do anything.

The Eternal Sacred Land was an eerie place indeed.

Suddenly, a pillar of light blasted up from the ground. The sallow cultivator vanished into thin air, caught up in its path.

Rather than be upset, the Vermilion Bird swept toward the two enforcers without missing a beat. Its eyes were as wide as dinner plates, glowering provocatively toward its enemies.

“Er…” the two enforcers were even more taken aback. They could see that the light hadn’t come from the Vermilion Bird.

Why didn’t the bird mind someone else interfering in its fight? Was it really the proud beast it was famed to be?

The duo didn’t understand anything that was happening at this point.

Still, they couldn’t just ignore the Vermilion Bird’s challenge. The enforcer in gold harrumphed, then called out, “Daoist Vermilion, Master Lightford has heard of your name. What right does Eternal have to use you like a guard beast?”

The man was clearly no stranger to sowing discord.

“Our master has far greater strength and wealth than this Eternal Sacred Land. Why not come to the light and serve our master instead? He will surely grant you amazing opportunities in the future that you can’t imagine. Isn’t that better than working for Eternal?”

The Vermilion Bird typically spoke ancient beast language. It understood the human tongue, but didn’t care to speak it. However, it broke force of habit out of displeasure for the two men in front of it.

Snickering, it retorted in heavily-accented human, “Who do you think your master is? Is he stronger than the ancient leaders of humanity? Has he fought demons?”

As a survivor of that bygone era, its horizons were far broader than those of the cultivators in the present era. It was totally uninterested in this so-called ‘Master Lightford’.

Jiang Chen alone satisfied its vision for a man of quality.

“Heh, no one knows how strong the ancient human leaders were. However, our master is fourth level divine realm without a doubt.”

“Cultivators of all stripes strive to be of service to our master, both human and other alike. For them, it is an honor to be useful at all.”

Mocking laughter suddenly echoed forth from thin air.

“Your master has quite the reputation. As a human cultivator, I personally don’t see what honor there is in working for your master.”

The speaker was Jiang Chen, of course.

He had finally made it in the nick of time, arriving specifically when Divine Kasyapa had attacked the sallow cultivator.

Taking the opportunity open to him, he sent out the Vermilion Bird and Black Tortoise in a sneak attack.

Two sacred beasts against an injured initial divine realm cultivator was a trivial victory. Now, the enemy only had three gods left.

As soon as Jiang Chen’s voice was audible in the air, everyone in the sacred land began to cheer. Huang’er was especially overjoyed.

Brother Chen hadn’t let anyone down after all. A deliverer out of the blue, he had emerged at this crucial moment once again to save the day.

Despite Jiang Chen’s imperfect strength, the others nevertheless felt purpose return to their lives. They were inexplicably sure that the crisis would quickly pass with him here.

In fact, the sight of the young man was as reassuring as the venerated forefather himself!

Jiang Chen’s voice reached Divine Kasyapa in the distance as well. The divine had intended to run a few circles around the four gods after him, choosing a wise strategy of skirmishing and drawing attention rather than taking any serious engagements.
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Stalemate


Divine Kasyapa was astonished to hear Jiang Chen’s voice. He didn’t expect his grandson-in-law’s appearance here. Shouldn’t Jiang Chen be in some secret realm at the competition of geniuses? Was this some kind of doppelganger?

The sad end the sallow cultivator had met however, reassured him that Jiang Chen had returned with considerable aid.

He immediately felt much more at ease. If Jiang Chen could hold up the bald god, he was confident he could hold both enforcers off at once.

Daylight had suddenly broken through sinister clouds.

Jiang Chen smiled at Divine Kasyapa as he circled back. “Honored divine, how have you been?”

Divine Kasyapa considered the young man with brilliant eyes. “How unexpected.” He chuckled.

“What didn’t you expect, senior?” Jiang Chen grinned in reply.

“How unexpected that the dimwit Lightford would be so generous as to let you out.” Divine Kasyapa’s expression was full of mirthful derision.

Jiang Chen chuckled as well. “He was far from generous. But the tricks he tried to pull were too low-level. A so-called Prismatic Convergence Formation, some mist, and a completely insincere ambush. In what world can they possibly hold up the ten sacred lands’ best experts?”

The two enforcers felt their heart rates rise rapidly. Both men flushed deeply.

Something as strong as the Prismatic Convergence Formation was being called ‘low-level’? Since when were the ten sacred lands that strong?

That didn’t sound right.

Both enforcers began to hesitate. They wanted to rush back and report this news immediately to their master. After all, Lightford was probably still in the dark about the fact that the ten sacred lands’ people had escaped from Sandplain.

He had certainly been unaware when they’d first left. Perhaps the information had reached him by now?

Still, they’d carefully researched the sacred lands’ capabilities and had come to the consensus that the Prismatic Convergence Formation was sufficient to completely foil them, to say nothing of the complex toxins in the roiling mist behind it.

And yet, the ten sacred lands had gotten out with an almost trivial ease!

How trustworthy were this Jiang Chen’s words? Was he merely feigning confidence?

But if he was, why was he even here in the first place? How would he know of their arrangements near Sandplain?

The enforcers traded ponderous looks. Both men were uncertain about a great many things.

Divine Kasyapa was very pleased to hear what Jiang Chen had to say. He was happy with anything that would upset old fart Lightford.

“Good, good, good. I assume that dullard Lightford knows about it by now. I’d really like to see his frustration for myself.”

Divine Kasyapa intentionally exaggerated his tone as he swept his gaze across the two enforcers.

“Jiang Chen.” He laughed. “Enforcers Goldie and Silver here are old bastard Lightford’s loyal hounds. If you can get rid of them, you’ll have dealt a serious blow to him.”

“Oh? The Eternal Sacred Land has much more clout than I thought. This ‘old bastard Lightford’ you mention… where is he from?”

Jiang Chen didn’t mind using the same nickname Kasyapa did. This was an enemy of his for sure, and angering his lackeys was of no consequence.

The enforcer in gold scowled. “Are you disrespecting Master Lightford, kid? Are you courting death?”

Jiang Chen shrugged, then turned to his dao partner’s grandfather. “So what’s his story, exactly?”

“Heh, old bastard Lightford has spent countless years in the Boundless Prison. He’s always lorded it over the others there. These two dogs of his have helped him gather a number of people to his side. Most of the escapees from the prison are likely the same way by now. He invited me in the past as well, but I’ve no interest in being anyone’s dog.”

“How many gods does he have under his command?” Jiang Chen transmitted.

“I’m not sure, exactly. No one knows how many prisoners managed to escape. However, there’s barely any left who haven’t joined old Lightford. Apart, they’re not much of a threat to the ten sacred lands, but that’s not the case right now—especially if Lightford is brewing some conspiracy or another.”

Jiang Chen nodded. From what the divine was saying, the cultivators who had joined Master Lightford were superior to the ten sacred lands in terms of raw strength.

What they lacked were resources and a foundation. If they defeated the ten sacred lands, both would be theirs in due time.

This meant that even Divine Kasyapa’s hiding place wasn’t necessarily safe anymore. An ambitious man like Lightford would plunge Myriad Abyss into chaos once again.

Why was the old bastard mucking up already murky waters? Couldn’t he see there was already enough trouble?

Myriad Abyss Island barely had any time left to waste. It couldn’t afford further strife; expending its energies on civil war rather than reinforcing the precarious situation in the offworld battlefields spelled doom for the archipelago’s future.

He tossed a nasty look toward the enforcers.

“I’m letting you two lapdogs return to your master to inform him that Myriad Abyss Island is besieged from both the inside and out,” he declared icily. “If you insist on opposing the ten sacred lands, you will only benefit your enemies.”

“Hmph. When the master rules over the entirety of Myriad Abyss, he will crush those outside enemies in turn. What do you have to worry about, brat?”

“Your master, rule over the whole of Myriad Abyss? Does he have the ability to do such a thing?” Jiang Chen snickered.

“Our master is a mid divine realm cultivator. Does the ten sacred lands have anyone that can rival him?” the enforcer in gold cackled. “You’re prancing about now, but when he arrives on the scene, you’ll all fall in a single flourish. The master is simply busy with cultivation right now.”

Evidently, the two enforcers worshiped their master with an almost blind fervor.

Jiang Chen laughed. “Mid divine realm is remarkable, sure, but to think himself invincible is utterly foolish. If your master really is that strong, why did your trap on Sandplain fall apart so easily? Shouldn’t your plans have gone through both there and here?”

There was still a dim hope that Myriad Abyss could be spared from warfare.

Once the fighting began, the situation would spiral more and more out of control.

Unfortunately, the enemy’s tone sounded like such a thing was completely out of question.

Divine Kasyapa sighed softly. “Jiang Chen, your preaching won’t work on Lightford, that old, deaf bastard. All his life, he’s only ever taken and taken, without giving an inch to anyone!”
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No Way Out


An Kasyapa had crossed paths several times with Lightford in the Boundless Prison. He knew the man well. Lightford wasn’t a benevolent man. He couldn’t be reasoned with.

As long as he could achieve his ambitions, he wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice everyone else in the world.

Therefore, Kasyapa didn’t agree with Jiang Chen’s idea. If the young man intended to negotiate with Lightford, it wouldn’t end well for him.

Noting his reaction, Jiang Chen gave Kasyapa a questioning look.

“Don’t think about negotiating for peace and don’t expect him to care about humanity. No one even knows if he’s human.”

Those words hit Jiang Chen over the head. His heart sank.

That’s right. Lightford escaped from the Boundless Prison, which imprisons other races and even offworld captives as well. Who knows what Lightford is?

Given the circumstances, it was impossible to change Lightford’s mind by bringing up the big picture of Myriad Abyss.

“Is Lightford going to be the ten sacred lands’ worst enemy no matter what, Divine Kasyapa?” transmitted Jiang Chen.

“From my understanding of Lightford, he’ll launch an all out attack on the ten sacred lands after exiting closed door cultivation. In fact, I believe many sacred lands have fallen into his hands already. It’s said that he’s sent out all his elites in this attack. None of the divine forefathers were in their respective territory. The ten sacred lands are in real trouble.”

“The ten forefathers broke out a few days ago,” Jiang Chen reminded him.

“And then? They haven’t returned to their own sacred lands, have they?” pressed Kasyapa.

“No, they haven’t. I didn’t think we should split up, neither did many of the forefathers. They’d reached a consensus to fight as a collective.”

Kasyapa nodded. “You made the right decision. If you’d split up, you’ll be picked off one by one. Then you won’t be able to win no matter how powerful you are.”

“Is Lightford really that powerful, Divine Kasyapa?” Jiang Chen couldn’t help but ask.

“Three of me are only enough to rival him. To win, we’ll need five cultivators at my level.”

Jiang Chen knew how powerful Divine Kasyapa was. Not even Eternal’s forefather was his match. And yet the divine master said they could only defeat Lightford with five cultivators at his level!

Their enemy was indeed much more powerful than they’d expected. Even Jiang Chen felt a bit of pressure.

Nonetheless, the Vermilion Bird and the Black Tortoise were both divine realm creatures, while the dragon and the Astral White Tiger had reached empyrean realm. Jiang Chen wasn’t intimidated by Lightford.

He’d be even less concerned if the dragon ascended to divinity earlier.

Once the White Tiger broke through as well, Jiang Chen would be unrivaled in Myriad Abyss, nay, the entire Divine Abyss Continent!

Once all four of the sacred spirit creatures had ascended to divinity, their combined power would rival an advanced divine cultivator. A mid-level divine would pose no threat.

Long Xiaoxuan was at advanced empyrean realm. It wouldn’t take long for him to reach ninth level empyrean. In comparison, Little White was at a lower level, but as he awakened, his power would only continue to rise.

According to Jiang Chen’s estimates, the two spirit creatures would be able to reach divinity not too long after with his help. He hoped their ascension would happen before the demons attacked and the offworld invaders entered.

But it seemed that they wouldn’t ascend in time to deal with Lightford.

That didn’t disappoint Jiang Chen too much. He knew Lightford was strong, but he wasn’t that much of a threat faced with two divine sacred beasts.

If they could strike a serious blow on Lightford’s forces, it’d impact Lightford as well.

Lightford’s subordinates were all from the Boundless Prison. Once they died, they couldn’t be replenished.

That was the fugitives’ biggest weakness. They had no roots here, no way to produce descendants or cultivate talents.

Jiang Chen threw the two guards a glance.

“Divine Kasyapa, what are the odds of us taking down the two enforcers in a fight?”

“Take them down?” Divine Kasyapa lowered his eyes in contemplation. The idea appealed to him very much. He knew there would be no peace between him and Lightford.

Given the opportunity, Lightford wouldn’t hesitate to come after Kasyapa first. Therefore, he didn’t want to forgo this chance.

Giving the idea a second thought though, he recognized how difficult it would be. He knew Jiang Chen had a divine sacred beast as his companion, which was equivalent to one and a half of a divine cultivator.

An Kasyapa could rival one and a half of them, as well.

That made their combined power the equivalent of three divine cultivators.

With one of their enemies dead, three remained. Under the circumstances, they would be able to rival the enemies, but capturing them or killing them was another story.

Divine Kasyapa wasn’t so confident that he’d blatantly disregard reality. He shared his analysis with Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen smiled. “What if I have two divine sacred beasts on my side? Would that be enough?”

“Two? At the same level?” Intrigued, Divine Kasyapa stared at Jiang Chen in disbelief.

“About the same level, and they work well together.” Jiang Chen chuckled. “Of course, I can contribute my power as well. If it’s only about stopping them from leaving, I can contribute as much as a divine cultivator.”

According to Jiang Chen’s estimation, he, Long Xiaoxuan, and Little White combined was enough to rival a divine cultivator.

In total, their side could take on at least five divine cultivators, more than enough for the enemy.

To better grasp the situation, Divine Kasyapa said, “Your true dragon was only advanced empyrean when I last saw it. Has it ascended to divinity already?”

The true dragons were a formidable bunch, but that was too quick even for their kind. This went completely beyond Kasyapa’s expectations.

“No, not the true dragon. The dragon and I combined can act like a divine cultivator. I was talking about another sacred beast.”

Kasyapa was rendered speechless. He gaped at Jiang Chen with wide eyes. Just how many sacred beasts had his grandson-in-law recruited?
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Fighting Flares Anew


Divine Kasyapa knew that Jiang Chen never spoke lightly about this kind of thing. The god considered the situation, then transmitted back, “If we have as much fighting power as you say, I’m eighty percent sure we can keep all three from leaving. Killing two is even easier.”

The old man couldn’t guarantee killing all three. After all, there were many coincidental factors to take into account as well.

On the field of battle, a lot of unexpected things could and would happen, such as unforeseen battle strength or the enemy’s sudden retreat.

Taking them into account, Kasyapa believed that an eighty percent chance was more reasonable. It wasn’t the first time he’d dealt with these cultivators.

As it happened, both sides were embroiled in strategy.

The bald cultivator was rather apprehensive after seeing his companion captured. However, the two enforcers gave him no room for compromise.

His opinion was of no value whatsoever here. Though if he could have his way, he’d rather make a run for it.

In truth, the bald cultivator rather admired Divine Kasyapa. Compared to Master Lightford, the former was a much more honorable man.

He had joined Lightford almost entirely due to intimidation and threat. As such, he didn’t particularly want to fight.

This was a key difference between him and the sallow cultivator. The latter had always spearheaded the initiative against the Eternal Sacred Land, while he was much more of a follower out of necessity.

