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A Celestial Demon Lord?


In ancient times, strong creatures often indulged in extreme violence when close to death. For example, a massive slaughter or mobilizing a beast tide on the human world. Perhaps the weakened Vermilion Bird’s rampage could also be explained in this way. Jiang Chen could tell that it was at the end of its tether.

However, he couldn’t be certain. He had the nagging suspicion the divine creature hadn’t wished the humans to enter the secret realm to begin with.

The ancient beast language made the Vermilion bird pause amidst its rage.

Even in ancient times, very few humans on the Divine Abyss Continent could speak such an abstruse and profound language. He hadn’t expected to stumble upon one of them in this day and age.

“Human…” The Vermilion Bird’s consciousness brimmed with nobility. “Which clan are you from to know the ancient language?” The young man had clearly piqued his curiosity.

There’s hope! Jiang Chen thought happily. It seemed that communication was possible. If it hadn’t been, he held a spacetime seal, ready for a quick getaway.

“Senior, rather than me, what matters is your hazardous situation. Your life is in the last of its cycle.”

“Hmph! Human, petty tricks are useless on me. Don’t even try.” Contempt laced the bird’s voice.

“Senior, these ordinary cultivators are child’s play for you, but I’m a different kettle of fish. I merely stayed behind to seek your guidance.”

“Guidance?” The Vermilion Bird glanced at the formation with a snicker. “You humans think yourselves clever. In any case, why aren’t you hiding in there?”

Jiang Chen shook his head. “First, the formation is strange. It’s hard to tell whether death or salvation awaits inside. Second, despite your formidable power, I have ways of protecting myself. Third, something’s been puzzling me from the start. It seems you’ve tried to prevent us from entering the secret realm. As to finally killing us, you must have good reasons…”

The bird stilled. It tilted its noble head, its feathers blazing like holy fire, clearly sizing up the young lord.

“Kid, you’re a little different from these idiots.” It was too proud to explain any further.

Jiang Chen’s doubts deepened.

“Senior, is there something we’re not aware of?” he asked keenly.

The bird snickered. “Hmph, I’ve been benevolent enough. If you humans insist on courting death, then be my guest. Fools. Such an obvious trap, yet you scramble one after another to get inside. Your kind is still so dumb after all this time!”

Trap? Jiang Chen shook.

Indeed, it’d been too easy to enter the Primosanct Sect. Despite the so-called trials, only the lava restriction had proven a real danger. It should have been arranged by the Vermilion Bird. Only, someone had interfered with it and allowed them to pass.

If not for the bird’s attack at the end, the cultivators would’ve suffered almost no harm inside the secret realm. This was why Jiang Chen had been so skeptical. He took a deep breath. “Senior, can you be more specific?”

“What’s there to say? I owed your race a debt, so I kept watch over the celestial demon lord sealed here and protected your world. I’ve done my share, but in your ignorance, you humans keep trying to free him. I fear the end is nigh for your race.”

What?

Jiang Chen’s heart pounded furiously. When the bird said humans were courting death earlier, he’d thought it meant only their group and not all of mankind!

A celestial demon lord?

Jiang Chen hadn’t experienced the ancient demon wars, but the title and the bird’s tone spoke volumes about how dangerous an existence it was. Had the demon plotted everything from the start?

“The celestial demon lord… Senior, are you talking about a lord from the celestial demons?” Jiang Chen cried out involuntarily.

“Tsk, you’re insightful for a human kid. Celestial demons are the greatest of the ten demon races. They are rulers among their kin, demons among demons. When this one wakes up, it will rain devastation upon your race. Breaking the Boundary Stele will seal your race’s fate!”

Celestial demons! Jiang Chen had a deep understanding of the demons from his past life. As the divine creature said, celestial demons were noble existences among their own kin.

In the heavenly planes, demons were known to flaunt their lineage. Celestial demons in particular considered themselves peerless in the three realms. Of course, some of it was self-conceit, but their strength was undisputed. To think he would meet a sealed celestial demon lord in Phoenix Cry!

A demon lord wasn’t necessarily the liege of all demons. It referred to a commander of outstanding status. For example, in an invasion of ten thousand demons, there might be several lords involved, or even a dozen, any of which would boast of terrifying power.

In ancient times, a demon emperor’s status was third tier at most, while demon lords were second tier. They were at the very least empyrean powerhouses. As to the highest tier, it consisted of forefathers possessing immeasurable strength.

At its peak, the Vermilion Bird must have been an unfathomable existence. Even so, it still seemed wary of the demon lord. The latter’s might was clear for all to see.

Mighty waves of emotion surged in Jiang Chen’s heart. He looked at the formation. Countless beams of light crisscrossed each other, obscuring his view. Had the hundreds of elites inside become a grand feast for the demon?

There was little love lost between him and Cloudbillow or Long Baxiang. Both were his mortal enemies. He should’ve been glad for their misfortune, but he couldn’t feel a speck of joy at this moment.

“Senior, what on earth is going on? Aren’t we on the Primosanct Sect’s sacred land? Why can the demon do as he want?”

Looking tired, the Vermilion Bird merely sneered. “It’s too late now in any case. As you said, this place belongs to the Primosanct Sect. Here, the sect once waged a great war against the demon lord and sealed him inside this formation. I owed them a great debt, and also needed to rest in solitude due to the stage of the life cycle I was in. So I stayed here to stand guard. But you humans keep rushing inside, so eager to sacrifice yourselves to the demon and giving him hope. How ironic…”

Jiang Chen’s brain went blank. He finally understood the truth.

The Primosanct Sect had lure the demon to their sacred land and sealed it inside, while the Vermilion Bird had watched over the formation ever since that time.

But humans discovered this secret realm in the end and poured inside in an endless stream, offering themselves up on a silver platter. Once the demon lord had recovered enough to regain his consciousness, he’d slowly started unraveling the seal.

Demons were hardy creatures. Their consciousness wouldn’t perish. It was difficult to extinguish them for good. Celestial demons, in particular, were basically immortal and could easily revive given the chance.

Jiang Chen murmured, “The previous illusions and chants seemed so righteous. Did the demon manufacture them all with his strong consciousness?”

“Hmph, too bad most humans are idiots. Few are as perceptive as you.” The bird sniggered. “In my great benevolence, I tried stopping them from dying here. But they insist on doing so. What else could I have done?”

Jiang Chen was speechless. Ancient beasts were proud creatures. Lying was beneath them, to say nothing of fabricating an entire fable to dupe him. More importantly, everything concorded with what he’d observed, down to the smallest detail.

“As I thought…” He sighed. “I couldn’t explain why you’d wait for us to reach the palace before slaughtering us when there were ample opportunities beforehand. No wonder.”

An icy arrogance laced the bird’s tone. “It’s already too late. Kid, you should pray now. If the blood of those inside is enough for the demon to break free, your race will soon face extinction!”

Jiang Chen blanched.
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Warning and Persuasion


When Jiang Chen had reincarnated on the Divine Abyss Continent, he’d felt little sense of belonging. But now, he had parents, brothers, lovers, a daughter, friends, and like-minded companions...

Just like the heavenly planes of his previous life, this human world was also his home. He knew full well how terrifying the demons were.

They wouldn’t be worth mentioning if he had his former father behind him. Even the most arrogant demon wouldn’t dare act high and mighty in front of the celestial emperor and his host of powerhouses.

Though Divine Abyss Continent was unusual and even seemed somehow related to his past life, the continent was too weak to withstand the demons. The human domain in particular was far too lacking.

He’d always been on guard against them and observed their activities in the desolate wildlands. They’d begun to stir, but he was confident they wouldn’t be able to stir huge, catastrophic waves within a hundred years.

However, a celestial demon lord had suddenly appeared from thin air! No one in the human domain would be able to stop such an existence at the peak of its power.

He activated the Evil Golden Eye and shot a golden beam shot his eyes to pierce the formation’s curtain of hazy light. Inside, he saw the cultivators crowded like quails. He could almost smell their fear.

It seemed that they hadn’t realized their predicament yet. To them, the Vermilion Bird was still the mortal enemy. He flung caution to the wind and tore off his mask to reveal his true face. He spread out his consciousness, his voice ringing like a bell. “Cloudbillow, Long Baxiang, take a good look. Who am I?”

Many recognized him instantly.

“Jiang Chen!” Cloudbillow clenched his teeth, his eyes screaming murder. “I knew it! When there’s trouble, this kid is never far away!”

Long Baxiang stared in bewilderment. Why had the young man exposed his identity? There was no point to this. Was the Vermilion Bird compelling him to seek shelter inside the formation? But that made even less sense to reveal himself. No one could figure it out.

Jiang Chen looked at Ninesuns’ great emperor, cutting straight to the point. “Emperor Newsun, there’s some friendship between me and Emperor Clearsky, so I don’t want to see you die in vain. Charge outside with your sect if you want to live.”

Emperor Newsun was the sect’s number two. He’d met Jiang Chen when the latter had borrowed his sect’s refining formation. He blinked and smiled wryly. “Young lord Jiang Chen, surely you jest? Wouldn’t that be suicide? The formation is our only defense against the ominous bird.”

“Do you really think it will save you? Not that I want to scare you, but you don’t realize the dire straits you’re in. Do any of you know where we are?”

“The Primosanct Sect’s sacred land, no?”

Jiang Chen nodded. “Right. However, it’s also a Boundary Stele. The ancient sect once fought a celestial demon lord here. Your so-called protective formation is the seal imprisoning the demon. The demon has lured all of you inside like lambs to the slaughter!”

“What?” Newsun gasped aloud. “Young lord Jiang Chen, now’s not the time for jokes.”

“Hmph! Do you think I’m in the mood for that? Pillfire is my Veluriyam’s enemy. They can die for all I care. However, if you stay there, the demon will feast on your flesh and escape from his prison. Worse than death, even history will revile your names!” The young lord was solemn with no trace of amusement on his face.

Newsun hesitated. In truth, the warning did alarm him. His gaze shifted to the Vermilion Bird, his heart beating like a drum. The bird’s earlier massacre was too frightening to recall. Even the great emperors had been scared stiff.

“Young Lord, it’s not that I don’t believe you, but... how do you know this much? Can it be from the Vermilion Bird?”

Jiang Chen didn’t deny things. “I conversed with it in the ancient beast language. The bird once owed a debt to the ancient Primosanct Sect and watches over the seal because of it. It did everything in its power to stop us from entering. It doesn’t want us to fuel the demon’s power. Alas, the celestial demon kept lending us a hand time and again. Think about it. How was our journey in so smooth?”

Indeed, apart from the Vermilion Bird’s final assault, they hadn’t been harmed at all.

Cloudbillow sneered. “You little rascal, don’t try to frighten us. What are you plotting? Maybe you want to lure us out so the bird can kill us in one fell swoop. Veluriyam will have no enemies then, am I right?”

“Indeed, you conniving little bastard. Everyone, don’t fall for his lies!” the Eternal Celestial Capital’s great emperor shouted.

The Empyrean River Palace’s great emperor followed suit. “Veluriyam’s always wanted to conquer the human domain. There must a fishy reason why he’s staying out there!”

The crowd was deeply torn. Which side were they to believe?

Jiang Chen made sense. Thinking about it now, their expedition had gone too smoothly, almost unbelievably so.

However, Pillfire also made sense. Everyone knew of the conflict between Pillfire and Veluriyam. If the young lord were scheming against them, leaving their shelter would be walking into the lion’s den.

His eyes indifferent, Jiang Chen glanced one more time at Newsun. “I wouldn’t even have warned you if not for Emperor Clearsky. Do as you see fit!”

He couldn’t run inside and drag them out one by one. Their fate rested in their own hands. No matter what he said, Cloudbillow and the others would always muddy the waters.

His conscience was clear. What else was he to do? If they were determined to die, he was powerless to stop them. If he could, he’d even bear the infamy and kill them all. Better to die at his hands than to become food for the celestial demon!

There were so many elites, almost ten great emperors and countless emperor realm experts, what a wonderful feast this was!

The Vermilion Bird observed in marked silence. A trace of admiration for Jiang Chen sparkled in its aloof eyes. Despite mankind’s decline, such an insightful and unflinching young genius yet walked amongst them.

“Senior, can we salvage the situation?” Jiang Chen asked in earnest.

The bird shook its head. “We can’t. The seal has been bleeding power since antiquity, and the demon has feasted on too many humans to count. It’s only a matter of time before he escapes.”

“Senior, you’re an ancient divine bird. Is there nothing you can do?”

“Hmph, do you think I’d fear a measly demon back in my heyday?” Grief laced the its tone. “Alas, my life is soon ending.” It was unthinkable for the proud bird to expose weakness. It was just, the years had been too lonely.

It’d finally met someone who spoke his language. It brought a sense of intimacy, even from a human kid. That was why, despite its earlier murderous intentions, it hadn’t directly attacked the young man.

“Senior, Vermilion Birds are known as immortal birds who can resurrect in fire. Even in your current state, you will rise again from the ashes and recover your former glory.”

“Hm? You know quite a bit.” The Vermilion Bird’s eyes shone, but it sighed immediately. “Alas, this world has declined too much. It can’t sustain my rebirth.”