“Daoist Yu, when the fighting starts again, you should feint against young Jiang Chen. Beware of his feathered friend. We will take on An Kasyapa. When we have him at a standstill, you come help us. We’ll kill him as quickly as possible. Once that happens, Jiang Chen and his bird are nothing to be afraid of!”

The gold enforcer was a man that hungered for battle. How could he return to Master Lightford as things were after such a loss?

They needed to turn this battle around. If the two enforcers themselves couldn’t take down a single sacred land, their influence would surely suffer for it.

Master Lightford had relied on fear to command his subordinates from the start. If they couldn’t sufficiently awe their followers into future action, their thoughts would wander elsewhere.

“Why aren’t you talking, Daoist Yu?” The silver enforcer glared at the bald man.

“Venerated enforcers,” the bald cultivator sputtered, “I have no problem with the plan. It’s just… my comrade died in a rather strange way. I wonder whether our enemy has other underhanded methods up his sleeve?”

“Who cares about that? Listen to our orders and we’ll get it done. The faster An Kasyapa dies, the faster we’ll win.” The gold enforcer clearly didn’t want to talk about it any more.

“What if that bird comes to help?” asked the bald cultivator.

“Hmph. We have so many other subordinates here that we can simply fend it off for a bit. Are these demigods all trash? Why can’t they do some work when we need them?” snapped the silver enforcer with displeasure.

The bald cultivator sighed softly. The two enforcers were so bent on fighting that nothing he said would get through to them. “I will do my best.” He nodded.

Despite saying so, he already had other plans. If things began to go south, there was no way he would embroil himself in the duo’s foolish ideas.

He wasn’t about to pony up his life for the sake of Lightford’s ambition. After witnessing his companion’s death firsthand, he wasn’t about to follow in the other man’s footsteps.

“Alright, get ready,” the gold enforcer commanded. “Daoist Yu, if you do well here, we will offer great praise for you before Master Lightford. He will definitely promote you because of your contribution. Don’t you want to rule over a sacred land of your own?”

This was a tempting offer.

Still, the bald cultivator was moved for only an instant. However attractive that delusion was, he discarded it immediately.

This was an attempt to boost morale before battle. Only a fool would believe an empty promise like this.

The ten sacred lands were all extremely crucial. Master Lightford would only place his most trusted lieutenants over them. His turn would never come.

The bald cultivator didn’t think he was either strong or appropriate enough for the role.

He became warier of the enforcers because of this. If they could pretend to give him this kind of carte blanche, they certainly wouldn’t hesitate to use him as cannon fodder when it came time.

Yes, he definitely needed to have an escape plan.

Divine Kasyapa laughed from the other side suddenly. “You three, I only need a single word for war or peace. If you want to get out of here, do so immediately. If you want to fight, then come on.”

The gold enforcer sneered, “An Kasyapa, don’t pretend such calm in front of me. We have three gods. You and the bird make only two. Furthermore, we have many demigods on our side. Do you really think you can possibly win?”

Divine Kasyapa roared with laughter. “If you truly believed I can’t win, you would’ve come at me a long time ago. Why are you there muttering still? Is that cowardice I taste?”

The enforcer in gold grew furious. “An Kasyapa, you’ve always disrespected Master Lightford. Do you dare take us brothers on?”

The divine snickered. “Do you think I’m afraid of you?” He pointed his trident at the three gods. “Even if all three of you attacked me, what do I have to be concerned about?”

The two enforcers lunged toward Divine Kasyapa without further ado.

They were slightly inferior to Divine Kasyapa in terms of cultivation, and absolutely no match individually against him.

However, they were excellent at teamwork. Their synchronicity was a big help in battle, greatly increasing their actual fighting strength.

The three gods met in midair, form jumbling against form.

Their sweeping attacks whipped up air currents and dimmed the celestial light. Space was ripped and torn all around them with such volume, it was as if apocalypse had come.

The bald cultivator didn’t forget his responsibility. His broad body charged toward Jiang Chen.
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Continual Schemes


Jiang Chen wasn’t the least intimidated by the bald cultivator. With the Kunpeng Meteoric Escape, he flashed out of the way.

The bald cultivator hadn’t forgotten that his job was to keep the sacred beast occupied. He blinked when Jiang Chen backed away and didn’t give chase. Instead, he stared doggedly at the Vermilion Bird.

He expected the bird to follow Jiang Chen’s footsteps as a contracted spirit. Yet it didn’t move at all, its eyes locking with his. It was as if the bird didn’t care that Jiang Chen had fled and wasn’t interested in protecting the human at all.

This took the bald cultivator by surprise.

Before he could find an explanation, Jiang Chen had drawn his Holy Dragon Bow and emitted a dragon howl. “Take this, Baldy!”

Jiang Chen wasn’t the man he’d once been. In battles, he could now rival an initial divine.

His cultivation might fall short, but his experience and agile mind enabled him to make judgements as well as any regular divine cultivator.

The bald man wasn’t a particularly powerful god, or he wouldn’t have played an assistive role to his sallow companion.

The sound of splitting air foretold the might of the arrow. He took the threat seriously and dodged the arrow with a flash of his form.

A flap of the Vermilion Bird’s wings made its tail feathers stand on end. Its body radiated intense light like a blazing sun. A terrifying wave of heat rolled outward, with it as the center.

The bald cultivator suddenly felt too warm.

Even without a real fight, he sensed how much more powerful the sacred beast was compared to him. He was a man who knew when to cut his losses.

Flipping backwards, he landed a good distance away instead of fighting the bird head-on. He tightened his hands around his heavy weapon, staring at the bird warily, dreading it.

The bald cultivator was strongly built, but his reluctance to fight was clear. One could even say that he was afraid of dying.

Jiang Chen was observant enough to tell from the man’s reaction that he wasn’t devoted to this fight. At least, he wasn’t ready to fight to the death at the moment.

As for the reasons why, Jiang Chen didn’t really care.

Making a hand seal, Jiang Chen manifested the Taiji Pisces Swords over his head. The yin and yang swords seemed to create a world of their own. They roamed and twisted in the air like fish of opposite colors.

Suddenly, the swords crossed and formed two intersecting slashes, splitting the air and striking at the bald cultivator.

The swords were divine weapons, and this yin yang sword method the most sophisticated in the world, incorporating the most profound of mysteries into it.

The swords were unstoppable. The bald cultivator sucked in a breath at the sight of such terrifying might. With a whip of his heavy weapon, he glided through the sky and dove down.

He knew he couldn’t fall into the circle formed by Jiang Chen and the sacred beast. Things wouldn’t end well for him otherwise.

Terror overwhelmed him. He’d thought that Jiang Chen wouldn’t be that much of a threat, and that the real danger would be from the Vermilion Bird.

How wrong he’d been! Jiang Chen was more than powerful enough to kill him. Even though he was a divine cultivator, the twin swords could casually bisect him if he wasn’t careful.

“This young man is something else! His attack can rival a divine cultivator when he himself is but an advanced empyrean cultivator. How does he do that?”

He was curious, but this wasn’t the time for such curiosity.

A misstep here might mean the difference between life and death. He didn’t dare grow careless.

Neither forwards nor backwards was an option.

Going down was the only way out. He’d forgotten about the two guards’ plan, nor did he remember their orders.

He could barely keep himself alive. How could he possibly help the two enforcers take on Divine Kasyapa? Besides, Jiang Chen and the sacred beast wouldn’t let him go easily either.

He cursed under his breath. The two enforcers had said they would order the demigod cultivators to keep Jiang Chen and the Vermilion Bird occupied, but the demigods hadn’t followed the order. He was the young man and the sacred beast’s only target.

The bald cultivator was a big, bulky man. Speed wasn’t his forte. As he dove down, he noticed that neither Jiang Chen or the bird were advancing on him.

That ignited a spark of hope in his heart, but very quickly, his excitement gave way to an indescribable fear. His body was becoming heavier and heavier. In the end, his plunge downwards wasn’t under his own control anymore.

“Damn it, what’s going on?” He was reminded of what had happened to the sallow cultivator. Alarm bells went off in his head.

However, his body already seemed to weigh tens of thousands of kilograms once he realized the problem. When he tried to move up or to the side, he realized with shock that his speed had dropped to one tenth of normal.

The discovery overwhelmed him with horrified fear.

He noticed then that the Vermilion Bird and Jiang Chen had stopped approaching him and instead gone in the opposite direction.

Before he could say anything, a tall wave of angry heat came out of nowhere and devoured him.

The enforcers in gold and silver robes were engaged in an intense fight with Divine Kasyapa. The two brothers had gained the upper hand. If the bald cultivator joined the fight, the three of them would be able to defeat An Kasyapa.

But baldy never showed up. The brothers were furious. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity!

Wondering what was going on, they snuck glances at the direction the bald cultivator should be in. However, they could see nothing but a sea of red waves of terrifying heat. They couldn’t even detect anything with their consciousness. It was as if the bald cultivator was fighting in a completely separate world, out of the range of their senses.
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The Tragic Enforcers


“Damn it, is that bald man trustworthy or not?” The gold-clad enforcer began to doubt.

This was the perfect chance for the man to come to their aid, but no matter how long they waited, nothing was forthcoming. Moreover, the crimson heat wave seemed to be growing ever more intense.

In only a few breaths of time, red clouds had expanded to cover every inch of the sky. Waves of scorching heat rolled and slammed toward them. It felt as if they were thrown into a kiln and enveloped by the heat.

The sudden turn of events made them lose their composure.

“Why is this happening?”

When they finally recovered enough to look up, the Vermilion Bird had morphed into a behemoth in the sky, its presence as tremendous as a blazing sun. Terrifying waves of heat scorched toward the two brothers with increasing velocity and density, interweaving into a web of fire.

Divine Kasyapa knew Jiang Chen must have taken care of the bald cultivator. He laughed heartily and flashed out of the battlefield.

The two enforcers could barely stay alive. They couldn’t even spare a glance for Kasyapa. They struggled mightily to defend against the bird’s relentless attacks.

“We’ve been played, big brother! That bald bastard didn’t do his job!” spat out the silver-clad enforcer through gritted teeth. Not only hadn’t the Vermilion Bird been delayed, it’d come and trapped them.

Jiang Chen hovered in the air and laughed. “Discretion is the better part of valor, folks. Your companion has surrendered to the Eternal Sacred Land. The heavens look favorably upon preserving life. If you two choose the right side of history and pledge to be my faithful servants, not only will I let you live, I promise you’ll have a better future than you do serving the old bastard Lightford.”

His tone was both casual and mocking.

The two enforcers raged and snapped, “Who do you think you are, brat?! You think you’re good enough to turn us? My brother and I are loyal only to Master Lightford. Our devotion has stood the test of heaven and earth.”

Jiang Chen snorted. “I wonder what he’s given you to win your undying loyalty. What’s the point though? Your lives are in danger. Is he coming to save you?”

“Talk all you want! Do you think a sacred beast will be enough to take us down?” The enforcer in gold looked serious, but not afraid.

It was clear that he wasn’t yet intimidated.

The brothers exchanged a glance and reached an unspoken understanding. They crossed their hands and made several hand seals, deploying a secret method.

Divine Kasyapa’s eyes glinted as he shouted, “Watch out! They’re going to escape with a secret method. We’ll each seal off a cardinal direction and stop them!”

The powerful divine flourished his arms and manifested layers of barriers in the air, continuously reinforcing the barricade.

The Vermilion Bird put everything it had into spewing scorching air torrents, forcing the two enforcers to spare more effort to deal with its attacks.

Jiang Chen repeatedly jabbed at the air, creating suspended runes in all directions as another layer of defense.

Simultaneously, he summoned the golden bell with a wave of his hand, bringing about layers of golden clouds as it dropped down.

The ancient glyphs on the golden bell danced and leapt, radiating a strange, disorienting energy. The presence of a primordial aura made the bell seem even more sacred and holy.

“Ancient golden bell imbued with the might of the heavens, suppress them!” Jiang Chen sent the bell to capture the two brothers with incredible speed, interrupting their attempt to deploy the secret method.

“Celestial fire set the aeons aflame and reduce the world to char! Burn! Burn! Burn!” The Vermilion Bird continuously spat fire, creating tidal wave upon tidal wave of flame.

After fully deploying the secret method, the two men slowly changed form into two streaks of light with an edge as keen as a blade. They were sharp and unstoppable.

They shot into the sky.

“Hmph! You want to leave!?” Jiang Chen could see them well. He sent the bell ramming towards the light.

The extraordinary bell wouldn’t be broken by any sharp edge. The gold and silver blades scored a direct hit and filled the air with sparks and an agonizing explosion of light. The bell rumbled at the impact. The sound rolled and echoed, sending shockwaves outwards.

The two enforcers failed to penetrate the bell and the counter force sent them flying backwards. They morphed back into human forms, their secret method dispelled.

The scene took even Divine Kasyapa by surprise.The bell’s defenses were shocking!

No wonder Jiang Chen had reached such heights at such a young age! His offensive and defensive power absolutely rivaled an initial divine cultivator!

The two enforcers scowled, their eyes glinting with defiance. Shooting the bell a glare, they exchanged a nod and activated the secret method again. The two blades dived down toward the earth.

Obviously the sky wasn’t the way to go. Their enemies had sealed off that escape route and could overpower them. It’d be unwise to try flying away.

However, their secret method allowed them to escape through the earth without slowing down.

The brothers didn’t hesitate to execute their plan.

It was imperative for them to take the initiative. Their enemies wouldn’t expect them to go down, and it’d be too late to stop them when it became apparent what they wanted to do.

They were confident that they’d be able to escape. Though they were reluctant to just flee, they had no other choices.

The two of them weren’t enough to turn the tide. With An Kasyapa’s help, the Eternal Sacred Land was now a big enough threat that only Master Lightford himself could eliminate.

Therefore, they had to flee and report back, having their master make the decision and lead them.

The two blades dived down at a speed that was double that of the bald cultivator’s. This speed was the source of their confidence in a successful escape.

However, they met the same fate as their companion. As they drew closer and closer to the earth, their bodies grew heavier and heavier.

Clink!

They hit an invisible force with two ghastly collisions, sending sparks flying again. The impact left them completely disoriented.
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No Suspense at All


The brothers had thought they’d stand a good chance of escaping underground as long as they seized the initiative.

They didn’t expect the earth to be so impenetrable. The impact left them completely disoriented. It felt as if their brains had been knocked clean out of their skulls.

The delay made them lose all hope of escaping. All possible routes were now sealed off.

The double collisions had also greatly injured their physical bodies. They could at least see the golden bell the first time. This time around however, they didn’t even know what had happened.

Had the dirt been turned into gold with some secret method? Why was it so impenetrable that even their keenly sharp escape method had failed?

Once the mist covering the area dissipated and their eyesight cleared, they realized that they’d dove into a giant obstacle. It lay on the ground, resembling an oval shield from afar.

Bizarre patterns covered the surface. It seemed to burst with vitality.

Suddenly, the strange shield moved. Something emerged from the top, bottom, and both sides of the shield. It was a living creature!

The two enforcers gaped. It suddenly dawned on them that they’d been blocked by a living being! It looked like a turtle, but there was something different about it.

Its tail sprouted seemingly endlessly, looking explosively powerful like a steel whip. Its four limbs were thick and mighty as well. Its head looked not unlike that of a true dragon, but it didn’t have the requisite whiskers.

With a push of its limbs, it reared to its feet. The thick limbs and behemoth body made it look like an ancient giant emerging from the ground. Its shell was the spirit creature’s most recognizable feature.

Divine Kasyapa looked down at it with shock and disbelief. He’d seen descriptions about such a creature in ancient texts. This was the Black Tortoise!

His breathing quickened and his eyes flashed with unidentifiable emotions as they settled on Jiang Chen. There was something unusual about the young man that he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

The Vermilion Bird, the True Dragon, and now, the Black Tortoise. Jiang Chen had collected almost all of the four divine beasts!

Was that his intention?

As far as Kasyapa knew, Jiang Chen had only the Astral White Tiger left to locate.

He laughed. Finally, he understood why Jiang Chen was so confident and why the young man had said he could call on the battle strength of two gods.

The Black Tortoise’s defensive abilities were heaven-defying.

On the defensive front alone, the tortoise had exceeded An Kasyapa. Not even Lightford himself would necessarily be able to break through its defenses.

The Black Tortoise was a divine beast particularly specialized in defense. It might fall short on the offensive side compared to the other divine beasts, but it ranked top in defense. Its tortoise-like shell alone was almost impenetrable.

The two enforcers were completely clueless. They had never seen or heard of a sacred beast like the Black Tortoise.

Still, shock was clear in their eyes. Neither could believe that they’d lost to a spirit creature. The beast’s defenses must be beyond their imagination!

More importantly, all their escape routes had been sealed off. Resistance was futile under the circumstances.

Divine Kasyapa smiled faintly. “You were so full of yourselves. You didn’t expect to fail so spectacularly now, did you?”

The two enforcers’ eyes shone with fury, glaring at Kasyapa. “Don’t celebrate yet, An. Even though you’ve defeated us with your trickery, it means nothing! Once our master ends his closed door cultivation, he’ll crush you without lifting a finger.”

“You’ve overestimated that old bastard,” Kasyapa said coolly. “However, his fate has nothing to do with you. You’ve become Eternal Sacred Land’s captives. You have no choice but to surrender.”

“Hmph! We’d rather die than surrender! If you want to capture us alive, be prepared for mutual destruction!” The brothers were determined to stay loyal to their master to the bitter end.

Jiang Chen smiled derisively. “Mutual destruction? Ha, I’d like to see you try.”

He’d gained a basic understanding of the two enforcers’ strength. Without another word, he activated the golden bell and trapped the brothers with terrifying restraining force.

The Vermilion Bird and Divine Kasyapa pulled no punches and deployed their most powerful move against the brothers. There was no need to further drag this out. It was time to deal with them swiftly.

The Vermilion Bird and the Black Tortoise both poured in all of their strength, as did Divine Kasyapa. When Jiang Chen and Long Xiaoxuan’s combined powers were added to the group, the Eternal defenders were at least two times stronger than the two enforcers.

The duo didn’t stand a chance.

The two enforcers stubbornly resisted despite their impending doom. However, Jiang Chen and the others weren’t foolish enough to give them a chance to mount a final strike.

With the Black Tortoise’s defenses, the two brothers might not be able to hurt it even if they self-detonated. No matter how they struggled, their resistance continued to weaken.

In less than half an hour, the relentless attacks had exhausted the brothers. Jiang Chen captured them with the golden bell.

Divine Kasyapa politely didn’t claim any credit. He knew most of the credit went to Jiang Chen and his sacred beast companions.

With the two enforcers captured, all four of the enemy divine cultivators were Jiang Chen’s captives.

Given that even the divine cultivators had failed, the other demigods didn’t even have a chance to escape. They were apprehended one by one.

Eternal’s cultivators had been caught up in panic when the sudden and complete turn of events caught them by surprise. They rejoiced to see the two enforcers taken down.
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Discussions of Aftermath


Once again, Jiang Chen had saved the day.

It was far from the first time that Eternal’s cultivators had experienced such an event. Every time crisis erupted or when the sacred land fell into despair, it was Jiang Chen who showed up with the force of a heavenly army and turned the tides around.

Wreathed in smiles, they flooded out of the establishment to welcome Jiang Chen. The two primes holding down the fort in the sacred land also showed great enthusiasm for his arrival.

The second prime, once biased against Jiang Chen, didn’t dare bring up past grievances. Their power dynamic had been reversed, with the prime now occupying the lower ground.

Jiang Chen’s status, power, and influence made even the first prime pale in comparison, let alone the second prime. To take it one step further, even the venerated forefather had to keep Jiang Chen happy.

The genius’ performance just now far exceeded their imaginations. Even the venerated forefather would’ve had trouble wrenching the situation around, and yet, the young man had succeeded!

Seeing a smiling Huang’er emerge from the sacred land, Jiang Chen finally allowed himself to relax. She was the one he’d been most worried about, and why he’d charged back in such a rush.

The others considerately gave them some privacy.

Even Divine Kasyapa kept his distance with a smile, watching over his granddaughter reunite with Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen didn’t lose himself in expressing affection. After spending some time with Huang’er, he sought out Divine Kasyapa.

“Tsk, so you’re the reason why they escaped from Sandplain,” marvelled Kasyapa.

“I only did what I had to do,” Jiang Chen said humbly. “The ten forefathers were the ones who fought our enemies off at the exit of the Sandplain secret realm.”

“Hmph, they’ve received enough benefit from you. It’s only right that they do the dirty work. Besides, they weren’t just fighting to protect you, but also to protect themselves. I recognize your strength, Jiang Chen, but if you weren’t so important to my granddaughter, I wouldn’t lay everything out for you. Since Huang’er considers you as her one and only, I treat you as family as well and tell you only the truth.”

“You can be frank with me, senior.” Jiang Chen might not be willing to step down on the hierarchy for anyone else, but Divine Kasyapa was undeniably his senior, and one who was generations older than he was.

“You’ve taken down the two enforcers. Lightford would’ve gotten the news immediately, which can be a good or a bad thing. If Lightford grows furious and comes for you himself, do you think you and the sacred land can take him?”

There was no love lost between Divine Kasyapa and Lightford. The two had been hostile towards each other back in the Boundless Prison.

Lightford had arrived at Myriad Abyss after breaking out because he wished to accomplish something for himself. He wanted to create an empire of his own.

Kasyapa didn’t like the way Lightford did things at all. He had nothing but contempt for the old man for stirring up trouble at this critical time in the grand picture of things.

Kasyapa might not be attached to Myriad Abyss, but he believed that everyone had to keep the big picture in mind for the sake of the human race.

All of Lightford’s actions proved that he didn’t care about the big picture at all. He was just an opportunist.

Jiang Chen knew Kasyapa must have asked the question for a reason. It made sense that Lightford would be able to tell immediately when his two confidants had been captured.

If it’d been Jiang Chen, he wouldn’t have stayed idle either. He would’ve taken matters into his own hands.

Ziju Min and the others met up with the two primes and came their way. The elder couldn’t help but ask, “Divine Kasyapa, Lightford had been brought up many times on our way here. Just how powerful is he?”

“More powerful than I am! It’s believed that he’s at fourth level divine realm, entering mid divinity. That’s my speculation as well and why I can’t rival him at the moment.”

Divine Kasyapa wasn’t someone for needless humility. If he said so, Lightford’s cultivation was indeed terrifying.

Jiang Chen didn’t respond with anything as he contemplated Kasyapa’s words.

He still remembered Kasyapa estimating that three of him was required to rival Lightford, and five of him for a chance to win.

The Vermilion Bird and the Black Tortoise were as powerful as Kasyapa, and Jiang Chen could rival an initial divine realm cultivator with the help of Long Xiaoxuan and Little White. All of them combined had a chance to defeat Lightford.

Once Eternal’s forefather returned, their chances would be even better.

Of course, Lightford wouldn’t come on his own. It would be troublesome if he attacked with a team of divine cultivators.

At the moment, Jiang Chen could only pray that the ten forefathers could work together and win some battles, weakening their enemies.

Anyone could end up tipping the scales between the two opposing forces. It would be a close fight. Therefore, it was imperative to weaken the enemies at any possible opportunity.

“What do you plan to do with the four captives?” Kasyapa asked Jiang Chen.

After some consideration, Jiang Chen shook his head, admitting that he hadn’t made up his mind yet.

He’d tamed a group of empyrean cultivators before, but that was because he exercised full control over them with his consciousness. He could kill them with a single thought, making them submit.

However, his manipulations might not be effective on divine cultivators. The key issue was that Jiang Chen himself was an advanced empyrean cultivator. Although his consciousness could rival a divine cultivator’s, it was risky for him to attempt to mentally control the four.

If they struck back with their minds and caught him by surprise, it could end badly for him.

He was confident in the strength of his mind, but he didn’t want to purposefully put himself in danger. He couldn’t afford the risk.

With some difficulty, Jiang Chen would be able to manipulate a couple divine cultivators. With four of them though, if they’d agreed to resist together, if they were willing to risk their lives to fight back, they might seriously injure Jiang Chen, if not kill him outright.

The two enforcers were especially tricky. They were very likely to be under Lightford’s control. Jiang Chen would have to pay an even higher price to turn them.

He had to first wipe Lightford’s mental brands. Then he had to enter the enforcers’ minds with his consciousness. Every step involved was fraught with danger.

Jiang Chen didn’t want to take on such a risk before ascending to divinity. Once he did, his consciousness would be incredibly more powerful. It’d then be a piece of cake for him to control the divine realm captives.
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The Life Essence of Gods


Finally, Jiang Chen came up with a division of spoils.

The sallow god would be given to Divine Kasyapa, who needed a divine servant in his own right.

He had a secret method with which to command the sallow cultivator, since his consciousness was much stronger. Once the link was in place, the other god wouldn’t be able to resist.

The gold and silver enforcers were extremely difficult to tame in comparison. Jiang Chen didn’t think himself capable of breaking their slavishness toward Lightford.

If he couldn’t enslave or convert them, there wasn’t much point in keeping them around. Better to refine them into usable materials to help the four sacred beasts ascend further.

Long Xiaoxuan and the Astral White Tiger would especially benefit. Jiang Chen believed that the dragon would break through to divine realm all the quicker, and the tiger wouldn’t be far behind.

The two primes were a little unhappy that Jiang Chen wasn’t planning on giving them anything, but Ziju Min thoroughly supported this gesture. Eternal had been baggage, rather than a contributor to the victory.

If the sacred land had been just a bit more useful, things wouldn’t have gotten nearly so out of hand.

To put it bluntly, without Huang’er’s presence and Kasyapa’s desire to protect his granddaughter, Eternal might very well be Lightford’s already.

What spoils could it ask for in this circumstance? What had it done to deserve anything?

Jiang Chen ignored the two primes’ dejection. He didn’t need to mind their opinion now.

Among the four prisoner gods, the only man who was worth talking to—who was worth convincing—was the bald cultivator.

He had essentially jogged in place from beginning to end. There was minimal loyalty to Lightford here.

“Jiang Chen.” Divine Kasyapa advised, “Daoist Yu Gong looks rather fierce, but he’s soft at heart. If you can win his allegiance, he will be a very capable helper. He won’t be able to handle a situation on his own, but he’s more than capable of helping you as a follower.”

Jiang Chen was hesitant. He felt like the bald cultivator had used only a fraction of his strength when fighting earlier, and said as much to his grandfather-in-law.

The divine laughed. “That’s due to his nature. That old cur Lightford misused him. He can only threaten him into service, but threats are of little effect when the one making them is so far away. The old bastard has acted unwisely in this respect. Though Yu Gong can sometimes seem pliable, he wouldn’t slack off like that otherwise.”

“Do you mean that I should earn this Yu Gong’s respect?”

“Of course, but a little coercion might be necessary as well. It’s hard to expect him to put his own life on the line, but he might very well be moved with the right motivation.”

Jiang Chen nodded. He had an idea of what to do.

Just as Kasyapa had said, Yu Gong was a fierce-looking but rather soft-hearted cultivator. Through both his own and the divine’s persuasions, the bald cultivator surrendered to Jiang Chen after some indecision. He was willing to accept Jiang Chen’s control over his consciousness.

Jiang Chen unscrupulously seeded Yu Gong’s mind with his commands. However, he made a promise with it.

“Yu Gong, you are a divine cultivator, and should be treated with the according respect. I’m seeding your consciousness only for a short probation period. Once you pass my evaluation, the seal in your consciousness will be removed. I recommend you not to overthink things and remain loyal. My consciousness is significantly stronger than you might think. If you harbor any ill will, I can crush you in a single instant.”

For someone like Yu Gong, it was better to outline both good and bad as clearly as possible.

The bald cultivator thought for a moment, then nodded. “Don’t worry, young lord. I don’t hold many people in high regard, but Divine Kasyapa is one of them. He views old man Lightford with no regard, yet has high hopes for you. That means you must be exceptional in some way. Plus, I’ve lost to you once already. Those enforcers were so arrogant before, but they were crushed in due time. It’s obvious that you are a much superior master.”

In a world at war, even an ordinary god wouldn’t necessarily be able to preserve himself. The assembly of cultivators into larger groups was a necessary direction.

A wise bird chose a good tree to roost in.

Yu Gong had originally hoped to do great things under Lightford, but the passage of time proved it to be a mere pipe dream.

Lightford’s methods were thoroughly underhanded, but even if Yu Gong stooped so low as to accept them, the old man wouldn’t give him any opportunities regardless.

The old man had many more subordinates closer to him. In terms of seniority, Yu Gong was near the end of the line to receive any benefits. To put it bluntly, he was little better than cannon fodder.

Rather than waste his life in that way, Yu Gong would rather join Jiang Chen instead. At least the young man reasonably accorded him dignity and material rewards, as well as a number of future promises with weight to them.

Despite Jiang Chen’s youth, Yu Gong felt like he’d met a wonderful master.

The two enforcers had a much grimmer fate before them. Jiang Chen wanted to refine them into life essence for his sacred beast friends to gorge on.

If these divine realm cultivators would make themselves into relics, they would be all the more nourishing. Alas, doing so required the cultivators’ active participation in the process.

The enforcers patently didn’t want to sacrifice their lives for the sake of their enemies. They were far too loyal to Lightford for that.

Even if they did surrender here, the old man could kill them in the next second from a dozen million miles out. So, if reusing was out of the option, recycling was the next order of affairs.

Jiang Chen was hardly a cruel man, but neither would he feel compassion toward the two enforcers. He would’ve suffered a miserable end if he had lost today.

As it was, he would forcibly extract life essence from the two enforcers. A considerable amount would go to waste, but there would still be a great deal left over.

These two gods were at the height of their vitality. Compared to gods who were at the point of decline in their lifespans, they carried much more energy and vigor.
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Old Man Lightford


Within a secret realm in Myriad Abyss, an old man’s closed door cultivation was interrupted. His eyes snapped open, the look in them sinister and ruthless.

He was Old Man Lightford, the subject of many a conversation. His gaze sharp as lightning, his brows brimmed with character. Add to that his deep eyes and tall hook nose, it made for a face with striking features. He looked old, but spirited.

He made calculations off his fingers and arched a long eyebrow, his forehead creased.

“What? My two enforcers are dead?” He’d been in closed door cultivation, but the two enforcers each harbored a strand of his consciousness in their minds, which allowed him to keep track of their vitals.

Their deaths impacted his consciousness, jerking him out of his cultivation-induced trance.

If not for certain precautions he’d taken, the shock would’ve affected him greatly if he’d reached a critical point in his cultivation.

Still, a detonation had hit his consciousness. It took some time for him to recover.

“Didn’t they go to the Eternal Sacred Land as reinforcement?” wondered Lightford. “Intelligence said that An Kasyapa showed up. Could he have killed my enforcers?”

Giving the notion second thought, Lightford didn’t think his speculations were right.