Several conditions had to be met for a Vermilion Bird to be reborn.

First, formidable spirit energy, enough to bear the mighty waves caused by a rebirth.

Second, sufficient resources and a suitable location.

There were also several other harsh requirements. Each had to be fulfilled, or else the odds of rebirth would be greatly affected. Any of the conditions therein was too tall an order for the current human domain.

More importantly, the Vermilion Bird had made an ancient vow to protect humans against the demon lord. To violate it would be to incur the heavens’ wrath.

Jiang Chen naturally knew of the severe prerequisites and empathized with the bird’s difficulties.

“Senior, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. The human domain can’t provide for you, but that’s not the only territory on the Divine Abyss Continent,” Jiang Chen reminded.
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Terror and Despair


As an ancient creature, the Vermilion Bird knew as a matter of course that the Divine Abyss Continent wasn’t limited to the human domain.

“Young man, I am an ancient being. I understand much more about this continent than you do. Long ago, I owed a favor to humanity. That’s why it is my duty to protect this place. I can fail in that duty, but I cannot shun it by departing. Do you understand?”

Its extended loneliness filled the Vermilion Bird with patience. It also found it odd that it would explain so much to a human youth who understood the ancient beast language.

Jiang Chen was filled with respect when he heard the bird.

As expected of a creature of the four sacred beasts’ lineages! Its natural nobility meant that a promise was weightier than gold. This kind of enduring spirit was worthy of admiration in anyone.

“So what you’re saying is that the lord of the celestial demons struggling free of the seal is a kind of freedom for you as well, senior!” Jiang Chen exclaimed.

“Maybe according to your human way of thinking,” retorted the bird. “A promise from me must be upheld on the principle of preventing the celestial demon lord from leaving. For what reason would I shirk my responsibilities and allow the prisoner to leave? You are uncommon, young man, but your character is rather uninteresting after all. You are a far cry from the sagacity of your forebears.” The Vermilion Bird’s tone took a chilly turn. It considered Jiang Chen’s words rather insulting.

Realizing his social gaffe, Jiang Chen smiled apologetically. “I misspoke just now, senior. My apologies. Still, I haven’t given up yet… so how about this idea instead?”

“What now?”

“What way is there to make these people leave that area on their own?”

“Almost impossible. Do you think the celestial demon lord would let them escape so easily?” The Vermilion Bird shook its head. “They’re in the belly of the beast now.”

“So the celestial demon lord can’t be stopped from breaking its seal?” Jiang Chen became rather anxious.

“That’s why I said that you better hope he can’t break his seal after consuming his newfound meal. Otherwise, your race will face untold calamity.” The Vermilion Bird was hardly exaggerating.

Jiang Chen didn’t know what else to say. He could simply up and leave, but where could he possibly flee to?

Veluriyam Capital?

When the celestial demon lord was free of his seal, what place in the vastness of the human domain was safe? So Jiang Chen could hole up within the Veluriyam Pagoda, but what about the others? He wasn’t alone any more and couldn’t seek self-preservation above all else.

His family and friends at the young lord residence – was he supposed to simply let them die at the demons’ hands?

Jiang Chen was absolutely sure that a resurgent demon race would target the largest factions and first rank sects; Veluriyam Capital would be singled out for special attention. They were the only sources of resistance against the demon race.

Taking them out would intimidate the rest of the human domain into staying put. Once Veluriyam fell, the southern part of the human domain would be completely lost to the demons.

Leaving now was no better than burying one’s head under the sand.

Jiang Chen knew that if the celestial demon lord broke the seal soon, any plans he could hastily cobble together after leaving would be all for naught.

His Nine Sparks Petalstorm Formation was potent, but only against great emperors. A formation that was impregnable against a few great emperors was paper-thin against an empyrean expert.

The lord of the celestial demons was a veritable chieftain of demonkind. He was unquestionably empyrean realm, and not the typical minor empyrean expert either. The formation’s defense was worthless against an entity like that.

“Young man, I think you’re a good kid. If you don’t want to die with those people, you should leave now. My promise to the human race includes a full-effort defense against the lord that struggles free. If he wants to leave this place, he’ll have to step over my corpse first.”

The Vermilion Bird’s serious demeanor proved its words were more than hot air.

“Senior, there must be another way. A formation of the Primosanct Sect set up here to seal the celestial demon lord away must mean that there are failsafes to deal with any unexpected situations. Why not think about possible solutions, senior?”

Heaven offered a way out of almost any situation. Jiang Chen couldn’t just leave without doing anything.

The Vermilion Bird shook its head and said nothing more.

At this time, there was a cool snicker from within the sealing formation. “Feathered chicken, you’re still as stubborn as ever!” The impassive voice had an air of indescribable authority.

It was none other than the voice that had led the cultivators here. Compared to before, however, it had dispensed with any pretend kindness; its tone was positively frigid.

“Tsk tsk. I didn’t expect a Vermilion Bird to stoop as low as to natter with a human youth.” The voice cackled relentlessly in mockery of his jailer.

The Vermilion Bird remained proudly silent and still. Its eyes exuded incredible killing intent.

“What is your name, human youth?” The voice turned its attention to Jiang Chen. “I didn’t think the human race’s decrepit heritage was capable of producing someone proficient in the ancient beast language. Quite unexpected indeed. I like you, kid. Are you interested in joining up with the celestial demons?”

The celestial demons!

These words were a bolt out of the blue, stunning the other cultivators within earshot. Many thought that they had misheard, and everyone uniformly colored upon hearing them.

Emperor Newsun gasped with horror. “This is bad, retreat!”

The others were as thoroughly panicked as him. They all charged outwards with reckless abandon.

Alas, their fates had been decided as soon as they had entered the foreign space.

“Can you now?” The voice laughed faintly. “Now that you’re in my realm, those who do not obey can die!”

Even as it enunciated the last sentence, a giant net knitted together from the bizarre lights at the core of the formation. Countless strange runes glittered menacingly in the air.

When the crowd approached the edge of the giant net, streaks of black lightning zapped the weaker cultivators into ash. A roiling black mist then consumed the unlucky victim’s blood and essence.

The scene was absolutely shocking.

Everyone screeched to a halt, no longer brave enough to mount another careless escape.

Cloudbillow was as pale as the others. He instinctively congregated with the other great emperors even as they traded looks. Unease and anxiety were reflected everywhere he looked.

Newsun complained. “Cloudbillow, you’ve ruined everyone. You filled the young lord’s kind reminder with nonexistent malice! Everyone knows what kind of person the young lord is. There’s bad blood between Pillfire and him, but there’s no way he would drag innocents in. You… you’re the death of us all!”

Cloudbillow regretted it somewhat as well, but he wasn’t about to admit it. “Stop your yapping!” he harrumphed. “Didn’t you suspect him as well?”

Long Baxiang had enough of it. “Enough with the useless bickering! What’s the point of arguing now? We need to come up with a plan to break through together.”

That was true in theory, but the cultivators had collectively been cowed by the demon lord’s terrifying methods. They had little fighting spirit left within them.

The demon lord’s voice echoed forth lazily once more. “A pack of fools. It’s trivial for me to slaughter all of you in a single instant. Do you think that you pieces of trash can escape my celestial demon domain?”

Though the demon lord was still sealed away and had barely a tenth of his power left, killing anyone stuck in his domain was completely inconsequential.

He could expand his demon consciousness to an unlimited degree, but he could only exert control over these human cultivators once they were inside his domain. It was his precise and careful guidance that had led them into this sealed area.

Of course, it was partially thanks to the helpful assistance of the Vermilion Bird outside. If not for its obstruction and pursuit the entire way, these slippery human cultivators wouldn’t have come into his domain nearly as easily. The misunderstanding had been key.

“Is anyone interested in trying out my methods?” The celestial demon lord asked nonchalantly.

Long Baxiang’s chest heaved in apparent hesitation.

“You?” The demon lord’s pressure swept towards Long Baxiang. It felt like a mountain had been placed right on top of the human’s head, rendering him completely immobile under its weight.

“I… I…” Sweat caked Long Baxiang’s head. “Senior… please quell your anger. I… I surrender.”

Under the demon lord’s immense influence, Long Baxiang’s consciousness was on the verge of collapse. His pride and need to keep up appearances were rendered moot. The only thing meaningful left was the decision between life and death. He didn’t want to die, and thus submitted.

“Very good, you’re smart. I led all of you here by promising you a heritage. The promise stands even now, but I offer not the heritage of the Primosanct Sect. Instead, the demon race’s knowledge is open to you. Are you willing to join the celestial demons? Will you swear loyalty to us?”

The human cultivators had come in search of a destiny-changing heritage. They didn’t mind breaking with their original identities for the sake of this goal. However, the drastic turn of events had completely eluded their expectations. The Primosanct Sect’s heritage turned into the celestial demons’ heritage!

“Hmph! If I didn’t have a need for people right now, you wouldn’t be worthy even as slaves with how weak you are. You humans have both weak bodies and bloodlines. We demons on the other hand, are one of the great races in the heavenly planes. We are dominant over many realms and supremely noble. Moreover, the celestial demons are demon royalty. You insignificant humans are blessed eight times over for garnering the favor of celestial demons. Are you such a fool that you don’t recognize this boon?”

The celestial demon lord’s tone abruptly entered sub-zero conditions, taking the perceived temperature in the demon domain with it.
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An Enormous Hand of White Bone


When the domain’s temperature dropped sharply, everyone felt that they’d plunged into an endless abyss of an icy hell. Their very souls shivered.

Join the celestial demons?

That was a surprise beyond words. Many of these cultivators had little in the way of morals and had committed their fair share of wickedness in daily activities. But they had also been uniformly taught to fear the demon race since birth. Demons were the mortal enemy of humanity, a plague upon the world. Therefore, each and every human cultivator despised and dreaded the demons.

Never in their wildest dreams had they imagined joining evil one day. Alas, that was the choice before them. Either they joined, or they died!

The celestial demons had led the invasion into Divine Abyss Continent in ancient times. Even the other demon races subjugated themselves before their celestial brethren.

Just as the demon lord had said, he wouldn’t have cared about these human cultivators if he wasn’t currently derelict and in desperate need of henchmen. The elite human cultivators of these times would’ve been nothing more than ordinary mortals back then.

In the ancient times, while humanity hadn’t been the strongest race on the continent, empyrean experts and great emperors were still as common as weeds.

In contrast to present day, great emperors were as scarce as the morning stars in the human domain. They were less than one-ten-thousandths of their numbers in ages past.

Of course, it was the same for the demons too. The war that sealed away demonkind had dealt a severe blow to every demon race. Aside from the lords and emperors who were too difficult to kill, most demonic scions had perished in the conflict. The race’s strength had also been significantly diminished.

The celestial demon lord had slumbered for more than a hundred thousand years in the Primosanct Sect’s sacred place. When his demonic consciousness had first awakened just a little bit, he found that he was unable to fight the powerful sealing formation laid on him.

Unfortunately, the unrelenting sands of time had chipped away at the sect’s seal. Every bit of damage meant that the demon lord’s consciousness had more room to reawaken.

It was akin to the tipping of a set of scales. When one side’s mass went down, the other side would inevitably rise upwards. Without someone to maintain it, the sealing formation could only continue to weaken.

This was exactly what had happened in the desolate wildlands.

The demonic aura of the celestial demon lord made the minds of the weaker willed cultivators tremble. Their nerves were on the edge of breaking. It took no time at all for the first group of defectors.

“O great demon lord, this humble one is willing to serve you.”

“I too, am willing to serve the demon lord.”

A few lower level emperor realm cultivators found themselves teetering on the edge of implosion. When their knees gave out, so too did any lingering fighting spirit.

When the first traitor came forward, more inevitably followed. Like a set of dominos, the collapse of a single token led to a chain reaction without much resistance. In that moment, a great swathe of cultivators knelt.

Only twenty or thirty remained standing – largely the great emperors and a few emperors who’d come from the Upper Eight Regions. They could just barely stand against the celestial demon lord’s authority.

As members of the largest factions in the Upper Eight Regions, they knew that betrayal here meant completely breaking away from the rest of the human world. They would be mortal enemies of the entire human race.

They knew the consequences of changing allegiances better than anyone. This wasn’t only a betrayal of their own faction, but the entire human race and heritage. They would suffer eternal shame even after death.

The great emperors from the Empyrean River Palace and Sublime Chord Temple looked at Cloudbillow, clearly clueless at this juncture.

“Heh heh heh…” the celestial demon lord smiled faintly. “If you want to show off your pride to me, I will allow you to do as you wish.” His words scarcely fell before the strength of his aura intensified.

The great emperors bore the brunt of the assault. Under siege by the powerful demonic pressure, their consciousnesses ballooned with stress, ready to pop at any moment.

“Ah!!” Emperor Newsun suddenly roared with bloodshot eyes. “The Ninesuns Sky Sect will never submit to demons! We charge!”

The emperor had finally erupted. Like a burning sun, he hurtled towards the outside, his people behind him. Evidently, Newsun had no intention of bringing shame to his sect by joining up with demons.

“Emperor Newsun, we will cover you!” Several of the sect’s cultivators slammed themselves into the invisible light veil with uncommunicated synchronicity.