While the two enforcers might not be as strong as An Kasyapa, and could very well be taken out when separated, the two of them together should be able to rival or even overpower him.

Moreover, there were two other divines already sent to Eternal. How could four divines lose to An Kasyapa?

He was trying to puzzle out an answer when footsteps came his way. They were hesitant, like the person was faced with a difficult decision.

“Enter!” Lightford transmitted, feeling impatient.

The man was delighted to receive a response. He called out, “Are you finally exiting cultivation, milord?”

“Get to the point,” Lightford snapped with a frown.

His closed door cultivation hadn’t gone that well. Even before the interruption, his progress had failed to meet expectations. The deaths of his enforcers struck a further blow to his will. He lamented that the closed door cultivation had all been for nothing.

The man outside shuddered. His master didn’t sound pleased. Had he come at an unfortunate time and interrupted the master’s cultivation?

Nevertheless, this wasn’t time for him to play coy. He spoke up. “Milord, we’ve received news over the past few days that there’s been changes on Sandplain...”

“What? What’s gone wrong?” Lightford could no longer sit still.

He’d personally formulated their plan for Sandplain and put his most trusted men in charge. Everything should’ve been perfect.

The messenger’s heart sank, but he continued honestly. “Before today, we received only relayed messages. Today however, some cultivators have returned from Sandplain with concrete reports. The siege on the island is a complete failure!”

“A complete failure?” Lightford’s voice turned frigid, but he managed to control his temper. In a purposefully neutral voice, he inquired, “The ten sacred lands are stronger than I expected. Even if we failed to trap them, we’ve at least taken out some of their members, haven’t we? The Prismatic Convergence Formation is powerful. Combined with the mist and our ambushes along the way, they should’ve suffered some casualties even though they succeeded in breaking out.”

He was confident in his abilities.

However, the messenger didn’t give him the expected answer, but instead responded in a dejected tone. “Milord, according to our spies, the ten sacred lands suffered almost no casualties. None of their main fighting force died.”

“Bullshit!” snapped Lightford.

He didn’t believe that his masterful formation had failed to kill even one enemy. He’d put great effort and thought into the plan!

The messenger was on pins and needles. He knew the truth would bruise his lord’s ego, and he didn’t want to face Lightford’s ire. However, the truth was the truth. He didn’t dare give his lord false information, the consequences of which he couldn’t bear.

He had no choice but to be honest.

The air pulsed with tension.

Lightford was both furious and befuddled, but he couldn’t vent his emotions. He snapped, “How many divine cultivators are left in the base?”

“Our elites have been sent to each of the ten sacred lands, master. The two enforcers have gone to the Eternal Sacred Land as well. That leaves only the divine cultivators fleeing from Sandplain in the base. Other than that...”

“They dared return?!” Lightford said sharply, but he was strong-willed enough to suppress his anger. “Tell them to wait for me in the main hall. I have questions for them.”

Lightford had sent a good number of divine cultivators to Sandplain—six, to be exact. Jiang Chen and the others had killed two when they broke out.

That left four divine cultivators, but only two had returned.

The other two seemed to know Lightford’s temper and hadn’t even bothered to come back.

The two remaining gods lowered their heads like roosters that had lost a fight. There was a depressed air about them.

Their nervousness intensified when they caught sight Lightford; blood drained from their faces. They wondered what punishment awaited them.

“Tsk tsk, how impressive of you to survive the ten sacred lands’ attack. It mustn’t have been easy. Where are the others?” Lightford’s voice was slow and deliberate. It was difficult to tell how he felt. Was he pleased, or angry?

“Master… There were six of us. Two were killed. Two went missing in the chaos. We don’t know if they died or got lost.”

“Lost?” Lightford scoffed. “They’re simply too scared to see me. Fine. You’ve proven your loyalty by coming back. The loss we suffered isn’t your fault. Tell me what happened on Sandplain Island. I’ll make my judgement then.”

The two cultivators couldn’t be more relieved. It seemed that Lightford wasn’t going to hold them accountable at the moment. They weren’t going to be killed.
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Shock and Fury


These gods sent to Sandplain had occupied various different posts. Because of this, details varied from those who came back.

However, a few key points were the same.

For example, the Prismatic Convergence Formation had failed to trap the ten sacred lands. It had been effective at the beginning, but was then attacked several times until it was inexplicably destroyed.

After that, the spies within the sacred lands’ ranks went completely silent.

Without these spies, they couldn’t grasp the exact whereabouts of their enemy, which lost them control over the remainder of the battle. In fact, they couldn’t even say how the sacred lands had penetrated the mists.

Lightford was enraged.

How could six gods be so stupid? How could they not have seen the way their enemy had navigated through the mists?

How could the Prismatic Convergence Formation be broken in the first place? Lightford became sober and contemplative. He hadn’t supposed the sacred lands capable of such a feat.

“Do you know who broke the formation? Who spearheaded the effort?”

“We don’t know, sir. When we found out the formation’s failure, it was already too late. It seems that the enemy knew the trick to breaking it very quickly. They destroyed two nodes simultaneously, which rendered half or more of the formation instantly useless.

“Plus, I think they knew about our spies beforehand and thoroughly cleaned them out before they embarked through the mists. We’ve heard absolutely nothing back since, which means our spies have all been uprooted.”

Old Lightford felt his heart grew colder and colder.

A little more thought revealed some hypotheticals. The old man harrumphed. “The ten sacred lands are ancient factions after all. They must’ve guessed the existence of spies, cutting off everyone whom they don’t implicitly trust from outside communication. It’s not like we can buy the hearts of their best.”

Indeed, the elite of the sacred lands were immune to bribery. To make the attempt would reveal their conspiracy to the light and their efforts, fruitless.

The most they could do was seed the second and third rate factions around Myriad Abyss, hence Bluesmoke’s large-scale participation in the competition of geniuses. The objective was naturally to plant spies in the sacred lands.

Alas, all of their designs had come to naught. Their initial successes yielded much fruit, but their line of information was ultimately cut off later on.

The ten sacred lands weren’t as incompetent as the prison escapees initially expected.

“Even if they broke the Prismatic Convergence Formation, the mists contain many well-refined and esoteric poisons. Why were the ten sacred lands completely unharmed by them? Their travel should’ve taken more than long enough for the poison to make it into at least some of them.”

“That’s what I’d like to know as well, sir. They seemed to have known about the toxic mists and took measures accordingly. Moreover, I believe that they took almost no time to exit Sandplain, which allowed them to remain unscathed.”

“How can that be?” Despite Lightford’s wealth of life experience, he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

Under the misty conditions around Sandplain, even flying would be rather directionless. It should have taken one or two days, getting lost notwithstanding, to navigate to the exit.

But to avoid being afflicted by the toxins in the mists, one had to break free of them in only a handful of hours. Such were the facts.

“How did they manage to break through your encirclement? Did you not notice anything awry? Did they fly in airboats or themselves?” Lightford began to seethe with anger.

He felt that he had lost in a rather inexplicable and pathetic way.

“Maybe… I don’t think they flew out?” The person who replied didn’t sound confident.

“They didn’t fly? Did they walk out with their feet then?” Old Lightford was incensed.

“I hear they swam out!”

They… swam?

Lightford almost coughed up blood. It would take a day or two to swim out in those vast seas, even without the obscuring mists. Considering the haze upon the waters, swimming should have taken a fortnight or more!

Moreover, what about the ferocious sea creatures teeming beneath the surface? Would they have let so much food simply pass them by?

Lightford didn’t know what to say. If he didn’t need as many subordinates as he could get, he would have swatted both fools before him into oblivion. Only then would his rage be satiated.

“Alright, I won’t press too much about Sandplain. Tell me, what happened at the Eternal Sacred Land? Did all ten sacred lands go there immediately after leaving Sandplain?” This was the old man’s next concern.

“Milord,” someone reported from below, “our scouts don’t report any large-scale movement of sacred land cultivators toward Eternal. There’s no reason we wouldn’t notice something so obvious.”

“Then how did my enforcers die?” Old Lightford was almost delirious. He realized now that conquering Myriad Abyss was a somewhat more difficult task than he’d surmised. A group of gods wasn’t all that was needed to pull off such a feat.

Yes, these gods were capable individually, but they lacked discipline and motivation to band together. Moreover, many of them were subordinate to him only out of fear and greed.

Everyone was shocked to hear the enforcers’ deaths and grew restless.

It was common knowledge that the two cultivators had been Lightford’s favorites. Back in the Boundless Prison, they had served as his most able muscle.

Was it true? Had they really died?

Lightford’s expression waxed sinister. “Call everyone available at headquarters together. I’m going to make a personal trip to the Eternal Sacred Land.”

His fury was palpable. No one dared defy him; all present jumped into action. Though not many people were available for the operation, Lightford provided more than enough reassurance at the helm.
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Proactively Preparing for Battle


Although crisis had been averted for the moment, none of them, including Jiang Chen, relaxed.

After Jiang Chen refined the two enforcers’ life essence, there was no doubt that a truce wasn’t a possibility between Eternal and Lightford.

“Jiang Chen, I hear that the two enforcers were Lightford’s most trusted and powerful subordinates,” remarked second prime worriedly. “By killing both of them, aren’t we making it impossible to negotiate with him?”

The second prime was somewhat displeased, not because the genius had refined the two enforcers, but because he hadn’t left anything for him or the sacred land.

That was why there was an edge to his voice despite his polite words.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly and gave the second prime a pointed look. “Do you really think there was even any room for negotiation to begin with, Second Prime?”

“Why wouldn’t there be?” muttered the second prime, deterred by the genius’ sharp gaze. “There’s always room for negotiation.”

Jiang Chen huffed and waved a dismissive hand. “Negotiation is only viable when we have the power to intimidate him. If Divine Kasyapa hadn’t come when the sacred land was besieged, do you think they would’ve agreed to negotiate with you?”

It bothered him that the second prime was still wasting his breath. The man had done nothing to help, yet he wouldn’t shut up after things were settled.

The second prime’s face flushed red, displeasure flashing through his eyes.

Ziju Min spoke up to dispel the tension, “You weren’t on the island, Second Prime. You don’t know how difficult things were. A truce is impossible. As Jiang Chen has said, without power, Lightford isn’t going to negotiate with us. But with enough power we don’t need to worry about his attitude. The initiative will always be in our hands. The worst case scenario is for us to dream of reaching a truce without the power to back ourselves up.”

It upset the second prime to hear Ziju Min speaking up for Jiang Chen, but he was smart enough to know he couldn’t rival Jiang Chen in status in the sacred land. Despite his grievances, he had no choice but to accept reality.

Divine Kasyapa chuckled. “You do have to give Lightford some more thought, Jiang Chen. From what I know about him, he’ll come to assign blame. Fortunately, he shouldn’t have that many people left to help him.”

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “If that’s the case, we have to get ready for him. We can’t admit defeat before the battle even starts, can we now?”

“That’s right!” Divine Kasyapa laughed heartily. “I was going to leave with Huang’er, but it seems it’s not yet the time. I have a few things to settle with Lightford. Rather than waiting for him to come after me, it’s better to deal with him once and for all when I have help.”

He wasn’t a fool. He knew he would be helpless against Lightford on his own. However, with Jiang Chen and the two sacred spirits, they’d at least be able to rival Lightford if not defeat him.

If the two true creatures were more powerful than he’d expected, it wasn’t impossible for them to gain the upper hand.

“I hope Lightford will come, Divine Kasyapa. If he does, we’ll be able to keep him occupied, which means there will be one less powerful foe for the ten forefathers to deal with. They can then focus on Lightford’s minions.” Jiang Chen was very eager.

The two sacred beasts were powerful. Moreover, Jiang Chen had refined the life essence of several divine cultivators and acquired their divine decrees.

The latter wasn’t of use at the moment, but the life essence was a great help to him, Long Xiaoxuan and Little White in their cultivation.

Long Xiaoxuan had ascended to ninth level empyrean in the past couple days and would soon be at a critical juncture on his path to divinity.

Jiang Chen too had a feeling that he was going to ascend to eighth level empyrean any moment. The life essence of the divine cultivators had been very beneficial. If used well, it would eventually help him and the dragon break through from peak ninth level empyrean and ascend to divinity.

Little White would likely need more time, but the essence was invaluable to it as well.

Once Jiang Chen reached peak empyrean realm, he could very likely soon push for divinity with his predisposed advantages. The thought alone greatly motivated him.

He had a feeling that was going to lead to the truth of his past life. Once he became a god, the chain seal in his consciousness would break and the secrets hidden within be completely open to him.

He looked forward to that future.

Since Lightford was coming, he had to make preparations.

Eternal’s existing formation wasn’t going to withstand Lightford’s attack, so he didn’t place his faith in it. Putting his effort and resources to reinforce the formation would only be a waste of time. They had to fight Lightford head-on.

Nevertheless, preparations were in order. The timing, location, and human elements were all crucial to the impending battle. For a fight at this level, clever planning and an attention to detail could give them an unexpected edge.

Jiang Chen spent the next few days discussing strategies with Divine Kasyapa. Brute force alone wouldn’t be enough. They needed to plan and set up various traps and defenses.

No singular detail was going to strike a fatal blow on Lightford on its own, but even a slight delay or interference could end up tipping the scale, or even determining the result of the fight.

The Vermilion Bird and the Black Tortoise knew they were going to face a formidable enemy. However, they weren’t too worried. Deep down, they didn’t fear Lightford.

The four divine beasts had their pride and losing to Lightford wasn’t a possibility. Their cultivation and power might have fallen short in comparison, but as descendants of the sacred beasts, their defense and resilience were unmatched.
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Lightford Attacks


Long Xiaoxuan wanted to join the fight, but Jiang Chen turned the dragon down.

“This battle isn’t as difficult as you think, Brother Long. You should focus on seeking inspiration for your breakthrough instead. Ascending to divinity will be the most helpful thing you can do for me.” Jiang Chen was being honest. Once a god, a true dragon’s power would grow exponentially.

Together, the three sacred beasts’ power would be substantially greater.

In fact, with the three sacred beasts having reached divinity, they stood an eighty percent chance of defeating Lightford, a fourth level divine realm cultivator. They could swing it through sheer force of a mob attack alone, even if they were all at the initial stage.

The bloodline of the four sacred beasts was unrivaled.

Once all four of them were gods, they could stand their ground against an advanced divine cultivator and even come out victorious.

Jiang Chen had gotten to know the four sacred beasts in his past life. That was why he’d been so eager to recruit all four of them. Stumbling upon the Black Tortoise was more than a pleasant surprise.

Long Xiaoxuan could only yield to Jiang Chen’s determined attitude. The divine life essence he’d received from the earlier fight had sent him into ninth level empyrean. It was unlikely to continue for it to provide fuel for godhood, but it wasn’t impossible.

The ancient sacred beasts’ breakthroughs were unpredictable. A sudden recovery of his ancient memory or the awakening of part of a bloodline could push him to the next realm.

Spirit creatures with unmatched talent from the ancient times could ascend as easily as they breathed.

Before reaching empyrean realm, Long Xiaoxuan hadn’t encountered any difficulty in breaking through. Even someone as talented and resourceful as Jiang Chen couldn’t rival the dragon in its efficiency.

Such was the power of natural talent. Even Jiang Chen envied him.

After refining the divine cultivators’ life essence, Jiang Chen had some resources to spare. He gave quite a bit to the Goldbiter Rats.

The divine cultivators weren’t the only ones they’d killed during the countless battles. He now possessed plenty of empyrean life essence, which he all gave to the Goldbiter Rats.

Their overall strength greatly leapt forward as a result.

The Goldbiter Rat King was now mid empyrean, staring down at advanced empyrean.

Jiang Chen speculated that it’d be difficult for the rat king to ascend to divinity without help. Its natural talent was limited. There existed a considerable gap between it and the ancient Kingrats.

Therefore, Jiang Chen rewarded the rat with a divine decree.

It was the first time he’d given out one. By refining the decree, the rat would have a chance to obtain godhood.

Of course, it’d take time for it to improve its cultivation to a high enough level, but with an endless supply of empyrean essence, it’d be able to refine the decree sooner or later.

The rewards further resolved the rat king’s loyalty to Jiang Chen. It would work even harder for the human, and wouldn’t hesitate to die for him.

In addition to devouring everything, the greatest function the Goldbiter Rats could serve was to act as an alert system. They lived underground, which gave them a natural edge.

Jiang Chen assigned the rats all around Eternal Divine Nation. As soon as Lightford crossed the border, they would notify the young lord.

If Lightford came alone, the rats might not be able to detect him. If he’d brought an army though, the rats would easily take notice.

Every hour of the day was precious to Jiang Chen. He hadn’t forgotten about the human domain as he prepared for the fight.

It was fortunate that he still had time, or he’d have to choose between guarding the Eternal Sacred Land or reactivating the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement in the human domain.

That was a real dilemma!

He hoped they’d be able to deal with Lightford swiftly. However, that didn’t seem likely at the moment.

“Young lord Chen, a large army has entered the nation with great ferocity. They’re less than five thousand miles away from the sacred land.”

“Young lord Chen, they’re three thousand miles away.”

“One thousand miles left between us and them.”

Jiang Chen perked up and smiled lazily. He turned to Divine Kasyapa. “As you’ve predicted, venerated divine, Lightford got impatient.”

“Oh, is he here?” Divine Kasyapa didn’t ask how Jiang Chen knew Lightford was coming. The young man had his way of knowing things. If Jiang Chen didn’t volunteer the information, he wasn’t going to ask.

Jiang Chen blinked. It seemed that Kasyapa wasn’t at all shocked or nervous. In fact, he seemed pleased. The Eternal young lord didn’t know what there was to be pleased about that Lightford was coming to seek revenge.

Noting his confusion, Kasyapa chuckled. “You’re the bane of that old bastard’s existence, Jiang Chen.”

“How so?” asked Jiang Chen.

“Lightford’s been in closed door cultivation lately, trying to overcome a cultivation bottleneck. According to my estimations, it should’ve taken a long time. You killing his two enforcers must have alerted and disturbed his consciousness, which would then affect his breakthrough. That’s why I call you the bane of his existence. You’ve foiled many of his plans. The fact that he’s come to us in a fit of anger proves that he’s running out of options.”

Kasyapa’s tone was casual. He clearly believed in his own interpretation of the situation.

Jiang Chen laughed as well.

“That can be good or bad. If furious, he’s going to make a powerful first strike. We must be prepared for the coming storm.”

“Don’t worry,” Divine Kasyapa said with conviction. “Lightford is strong, but with what we’ve set up, we can at least reach a draw, if not defeat him.”

Flushing Lightford from his base of operations was a feat in and of its own. The old man had planned on staying behind the scenes, ordering his people to go around and cause chaos.

Now, he’d been forced to take matters into his own hands. On one hand, he was running out of talent to draw upon. On the other hand, he’d lost faith in his own people. That was good news for Jiang Chen and the others.

“Hah!” A yell pierced through the sky the sky, striking the Eternal Sacred Land from above like lightning. A swarm of airboats quickly emerged and loomed over the sacred land.

The opulent and majestic leading airboat opened up. Out shot a few figures like arrows. The leader was an old man with white hair and eyes as sharp as an eagle’s.

It was Lightford, leading the charge himself.
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Engaging Old Man Lightford


“It’s him.” An Kasyapa looked up at the figure hovering in the sky some distance away, the look in his eyes deep. “That old bastard was always arrogant and prideful.”

Whether in the Boundless Prison or Myriad Abyss, Lightford topped the list of people Kasyapa hated. The old man plagued An Kasyapa like a nightmare.

“You of the Eternal Sacred Land, listen up!” a voice boomed. “Master Lightford has come to you personally. You clowns should be coming out to greet him!”

Jiang Chen snorted. “Such hypocrisy. He’s here to assign blame. Does he actually expect us to throw him a welcoming party?”

“That’s just a suck-up’s doing. Don’t take it seriously. Be on your guard for a surprise attack from Lightford. We must maintain our calm and not let them affect us.” Kasyapa was an experienced fighter. He remained calm and collected, unfazed by the commotion outside.

His composure inspired Jiang Chen.

The Eternal heir had had no experience in the battlefield in his past life. Although he’d gotten into his fair share of battles in this life, he was no match for someone who’d survived the Boundless Prison like Divine Kasyapa.

“Send someone to taunt Lightford,” transmitted Kasyapa. “Remember, don’t leave the circle of defense or we won’t be able to ensure the person’s safety.”

The second prime wasn’t interested in the task, while the third prime tapped Ziju Min to do the job. It should’ve been the primes’ responsibility, and yet the two of them shirked their duties. Meanwhile, the elder didn’t object.

Jiang Chen’s contempt for the two primes intensified.

It was far from a serious clash, but from the little things, it was clear that the two primes were much inferior to the first prime.

“You should protect yourself when you provoke him, Elder Ziju. Beware of sudden retaliation. A divine cultivator will be able to destroy a lesser cultivator with a single strand of consciousness. Stay on guard.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.” Ziju Min nodded with a grave expression, then raised his voice. “Are you Old Man Lightford?”

“How dare a little junior like you talk to me this way!” responded Lightford. His voice hit Ziju Min’s chest like a sledgehammer.

Fortunately, Ziju Min had kept Jiang Chen’s warning in mind and dodged the sudden attack.

“Hmph! You just like the others, attacking without forewarning. So you’re the Lightford they talk about huh? You don’t seem like much!” Ziju Min wasn’t one for aggression. Intimidation and insults weren’t his strong suit.

Lightford cast his emotionless eyes down in an aloof assessment. “The Eternal Sacred Land has dared to kill my two enforcers. Do any of you have the guts to take responsibility? What is this weakling doing here? This a joke!”

“Be careful, Jiang Chen. Lightford must be planning something. Watch out for any sudden moves.” Kasyapa always expected the worst from Lightford. He’d never let his guard down.

“I know you’re here, An Kasyapa. You’re from the Boundless Prison as well. You were at the mercy of the ten sacred lands, yet you shamelessly bow to Eternal. You’re an embarrassment to your fellow inmates!” Lightford’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

An Kasyapa flushed red. Lightford had hit a nerve.

“He’s provoking you on purpose, senior,” Jiang Chen hurriedly messaged. “He’s up to no good.”

An Kasyapa did his best to control his emotions and returned to his calm self. “Don’t worry. That’s not enough to make me lose it.”

Lightford surveyed the area.

There was a great formation guarding the mountain under the sacred land. Yet, he was confident he’d be able to break defense of that level.

However, there was also a strange disturbance in the air around the formation. Further observation imparted that a spatial method had been used to disrupt the space. That was the source of the oddity.

“The Eternal Sacred Land does have some tricks up its sleeves. My two enforcers must have suffered a defeat because of that. It’s laughable that they think the same trick will work on me!”

Lightford dived boldly toward the formation in a flash of white, giving his orders. “You two can redeem yourselves by accomplishing something in this fight. Attack the sacred land from both flanks. See if you can seize the opportunity to break their ultimate defense formation!”

Lightford hadn’t punished the two divine cultivators for escaping from Sandplain. This was their chance to make up for their failings.

Therefore, the two cultivators didn’t spare any effort. They followed Lightford’s momentum and shot towards the sides.

Jiang Chen cursed under his breath seeing the two divine cultivators Lightford had brought. Just how many had broken out from the Boundless Prison?

Quite a few had been sent to attack the ten sacred lands. A good number had been split out for Sandplain Island. And now, there were yet another two.

Jiang Chen hadn’t seen the two men back on Sandplain, so he didn’t know they had fled from the island.

“Don’t worry about them. Focus on Lightford,” Kasyapa told everyone silently.

Rays of black light rose from behind the Black Tortoise’s back, bringing with them an endless stream of strange, ancient patterns. The Vermilion Bird flapped its wings, sending incredibly hot clouds of flame toward Lightford.

Kasyapa cackled and pointed in the air. From his hand flew two crystal-clear, green leaves.

They were obviously two treasures rather than regular leaves.

They expanded in the wind and formed a shield like shellfish under attack, taking a defensive stance.

Lightford had planned to break through the defense with one hit, but things didn’t turn out as simple as he expected. First came the waves of heat from the Vermilion Bird, which slowed him down and made his breathing belabored.

With a twist of his body, his white robe brought up a wave of snowflakes, freezing the heat waves. They dissipated into thin air as a result.

However, the Black Tortoise’s defensive circle rippled outwards by this time.

Jiang Chen also had the golden bell ready, waiting for the right moment. Lightford’s reaction had made him even more wary. The old man was indeed powerful.

Jiang Chen knew the Vermilion Bird’s power well. None of their previous enemies had been able to resist the heat waves. Lightford, however, had impressively resolved the attack with a simple flourish of his robe.
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Lightford Rages


The Vermilion Bird wasn’t putting up a defense all by its lonesome. The Black Tortoise had made its move as well, and Divine Kasyapa had deployed the two mysterious leaves.

Once the bird’s waves of heat dissipated, the Black Tortoise’ defensive shock wave churned toward Lightford. On the defensive side alone, the tortoise was undeniably the better of the two.

The rippling shock wave brought with it a great force of gravity. Once Lightford was caught, his body would become heavier, reducing his mobility.

Gravity manipulation wasn’t easy to deal with.

Lightford huffed and whipped the long sleeves of his white robe, ready to knock the shock wave aside like he’d done with the heat wave. As soon as he made contact though, he knew something was wrong.

The arm he used grew slightly rigid.

He was experienced and knowledgeable enough to realize he’d made a mistake. He backed away at lightning speed, trying to dodge the spreading ripples of gravity.

Suddenly, Kasyapa’s green leaves charged at Lightford like a gaping mouth.

Lightford punched them furiously. The hit created a black hole in the air, crashing into the leaves with tremendous force.

However, the leaves were flexible. They snapped together and flew away unscathed.

Lightford immediately recognized the leaves as Kasyapa’s personal treasure.

“You’ve chosen hell over an easy way out, An Kasyapa! I spared you back in the Boundless Prison because I appreciated your talent, but now it seems you don’t deserve my mercy!”

An Kashyapa scoffed, “Does your mercy mean a chance to be your lapdog?”

“Hmph, and is that honestly beneath you?” Lightford continued to back away and finally moved out of the gravity wave’s range of effect.

His striking eyes lit up with a deep glow as he looked into the distance. The gravity manipulation had deeply shocked him. He knew he’d met his match.

Lightford hadn’t met the Vermilion Bird himself, but according to the intelligence he’d received, he speculated that the bird was responsible for the heat waves.

He also recognized the two leaves as An Kasyapa’s doing.

The gravity manipulation, however, was an unknown quantity. Whoever the deployer was, their defensive power had exceeded even the Vermilion Bird and An Kasyapa.

Since when had Eternal boasted such a powerful member? Could it be the forefather?

It couldn’t be. Eternal’s forefather hadn’t returned to the sacred land yet and didn’t specialize in defense. Lightford had gathered enough information to come to that conclusion.

Had he not been stopped, he wouldn’t have doubted himself. However, the strong resistance left him with no choice but to calm down.

Recalling that his two enforcers had died here made him wary. A being powerful enough to kill his two enforcers wouldn’t be that much inferior to him, even if it couldn’t rival him.

“Hmph, so I’ve underestimated the Eternal Sacred Land. Three divine beings. How impressive.” Lightford remarked in a distant tone. “Who is your other helper in addition to the Vermilion Bird, An Kasyapa? Why the secrecy?”

An Kasyapa laughed heartily. “Aren’t you the fearless Lightford? What, do you know fear now?”

“Fear?” Lightford huffed derisively. “Do you think the combined power of three divine beings is enough to intimidate me? How naive of you!”

“If you aren’t intimidated, then what’s with all the questions? Don’t you want to leave something to the imagination?” An Kasyapa wasn’t going to let Lightford direct the conversation.

The more he kept Lightford on his toes and doubting himself, the more reservations he would have. That would prevent Lightford from deploying his full battle strength.

After some consideration, Lightford transmitted to his two divine helpers, “Continue to attack from the sides, I’ll take the center. As long as you attract some of their attention, I’ll be able to break their defenses.”

It was too difficult for him to fight three divine beings all at once. Even if he could do it, it’d take too long.

Fortunately, he’d brought two divine cultivators with him. Having just fled from Sandplain, they were eager to redeem themselves. This was where they could be useful.

As soon as Lightford gave the order, the two men attacked relentlessly from the flanks.

Although Eternal’s defensive formation had been through many battles, its foundations remained intact. It could withstand the attacks of regular divine cultivators like them for some time.

If they were allowed to continue, however, the foundations would be eventually damaged and the formation might collapse.

Jiang Chen summoned all of the demigods in the sacred land, including Kasyapa’s four servants and the two primes.

“We have to work together as a team, everyone. Our three gods must focus on fighting Lightford. We have to take care of his two lackeys.”

The servant nicknamed First Wind had fought Jiang Chen before. He knew the young lord was powerful enough to rival a first level divine.

“Give your orders, young lord Chen. It’s our honor to fight the divines alongside you.”

“That’s right. Our master holds you in high regard. The four of us are fortunate to fight with you.”

Jiang Chen’s expression turned serious. “Lightford is running out of manpower, or he wouldn’t have brought only two divine cultivators with him. As soon as we take care of one of them, the other will lose his will to fight. We may not even need to do anything to him then.”

“Haha, then let’s do it!” First Wind shook his fist, his eyes blazing with fighting spirit.

“I’ll set up some traps to lure them in,” said Jiang Chen. “Our best strategy is to divide and conquer. Your responsibility is to keep one of them occupied, giving me a chance to catch them off guard.”

Jiang Chen knew the servants and the primes were enough to overpower one divine cultivator.

If they failed to separate the two divines, the best case scenario would be a draw.

The two cultivators were oblivious to the impending danger.

In their eyes, since their master had attracted the attention of Eternal’s divine realm members, their job was to destroy the sacred land quickly, slaughtering everyone and taking everything.


224


To Rout on All Sides


Jiang Chen and the others were hidden by various illusions within the defensive formation. There was no need to be worried about being seen before this first layer broke.

He observed the two gods from afar. The duo was already coming at them in a pincer move from the left and right.

Both men were obviously feckless, believing they were here to stamp out nothing more than ants.

Either one wasn’t too far from his partner, but they were still separated. Jiang Chen very much liked this arrangement. If he opened the formation up to let one of them in, the Eternal defenders had a very good shot at eliminating them one by one.

His eyes darted between the two before coming to a decision. “That cultivator with a wart on his chin, the one to the right. He looks more brash than his companion. We’ll start with him.”

Ideally, the enemy’s numbers would be reduced to make the assault more manageable. To accomplish this, they had to start with the easiest target.

The wart-faced cultivator wielded a fierce-looking spiked club. He delivered every smash of his weapon with tremendous force, boom after boom resounding upon the formation. The noise was painfully loud to listen to.

“Prepare yourselves. I will cut the formation open and give him some room to come in. Then, I’ll ensnare him with a number of abilities. Your job is to use your strongest attacks against him while he’s trapped. Whether you think you can hurt him or not, you should do your best. Do you understand?”