Newsun gasped in shock. “Don’t!” he called out.

“With divine radiance crowned by the heavens, may the nine suns destroy the world!”

“Break!” The cultivators transformed into streaks of light, accelerating to incredible speeds. Their bodies burned like comets, smashing with brute force into a single point.

This was one of the forbidden techniques of the Ninesuns Sky Sect. The disciples weren’t permitted to use it save for extremely dire situations. The technique used the executing cultivator’s life as fuel. Only by detonating one’s qi ocean could such terrifying energy be unleashed.

The self-destruction of a single cultivator could create an attack three to five times that of his total strength. The self-destruction of multiple cultivators in tandem further magnified this, amplifying it to several hundred to thousand times their ordinary strength.

This kind of attack wasn’t usually effective against more powerful cultivators, since the opponent could just move out of the way. However, it was superb at attacking unmoving restrictions such as the one before them.

The cultivators who had sacrificed their lives were Emperor Newsun’s confidantes, the sect’s deathsworn. They knew the nature of the deadly situation they were in and were able to complete the joint attack without any prior signalling in the face of adversity.

Boom!

The strands of light converged at a single point, exploding outwards. The sight was as blinding as the detonation of a noonday sun, sending potent shockwaves in every direction. The celestial demon lord’s domain boiled over with excess energy.

“Go, Emperor Newsun!” Even as the bodies of the Ninesuns’ cultivators disintegrated, their voices echoed within Newsun’s mind.

With lightning-fast reflexes, Newsun transformed himself into a streak of escaping light, lunging in the direction of the explosion. He couldn’t yet judge whether his subordinates had succeeded, but this was his only chance regardless.

If the attack had been successful, there was sure to be a gap there. If not, that place would still be the weakest point in the domain. Perhaps he had a chance using the fullness of his own strength.

Long Baxiang reacted in record time. “Follow him!” he waved.

He had no desire to join the demons either. He understood that the celestial demon lord’s promise was a thinly-veiled command to become his slaves and puppets in the campaign against humanity.

He would not accept that kind of fate. Long Baxiang was perfectly pleased to battle it out with other human factions, but the loss of freedom involved in surrendering to the demon lord was a fate worse than death.

Everyone saw the opportunity in this new development.

Emperor Cloudbillow was swift and decisive. “Everybody together now!” he shouted.

They all knew that the celestial demon lord was powerful and imposing. However, he was still held back by the power of the seal, and could only use his consciousness to exert his power over them. As long as they broke free of the domain, they were safe!

Absolutely everyone swarmed in that direction, these thoughts fresh on their mind.

“Fools, the lot of you!” The celestial demon lord’s impassive voice echoed forth once more. In the next moment, the black net appeared again over the domain, darker and more fearsome than its last appearance.

Still, there was a tiny flaw in the portion of the net that Newsun was charging towards. One that was being quickly repaired, but existed nevertheless.

Newsun was incredibly quick. He was able to reach the flaw before it could completely fix itself.

Everything that happened next took place in mere seconds.

The emperor tossed out a talisman as he reached the edge of the flaw. The talisman blossomed in the wind into a golden shield overhead.

At the same time, an enormous bony claw slammed downward from the air. The claw of bone was nine meters long and six meters wide. It collided and wrapped around the golden shield with a clang.

There was a rumbling impact.

The golden shield was doubtless very durable, but the bone claw crushed it into a ball with little struggle. The instant the shield bought for him though, did give Emperor Newsun a lifeline.

Another burst of speed was enough to propel himself free of the net.

Even as he succeeded in fleeing, the giant net’s flaw repaired itself completely. There was no sign that it’d been damaged in the first place. Long Baxiang and the Heavenly Dragon Sect’s men arrived a split second too late.

The claw of bone seemed to have been angered by Emperor Newsun’s escape. It raised itself high into the air, then grabbed Long Baxiang and the experts from the Heavenly Dragon Sect.

Long Baxiang whitened with terror, struggling desperately against his captor. Alas, he couldn’t move an inch.

“Disobedience deserves punishment.” The celestial demon lord’s voice was cold. A second later, the bony claw closed viciously around its prisoners in a flash of black light.

There had been no time even to scream. The Heavenly Dragon Sect cultivators – Long Baxiang included – were utterly crushed, their essences absorbed cleanly by the demon lord.

Emperor Cloudbillow and the others were unlucky enough to witness the entirety of these proceedings. The high-ranking Pillfire member paled despite his prominence, kneeling unceremoniously in fear.
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What pride of a great emperor? Dignity of a cultivator? None of it mattered at this juncture. The overweening Long Baxiang had been squashed like a bug. At this sight, the remaining cultivators gave up all idea of resistance.

“My lord, we surrender to you!”

“I also pledge myself wholeheartedly to you! My lord, please spare me!” Cloudbillow, experts from the Sublime Chord Temple, Empyrean River Palace, and Eternal Celestial Capital... all mentally crumbled.

Long Baxiang’s death had destroyed the last bit of their battle spirit. Only terror was left, and a desperation to serve. The scene was deathly still. Apprehension gnawed at them. Surely, their attempt to flee must have deeply offended the demon lord?

They no longer had a way out. They could only wait for their sentence.

The celestial demon was indeed seething over Newsun’s escape. For him, it was an unprecedented disgrace. Granted, he couldn’t even use a tenth of his power within the seal. Even so, everything should have been within his grasp.

Such a mistake would’ve been impossible more than a hundred thousand years ago, but he’d awoken not long ago and his consciousness was quite rusty compared to his former heyday. He also never would’ve made any strategic missteps. After such a long isolation, his judgment in battle had proven wanting.

Even a single fish escaping his net was a deep shame. He itched to vent his rage and massacre everyone left, then absorb their essence and energy. But he resisted this urge in the end.

While doing so would indeed greatly reinvigorate him, his lack of capable pawns was the most pressing issue. Manpower was required for his grand plan. Otherwise, even if he broke free, how was he to accomplish his ambitions just by himself?

In any case, even if their life essence might not be enough to enable immediate escape, he was confident he could so sooner or later. He simply needed to be patient. He could control them instead and have them attack the seal. He might free himself earlier this way.

His mind set, he spread his consciousness wide. A black glow shot forth from the giant net.

Whoosh whoosh whoosh!

Black beams of light struck the cultivators’ consciousness, marking them with his imprint. From that moment on, they would spend the rest of their days as demon slaves.

“This is your last chance. Don’t even think of struggling, or I’ll swallow you whole!” he warned.

He was in fact secretly worried. His consciousness was too weak to control them if they were to all fight back. He might lose his grip on the domain if he were exhausted further, giving these fellows another chance to run. It was why he’d made a bloody example out of Long Baxiang!

It proved to be a brilliant move. His limited strength was severely taxed, but none dared mount the slightest resistance, not even Cloudbillow.

Their courage had been shattered, leaving the way free for the demon mark to slowly enslave their souls, giving him full control over their consciousness. He inwardly heaved a long sigh of relief.

It had been a gamble. In fact, if not for the great emperors’ total surrender, they might have noticed his extreme weakness and even struck back.

Fortunately, everything had ended well in the end. These humans hadn’t shown a shred of resistance and were now at his mercy. They would die in the next second if he ever willed it.

“You’ll be my attendants from now on. I shall bestow my personal guidance upon all the great emperors. Why aren’t you paying your respects yet?”

“Greetings to the celestial demon lord, we pledge our lives to you!”

“Long live the demon lord!” The cultivators knew they no longer controlled their own destiny. The demon lord’s frightening power had also scared them into submission, leading to their wholehearted surrender.

“Very good. You weak humans don’t know the extent of your fortunes just yet. The bloodline of the celestial demons ranks in the top three of the heavenly planes. You’ll realize one day how smart a choice you’ve just made.”

“My lord, we’re humbled by your forbearance and your favor.”

After his narrow escape, the frightened Newsun had retreated to the farthest corner from the demon domain, his heart still palpitating with fear.

As for Jiang Chen, he’d observed the unfortunate events inside thanks to the full power of the Evil Golden Eye. He sighed, shaking his head helplessly. “To think the demon can do all this while still restrained by the seal. It’s hard to imagine what will happen once he breaks free.”

“I already told you. It’ll be the end of your race. Alas, you humans don’t even have the most basic moral backbone compared to your forefathers. How ridiculous!”

Noticing the contempt in the bird’s tone, the young lord sighed. “What else could they have done?”

“What else? They should have still tried to run, of course. Didn’t that guy escape thanks to his companions’ protection? The demon lord is strong, but he’s still hemmed in by the formation. His domain is frightening, but from what I can tell just now, his consciousness hasn’t recovered as much as I thought. Most of these fellows could have made it out alive. Too bad they’re cowards. Cowards!”

After a long silence, the young lord finally asked, “Why didn’t the demon devour them? Doesn’t he want to break free?”

“Celestial demons are cunning and deceitful. Who knows what they’re thinking?” The divine creature had a bird brain in the end, thinking wasn’t his forte.

Newsun had finally calmed down somewhat by now. He yelled, “Young lord Jiang Chen, many thanks for your previous warning. May we talk in private?”

Jiang Chen cast a sidelong glance at the Vermilion Bird. “Senior, may he come over?”

The bird snorted but didn’t refuse.

Jiang Chen shouted, “Emperor Newsun, please come closer.”

Newsun’s heart was still pounding, but he couldn’t act too cowardly in front of a junior. He made his way over despite his fear of the Vermilion Bird.

“Don’t worry, Senior Vermilion bears no animosity towards us. He only attacked us to prevent us from ending up in the demon’s stomach.”

Relieved, Newsun cupped his fists. “Young lord, I must thank you again for this new lease on life. Unfortunately, these other daoists…”

Jiang Chen waved a hand. “They weren’t as resolute as you when push came to shove. They’ve surrendered to the demon lord. They’re no longer human cultivators, but demon fiends!”

Emperor Newsun’s face fell. Worry colored his voice. “Young lord, is a demon calamity upon us?”

He’d escaped with his life, but joy was in scarce supply given the circumstances. The celestial demon lord’s power extended beyond his knowledge.

The demon was already this strong when limited by the seal. Once free of the seal and restored to his peak, who in the human world could resist this monster?

No one!

Pillfire, Veluriyam, or even a coalition of all the powerhouses, none could stand in the way of this ancient evil. Even now, the might of a sealed, half asleep demon was still etched deeply in his mind.

Jiang Chen kept his eyes on the formation, his face grave. “He hasn’t devoured them yet. It seems that he won’t be coming out for now.”

“Alas.” Newsun sighed in dejection, then snuck a glance at the Vermilion Bird. “Does the ancient senior have a way?”

Jiang Chen shook his head. “The senior isn’t in its best condition either. This demon would be no threat otherwise.”

The Vermilion Bird didn’t speak human language, but it could understand a few words. Jiang Chen’s high praise sounded like music to its ears. Now happier, it became a little more lively and suddenly recalled something. “I spoke too soon earlier. In fact, the Primosanct Sect’s left a hidden card behind. But it’s very difficult to use, so I didn’t think of it off the top of my head.”

Jiang Chen’s eyes suddenly shone. Newsun also stared, his dismay long forgotten. He looked at the Vermilion Bird, his eyes full of hope.

“Senior, don’t keep us waiting. Why didn’t you tell us earlier?”

The Vermilion Bird shook its head. “It’s too early to rejoice. You humans have declined too far. This method might be out of your reach!”
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Jiang Chen replied anxiously, “Senior, how do you know we’ll fail before we even try?”

Newsun nodded in agreement. “Senior, young lord Jiang Chen is a one of a kind talent who’d compare favorably to the ancient geniuses. Maybe what the ancients left behind is waiting for him!”

Dazed with no coherent thought in his mind, he instinctively felt Jiang Chen was a ray of hope for humanity’s future. For example, when everyone had scrambled for the vortex, only he had stayed outside. Such a detail demonstrated the young lord was unlike any other.

“Follow me!” The Vermilion Bird may be the realm’s guardian, but it knew that it was currently powerless. In the end, human affairs were best left for humans to deal with.

Jiang Chen and Newsun glanced at each other, then flew behind the ancient bird without a word. Silently huddled in a corner until now, Forefather Zi also followed them, shouting, “Young lord, wait for me!”

His heart pounding, he’d be hard pressed to describe his current mood. The events had scared him witless, but he also felt incredibly lucky. What if he’d wavered and followed the crowd into the seal? He’d have been either killed by the black net or be a demon puppet by now. He shuddered at the thought.

Up at the front, Jiang Chen couldn’t resist asking, “Senior, didn’t you say the demon hasn’t recovered as much as you thought? Why don’t we…”

“What? Kill him?” the divine bird cackled.

“Err…” Jiang Chen coughed. Indeed those were his thoughts, but the divine creature’s tone seemed to suggest it was an idiotic idea.

“Even the Primosanct Sect couldn’t kill him. Are you stronger than them? An ordinary demon is already hard enough to kill with their tenacious lifeforce, but it’s almost impossible with a demon lord.”

“No matter how strong their vitality may be, it doesn’t mean they can’t be killed, does it?” The young lord understood demons better than most thanks to his past knowledge. True, they were war machines almost as enduring as cockroaches, but they weren’t invincible.