“Alright!”

The second prime wasn’t very happy with how things were developing, but he knew he was fighting for the Eternal Sacred Land. If Jiang Chen noticed that he wasn’t putting in work and abandoned them, the prime would be in big trouble— and Eternal, even bigger.

There were naturally no other dissenting voices.

Jiang Chen shifted the formation about. Cracks began to appear on the part that the wart-faced cultivator was attacking.

The cultivator grinned as soon as he saw the damage.

“Just break already!” Another smash of the club. The cracks immediately widened into a huge fissure. The cultivator roared with laughter. “I’m through. I’ll see you later, Daoist Zijing!”

He was clearly a hasty man. He entered without a moment of hesitation as soon as the path was clear, brandishing his spiked club all around him in a defensive tempest.

Though he was reckless, he wasn’t exactly stupid. This kind of blind offense was also useful as protection to a certain degree.

However, he was surprised to find no attack or ambush waiting for him whatsoever. Only emptiness was around him, as if he had entered a strange void.

With a flurry of hand seals, Jiang Chen pushed his Nine Labyrinth Formation to its limits.

His past uses of it hadn’t pushed it to its fullest potential. Now that his cultivation was leaps and bounds ahead, he had gained access to more of the treasure’s power in turn.

The Nine Labyrinth Formation was designed as something that could disorient even gods.

This wart-faced cultivator was clearly extremely tough in both physical attacks and defense. He wouldn’t fear a flat-out brawl in the slightest. Finer techniques, however, were not his forte.

Jiang Chen saw no reason to meet his enemy’s strengths head on.

As soon as the formation was broken, he sprang his Nine Labyrinth Formation onto the unsuspecting god. In the moment of his entrapment, Jiang Chen called out, “Everyone, get ready. Attack!”

Kasyapa’s four demigod servants and the primes were already prepared. As soon as the order was given, they fired off their attacks at the wart-faced cultivator.

The Nine Labyrinth Formation had the potent advantage of cloaking those outside and attacks originating outside the diagrams. Anyone trapped was an easy target for the user and other observers.

The fight was a lopsided one from the start.

However, the wart-faced cultivator was quick to react. When these powerful attacks hurtled towards him, he whipped his club rapidly over his head to conjure a safeguarding vortex, stopping the attacks cold in their tracks.

Jiang Chen marveled at this. As expected of a god! A united attack from six demigods absolutely equaled one from an initial divine realm cultivator. And yet, the ambush hadn’t managed to penetrate the enemy’s defense.

“Again,” he commanded.

As he did so, his Evil Golden Eye shot two rays of piercing light toward the wart-faced cultivator’s own eyes.

This ocular ability of his was supremely domineering now. He wasn’t afraid of taking on an initial divine realm cultivator like the man in front of him.

The Evil Golden Eye’s strength came from one’s consciousness. Right now, Jiang Chen’s was unbelievably strong, certainly more so than the wart-faced cultivator. There was no risk whatsoever of being countered.

The wart-faced god was still in the process of warding off the six attacks.

“Foolish rats!” he bellowed. “No number of demigods can possibly touch me! I’ll crush all your puny tricks, then pound your bodies into minced meat.”

He had no idea that danger was staring him down the barrel. All of his attention was focused upon protecting himself from the attacks and examining the Nine Labyrinth Formation. It thus came as a great surprise when twin bursts of gold light entered his eyes.

As soon as they did, his very soul was paralyzed by an enormous freezing force. His movements immediately became sluggish.

As this occurred in the blink of an eye. The results were that in the next instant, his club didn’t spin quite as fast as it had a moment prior.

The six attacks crept through this gap, smashing themselves viciously onto his body.

Thankfully, the wart-faced cultivator’s skin was thick enough to protect him from serious harm. His face reddened at the impact, but he was able to refrain from spewing out a mouthful of blood.

However, just because his body wasn’t badly injured didn’t mean he was fine. The damage he’d sustained was far more serious than he thought.

The Evil Golden Eye consumed a cultivator from within. The wart-faced cultivator wasn’t stupid enough to ignore the confining power over his consciousness.

Cold sweat broke out on his back. He tried to gather his consciousness and push out the force that was rampaging about within his mind. Alas, he noticed too late that this devious force was far stronger than he.

His consciousness couldn’t expel the offending culprit, which spread out as briskly as wintry frost.

“What… what is all this?”

In the midst of his hesitation, a second wave of attacks from the six demigods landed upon him, searing his body with pain.

“Not good!”

No amount of audacity was enough to prevent the wart-faced cultivator from panicking. “Daoist Zijing,” he called out as loudly as he could, “I need help right now. There’s a trick here!”

The space wasn’t entirely sealed off. His voice, coupled with some divine energy, allowed his message to pass into his comrade’s ear.

Unfortunately, the other god wasn’t having a good time himself. On the other side, he was locked in combat by a different god; a familiar cultivator, in fact, one that they’d met often in the Boundless Prison. The bald cultivator, Yu Gong, who had astutely surrendered to Jiang Chen when he’d been given the opportunity to.

“Are you crazy, Yu Gong? Why are you turning your weapons on me? Don’t you know Master Lightford is right outside?”

The other god that Lightford had brought was named Yuan Zijing. Genteel and graceful, he looked rather wise at a glance. In actuality, he had a terrible reputation back in the Boundless Prison.

He was a hopelessly perverted philanderer who much ‘enjoyed’ female cultivators.

In fact, he’d even almost succeeded in abducting Huang’er’s mother, An Yu’er— though the timely appearance of Divine Kasyapa had foiled him.

Thus, this Yuan Zijing was very much an animal wearing an urbane skin.

He wasn’t capable of doing many dastardly deeds right now, however. Yu Gong was every bit his equal in battle, with a blazing fighting spirit to boot.

Yuan Zijing knew the strength differential between his opponent and himself quite well. Thus, he could hardly spare much attention to his cornered partner.

When waiting didn’t yield help from Yuan Zijing, the wart-faced cultivator began to wail. “Master Lightford, please help me!”

More and more of his body was freezing. He felt his flesh harden and almost congeal, but to stone rather than ice.

When Jiang Chen’s Evil Golden Eye succeeded in taking effect, its power only amplified with the passage of time. A stricken foe’s defenses against it would gradually weaken as it invaded his body.

Astonishingly enough, the young lord’s coordinated ambush had worked!

The young man wasn’t going to let his prey simply turn into metal though. When the god had lost the bulk of his strength as well as the motion in his limbs, Jiang Chen stepped forward and seized the man.

A divine realm cultivator that couldn’t be won over was still good material for refining life essence from. His divine decree would also be useful.

Although transforming him into a statue wouldn’t affect the latter, his life essence would be irrevocably lost. What life was there to glean from cold metal?

The incapacitation of one of the gods was like cutting off one of Lightford’s arms. Jiang Chen was more confident in their victory now.

“Come, let’s go help over there.”

Yu Gong was still holding off the genteel cultivator Yuan Zijing by himself.

The latter swore as they fought. “Yu Gong, you’ve always been the quiet type, but to think you would betray Master Lightford! Why didn’t you try this hard when you were on our side, eh?”

Though Yu Gong was outwardly brutish, he had a discerning heart. He completely ignored Yuan Zijing’s insults, only grinning in response when the cursing got particularly colorful.

“Master Lightford is right behind me. Are you still blind to the light?” Yuan Zijing tried in a last-ditch attempt to entice Yu Gong back to his side, but he might as well have been talking to a rock.

It was at this time that Jiang Chen and the others returned to the area that Yu Gong defended. The latter was quite pleased at the sight of them.

“How’d it go?” Yu Gong asked without turning his head.

“We took him down.” Jiang Chen laughed.

Yu Gong was positively gleeful. “This Yuan Zijing is a bit stronger, but I’m not scared of him. One on one, we’re evenly matched.”

“How loyal is he to old Lightford?”

“Just like that cultivator with a wart. Steadfast and diehard.” Yu Gong sighed. “Don’t bother trying to convert these two. If I remember correctly, they were supposed to have been sent to the competition of geniuses. What are they doing here?”

“They probably managed to escape from Sandplain.” Jiang Chen shrugged. “Still, if Lightford has to resort to using these defeated dogs, he doesn’t have much left at his disposal. Shall we take that Yuan Zijing down as well?” His eyes glimmered with interest.

Old Lightford had heard the wart-faced cultivator’s call for help. As much as he’d wanted to answer it, being attacked by three other gods simultaneously greatly taxed his attention.

A moment later, the man who’d cried out became silent. This cast a momentary shadow upon the old man’s heart.

“Zijing, go see what’s with him.” Since Lightford was himself occupied, he ordered his flunky to do it.

Yuan Zijing wanted to cry. “Sir, I’m surrounded by a bunch of cultivators myself. He… he’s probably dead!”

Being held up by Yu Gong was one thing, but a mysterious surge of suspended runes was preventing him from going much of anywhere. This kind of lockdown wouldn’t confine him forever, but it did serve to annoy and hinder him.
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The Myriad Transformations of Spirits


The suspended runes caused Yuan Zijing considerable annoyance. Alas, once he redoubled his efforts to break them apart, he found that a sadder fate awaited him.

He was completely lost.

It was as if he had been dropped into a labyrinth with strange dimensions of space leading in every direction.

As an experienced god, Yuan Zijing knew he was trapped by a formation.

Amid his confusion, he suddenly noticed a golden bell overhead. When the instrument pressed downward, he felt a tremendous pressure. A beam of light enveloping him drained his strength.

A resulting storm of attacks of every kind landed upon him.

Yu Gong was astonished. He hadn’t even warmed up yet, but Yuan Zijing was already splayed like a dead dog upon the immaterial ground of the Nine Labyrinth Formation. Their target could no longer put up any resistance.

The sight of his old acquaintance being dragged out made him rather grateful. He’d been in the first wave of raiders upon the Eternal Sacred Land.

The sallow cultivator who’d come with him had been captured and handed over to Divine Kasyapa.

The two enforcers, on the other hand, had been outright refined into life essence. Their lives had been extinguished in the process.

He was the lone survivor. Rather than dying, he’d barely suffered at all. The choice to change sides had clearly been a wise one.

Just like the wart-faced cultivator before him, Yuan Zijing was now Jiang Chen’s prisoner.

Old Lightford’s two divine helpers had both been stripped from him. The old man was without anyone to command.

“Lightford, you old dog,” Jiang Chen’s voice echoed from the void. “Your two lackeys are already in my hands. When do you intend to resist until?”

This statement was more effective than any actual attack. Lightford’s heart sank instantly. Had Yuan Zijing and his comrade failed?

How was that possible? The Eternal Sacred Land’s gods were all fighting him! The only ones left should’ve been demigods at best. Even accounting for the sacred land’s defensive formation, they would’ve capitulated in time. How had his men lost in the end?

Did the Eternal Sacred Land have other powerful fighters in reserve?

It was extremely unlikely that the enemy was lying. Unmasking a lie like this would be instantaneous.

“Can it be…” A terrible premonition washed over Lightford’s consciousness.

His two subordinates should’ve spoken up instantly to refute the claim, but Yuan Zijing and the other god were both still silent.

A lingering sense of malaise unsettled Lightford. How unknowably strong was the Eternal Sacred Land, really?

Did it have more gods beyond the three before him? Or were the ten sacred lands’ forefathers all hidden here, awaiting his arrival perhaps?

Impossible!

A cursory examination revealed the foolishness of his daring supposition.

The fighting would’ve intensified long ago if that was the case. The ten forefathers would’ve rushed him, given their incredible numerical advantage.

The fact that that hadn’t occurred meant that the enemy didn’t have that many forces to spare. The forefathers weren’t here. What that implied though, was more terrifying still.

Old Lightford had naturally investigated the ten sacred lands beforehand in his ambition. He knew what level they were at.

He had always thought that the ten divine forefathers were the sacred lands’ greatest assurance. In his opinion, they weren’t worth much. He believed that he had plenty of methods to strike them all down.

Alas, the battle of Sandplain had proven that the sacred lands weren’t as easy to deal with as he’d first thought. This feeling was growing exponentially stronger with his time here.

Deep down, he wanted very much to ask whether the sacred lands had been hiding their strength all along.

“Haha, are you still brave enough to say you’re not afraid, Lightford?” The grating voice of Kasyapa sounded once more.

Lightford flashed an incensed snarl.

“Very good, very good. I see that I’ve underestimated the Eternal Sacred Land. I’d like to see how much more you’re hiding!” The old man roared. Blue light surged all around him as his voice grew louder, culminating in the appearance of two horns on his head.

The horns were as peculiar as could be and runes flitted about him like fireflies, even more peculiar still.

“What is that?” Jiang Chen was flabbergasted by Lightford’s transformation.

An Jiashe’s face whitened. “I heard a rumor that Old Lightford received a primordial heritage in the Boundless Prison. It seems that the rumor is true.”

“What heritage?” Jiang Chen frowned. Several primordial methods flashed across his mind that resembled the change Lightford was undergoing.

“It’s supposed to be called ‘the Myriad Transformations of Spirits or something like that. A master of it can mimic various kinds of primordial creatures’ form as well as access some of their abilities. Back in the prison, no one ever saw him use anything like it… but it turns out that the rumor wasn’t baseless after all,” remarked An Jiashe soberly.

Evidently, he was quite wary of Lightford in his current state.

‘The Myriad Transformations of Spirits?’

These words lit up Jiang Chen’s mind.

Though it sounded somewhat similar to ‘The Nine Transformations of Demons and Gods’ Jiang Chen had cultivated in the past, they were drastically different methods.

The latter was also called ‘The Nine Variations of Buddha’s Warrior Attendants’, and was intended to temper and protect one’s body. At its upper limit, it granted a certain degree of invincibility to the cultivator.

This ‘Myriad Transformations of Celestials’, on the other hand, simulated the shape of all kinds of primordial creatures. Its ability to resonate with the bygone spirits’ bloodline powers was heaven-defying.

“What is he transforming into? A primordial Skysplitter Ox, is it?” Jiang Chen furrowed his brow thoughtfully, intent on the flickering image of the creature in the distance.

Divine Kasyapa was totally lost. He barely knew anything about the primordial era. But what he did know was that Old Lightford would be much harder to beat now.

He wasn’t quite sure whether their three-god band would hold against their new and improved opponent.
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Going Head-to-Head


The Myriad Transformations of Spirits was a robust ability. Jiang Chen was quite familiar with its potency.

The knowledge he had of it from his previous life marked it as rather troublesome. However, it was only mimicry at the end of the day. Compared to a genuine survivor of the ancient era, it lacked the terrifying might of the chosen spirit’s bloodline.

Jiang Chen considered Lightford for a few moments with a pensive stare before smiling deliberately. “Other than this… transformation of his, does he have any other trump cards up his sleeve?”

Divine Kasyapa blinked. What did the young man mean? Was this ability not strong enough to present a threat?

“Jiang Chen, do you have a way to disable his method?”

Jiang Chen grinned with perfect ease. “There’s nothing under the sun that can’t be countered. It’s all relative to the strength of the countering force.”

“Oh? But Old Lightford is far stronger than any one of us.” Kasyapa sounded perplexed.

“Yes, but his grasp of that method is rudimentary at best,” Jiang Chen declared with confidence. “Even if that weren’t the case, we have nothing to fear. No matter how hard he tries to imitate a primordial creature, how can he possibly rival our four genuine sacred beasts? To put it bluntly, he’s at a disadvantage in this field.”