No race was perfect. In the heavenly planes, even demon gods could be killed, to say nothing of empyrean demon lords.

The Divine Abyss Continent thought them immortal simply because the locals were too weak. Not even the strongest powerhouse could easily slaughter one.

However, Jiang Chen didn’t argue with the Vermilion Bird. What good was his knowledge? He was merely mid rank emperor realm. He couldn’t use any of the demon-slaying methods he knew.

The bird led them downstairs and out the palace. It sped up once outside with Jiang Chen and the others in tow. Shortly after, they arrived at the foot of a tall mountain on the western side.

“Senior, where are we going?”

“Up there!” the bird replied succinctly.

The mountain faced the palace from afar like a colossus challenging another.

The ancient bird soon led Jiang Chen to the mountain peak, where a barren precipice as glossy as a mirror could be found.

“Where are we?” The human couldn’t help asking.

For once, the Vermilion Bird deigned to give further explanation. “The Primosanct Celestial Peak. Disciples used to come here to reflect on their mistakes.”

“Oh, so it was used as a punishment area.” Jiang Chen observed the surroundings.

“So, what do you think? Does anything feel different?”

Jiang Chen frowned with bafflement. “Hm? Senior, what do you mean?” But he soon sensed a trace of something odd. He spread his consciousness in every direction. “There’s an enormous murderous aura permeating this place.”

“As I thought, your consciousness is remarkable. The dunce beside you hasn’t sensed anything even though he’s a great emperor.” The ancient bird glanced at Newsun.

The latter didn’t understand the ancient beast language. He smiled foolishly, unaware he’d been derided.

“Senior, what does this place have to do with the seal? Can the mountain stop the demon’s plans?” Jiang Chen asked, still puzzled.

“Don’t fret. First, try to feel where the aura comes from.” The bird deliberately tested him once more.

“It’s right beneath the celestial peak. There’s a power there that seems to be suppressing something.”

“Correct. There’s an ancient divine bow there. I’ve heard it’s the sect’s ultimate treasure. Sadly, it never acknowledged any master back in my time, but legends say its arrows can slay even a demon lord like the one we have trapped here.”

“Amazing!” Jiang Chen gasped. “But how can it be called a ultimate treasure if no one can use it?”

The Vermilion Bird cackled. “It was a common occurrence back then. Many ultimate treasures were finicky. The ancient world wasn’t as weak as now. Geniuses and treasures were as numerous as dogs. A treasure might spurn an entire generation, but it might favor someone in the next. You juniors can’t imagine this sort of era…”

Jiang Chen didn’t bicker with it. Spellbound, he looked at the bare ground, seemingly lost in thought. The ancient Primosanct Sect’s greatest treasure!

“Senior, what was the sect’s status back then?” he asked eagerly.

The bird thought for a moment. “Very high, probably amongst the ten greatest sects. They defended mankind’s southwestern border, guarding the Boundary Stele here.”

“Was it the strongest?”

“No, but one of the strongest.”

“I see.” Jiang Chen sighed softly. “Yet even such a great sect couldn’t kill the celestial demon lord. He’s a difficult enemy indeed.”

“Young man, you can’t begin to imagine the bitter struggles of that era. Alright, I’ve shown you the way. The bow is here, the rest is your own business.”

Jiang Chen smiled wryly. “Senior, you aren’t giving up yet, are you?”

The bird sighed. “My time is running out. My strength is far from what it used to be. Moreover, I’ve spent nearly all my energy this time. My mission will end when I die. Young man, you’re very interesting. Unfortunately…”

Grief laced the bird’s tone. As a divine creature, it was keen of spirit and rich in emotions. After finally meeting someone to talk to after a hundred thousand years, it was full of affection for the young man.

“Senior, don’t despair. Believe me, with your heaven-bestowed gifts, you’ll definitely have a chance at rebirth!” Jiang Chen didn’t want to see it so crestfallen and give up on life. He still needed its help. More than that, he admired it greatly.

True, it was simply repaying its debt, but it’d gone above and beyond what most humans would have done for a mere debt.

“Senior, have faith in me. I’ll find a way one day so that you may enter the cycle of rebirth.”

He knew of several methods to help the Vermilion Bird. Alas, the human domain was currently far too lacking. With its current condition, he couldn’t even refine pills to prolong the ancient beast’s life.

The Pinecrane Pill was no use. The pill’s astounding effects were limited to great emperors, while the Vermilion Bird was plainly above them. There were also many similar pills in the heavenly planes. The most perverse one was the Sun Moon Pill that Jiang Chen’s father had refined for him.

It could absorb the essence of the sun and the moon, and pilfer the world’s fortunes. Imagine a celestial emperor overturning the laws of nature and subverting the cycle of life and death with the strength of his fortunes alone, all for the sake of a single pill! Even though Jiang Chen couldn’t cultivate in his past life, he’d lived a million years thanks to it.

In any case, there were pills to prolong anyone’s life at any level. But he didn’t make grand promises. Any of the ingredients necessary for a pill of that caliber was currently out of his reach.

About to speak, the Vermilion’s Bird’s eyes suddenly flashed with astonishment. It shouted, staring at the palace, “Young man, there’s trouble brewing!”
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Jiang Chen peered at the palace with the power of the Evil Golden Eye.

Surprised by his golden eyes, the Vermilion Bird sighed with praise. “Tsk, young man, your eye technique is quite interesting.”

An eerie, thick black haze shrouded the inside of the palace, obscuring the young lord’s vision. No matter how strong his consciousness was, he still couldn’t compare to a divine ancient beast, even one nearing the end of its life.

“What do you see?” the bird asked.

“An eerie, black fog.” Jiang Chen’s tone was grave.

“The demon’s unexpectedly repressed his appetite. Instead of devouring the humans, he must be imparting demon arts to them to turn them into useful pawns,” the divine bird responded with conflicted tones.

“Hmph, as long as the demon lord doesn’t come out himself, we have no need to fear this rabble.”

“Is that so?” the ancient bird asked with faint amusement. “You think too little of him. Celestial demons have mysterious abilities. With his guidance and the help of demon techniques, the humans might become three to five times stronger! Or even ten times, if they can obtain demon blood! The great emperors could become empyrean powerhouses in a short period of time. Tell me, can humanity withstand this group in its current state?”

It heaved a soft sigh. “Our enemy isn’t an ordinary figure, it seems. It’s quite a character amongst its kind and has decent foresight.”

Jiang Chen took a deep breath. He’d taken things too lightly. As the ancient bird said, a demon bloodline could help the human cultivators break through to empyrean realm. Moreover, they knew the human domain like the back of their hand. They might wreck greater havoc than demons themselves.

Raw strength could possibly be deflected. But what to do against enemies with full knowledge of their enemies? Not even a chance for escape existed.

“Young lord, what’s going on?” Newsun had also noticed the black haze, but was unaware of its implications.

“Nothing good, I’m afraid. Those bastards have surrendered and are receiving the demon’s teachings.” Jiang Chen didn’t hold back.

Newsun blanched. “What should we do?”

The young man stayed silent. His golden gaze locked onto the palace entrance, beholding the eight statues at the entrance.

“Senior, what about these statues at the doors? Do they hide any secrets?” he was more interested in them at the moment.

The Vermilion Bird started. “What secret do you see?”

Jiang Chen couldn’t put his finger on it, but there was something odd about them. Other than size, they were identical to the eight stone carvings he possessed down to the smallest detail. It was why he was so interested in them.

“Senior, they can’t be mere decorations. I can feel an extraordinary power hidden inside,” he responded, testing the waters.

The bird replied with mixed tones, “Even the sectmaster of my time didn’t know all the specifics. Apparently the statues have stood there since the beginning of this sacred land’s history, when the first generation of the sect cleaved this land into existence via a great art. According to the sect’s earliest records, the statues are creatures of the stone golem tribe from the primordial times. When the tribe met with disaster, the first sectmaster used a secret art to shelter eight of them. He separated their souls from their bodies. These statues must be their bodies, but they are empty shells.”

“Incredible!” Jiang Chen’s heart raced.

As he seemed to recall, the tribe had been a rare sight even in the heavenly planes, but their fighting prowess was astounding. However, their extraordinary power was also their downfall, attracting hostility and envy from other races.

No matter how mighty, each race had its own weaknesses. Just like the demons, the golem tribe’s reproductive abilities were low, and they consumed a frightening amount of resources. Moreover, they were naive and not given to scheming, so they were often reduced to being hired muscle for others.

The Vermilion Bird sighed. “We wouldn’t need to fear the demon if we could reattach their souls to their bodies.”

“Are they that powerful?” Despite his memories, the young lord only had a vague idea about their specific strength. But at a guess, they certainly weren’t weak.

Do my stone carvings contain their consciousness? Otherwise, why would I sense tremendous consciousness emanating from them?

The possibility suddenly seemed more and more real. The carvings had felt odd back in the desolate wildlands when he took them from the Prince of Shangping. What was the strange power hidden inside when he occasionally probed them with his consciousness? Why did they almost seem alive?

After hearing the Vermilion Bird’s explanation, he was almost certain they were related to the eight giant statues. The carvings might even be their souls!

Seeing the human fall silent, the Vermilion Bird expounded, “Young man, I haven’t experienced the remote era myself either, but I’ve inherited some memories from that time. The golems were once one of the ten strongest races. Even the demon lord would cower in front of them. Alas, fate seems not to have blessed them. They were few in numbers, and more importantly, they attracted resentment from all sides.”

“Senior, could we awaken them if we had their souls?”

“We also need a secret technique. But they’ve never been whole again after the first sectmaster separated them from their bodies. Their souls are also lost, or perhaps even extinguished. It’s been too long since the primordial times, after all.” The bird was downcast.

“Secret technique? Does the Primosanct Sect have a copy?”

“Of course. It’s carved on the statues’ back.” The bird suddenly glanced at Jiang Chen. “Young man, don’t waste your time. The primordial times are an era that precede the ancient times. They’re much too far back. You might as well try to find a way to activate the divine bow instead.”

Where would they find even the beginning of a trail? The souls had been long lost in the river of time. Rather than this vain hope, the divine bow was a more realistic approach.

Jiang Chen smiled. “Senior, do you know what the souls materialize as?”

The bird shook its head. “I’m not sure.”

“Let’s take a closer look at the statues.”

The bird blinked. “Young man, what are you thinking of?”

Jiang Chen chuckled. “Our connection seems destined by fate.”

The ancient bird tilted its head and stared at him. “How so?”

“Senior, if I can revive them, will they listen to my commands?” Jiang Chen asked.

“The golems make the best friends and the worst enemies. They’re strong of limbs and simple of mind. Once their mind is set, they will never waver. Alas, many of them have fallen with the relentless march of time, their heritage and very foundations destroyed. But if you can breathe life into them again, they’ll definitely swear allegiance to you!”

Jiang Chen nodded. The ancient bird’s opinion agreed with his.

“Hehe, then you must help me resurrect them. Senior, you might finally be able complete your lifelong mission and be free to seek an opportunity for rebirth.”

The bird froze. “Young man, are you serious?”

Jiang Chen spread his hands, levitating the eight stone carvings in the air. “Senior, please take a look. I obtained these carvings a few years ago in another land of sealed demons. They’re identical, miniature versions of the statues. Also, I’ve sensed formidable mental fluctuations from them more than once.”

The Vermilion Bird suddenly narrowed its eyes and stared at the carvings, enraptured.
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“Young man, what are those statuettes?” The urgency in the Vermilion Bird’s voice betrayed its excitement.

After Jiang Chen relayed the entire story, it murmured, “This must be providence. There can’t be such a coincidence in the world. Young man, they must be the statues’ souls.”

Jiang Chen beamed. “Senior, even if they aren’t, we’ve got to give it a shot.”

“Right, we have to try!” The divine creature’s personal fate was at stake. If the statues could truly be revived, they could replace it as guardians of this land. It might not have to die here! It would be free to seek another cycle of rebirth.

“Let’s go, let’s go right now! I’ll stand guard while you try!” It was so eager that it let Jiang Chen ride on its back and hurtled towards the place.

Jiang Chen transmitted, “Emperor Newsun, wait here with Zi Tan for now. Don’t act on your own.”

Newsun and Zi Tan were unwilling to tarry a second longer. They could die at the slightest provocation in this terrifying place! However, leaving now would be the ultimate disgrace of desertion.

Most importantly, Jiang Chen was their only lifeline. Here was a young man who could even chat and joke with a divine creature! Their faith in him was almost total. Since he’d commanded them to stay, they wouldn’t budge an inch.

Forefather Zi was particularly overwhelmed. He’d spent a lifetime as a prominent figure of his region, but the last few days had felt like a dream.

All of the other local heavyweights had fallen and become demon puppets, leaving him the lone survivor. Moreover, he’d struck up a good relationship with Veluriyam’s young lord and judging from the august personage’s tone, the young lord wouldn’t abandon Zi Tan.

He couldn’t resist praising his own wisdom. He’d be dead if he hadn’t stuck by Jiang Chen in front of the demonic formation, or worse, become a demon’s dog.

“Daoist Zi Tan was it?” Emperor Newsun suddenly asked.

Flustered, Zi Tan protested, “I dare not. This humble one is Zi Tan. Allow me to pay my respects, Emperor Newsun.”

“Haha, we’re fellow sufferers now. Let’s drop with the ceremonies. Daoist Zi, I admire your decisiveness. It must have taken courage and insight to stand by the young lord so staunchly.” His praise was heartfelt. Inside of following the crowd, Zi Tan had resolutely cast his lot with Jiang Chen. An ordinary man couldn’t have done that with his life on the line.

Zi Tan hurried to respond modestly, “It wasn’t courage. The young lord is simply trustworthy.”

The Vermilion Bird pierced the sky like a bolt of red lightning, landing in front of the palace.

From up close, the statues’ build was even more awe-inspiring. They were as tall as eight ordinary men stacked on each other, if not more.

“Were the members of this tribe all so enormous?” Ambling between them, Jiang Chen observed them in earnest.

The golems were a giant tribe, but not to this degree, at least to his knowledge. They could also adjust their size at will.

Carved on their backs was the sect’s secret art to dispersing and recollecting the golems’ souls. However, the various passages were plainly purposefully in the wrong order. It took Jiang Chen and the divine creature a long time to rearrange them.

He studied it repeatedly and finally sighed in relief after confirming there were no further issues.

He took out the eight figurines. They were minuscule compared to the statues.

“Senior, according to what’s written here, we need to break the seal in the carvings’ outer layer in order to awaken their souls.”

The figurines might look small, but they were extremely durable. He’d used them as shields in the Eight Trigram Boulder Formation in the past; the powerful of attacks had left only faint traces.

To peel away their exterior would be an arduous task. Thankfully, he could utilize the first sectmaster’s secret art. After all, the one who’d created the problem ought to be able to fix it.

He held out a figurine. “Senior, I’m going to start. I have to arrange a defensive formation as I can suffer no disturbance in the process. Will you stand guard for me please?”

The ancient bird hurried to say, “Don’t worry, you can count on me! Other than the bastard demon, the rest is mere rabble.”

Even exhausted and near the end of its life, it still was a divine bird from ancient times. Cloudbillow and the rest were no match for it.

Jiang Chen conscientiously arranged the formation before starting the secret technique.

First, he needed to find the sealing points on the statuette, then follow the layout in order to unravel the seal.

Caution was required. The lives of the ancient golems were at stake. An moment of careless could kill them for good. In fact, were the souls still intact? Nothing was more uncertain.

True, he’d sensed their auras several times in the past, but they’d been separated from their bodies since time immemorial.

“No matter. I can only do my best.”

Concentrating wholly, he pinpointed the sealing points. Then he started dismantling the seal’s power. Any mistake could harm the souls inside. A fine sheen of sweat appeared on his brow.

Seconds ticked by, turning into minutes.

As he held his breath and slowly worked on the figurine, a golden glow suddenly spilled from it, chipping and melting away grit from the stone. The figurine shrank more and more.

Jiang Chen stayed sharp for any signs coming from it. If a soul was truly sealed inside, it should manifest itself soon.

However, nothing happened.

The presence he’d once sensed had seemingly vanished, as if everything had been an illusion. But he didn’t give up. He doggedly continued onwards with his mental communications, his consciousness alert to any unusual signs.

Once the process perfectly completed, he held the figurine, flabbergasted. It was as quiet and still as ever.

Was I mistaken? But he’d always paid close attention to the eight statuettes. The sensations couldn’t have been solely his imagination.

When he started losing hope, he finally caught a faint ripple with his consciousness. In the next moment, a formidable aura spilled forth, a terrifying presence suddenly awakening after eons and ripping free of its restraints.

“Oh… who woke me?” This consciousness was groggy and confused, but the power it unintentionally emitted was almost too much to bear. Jiang Chen’s mind would’ve crumbled if not for the chain seal inside.

“I am the Primosanct Sect’s heir. I came here especially to return your souls and revive you,” he sent tentatively.

“Ooh… Primosanct Sect… Is the Primordial War finally over? Can our tribe… finally see the light of day again?”

The Primordial War?

Jiang Chen felt his brain seize up. He knew little about the Divine Abyss Continent’s ancient era, to say nothing of time periods even more remote. The primordial times possibly referred to when the light of civilization had first dawned on the continent. It was far too distant a time reference for him.

“Eons have gone by since,” he revealed.

“What? What about Saint Dan?” The voice asked despite itself.

“Saint Dan? Are you talking about the sect’s founding sectmaster?”

“Ai... yes, that’s him. When our tribe met with extermination, he secretly took us in and separated our souls from our bodies to save us brothers.” Filled with sorrow, the voice added, “Are you a descendant of his?”

Jiang Chen thought a moment. “You could say that.”
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Revival of the Ancient Stone Golems!


Jiang Chen was tremendously excited. He hadn’t expected the eight statues that he’d taken from the Prince of Shangping to contain such a momentous secret.

“Is Saint Dan still alive?” The consciousness sounded vaguely sorrowful and forlorn.

“I don’t think he’s present in this world anymore,” replied Jiang Chen honestly. “Perhaps his good works has allowed him to ascend to the heavenly planes, or perhaps he’s passed away and reincarnated. It’s been hundreds of thousands of years since the primordial age, maybe even a million.”

Truthfully, Jiang Chen didn’t know exactly how long it had been since the primordial age, but the ancient times was a dozen or more hundred thousand years at minimum. In light of that, his estimate didn’t seem too over the top.

The primordial age was likely the origin of all civilization on Divine Abyss.

The consciousness found this a bit odd. “A million years? Has it been that long?”

“Yes, after the primordial age came the ancient age. In the ancient age, the demon race invaded and changed Divine Abyss’ history forever. The Divine Abyss Continent of today is in its weakest and most abject time. Maybe we need a resurgence of a primordial race like the Primordial Stone Golems. Your reintroduction may be the catalyst that revitalizes this world!” Jiang Chen offered the tribe a timely bit of praise.

“The ancient age? What age is that? Does it come after the primordial age? The demon race? Where did that race come from? The Divine Abyss Continent has no such race.”

The Primordial Stone Golem Tribe had been born in the primordial age, but hadn’t experienced the ancient age. Therefore, it was no wonder that it neither knew what the demon race was nor what had happened during that era.

“The demon race is a race from the outer planes that invaded Divine Abyss Continent.”

“Divine Abyss has many powerful races. How strong are these demons to dare invade like this?”

“Haha, that’s a long story. Maybe you should find out for yourselves what’s happened after you reawaken. The demon race is one known in the heavenly planes, and Divine Abyss cannot rest a single day while it remains unextinguished. The other races can’t possibly peacefully coexist with it.”

The tribesman was furious. “How can this have happened? Do these demons have three heads and six arms?”

“Not just that, but numerous abilities and methods.” Jiang Chen intentionally provoked the tribesman. “You Primordial Stone Golems were one of the strongest races in the primordial age, but perhaps these demons exceed even you in their capabilities.”

“Impossible. There were very few races stronger than my tribesman in the primordial age. Hmph, if not for our tribe’s honesty and low reproductive rate, we should have been the rulers of the continent!” There was a deep loyalty to his race in the golem’s voice.

Jiang Chen chuckled in tacit agreement. “Alas, your race had neither the ambition nor the boldness to conquer the world. Alright, enough with the small talk. I’m going to use the secret method required to revive you. I do need your cooperation, though. If the secret method fails, your consciousness and body will never reunite ever again.”

“Of course, of course,” the consciousness agreed hurriedly. “You are a junior of Saint Dan, and thus the Primordial Stone Golem Tribe is indebted to you. We will do what you say.”

A Golem always repaid his debts. He returned even the smallest favor ten times over, and the gravity of Jiang Chen’s life-saving actions was much weightier than that.

“Don’t worry,” nodded Jiang Chen. “I will use my full strength to revive all eight brothers of your clan.”

As long as there was a secret method available, he was confident he could pull it off. He had always been sure of his own skills.

In his previous life without cultivation, he’d still been able to become a pill dao master renowned in the heavenly planes. Now, he had more than sufficient cultivation and talent to back his knowledge up.

Following his prior actions, Jiang Chen found the sealing points on the giant statue. Because the larger statue held the tribesmen’s bodies, the resolution of the bindings was considerably more difficult.

Under his concerted efforts, more and more of the seal broke.

“Alright, the seal on your outer body is no more. Prepare yourself. I will use the secret method to transfer your consciousness back into your body. Remember, this is the most key component of the revival ceremony. If anything is done improperly here, your mind and body will never be united for the rest of eternity!”

Jiang Chen emphasized the importance of this fact again and again.

This was no idle threat. The final step was also the deadliest. Since consciousness and body had been separated for so long, whether they could return to their prior states was a very good question. If there was a misstep somewhere along the way…

Because of this, utmost caution was required for the entire process. Using the figurine, Jiang Chen guided the Stone Golem’s consciousness out. Making a series of hand seals, he cried out, “Go!”

A streak of bright light surged into the larger statue under Jiang Chen’s supervision and impetus.

Whoosh!

There was a rapid ripple on the exterior of the body as its consciousness entered, countless cracks visibly forming on the surface. These cracks tore away multiple layers of discarded granite, revealing new skin and runes beneath.

This was a sign that life had returned, and that the body had regained a modicum of vitality.

Jiang Chen let out a long breath. He understood that this dangerous process was over. More importantly, he had succeeded!

After soul was joined to body, the giant’s form began to slowly rumble into movement from his previous paralyzed state. Vigor and cadence began to flow within the giant’s body once more. Blood pumped through the veins, and organs roared to life. Gradually, the senses began to return as well.

There was a distinct rumbling. The golem’s joints popped continuously like a wok of fried beans.

Suddenly, his neck moved from left to right. Enormous eyes the size of bronze bells opened wide, the celestial light emanating from them, brimming with spirit.

Freed from the shackles of a million years of being sealed away, a living Stone Golem had been restored to new life!

“Don’t get overexcited, big guy. Calm down. Calm down. You have seven brothers who are still stuck. If you attract the celestial demon lord, there’ll be a lot of trouble.”

“Who is the celestial demon lord?” The golem waved his thick, powerful arms around. His voice was full of energy and strength.

“The celestial demon lord is a lord of the demon race sealed away here.”

“Hmph, is he strong? We braves of the Primordial Stone Golem Tribe aren’t scared of a celestial demon lord. If he comes, he can eat my fist!”

“I don’t know if he’s strong or not, but the ancient Primosanct Sect couldn’t kill him. That’s why he was sealed away here.”

“Impossible. Saint Dan was ridiculously strong. How could he not kill a celestial demon lord?” The golem tribesman was in disbelief.

“Saint Dan was a primordial expert. There were innumerable generations between him and the ancient age,” Jiang Chen reminded.

“Oh, that means you’ve failed his heritage then. Pretty useless, if you ask me.” Stone Golems seemed to be quite brutish as a whole. Such words were harsh enough to make anyone actually from the Primosanct Sect cough up blood.

Thankfully, the ancient sects’ forefathers had died out in the present day.

“Haha. By the way, big guy, I’m Jiang Chen. What’s your name?” The human spoke like he was the big bad wolf luring in a little bunny.

The golem tribesman scratched his head. “We Stone Golems are all called Stone. We don’t have any real names. I’m Big Stone, my second brother is Second Stone, third brother is Third Stone...”

Jiang Chen quickly stopped him. “Alright, that’s enough. I know you have a lot of brothers. Your seventh brother is called Seventh Stone and the eighth brother is Eighth Stone, right?”

“How did you know?” The big man reacted in unfeigned shock, as if Jiang Chen had solved the hardest problem in the world. The human didn’t know what to say or think.

Were Stone Golems really this simple?

Was there a point to asking ‘how did you know’ to something so obvious?

“Aha! I’ve got it. Saint Dan must have told you.” The giant looked very thoughtful. Jiang Chen was at a complete loss for words.

What was he supposed to reply with? His eloquence had no outlet here.

The Primordial Stone Golem Tribe was naïve enough to the point of being mentally handicapped. Jiang Chen even felt guilty, like he was tricking a three-year-old.

Alas, the present circumstances meant that he had to take hold of these tribesmen and exert absolute control over them, lying through his teeth if necessary. Otherwise, they would be extremely troublesome if mobilized by the celestial demon lord.

“Big Stone. Saint Dan saved your lives, and I returned them to you. Don’t you think that you and your brothers should listen to me from now on?”

The big man nodded multiple times in quick succession. “Oh, of course. You are Saint Dan’s junior and heir, and our savior. That’s right, Jiang Chen, I hear that humans are a wily and crafty race. Not many good people. You aren’t tricking us, are you?”

“Of course not. If I wanted to do that, why would I rescue you?”

“Mm, I guess so.” The big man nodded. “Get my brothers alive first.”

Jiang Chen knew that the Stone Golems were a tribe of simple-minded creatures, but he estimated the one before him to be a child of that race despite his musculature. Otherwise, the race would have bordered on straight-out idiocy.

The Stone Golems could not possibly be that simple. How would they have survived in the primordial age otherwise?