Saying this, the young man looked with interest at the Vermilion Bird and the Black Tortoise. “Old Man Lightford is attempting to show off the strength of a primordial beast. As sacred beasts in the flesh, are you interested in taking him on?”

The Vermilion Bird chuckled. “A primordial beast is nothing before us four of the sacred beasts. Daoist Black, dare you take part in this combat?”

The Black Tortoise was more of a passive beast. It was difficult to get it to actively demand a fight, but the Vermilion Bird’s invitation was one it couldn’t refuse. Its young master wanted the same thing, after all.

It couldn’t seem too cowardly after joining its current team. Otherwise, how was it ever going to mix in with the others? Yes, the tortoise had already expressed its loyalty, but it also desired the approval of its companions.

“Since Daoist Vermilion is in the mood, I shall deign to take to the field. With the combined strength of us two sacred beasts, what can a puny primordial image do to us?”

Amid this conversation, both bird and reptile were already out of the formation on wings of light.

Old Lightford was still charging his aura. He wanted to use the primordial creature’s dominance at its zenith to outright crush the Eternal Sacred Land’s defensive formation.

Surprisingly, his opposition was making the first pass.

The two sacred beasts were hardly going to hold back since they’d decided to take the field. They reverted to their true forms.

The Vermilion Bird glowed pure crimson, seething like a volcano on the brink of eruption. It glared and blazed with the energy of the midday sun.

The Black Tortoise resembled a cross between a turtle and a serpent. It moved on robust, forceful limbs that were as durable as the hardest metal. The oval shell upon its back radiated an explosive vigor.

“Are you the animal responsible for all this?!” Lightford’s lantern eyes glared at the Black Tortoise.

A sacred beast being called a mere animal! The tortoise was furious. It stomped its feet, then called out, “Daoist Vermilion, get him!”

When a Black Tortoise’s temper flared up, it was a force to be reckoned with. It smashed its forearms into empty air, causing the fabric of space to fissure and ripple toward Old Man Lightford.

The Vermilion Bird chuckled. It spun faster and faster, conjuring a storm of fiery meteors that rained down upon its enemy.

A simultaneous assault of two sacred beasts shook heaven and earth in its sublimity.

Even Lightford dared not underestimate it. He roared at the sky, ramming his gigantic horns toward the Black Tortoise’s spatial ripples.

Boom!

The tortoise’s attack bounced outward from the impact in a flurry of chaotic currents. However, the Vermilion Bird’s flames were already upon Lightford.

The spirit Lightford had transformed into was instantly covered by a layer of red. Devouring embers piled up upon his skin.

Old Lightford roared strangely into the air once more. His spirit form’s own radiance was forced closer and closer into himself, condensed by the Vermilion Bird’s carmine wind.

“Daoist Black, keep him still. His transformation won’t last in my blistering flames!” messaged the Vermilion Bird.

Yes, Lightford did seem to be losing – though he wasn’t the type of person that would surrender to fate. His ox form began to lengthen into an ancient serpent.

The reptilian spirit shrieked, coiling and spinning to produce a warding vortex that shunted the Vermilion Bird’s flames aside. The assailing embers were forced to recede for a time.

In the next moment, the serpent made a vicious swipe at the Black Tortoise. Its claw was at the tortoise’s face in a single instant.

The Black Tortoise reacted with perfect poise. It drew its head back and turned its shell toward the attack.

Clang!

Ochre ripples and runes radiated from the tortoise’s back, signaling the absence of any damage aside from the slightest of scratches.

Old Lightford had thought his last attack was assured to be effective. Despite the intensity with which he’d struck – his bones hurt like they were about to break – he hadn’t managed to injure his target a bit.

This accursed monster has an unbelievably strong defense!

Suddenly, a particular kind of ancient creature flickered across Lightford’s mind. His heart skipped a beat in spite of himself.

He gazed at the Black Tortoise with renewed bewilderment, clearly having guessed its identity. At the same time, he cursed internally to himself. What kind of luck did the Eternal Sacred Land have?

The Vermilion Bird and the true dragon were one thing, but where had this Black Tortoise come from?

Was it also a helper that Jiang Chen had invited? Or perhaps the young lord’s partner?
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Old Man Lightford Retreats with Shock


It was clear from the Black Tortoise’s stance that it wasn’t merely Jiang Chen’s helper. The four sacred beasts were of noble bloodlines. What was so special about Jiang Chen that he was able to win over the loyalty of the four beasts?!

Lightford was undeniably frustrated with how things had developed. Given his level of strength, his prestige would suffer a great blow if news got out that he’d failed to take down the Eternal Sacred Land, despite having taken matters into his own hands.

What was worse, the inmates he’d recruited from the Boundless Prison had fallen victim again and again to the Eternal Sacred Land. He’d already lost three groups of his people.

This sacred land was a bottomless pit.

If nothing was done about it, Eternal would become the biggest obstacle to his plan to dominate Myriad Abyss.

The thought prompted Lightford to morph into a furious serpent. However, the Black Tortoise’s defense was too impenetrable.

Moreover, the Vermilion Bird’s attacks had been keeping Lightford at bay, despite its defense being lesser than that of the tortoise. The sacred bird was as quick and agile as Lightford himself.

The two sacred beasts made a perfect team. One of them harassed Lightford with attacks while the other put up an unbreakable defense. The longer the fight went on, the more worried Lightford became.

He’d always been proud of his transfiguration method. It’d served him well in previous fights against other human cultivators.

Today however, he was faced with enemies he least wanted to fight—ancient true spirits, and ones of the four sacred beast bloodlines at that!

Once ascended to divinity, the sacred beasts would be more powerful than cultivators of the same level.

Lightford had been so unfortunate today as to run into not one, but two such sacred beasts!

To make things worse, the two beasts fought together with great ease, which made up for the gap between their cultivation and Lightford’s.

His transformation art was of no help, either.

Even if he could imitate an ancient spirit’s presence and the power of its bloodline, that didn’t mean anything when facing the sacred beasts.

He began to doubt himself.

If he was fighting only one sacred beast, he was confident that he’d be able to defeat it in a thousand different ways. At least, he could so with the current gap between their cultivation levels.

With the two sacred beasts working in concert, it was a different story. They were greater than the sum of their parts.

Lightford had been the unchallenged ruler in the Boundless Prison, and his ambitions reached new heights after breaking out. Execution of his plan had gone smoothly but today, he finally knew what failure was. Helplessness reared its unwanted head.

If he couldn’t separate the two sacred beasts, it’d be impossible for him to conquer the Eternal Sacred Land.

He quite regretted his decision.

If he hadn’t been so self assured and hadn’t ordered the two divine cultivators to split up, the two of them could help him separate the sacred beasts. That much, he was confident of.

Now though, he was fighting a lonely fight. There was nothing to be gained with today’s operation.

Besides, An Kasyapa was still lurking in the dark with whatever conspiracy he was quietly brewing. If he made a move, not even Lightford was sure that he’d be able to retreat unscathed.

What caused greater concern than the formidable An Kasyapa was Jiang Chen, the young genius who had recruited two sacred beasts.

Lightford hadn’t yet met Jiang Chen in person, but the young man had spoken up earlier. Lightford knew he must be hidden somewhere as well. The young man was an unknown quantity.

Lightford’s two divine subordinates had been caught by Jiang Chen in a way they themselves didn’t even understand. How powerful must the young man be?

Lightford didn’t even want to follow that train of thought. If even Jiang Chen could rival a divine cultivator, the Eternal Sacred Land had at least the power of five to six gods on its side.

Lightford’s resolve finally wavered.

After numerous vicious clashes with the Vermilion Bird and the Black Tortoise, he realized that his superior cultivation wasn’t enough for him to defeat them. The two sacred beasts’ bloodlines made them stronger when faced with powerful foes. They could give as good as they got.

Lightford wouldn’t win here, not today.

“Fine. I’ve lost my momentum. Although the two sacred beasts can’t hurt me, I can’t defeat them either. I’m not going to break into the Eternal Sacred Land today. I mustn’t let my emotions get the better of me if I’m going to achieve anything great.”

Lightford was smart enough to know when to cut his losses. He would never stubbornly proceed on a path that would lead to nowhere. In fact, he was already formulating a different plan in his mind.

Since he couldn’t take the Eternal Sacred Land, he would target the other sacred lands instead.

The group contingent must be gathered together now.

“Compared to the two sacred beasts, Jiang Chen, and An Kasyapa, the ten sacred lands are the easier targets!”

It finally dawned on him that he’d been too confident. If he’d put all he had into attacking the sacred land elites on Sandplain, he would’ve killed a good number of the ten forefathers.

He wouldn’t have ended up with so few options.

If he’d taken out the ten forefathers, he would’ve been able to assign fewer divine cultivators to attack the ten sacred lands and bring to more Eternal. They’d be able to handily defeat the two sacred beasts, An Kasyapa, and members of the sacred land. Not even five more An Kasyapas would’ve been able to stop them.

Lightford had sent at least two divine cultivators to each sacred land. In other words, that meant more than twenty divines had escaped from the Boundless Prison.

Who knew how many gods had been imprisoned since the ancient times? Although many had been killed, some survived. All of the survivors were elites.

Lightford had recruited them in pursuit of conquering Myriad Abyss. He’d now made up his mind to target the ten forefathers. He would be able to pick them off himself!

Once he decided to retreat, not even the two sacred beasts could stop him. He charged in the air and ripped open a fissure. The fissure seemed to cut a passage across the sky and vanished in a flash of light in the next instant!
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Rich Spoils


Old Lightford, retreated!

Almost everyone present was incredulous at this turnabout.

Even Divine Kasyapa was speechless for a time, gazing into the distance at the direction that Lightford had fled toward. He would’ve never imagined that the tremendously conceited old man would actually flee!

Jiang Chen was the only one who remained as calm as ever. The outcome hadn’t disturbed him in the slightest. Perhaps everything was already under control for him.

“Good job, kid! You’re really something, huh,” Kasyapa remarked in praise.

The other cultivators who’d participated in the battle approached Jiang Chen now as well. They were evidently still reeling from the aftershock of their confrontation.

They had uniformly believed that the battle was to be their last stand. Incredibly enough, their side had won the day after all! What they were experiencing now seemed almost like a dream.

The four demigods who served Kasyapa quite respected Jiang Chen’s astounding achievement. They regarded the young man in a completely different way from before.

The strength he’d exhibited today was considerably greater than what he’d shown in their sparring. They were both astonished and impressed.

The two captive gods were delivered to Jiang Chen. The wart-faced cultivator and Yuan Zijing were both ghastly pale, very much aware of the situation they were in.

The wart-faced cultivator raised his head to see Divine Kasyapa and Yu Gong.

“Daoist An, Daoist Yu,” his eyes lit up. “I didn’t expect former comrades-in-suffering to come to blows like this! Is this really necessary?”

Divine Kasyapa sneered wordlessly. He could hear the cultivator’s insinuations; their captive wanted to stay alive.

Yu Gong was a bit more thin-skinned. He turned his head, pretending not to know the man.

Yuan Zijing was displeased at the simpering show. “Fellow daoist, we should be content with our lot as the losers. What need is there to spew hot air everywhere? Do you think brown-nosing now will convince them to let you off?”

The wart-faced cultivator blinked, then muttered, “We’re all gods here! Why should our lives be thrown away for the sake of petty disputes?”

Divine Kasyapa laughed angrily. “Do you think you’ll be allowed to live?”

The wart-faced cultivator colored. “Brother An, I’ve respected you since our days in the Boundless Prison. We were in the wrong today – our greed got the better of us. Please, intercede for me so that I may join the right side that is the Eternal Sacred Land.”

Kasyapa chuckled. “You joined Lightford in much the same way as you’re trying to join Eternal now. If there’s the chance to do so in the future, you’ll definitely leave us as well. Do you think we have any use for someone like you?”

The wart-faced cultivator blanched immediately; his intentions had been pointed out too plainly for comfort.

Yuan Zijing harrumphed. “If you’re going to kill us, just do it already. It was enough for us to see the light of day again after escaping from the Boundless Prison. Master Lightford will avenge us another day.”

“Avenge you?” Jiang Chen burst into laughter. “You’re certainly confident in that old man. If he was capable of such a thing, why did he run away today?”

Though Old Lightford had retreated of his own accord, saying that he had run away was a reasonable statement.

“You only got us because you ambushed us with trickery,” Yuan Zijing snorted. “When Master Lightford raises an army of gods, the Eternal Sacred Land will be done for!”

Jiang Chen smiled coolly. “That may possibly come to pass, but you won’t be around to see it. The enforcers aren’t that far ahead of you on the road to hell, so you’ll be able to catch up if you try. At least you won’t be lonely, eh?”

He didn’t want to waste any more time. These two were different from Yu Gong. The former had actively assisted Lightford, while the latter had been pressed into service.

Their attitudes had been quite evident in their fighting. Jiang Chen wasn’t interested in attempting to recruit them either. Refining their life essences and taking their divine decrees was fine enough.

In no time at all, the two gods followed in the late enforcers’ footsteps.

The second and third primes were greatly tempted by the sight of each divine decree’s materialization upon the death of the holder. For them, a divine decree was a very desirable thing.

They knew well enough that they probably wouldn’t be able to break through to divine realm via their own strengths. A divine decree, however, was a game changer.

Refining a divine decree was a nearly guaranteed opportunity to attain divine realm in one’s own right. Yes, one’s achievements would be limited after that, but getting there was more than good enough.

Unfortunately for them, Jiang Chen clearly had no plans to give something so precious to someone like the second prime. Though he had joined the Eternal Sacred Land, he wasn’t exactly close to the second prime.

At this point in time, he was the proud owner of a smattering of divine decrees. He had gained one during the quelling of the rebellion, and the battle at Sandplain Island’s exit had added two more to that number.

Killing the two enforcers after returning to Eternal had yielded two more. When added to the wart-faced cultivator’s and Yuan Zijing’s, that made for seven in all.

If he hadn’t given away the sallow cultivator’s divine decree to Divine Kasyapa, he would own eight right now.

Jiang Chen was very pleased with his collection as well as the process. Each divine decree represented a divine realm cultivator. Used as gifts, they represented an enormous debt that needed to be repaid.

He completely ignored whatever yearning the second prime had for one.

If he was going to give these treasures away, he would certainly prioritize those close to him.

Right now, he wanted to give one to Elder Ziju Min and another to Yan Wanjun.

Both men were ninth level empyrean realm, which meant they weren’t far from the edge of divinity.

However, their current level represented nearly the maximum their natural potential could achieve. Only a divine decree and life essence from another divine cultivator could help them break through.

Moreover, they were very trustworthy, having weathered numerous trials loyally by his side.
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Advancing into Eighth Level Empyrean


Yan Wanjun and Ziju Min didn't expect Jiang Chen’s sudden gift. They knew that he had gotten his hands on a number of divine decrees, but never imagined that they would be the recipients of such valuable things.

When Jiang Chen expressed his intention to give one to each of them, both men beamed with serendipitous joy.

Ziju Min was especially pleased. His position in the Eternal Sacred Land was far lower than the three primes. Before discovering Jiang Chen, he had only been an elder – not even a venerated one.

Jiang Chen’s incredible deeds had increasingly elevated his prominence, to the degree that his word was as effective as the primes’.

The divine decree would allow him to surpass them in stature, directly rising to that of the venerated forefather.

Ziju Min never would have dreamed of such a thing before. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out except a hoarse choking. His eyes reddened with emotion.

Jiang Chen could understand what he was feeling.