Jiang Chen was even more pumped up when he considered this possibility. He had picked up a few younglings of the Primordial Stone Golem Tribe! While they were in this stage of their lives, they would be easy to guide and tame. Entities with more experience were far harder to brainwash.

The Vermilion Bird patrolling outside was overjoyed to see Jiang Chen’s revival of the Primordial Stone Golems and tittered with excitement. It also became a bit more curious about this human youth.

The secrets of these eight Stone Golems hadn’t been uncovered by anyone in the ancient Primosanct Sect. How unexpected and quaint that this modern youth had revived them while his forebears could not!

A primordial secret that had passed through the long ancient age, then the hundred thousand years after that, without being revealed. This young man had practically pulled off a miracle!
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The Demon Lord’s Scheme


Hundreds of thousands of years had passed quietly by after the ancient demon cataclysm. The Vermilion Bird had suppressed its lifeforce and avoided using any of its divine arts to minimize the exhaustion of its lifespan. Even then, it couldn’t avoid the decaying effects of time and was now in its twilight years.

If this had been the ancient era, it could simply plunge into the flames of rebirth and have a fifty percent chance to rise from the ashes again. Unfortunately, the current state of affairs wasn’t conducive for such things.

If it were to attempt rebirth now, its success rate would likely be less than one in a thousand. Thus, it’d already given up hope. Its promise to the ancient Primosanct Sect was the sole reason it persevered to this day.

It would keep an eye on the demon lord until death relieved it of its duty.

Deep down, it’d already accepted that death was inevitable. However, a sliver of optimism suddenly blossomed from the stagnant waters in its heart.
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Within the demon domain, the demon lord’s actions had drained his consciousness greatly since he was still shackled by the seal.

The mysterious nightly fragrance in Agarwood Valley and various illusions were all manifestations of his consciousness. He’d even penetrated the Vermilion Bird’s restriction so that the human cultivators could get through. The schemes and tactics used to lure them to his domain had been a large drain on his being.

Emperor Newsun and Long Baxiang’s defiance had only aggravated things further. In fact, he was almost spent after marking the cultivators with his imprint. He was weak beyond measure.

However, those before him were now wholly under his control, making passing on demonic arts to them a much more efficient affair. This gave him time to catch his breath and recharge. He was very content with the outcome of reducing the human cultivators to demonic slaves.

He picked a few demonic arts, sorted them according to level, and “bestowed” them to his new servants. He was extremely amused when he saw the excitement and gratitude from his new minions.

Humans are truly a vile race. They cravenly cling onto life and every small boon they can get their hands on. Yet somehow, they continue to prosper and thrive. They really do make for very excellent slaves.

The demons didn’t think very highly of humans. Their obsession with the human domain stemmed from the human race’s reproductive capabilities and disunity. Simply put, humans were easy targets. Moreover, most human cultivators lacked faith and would rather kneel to the enemy than die.

However, the demon lord also understood that humans were a force to be reckoned with. No matter how great the adversity they faced, they still clung ferociously to life, like weeds growing in the cracks. Their resilience was something that many races lacked.

Countless races had been wiped out during the great primordial war of the races. However, despite countless calamities, humanity always had the last laugh.

They weren’t always the victors in wars, yet in defeat, they’d swallow their humiliation and come back stronger. By relying on their reproductive capabilities, heritage, and time, they’d eventually come to defeat countless extremely powerful races. It was a bizarrely mysterious and complicated race.

Every time it seemed like their flickering candle had been snuffed out, they’d rise again after the raging storms. No matter grim their lives were, a new tomorrow was always right around the corner.

On paper, humans seemed like an inferior race. But when push came to shove, heroes would always emerge and completely turn the tides.

They were afraid of death, yet often boasted of experts who feared nothing.

They were disunited, yet in the face of danger, they’d come together and achieve many earth-shattering feats.

They lacked loyalty, yet they’d somehow find stores of incredible strength when protecting their homeland.

The demon lord was filled with great emotion as he looked down on his slaves. The demonic invasion into the human domain during the ancient cataclysm had was obviously a great failure. They’d underestimated the humans from the very start. Conquering a disunited race was supposed to be as easy as destroying a rotten log.

Unfortunately, this oversight had proven costly. The humans were greatly set back after the war as many great sects were completely annihilated, but so were the demons. Many demonic descendants were killed in the war, and powerful experts were either killed or sealed away.

The demon lord had vowed to learn from his mistakes. The best method to conquer the human race was to rip them apart from within. It was why he’d spared the humans’ lives instead of killing them.

However, what’s with that human brat? How did he see through my plans when not even the great emperors could? The question niggled at the demon lord, concerning him greatly.

“Cloudbillow, come.” The demon lord summoned his servant after his consciousness had recovered a little. His mind couldn’t help but dwell on the matter.

The demon lord had assigned Cloudbillow as a first rank personal attendant. Even though the human was still merely an attendant, he was clearly higher than the others.

“My lord, how may I help you?” Cloudbillow responded subserviently.

“When you entered my domain, there was a youth that lingered outside. Who is he? The two of you don’t seem to get along.”

Cloudbillow gnashed his teeth in anger when Jiang Chen was brought up.

“My lord, that brat is a cunning one. He will become a thorn in your side one day if you plan on dominating the world.” The great emperor immediately placed a target on Jiang Chen’s head without a care for the world.

“Oh? He’s just a youth! Why do you fear a mere emperor? Did you suffer a great loss at his hands?” The quick-witted demon lord immediately saw to the heart of the matter.

“My lord, when I was still a citizen of Pillfire City, the brat…” Cloudbillow answered truthfully without holding anything back. To drive his point home, he even added some embellishment to make Jiang Chen seem as cunning as possible.

“My lord, the brat is already a leading figure in the human domain at the age of thirty. You mustn't underestimate him. You have to be ruthless and cut all the nonsense when it comes to him. If you give him any breathing space, he might wriggle his way to safety yet again.” This was Cloudbillow's final conclusion after several encounters with Jiang Chen.

The demon lord’s face darkened. “So it sounds like he will be a problem indeed. The human race always gives birth to a few fearsome geniuses like him in critical times. I will keep a watchful eye on him.”

“My lord is wise.” Cloudbillow bootlicked.

“Mm, Cloudbillow, I expect a lot from you since you're a first rank personal attendant. I’ll have many great uses for you when I begin my conquest. As long as you serve me well, there will be plenty of rewards and opportunities for you. With your potential, great emperor is your limit. Do you wish to reach the empyrean realm and be a man above all men?”

Empyrean realm?

Cloudbillow’s eyes burned with excitement. “My lord, can I really ascend to the empyrean realm, receive the heavenly dao’s recognition, and obtain an empyrean decree?”

“You don’t believe me?” The demon lord’s tones chilled.

“N-no! Never! I have nothing but respect for my lord’s abilities. It’s just that it’s been a very long time since an empyrean expert has appeared in the human domain, so…”

“Hmph! What a falsehood! The true experts from your race have abandoned the human domain. You’ve been sidelined, destined for a life of mediocrity.”

“My lord, what do you mean?”

The demon lord answered blandly. “The human domain was one of the main battlefields during the ancient great war. Countless spirit veins have been destroyed since, depleting the spirit energy from the heaven and earth. Meanwhile, resources grow more and more scarce with each passing day. It’s only natural that this domain would be sidelined.”

“My lord is well-informed about the matters of the outside world despite being trapped behind a seal. Your subordinate is in awe.” Cloudbillow was genuinely taken aback. “If what my lord says is true, then what do you stand do gain by conquering this land?”

This question yet lingered in Cloudbillow’s heart. Since the human domain had already been sidelined, the demons should no longer have a reason to conquer this land.

The demon lord laughed coldly. “Plenty. First of all, instead of establishing foundations on this land, we lost a great number of our brethren during the ancient war. So, we need some territory to strengthen our numbers again. Secondly, many powerful demons remain sealed in this domain. Only by freeing them can we grow stronger. Thirdly, you humans might not be very powerful, but you make extremely good slaves. The destruction of the spirit veins and the lack of resources are issues that can be fixed. Moreover, we need humans a lot more than any spirit vein or resource. For us demons, a big population is the most important resource!” The demon lord didn't need to hide anything since he'd gained sovereignty over Cloudbillow.
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A New Mission


“Cloudbillow, do you know why I value you so?” The demon lord suddenly asked.

The emperor blinked. “I’m not wise enough to understand, sir. Please enlighten me.”

“After you learn my demonic arts, I want you to take all of these people back to the human domain.”

“Huh?” Cloudbillow gasped in shock. “My lord, we will be public enemies if we return now.”

“Don’t worry. Isn’t there a human saying that applies to this? When people repeat a lie often enough, it’s no different from the truth. Jiang Chen is only one mouth against many. Can he talk all of you down?”

Cloudbillow blinked. Initially, he thought the idea ridiculous, but what the demon lord was proposing was actually quite feasible. No matter how eloquent that Jiang Chen kid was, he was only one person, while they had numerous people here that spanned different multiple sects of the Upper Eight Regions.

How could they not overwhelm a single voice in the court of public opinion? However, Jiang Chen wasn’t the only one who had escaped.

“Demon lord, there were a few more who’ve escaped. Emperor Newsun of the Ninesuns Sky Sect, and some cultivator of a small sect.”

“That’s still only three. How many do you have here? Cloudbillow,” the demon lord responded coldly, “this is a test. You have another mission once you return to Pillfire City. You must be opportunistic about taking over Pillfire and controlling Emperor Pillzenith. From what you’ve said, Pillfire is the strongest faction in the human domain. If Emperor Pillzenith becomes your puppet, and Pillfire the celestial demons’ headquarters, the effectiveness of my plan will be doubled!”

Cloudbillow was sorely tempted. He was just a subordinate in Pillfire. Though he was reasonably prominent in the city, there was only one boss around there: Emperor Pillzenith and none else.

The others’ positions were given at the sole discretion of Emperor Pillzenith. If they didn’t ensure their leader’s happiness, they could be swapped out almost arbitrarily. If they could control Emperor Pillzenith and take over Pillfire, wouldn’t his suppressed ambition be fulfilled?

Wasn’t becoming the ruler of Pillfire his secret desire?

The demon lord’s suggestion allowed Cloudbillow to see the viability of this alternative plan. Excitement bloomed and he was roused into action. Still, there were a few lingering concerns.

“Demon lord, Emperor Pillzenith is very strong. He is much more capable than I. I don’t think it’ll be easy for me to beat him. Plus, if Jiang Chen returns to the human domain and spreads the word, Emperor Pillzenith will be on his guard against me regardless.” That was the emperor’s biggest worry.

“Rest easy. That kid and the other two haven’t left the premises yet.” The demon lord’s consciousness swept the space after a brief respite. Within the range of detection were the auras of the ones who’d fled.

Especially–

“Hmm?” There was a violent disturbance when the demon lord’s consciousness locked onto Jiang Chen’s. A feeling of unease came over him.

What’s happening? The demon lord’s consciousness sank into thoughtful observation. “What is that kid doing?”

No action was hidden from the demon lord’s watchful eye. However, he evidently didn’t know about the secret of the Primordial Stone Golem Tribe. He had little idea as to what the youth was doing.

“What’s with those giant statues over there?” Having been sealed here for so long, the demon lord was naturally aware of the eight gargantuan statues in front of the Primosanct Sect’s sacred palace.

He’d thought they were merely ornaments. Why would there be any special meaning behind them? But this no longer seemed to be the case.

Demons were a naturally paranoid sort. Jiang Chen’s odd behavior made the demon lord uneasy.

“Cloudbillow, are you willing to take a gamble to deal with that Jiang Chen brat once and for all?”

Cloudbillow’s eyes lit up. “Has he really not left yet, demon lord? Where is he?”

“At the entrance of this palace. It seems he’s taken an interest in the statues near the door. He’s behaving rather oddly. Cloudbillow, are you brave enough to take him out if I give you a Celestial Demon Goldscale Talisman?”

The emperor was raring to go. However, he did immediately recall the other problem. “What of the Vermilion Bird, demon lord?”

“That feathered chicken is at the end of its rope,” the demon lord retorted with displeasure. “The attack prior cost it too much energy. It’s at the end of its lifespan, which means it can barely move. Why do you think it hasn’t come inside to kill you all otherwise?”

“It… it’s almost dead?”

“Obviously. If it were at peak strength, do you think you would be able to enter this secret realm at all given your level?”

The demon lord disliked the Vermilion Bird, but also harbored a reasonable fear of it. Still, he had noticed that it was in its final throes before expiration.

“That means the Vermilion Bird is far from being at its strongest!” Emperor Cloudbillow was mildly surprised. It had unleashed such a terrifying attack despite that! If the bird had been at peak during their last encounter, perhaps they would’ve really all died.

“Stop wasting time. Are you going or not?” The demon lord was getting impatient.

Emperor Cloudbillow thought for a few moments. “My lord, you said you would give me a Celestial Demon Goldscale Talisman. What is that exactly?”

“The talisman can save your life. If the bird uses all it has to fight you, it’ll still be quite dangerous. But the talisman will preserve you no matter the danger, unless it is at its peak. Heh, fortunately, it has less than half that much strength remaining. It won’t be able to do a thing!”

As he spoke, a flash of gold appeared before Cloudbillow’s eyes. In the next moment, an antique, simple golden talisman full of demonic vigor appeared before the emperor.

“There’s no time to waste, Cloudbillow. That kid seems to be messing around with those stone statues. You can distract the Vermilion Bird so that the others can besiege that kid.”

There were six great emperors alone with Cloudbillow. Even if Cloudbillow was preoccupied, there were many of his compatriots ready to fight. Their newfound demonic methods noticeably increased combat strength, even though their grasp of said methods was only rudimentary. A team like that was almost guaranteed to kill a young genius who was only emperor realm.

Cloudbillow hesitated for a moment before girding himself. “Thank you for your approval, my lord. I’ll do it! That kid got out of here alive only to dawdle here. Heaven wants him to die!”

The talisman settled Cloudbillow’s heart. He was unafraid of Jiang Chen; the Vermilion Bird was far more intimidating. The kid and the bird currently appeared to be on relatively good terms. This wasn’t something Cloudbillow wanted to see.

Jiang Chen’s failure to enter the sealing formation had elicited his desire to see the boy being consumed by the Vermilion Bird. Alas, things hadn’t played out like he’d wanted.

“Alright. You are fresh recruits under my banner and I would like to see if you are capable or not. If you can’t deal with a young cultivator like him, then you will have utterly disappointed me.”

“Don’t worry, my lord,” Cloudbillow thumped his chest. “That kid has no backing to speak of this time. Killing him will be trivial for us.”

Cloudbillow didn’t consider himself to have been defeated by Jiang Chen last time. Quite the opposite: Jiang Chen had only escaped because he’d kidnapped Pillzenith’s beloved son, young master Tian Lin. This time, there was no option of blackmail. Cloudbillow didn’t believe that Jiang Chen had any room to flee.

The great emperor gathered together his great emperor compatriots as well as a group of ninth level emperor experts.

“This is the first battle under the demon lord’s command, my friends. You should know that if that kid is allowed to return to the human domain, our reputations will be nonexistent there very shortly. We will be branded universal traitors and demonic cohorts! Therefore…” Cloudbillow didn’t spell things out, but what he was hinting at was obvious.

They couldn’t let Jiang Chen return home!

“Daoist Cloudbillow, if my lord trusts you that much, you should take command here!”

“That’s right. As long as we can kill that kid and stem the news, we’ll do anything!”

They all knew that if Jiang Chen and Emperor Newsun were stopped from leaving, the betrayal of their own race would remain a secret. Only then could they openly return to the human domain. Therefore, everyone knew that there could be no delay.

“Good!” Cloudbillow continued when he saw their passion. “I’ll take the lead shortly and try to draw the Vermilion Bird away. All of you should find an opportunity to attack Jiang Chen. His cultivation level doesn’t matter, nor does martial courtesy of any kind. We only have one goal and that’s to kill him!”

“Kill him!” Under the control of the demon lord’s will, the human cultivators’ killing urge had been amplified by quite a bit.

“We’re off!” Cloudbillow led the charge. He knew what his mission was.

If he couldn’t attract the Vermilion Bird’s attention, it would be very unlikely for their assault to succeed. All of the experts here wouldn’t be able to withstand a single furious attack from the sacred bird.

A flurry of figures rushed out after him.

[image: ]


Currently, Jiang Chen was submerged in the world of the Primordial Stone Golem Tribe. Having revived two golems in quick succession, his consciousness was on the brink of exhaustion. He was resting and in the process of recovery.

Suddenly, a string of rapid convulsions disrupted his consciousness. He awoke with a start, opening his eyes.
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The Stone Golems Unleash Their Might


In the hall of the Primosanct Sect, Cloudbillow’s figure floated out like a wraith. He pounced in Jiang Chen’s direction with lightning speed.

Seeing this, the Vermilion Bird unceremoniously swept both wings forward. Each wingbeat caused streaks of celestial fire to descend like a meteor, shooting furiously towards Cloudbillow.

Cloudbillow’s acceleration had suddenly increased a great deal. He was able to shake free of the dense firestorm and escape to its outer-left.

“Brat! You can keep turtling here. I’m going to kill Newsun and that piece of trash from the Purple Smoke Sect.” Cloudbillow seemed to have his target elsewhere. He hurtled towards the mountain range across from the palace.

This move angered Jiang Chen a great deal. “Senior Vermilion Bird,” he shouted, “that man is very rude! Please kill him in my stead.”

The bird shrugged its shoulders. “Are you sure?”

“Certainly,” Jiang Chen nodded resolutely.

Cloudbillow’s speed and aura had both grown exponentially, likely due to the celestial demon lord’s imparted wisdom.

If he was allowed to reach Emperor Newsun’s position, the great emperor from the Ninesuns Sky Sect could potentially fend him off. However, the forefather of the Purple Smoke Sect would die in an instant.

Jiang Chen had no wish for someone who’d proven so loyal to be the first casualty of Cloudbillow’s betrayal.

With a shriek and a wing flap, the Vermilion Bird expanded several times in size. It blotted out the sky, uncannily swift despite its gargantuan size. Two fiery blades sliced into the air behind Cloudbillow, like oppressively grinding walls.

The emperor had grown much stronger, but most of that was a superficial increase. It was unrealistic to expect him to suddenly rival the Vermilion Bird in combat. Thankfully, he knew that more clearly than anybody. The Celestial Demon Goldscale Talisman was activated without so much as taking a breath.

In a flash of strange golden light, a suit of aureate armor flickered into being around Cloudbillow. He felt that he was invincible. The talisman hadn’t just increased his defense, but his speed twice over as well. The extraordinary change reassured the emperor significantly.

“Hmph, animals will be animals. Even a sacred bird from the ancient times is just a chicken in the end. You want to catch up to me? In your dreams!” Cloudbillow went one step further and provoked the bird.

The Vermilion Bird didn’t know how to speak human language, but it understood it perfectly well.

It flew into a rage when it heard what Cloudbillow had said. The kindled fury of an ancient divine creature was a force to be reckoned with. If not for the fact that it neared the end of its lifespan, it would destroy an entire world in its anger.

The Vermilion Bird’s rising anger made Cloudbillow slightly regret the severity of his provocation. But simply remembering the power of his talisman reassured him.

Man and bird chased each other into the distance in the blink of an eye.

Jiang Chen had anticipated such a thing for a long while. “Senior Vermilion Bird really is old,” he muttered. “Otherwise, it would handily defeat Cloudbillow within seconds at its peak, even considering any help from the celestial demon lord.”

As he questioned his fundamental assumptions, his consciousness contorted once more. In the next moment, Jiang Chen’s attention moved.

Whoosh whoosh whoosh!

Roughly thirty figures rushed out of the palace. Jiang Chen knew all of them well. Past a certain point, most cultivators had photographic memories.

He hadn’t clearly seen their appearances, but already he was relatively sure that these figures were the cultivators who’d fled into the demon lord’s domain. They had different identities now – slaves under the demon lord’s control.

Having come to this conclusion, Jiang Chen suddenly realized something. His face darkened. “An excellent plan to separate us!” His reactions were lightning-fast. He saw what the demon lord was interested in instantly. The Vermilion Bird and Cloudbillow’s increase in distance meant that those remaining were here for him.

Their malice was almost palpable.

“What’s this, brat? Heaven gave you an out, but you just had to wander into hell instead!” Even though the great emperor from the Eternal Celestial Capital had changed allegiances, his hatred inherited from his faction hadn’t lessened for it.

The two great emperors from the Empyrean River Palace and the Sublime Chord Temple joined in on the terrorization as well.

“Jiang Chen, we’re here at the behest of the demon lord to end your miserable existence. Prepare to die!”

The cultivators moved as quick gusts of wind, landing like cannonballs in a hundred yards near Jiang Chen. They surrounded him in a circle.

“Enough with the small talk. Let’s gang up and kill this kid!”

“That’s right. Daoist Cloudbillow told us do so. Why talk when we can fight?”

These men were uninterested in wasting any words. They’d gathered in an aggressive encirclement before their voices faded away. These famous cultivators in the human domain were swarming Jiang Chen many-to-one!

The young lord of Veluriyam wasn’t about to take this lightly. Even without the celestial demon lord’s teachings, he would have trouble dealing with a coordinated attack from so many great emperors.

He couldn’t meet it head on. The only thing he could possibly do was to use the speed of the Kunpeng Meteoric Escape to break free of the encirclement.

Borrowing the power of the spacetime seal to abscond directly into the Veluriyam Pagoda and leave everything behind was another solution.

However, Jiang Chen was much calmer than he had any right to be. He was perfectly settled without the Vermilion Bird’s protection.

“Big Stone, Second Stone. If you don’t act now and something happens to me, I reckon you won’t find anyone else in the world who can revive your brothers.” He transmitted to the two golems. Their body and soul had reunited by this point, but the two brothers were still meditating.

Meditating helped improve the fusion between their consciousnesses and forms. What Jiang Chen had done was only the first step in bridging their bodies and their consciousnesses. It wouldn’t be easy to return to their level of strength in the primordial age.

Of course, these tribesmen could be called geniuses if they got even a tenth of their original strength back.

Big and Second Stone were mentally simple, but they did listen devotedly to Jiang Chen’s instructions. Thankfully, he was easily understood in this instance.

It was a clear declaration that someone was interested in causing their benefactor harm. If they didn’t do something about it, then he was going to be done for. They were really worried about their brothers, and not having someone to revive them sounded terrible.

The older brother opened his eyes in a glare. His gigantic body was a silent mountain that had just awakened, reigniting the strength within. Big Stone stretched out both arms, letting out a long roar.

Heaven and earth shook at this deafening sound, the sun and moon dimmed as well.

Second Stone followed his brother’s example. The incessant roaring of the two brothers was simply fearsome to listen to.

“Second, take the right. I will stay on the left. Let’s protect our savior!” Big Stone called out, making a grabbing motion with his powerful arms.

The air rippled in his wake, as if space itself was being cut by the currents in his wake.

An emperor realm cultivator who had clearly been a hundred yards from Big Stone was seized by the dimension-rending technique. Said cultivator was scared witless. “Don’t kill me, please!” he begged.

Big Stone was a stone golem. His tribe was simple-minded people and could very much deaden themselves to the feelings of those they didn’t care about.

The golem didn’t so much as bat an eyelash, despite the begging. He raised his arm high and slammed the cultivator into the ground. Then raised it again, and slammed it down, then up, and down...

The rotund man was now a pancake of flesh. It was quite a tragic sight. The ferocity of the race was perfectly evoked by this brutal gesture. Such giants were frightening once they were warmed up.

Second Stone saw no reason to hold back, either. He murdered several cultivators in quick succession.

The mountainous size and dangerous expressions the two brothers featured awed these demonic servants into speechlessness. The golems’ strides were ten times the size of an ordinary cultivator. More concerningly, their elephantine thighs moved like spring-loaded mechanisms, jumping with unparalleled athleticism.

The great emperor from the Eternal Celestial Capital did a visible double take. “What kind of monster is this? Are they afflicted with extreme gigantism?”

“Be careful, everyone! These two giants are horrifying!”

“Aren’t these two giants the stone statues we saw at the palace’s entrance? How… how can stone statues become flesh and blood?” Everyone felt their minds collectively blank. What they were witnessing defied their understanding. They’d never heard of statues being revived into living things.

These demonic servants were all human cultivators, but they were largely from divergent sects. Therefore, it was impossible to expect them to cooperate. When terror spread through this crowd, it could not be stemmed.

Big Stone was ferocious, and Second Stone, merciless.

The two brothers’ colossal girths, tremendous steps, and shocking velocities granted them an insurmountable advantage. They were immense tigers or panthers charging into a herd of grazing animals.

The demon servants originally intent on killing Jiang Chen lost all their fighting spirit.

Big Stone’s large hands grabbed at them as rapidly as lightning. The cultivator from the Eternal Celestial Capital felt his body stiffen. In the next moment, he felt himself locked into place by a powerful force, unable to move any longer.
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The Demon Servants’ Rout


A great emperor represented the highest level of power in the human domain. But even a peak great emperor would be hard pressed to one-shot an initial stage one.

Yet, the Eternal Celestial Capital’s mid great emperor was as powerless as a newborn learning how to walk. No matter how he struggled, the thick fingers crushed him tightly in place like five mountains.

“Big Stone, these people have strayed into the path of demons. There’s no need for mercy, ” Jiang Chen sent.

Stone golems were ever faithful war machines. With the young lord’s injunction, the two brothers no longer held back. A slight squeeze of the hand popped the great emperor like a cherry.

The scene left the crowd dumbstruck. Among them, the man had been second only to Cloudbillow, yet he’d been exterminated with a casual grab.

Thankfully, the Empyrean River Palace’s great emperor realized the danger and shouted, “Brothers, run! These two creatures are too frightening!”

Powerhouses had a keen sense of danger. Perceiving the golem’s extraordinary aura from a couple of exchanges, the crowd understood that the stone giants were simply on another level. This was a one-sided massacre rather than a fight. Blanching, they ran for the hills.