“Elder Ziju, I would hardly call myself a perfect gentleman, but I have at least a basic understanding of how to repay others’ kindness. Truthfully, you’re the only one who’s been my greatest benefactor through and through. I’ve only had a mutually beneficial agreement with the others – yes, even the venerated forefather. He’s helped me many times, but each instance has had conditions attached as well. But you, Elder Ziju, you single handedly picked me out from House Yan purely because you appreciated my talent.”

“Your graciousness deserves compensation many times over. Don’t be flustered about receiving this divine decree, Elder Ziju. Rest easy knowing that you fully deserve it.”

Jiang Chen’s words made Ziju Min even more speechless. He had taken an interest in Jiang Chen and brought him to the Eternal Sacred Land entirely out of affectation for the young man’s pill dao potential.

Back then, he couldn’t possibly have known that Jiang Chen would do all the amazing things he had done to this day. It was clear now that his decision back then was the wisest he had made in all of his life.

“If I refuse your goodwill, Jiang Chen, I would do so with insincerity. I will accept your divine decree. If one day I may break through to divine realm, I will follow you wherever you lead.”

Ziju Min was insightful enough to see that though the Eternal Sacred Land seemed great now, especially after attaining the leadership of the other sacred lands, all of its status hinged on Jiang Chen’s continued presence here. If one day he was to depart, exactly how long would Eternal remain worthy?

Myriad Abyss Island was about to undergo cataclysmic change. It was hard to predict how the ten sacred lands would change in the future. Eternal’s forefather would definitely not be the one to lead the direction of the realm. Rather, it would be this incredible youth before him.

A young man like Jiang Chen was worth following.

Ziju Min knew better than anybody that he would never be able to break through to divine realm with his own strength alone. Refining a divine decree was his only path possible.

Not long before, this path had been entirely forbidden. Before the loosening of the Boundless Prison, no gods existed in Myriad Abyss besides the divine forefathers. There were no divine decrees for anyone to refine.

Any that did come to existence would only have done so as a part of some secret ritual of the sacred lands. And it was nothing that would possibly be awarded to an ordinary elder like him – there were three primes far above in the hierarchy!

“You’re not quite a demigod yet, Elder Ziju. It will take some time for you to refine the divine decree. However, I will give you some divine life essence as well that can accelerate the time you need to get there. Once you do reach that level, you can start thinking about refining your divine decree. Perhaps I’ll hear good news from you in only a year or two!”

The twofold gift was generous enough to make Ziju Min cry.

Yan Wanjun, on the other hand, was a lot calmer. As Huang’er’s grandfather, he was quite aware of the possibility that he would be given a divine decree. It was a completely reasonable conclusion to make.

For the sake of Huang’er’s happiness alone, it would be worthwhile for him to be given one.

Meanwhile, Jiang Chen believed that Yan Qianfan and An Yu’er weren't yet at the limit of their martial potential. Because of this, there was no need to give them divine decrees so soon.

Plus, Divine Kasyapa would be a big help in their natural attempts to break through to divinity.

What Yan Wanjun did have mixed feelings about was his current circumstances. He reminisced about House Yan’s actions over the years, as well as its difficult history. The house was no more, but its heritage had rebounded and grown even greater.

If he broke through to divine realm, House Yan would have an eternal god. His son Yan Qianfan was sure to have a bright future in his own right, and his grandson Yan Qingsang had his friend Jiang Chen to help him. There was no need to even talk about Huang’er:

Divine Kasyapa had given her innumerable treasures and opportunities to increase her cultivation, such that she was mid empyrean realm now.

Advanced empyrean wasn’t far off. Her talent meant that divinity would be no problem for her, and her grandfather had boasted as much.

An Kasyapa couldn't make that guarantee for his daughter and son-in-law, since the best time for advancing their cultivation was past. Huang’er, on the contrary, was in her prime.

Yan Wanjun’s descendants were all flourishing.

He found it hard to judge whether the demise of House Yan was entirely bad after all. He was sad that his extended family was no more, but very proud that his children and grandchildren were growing stronger by the day.

In fact, he wished the rest of the house was still alive to see their incredible prosperity. Alas, the dead had no eyes with which to see. The most he could do was preserve his lineage and make an attempt at creating a new, thriving future for his surname.

Jiang Chen was hardly content to sit still himself. The life essence of divine cultivators was greatly beneficial for his cultivation as well. He planned to hit eighth level empyrean while he had the time to do so.

Doing so was much smoother than he’d imagined. The life essence removed all obstacles to his journey upwards.

The energy from it fueled a rapid surge, all the way to the peak of his current level. He was only inches away from the next, and had a pretty good shot if he brute forced it.

He didn’t want to rush any step of his cultivation though. He held back in favor of stabilizing his foundations.

After Long Xiaoxuan broke through to ninth level empyrean and absorbed more and more life essence, he underwent the greatest change. The awakening remnants of his ancestral divine blood meant that he was increasingly closer to divinity.
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A God’s Warning


Although outside prognosis seemed to be getting grimmer and grimmer by the day, Jiang Chen and his companions worked steadily toward their goals. All seemed to be proceeding smoothly.

On this day, Divine Kasyapa sought out Jiang Chen.

“You’re leaving?” Jiang Chen was rather surprised.

“Haha, Eternal isn’t my home. Why should I stay here as their watchdog?” An Kasyapa was half joking. “They aren’t paying me anything.”

“But...” Jiang Chen trailed off. “Lightford must hold a grudge against you after his last defeat. If you leave and he finds your home base, what will you do then?”

Kasyapa laughed. “Oh, you don’t know that old bastard. He does hold a grudge against me and wants to tear me to pieces, but I can assure you that he’s not going to come after me anytime soon.”

“Why not?” asked Jiang Chen.

“He’s not a short-sighted man. The situation in Myriad Abyss isn’t looking good for him. What he needs to do now is to gather his subordinates and attack the sacred lands again. He won’t set his sights on me before things are settled in Myriad Abyss. Besides, he won’t necessarily know that I’ve left the sacred land. Even if he does, he may not be able to locate me. It’ll also take time for him to break into my secret realm. It’s not like I’ll stay idle and do nothing during that time.”

As a divine cultivator, An Kasyapa had his ways of surviving.

Given what his grandfather-in-law had said, Jiang Chen wasn’t going to keep arguing. Otherwise, it’d seem like he didn’t trust the god. Kasyapa was a divine cultivator, not a child who needed his protection.

“I won’t be taking Huang’er with me this time. I don’t think she’ll be willing, and I don’t want her to be in danger. Perhaps I even have to admit that being with you is safer for her.”

Divine Kasyapa was more open-minded than Jiang Chen had anticipated. He was even more so when facing the man his granddaughter loved and was generous with his compliments.

Jiang Chen didn’t take that for granted and humbly shook his head.

“You’ve been staying in the sacred land for the past few days, Jiang Chen. It may be a safe choice, but not the best choice.” Divine Kasyapa spoke up There were certain things he had to point out to the young man before he left.

Jiang Chen paused thoughtfully.

“I know we should be more proactive, but if I leave the sacred land, it’ll be at the mercy of our enemies. The two primes aren’t enough to deter them. If Lightford comes back, Eternal will fall into his hands.” There was a reason why Jiang Chen couldn’t just leave.

He knew the smart thing to do was to meet up with the ten forefathers and eliminate the fugitives from the Boundless Prison together, but he was worried about the Eternal Sacred Land in that development.

“Sometimes, sacrifice is inevitable,” Divine Kasyapa remarked faintly. “Which is more important, the Eternal Sacred Land or the big picture? Besides, are you worried about the foundations of the sacred land, or just some of its members?”

That, Jiang Chen had a clear answer to. He didn’t care that much about the sacred land itself. He stayed only because there were people he had to protect.

“If you’re just worried about some of the members, you can always take them with you via airboats. With your current strength, you’re powerful enough to fight Lightford head-on. I can tell that the true dragon is about to ascend to divinity as well. With three sacred beasts by your side, even Lightford won’t be able to defeat you. Therefore, you don’t need to play safe. It’s not a bad thing to want to protect everyone, but you’ve let it cloud your judgement.”

As Jiang Chen’s senior, Kasyapa hadn’t sugarcoated his words.

The young genius didn’t get defensive. Instead, he ruminated on the senior’s words.

He had to admit the god had a point. His eyes lit up. “Divine Kasyapa, if I’m going after Lightford, will you join me in this madness?”

Divine Kasyapa laughed like he’d been waiting for the offer.

“I was always a risk-taker in the Boundless Prison, but very few have been able to make me want to do so. Jiang Chen, I’ve decided to take this leap of faith with you!”

It was more than apparent that the god was indulging in a bit of youthful recklessness in his old age.

Jiang Chen encountered quite a bit of challenges with his decision. Firstly, the two primes were vehemently against the idea.

The second prime was especially vocal. “The venerated forefather sent you back to protect the sacred land, Jiang Chen. If you take the risk and leave now and we come under enemy attack, you’ll be blamed by generations to come.”

This man’s words had always bothered Jiang Chen. He smiled coolly. “Lightford’s subordinates have all either been captured or killed. They don’t have enough people to attack the sacred land.”

“Lightford himself still lives. Given his level of power, no one in the sacred land will be able to stop him if he returns.” The second prime was insistent.

“Lightford is ambitious. His goal is to destroy all ten of the sacred lands. He’s not going to waste time on Eternal.” Jiang Chen shook his head. “If I dawdle around while the elites of the ten sacred lands are losing the battle or if they fall when I’m not there, then Myriad Abyss is doomed!”

He wasn’t being an alarmist.

If the elites of the ten sacred lands were killed, the ten sacred lands were as good as destroyed. Without the ten forefathers and the elites, they would be left with only thirty percent of their forces. What were they going to do then? How were they going to fight Lightford? How were they going to deter the offworld invaders?

Ziju Min was of one mind with Jiang Chen. Even from his consideration of the big picture, he felt Jiang Chen was right.

The Eternal Sacred Land had become Lightford’s worst nightmare. He wasn’t going to attack it without gathering enough manpower.

Besides, his priority wasn’t to defeat the Eternal Sacred Land, but to gather an army for a rematch. Under the circumstances, it didn’t make sense for someone as powerful as Jiang Chen to remain in Eternal.

“Jiang Chen’s analysis makes sense, Second Prime, Third Prime. Lightford must be after the ten sacred lands’ elites. Eternal is no longer his priority.”
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To Where Do We Go


What the two primes thought didn’t matter to him. Jiang Chen wasn’t going to change his mind once he’d made it up. Besides, he had Ziju Min’s support.

In fact, even the venerated forefather wouldn’t be able to change Jiang Chen’s decisions now. Neither could he order Jiang Chen around.

The young genius didn’t need the sacred land to survive. Quite the contrary, he was the reason why the Eternal Sacred Land still stood.

Starfate now housed all of the Yan family, Eternal’s members who were close to Jiang Chen, and An Kasyapa and his four servants.

Yan Wanjun sighed faintly. “Jiang Chen, your attitude may prompt the second prime to twist the truth before the venerated forefather.”

Jiang Chen smiled carelessly. “Then he’ll be asking for humiliation.”

Ziju Min chuckled. “Don’t worry, Daoist Wanjun. Jiang Chen is the venerated forefather’s go-to consultant on many issues. The second prime isn’t going to convince the forefather with his petty lies. The forefather may even reprimand him.”

Yan Wanjun fell silent. He wasn’t a member of the sacred land and thus had no place to say anything. However, it was clear from the way Jiang Chen held himself that he had the power to back his confidence up. Not even the venerated forefather was likely able to influence his decisions anymore.

Yan Wanjun was proud to call the remarkable young man his grandson-in-law. The whole world may mock the Yan family for its members’ demise, but one day, people would look at House Yan with envy for having Jiang Chen!

An Kasyapa had been looking over the airboat and clucked his tongue. “This is a very nice airboat, Jiang Chen! It doesn’t seem like modern workmanship.”

“It’s an ancient legacy. Many formations are hidden in it, integrating both offensive and defensive measures. It may look just like a regular airboat, but Starfate shines in actual battles.”

“I can tell. The airboat will be able to withstand even the full-strength attack from a god. What a remarkable construct!” An Kasyapa’s appreciation for Starfate was evident.

Jiang Chen smiled and changed the subject. “Where should we go next, Divine Kasyapa? Where do you think old Lightford will go?”

“He’ll be wherever your elites are.” Of that, Kasyapa was very certain of. Some deliberation was enough for him to conclude that Lightford’s current priority was to eliminate the sacred lands’ elites.

“You killed a few divine cultivators in the Eternal Sacred Land, Jiang Chen. You may think you’ve turned the tide. However, the ten sacred lands only stand a fifty percent chance of defeating Lightford. To be honest, you might lose anytime.”

His sheer candor were a bucket of cold water to the face, snapping one back to alertness.

Once Lightford found the ten sacred lands’ elites, a difficult fight would break out. If Lightford had brought with him a good number of divine cultivators, things would get worse and worse for the ten sacred lands as time went by.

Moreover, the ten sacred lands weren’t a united front. Even after forming an alliance, there was still tension between the members. If infighting broke out at a key moment, the consequences would be grim and unthinkable.

Now wasn’t the time to be optimistic.

“Where would the ten sacred lands’ elites be?” Jiang Chen frowned. Myriad Abyss was huge. Finding them would be akin to finding a needle in a haystack.

The sacred lands relied on formations to keep in contact, but he hadn’t received any news when in the Eternal Sacred Land.

That meant the ten sacred lands couldn’t spare the effort. They might be fighting a difficult battle and hadn’t had a chance to set up the formation to contact the Eternal Sacred Land.

Which part of the vast ocean should they go to in order to meet up with the ten sacred lands’ elites? Everyone, including Jiang Chen, was at a loss.

“Give me a map,” said Jiang Chen with a sigh.

A variety of maps were soon presented to him, illustrating the landscape of Myriad Abyss from different angles and points of view.

“Perhaps we can figure something out,” suggested Jiang Chen. “If we were the ten forefathers, what choice would we make after leaving Sandplain?”

Divine Kasyapa huffed. “You can only make logical guesses, Jiang Chen, but everyone has their own agenda. What if they didn’t make the most logical decision for the greater good of the ten sacred lands? Then we’ll end up picking the wrong destination. Moreover, days will have passed. If they’ve recovered one sacred land, they’d go to another. There’s no telling where they are now.”

“When I departed, the ten sacred lands were arguing about that. They agreed to make decisions that would be best for the greater good. No selfish desires were allowed on the table.”

“They might have reached an agreement, and they might be able to stick to the plan if things are going well. Once they encounter frustrations or unexpected incidents though, they’re likely to change their tune.” Kasyapa didn’t expect much from the alliance.

With heavy hearts, they kept trying to guess with the maps as their references.

No matter what the ten sacred lands had decided, Jiang Chen and the others could only follow down the path of the most reasonable speculations.

Human elements and the possibility of accidents happening came second.

He remembered that he’d given the ten forefathers some advice before he left. He told them to pick the most remote and unassuming sacred land first. From the maps, there were two sacred lands that matched the criteria: the Abyssal Sacred Land and the Nirvana Sacred Land.

Jiang Chen shifted his gaze between the two, trying to map out some possible routes. A rough picture emerged in his head.

“Everyone, it hasn’t been long yet and the elites of the ten sacred lands couldn’t have made that much progress. Their destination was either Abyssal or Nirvana. After running from the Eternal Sacred Land, Lightford will need time to gather his people, and it takes time for him to travel to either of the two sacred lands. I believe Lightford hasn’t located the ten sacred lands’ elites yet!”
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