The golems would have crushed them all even at thirty percent strength. But the golems had awoken not long ago. They were rusty and their bodies and souls still weak, giving the demon servants a chance to escape.

Even so, only half of the thirty experts narrowly escaped from their slaughter.

Who would dare stay behind? These hapless fellows bolted back inside the palace.

The entire scene left the demon lord shaken to the core, in spite of his vast experience. He’d witnessed the entire process of his servants’ crushing defeat.

“Aren’t they the statues outside? How the hell could they come to life? What kind of damned place is the Primosanct Sect?”

He was a noble celestial demon, an invader from a mighty plane. The measly creatures on the Divine Abyss Continent should have been beneath his contempt. So how could he not be shocked? Could statues be given life? What kind of shenanigans were these?

In other circumstances, he would have raged at his slaves for crumbling at the first blow. He might even have put them all to death for the shame. But at this moment, he was simply glad some had come back alive rather than all dying in vain.

He’d painstakingly lured these humans to him. He didn’t want to see his efforts vanish in a puff of smoke.

“My lord, we’ve betrayed your trust…”

“My lord, we tried to kill the brat, but the two giants came out of nowhere. They’re so strong we can’t even get close. We’ve suffered massive losses at the first onset. We await your punishment.”

“My lord, none of us can withstand them.” Returning hastily, the defeated experts knelt in tears, admitting their failure with heads hanging. They shivered in apprehension. Their first mission for their new master had failed so miserably.

The demon lord stayed silent for a long while before sighing. “You’re not to be blamed. I observed your battle. The two strange giants are at least empyrean realm.”

The humans sighed collectively in relief. The demon lord seems rather reasonable.

“Where’s Cloudbillow?” the demon asked.

“He lured the Vermilion Bird away. We’re not sure where he is now.”

Unwilling to tax his already depleted consciousness, the demon nodded. “No need to panic. You’re absolutely safe inside my domain. If they dare enter, they’ll have to deal with me!”

His heart pounded despite his brave front. With his experience, how could he fail to notice the giants’ power? They would be tough opponents even for his former self.

It was even more frightening that there were eight statues in total. What if they all came to life? Eight of those terrifying giants? He couldn’t help but shiver at the prospect.

All of a sudden, Cloudbillow’s dark figure shot back inside. He panted, his face wan, but paused when he noticed the crestfallen mood. “You’re back already? Did you kill the kid?”

The embarrassed crowd fell silent. A bad premonition arose in his heart. On closer inspection, some people seemed to be missing. The Eternal Celestial Capital’s expert in particular was nowhere to be seen.

“You…” he gasped.

“Daoist Cloudbillow, things took a turn for the worse.” The fellow from the Empyrean River Palace heaved a sigh, detailing what had transpired.

The stunned Cloudbillow stayed speechless for a long while.

What the hell was going on? Statues coming back to life as giants with unparalleled valor? Of course he remembered them from the entrance. It was difficult to miss their looming figures as tall as ten men.

Baffled, he couldn’t help asking, “My lord, is there such a strange thing in this world? What on earth are they?”

Equally perplexed, the demon didn’t answer. Instead, he shot back, “What do you make of the Vermilion Bird’s condition after luring it away?”

“My lord, it’s as you’ve said. The divine bird is a shadow of its former self. I can match it with the help of the Celestial Demon Goldscale Talisman. Near the end of the chase, it showed clear signs of exhaustion. I can probably even kill it if I was empyrean realm.” His confidence had soared greatly after a bout against the divine bird.

“Kill it?” The demon chuckled. “Don’t be overly optimistic. When near death, an ancient bird can surge with power hard to imagine. In any case, I’ve misread the situation. We’ve lost many men, so let’s be patient. I’ve waited for more than a hundred thousand years, what’s a few more days?”

Indeed, he wasn’t stubborn when facing adverse circumstances.

Outside the palace, Jiang Chen was equally shocked by the golem brothers’ prowess. They were already this frighteningly strong when barely awake, after barely managing to recover thirty percent of their original prowess!

After witnessing Big Stone in action, he finally took in the full measure of a golem’s power. If he could obtain their wholehearted loyalty, how fearsome a force would that be? Jiang Chen clenched his fists in excitement.

As Veluriyam’s young lord, he’d been a little frustrated in his grand ambitions. What wouldn’t he give for a reliable fighting force! The golems would be a heaven-sent assistance. They’d help him settle many issues in the human domain, such as the demon lord, for one.

If the golems could return to their peak condition, the demon had little hope of leaving the premises alive after escaping its prison.

“Big Stone, Second Stone, well done!” He gave the two brothers a big thumbs up.

The golems scratched their cheeks, a little embarrassed. They actually blamed themselves for letting more than half of the cultivators escape.

“Savior, we haven’t fought in a long while, so we’re a little rusty. No one will slip away next time!” Big Stone pledged.

Brimming with regret, Second Stone nodded in agreement.

The golems seemed simple-minded indeed. The apology over such a trivial matter offered the young lord a better glimpse into their natures.

“Haha, don’t blame yourselves. You’ve done more than enough. Focus on restoring your strength and don’t let anyone sneak up on and disturb me while I revive your brothers.”

Big Stone clenched his huge fist. “This fist will crush dead anyone who dares come!”

The eight brothers were very close to each other, hence revival of all was dearest to his heart.

The Vermilion Bird returned just then. Judging by its dismay, its failure to kill Cloudbillow just now had struck a huge blow to its pride. It’d also realized even more keenly how little time it had left.

Jiang Chen could roughly guess what had happened, but didn’t know how to comfort it.
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The Golem Brothers Swear Allegiance


The proud Vermilion Bird fled Jiang Chen’s gaze. It didn’t want the young man to see its sorry state. The noble ancient beast rather looked like a hero in its final throes.

“Senior, don’t feel down. You’re at your weakest right now. You’ll reign supreme again once you rise from the ashes.” The words of comfort were rather weak, but they came from the heart.

“Alas! I’m thankful for meeting a kid of you near the end of my life. Someone will at least witness my death. You won’t let my body rot when I pass away, will you? You’ll give me a burial, won’t you?” The divine creature was filled with self-pity. The young human in front of him seemed the best and only friend it could vent its grief on.

But Jiang Chen shook his head. “Senior, don’t despair yet. I firmly believe that you’ll have a chance at rebirth sooner or later. Have faith.”

“No need to placate me.” The ancient bird sighed with a wry smile. “After I die, you can take my blood. The blood of a divine Vermilion Bird is precious, you know? Just don’t defile my body and let me rest in peace.”

The young lord brimmed with righteousness. “Senior, I’ve felt a kinship with you since we met, as if we’re old friends. If you happen to perish, I’ll never touch your divine blood or your body. This I swear!”

The bird started. It hadn’t expected such a straightforward promise.

“Young man, are you aware how valuable my bloodline is?” it couldn’t help asking. “Do you know how many people are desperate for a single drop?”

Jiang Chen shook his head. “I would naturally accept a drop if you offered it to me. But how can I profit from your death? It would be great disrespect to you and defilement of our friendship.”

He’d loot everything if he were to chance upon a dead Vermilion Bird. Blood, body, or even the smallest feather, everything was a priceless treasure when it came to one of these ancient, divine creatures. But he was a loyal man true to his friendships.

His solemn tone struck the bird speechless. It’d always thought of humans as a greedy race. This young man was an exception amongst his peers.

“Young man, you’re truly worth befriending. I haven’t asked your name yet, or where you come from. I’ve heard them call you Jiang Chen. Will you tell me your story?”

The young man smiled and did so. The only thing he concealed was the secret of his reincarnation. After all, it had too broad an implication to be casually exposed.

Stunned, the bird said, “Jiang Chen, you’ve risen quite fast. Alas, you were born in the wrong era. Back in my time, you’d be a peerless genius, a figure to match the Primosanct sect head!”

It spoke of the sectmaster with clear admiration. The latter was obviously some distance away from the sect’s founder, but he was a well-respected figure of his era nonetheless, a leading figure of mankind. Unfortunately, he’d ended up as yet another victim of the warring era.

The bird’s praise was no empty flattery.

Jiang Chen smiled, exhorting, “Senior, I’ll go revive the other golems. You just rest and recover your energy. Don’t exert yourself any further. With the golem brothers here, these demon lackeys are no threat to us.”

With a glance at the two stone brothers, the bird nodded. They were formidable, but with the divine creature’s noble ancient bloodline, it didn’t have an inferiority complex.

The two brothers shot an honest smile back, looking a little silly and pure as children.

The ancient bird sighed secretly in praise. To unintentionally save eight golems, this kid is blessed by the heavens. With their honest characters, they’ll definitely prove useful to him.

Emotion stirred in its heart. If all eight can be revived, will I finally be free to leave this realm and seek a chance at life?

Using the secret art, Jiang Chen revived the remaining golems. This technique was extremely strenuous, so he didn’t rush for immediate results. Even so, all eight statues were resurrected after a few days.

To come back to life again after so much time was an unfathomable outcome for the brothers.

The process exhausted the young man, but he could sense it had greatly strengthened his consciousness. The secret art was complex. Only a young and meticulous genius like Jiang Chen could have succeeded.

The eight brothers embraced each other in delight. Bit by bit, memories of their tribe’s calamity came back to them. They also came to understand how much time had passed.

No record of the primordial era seemed left in the human domain. That era could be said to be the antiquity of antiquity.

If one thought of it as the continent’s first age, then the ancient era was perhaps the second, while they were now in the third age.

The brothers’ souls had been separated from their bodies in the first age. To revive perfectly in the third must have been the will of the heavens.

The group returned to the mountain peak facing the palace and rested for a few days. Naturally, it was impossible for the golems to recover their former strength in such a short time. The human domain simply couldn’t supply enough resources.

They’d been unimaginably strong in the past. Although mere children among their kin, they’d still been empyrean powerhouses thanks to their race’s outstanding potential.

Big Stone was the most gifted among them. He’d once almost rivaled great empyrean experts. His younger brothers had also reached mid empyrean level.

But now, the others were at best half-step empyrean, while their eldest brother recovered to first level empyrean realm, making him an initial empyrean cultivator, also known as a lower empyrean expert.

It took the brothers half a month to slowly adapt to their new life and environment.

“Savior, thank you for saving us.” Big Stone said one day, his seven brothers behind him.

Jiang Chen smiled. “No need to thank me, it was pure coincidence. What plans do you have hereafter?”

The golems froze at the question. So many eras later, they no longer had an anchor in their lives.

Favors and enmities of the primordial age had disappeared in the long river of time. Their tribe had fallen. The mighty race that had destroyed their kin had also seemingly vanished without a trace. No vestige from their time seemed left on the continent.

“Savior, we don’t have any plans. When Saint Dan gave us shelter, he told us to follow the one to revive us. So we’ll follow what he said.”

“Right. Savior, we’ll be in your care in the future,” Second Stone agreed.

The other brothers nodded as well.

Golems followed a simple logic, a welcome change from the twisted schemes of the martial world...

You saved us, so we’ll follow you.

Jiang Chen had a flowery speech prepared to recruit the brothers, but he hadn’t expected them to propose it of their own volition. It almost seemed a shame to have no opportunity to deliver his carefully prepared remarks.

Nevertheless, he was over the moon. Aid from the golems would give him wings! Even not in optimal form, their battle prowess would be enough to deal with many unforeseen situations.

He’d been fretting about the demon lord. But now, this ancient invader was no longer a threat, even if he were to break out of its prison.

He looked gravely at each of them, nodding at their guileless faces. “Since you’re honest folks, I won’t sugarcoat my words. I promise you won’t come to regret your decision. But right now, there’s a thorny issue I need your help with.”
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The Three Signature Treasures


Jiang Chen looked harshly at the palace.

After resurrecting the golems, his first thought had been to borrow their strength to kill the demon lord, lest it unleash devastation upon mankind. However, that was easier said than done. Even the Primosanct Sect’s head couldn’t kill the fearsome creature, a sign of just how terrifying it was. It’d grown to become one of the greatest threats facing Jiang Chen.

Resting beside the human youth, the Vermilion Bird glanced at him, stirring slightly in surprise. It might have underestimated the young man’s ambitions. Did he aspire to extinguish the demon?

Big Stone thumped his chest. “Don’t worry, young master Chen. Fighting’s the one thing we rough guys are good at. Just point us at whoever you want beaten up.”

Jiang Chen shook his head with a smile. “You’re not hired thugs. My only goal is the celestial demon lord sealed inside the palace. He’s an invader from another world. He must be stopped before he causes a calamity for our continent.”

Aware of the brothers’ eagerness, he’d tried not to sound overly melodramatic, but he roused their fighting spirit nonetheless.

“Celestial demon lord? Is that the demon race you spoke of, young master? Good! We’ll let him see what our tribe is made of!”

“Yeah! A punch from each of us will turn him into meat paste. Or we can just drown him in our saliva!” Second Stone looked honest, but he was prone to boasting.

Jiang Chen wasn’t so cavalier when it came to the demon lord. He knew how tough the ancient threat was given that the Primosanct Sect hadn’t eliminated it.

He glanced at the Vermilion Bird. “Senior, don’t pretend to be asleep. I know you’re listening. You’ve guarded this realm ever since antiquity, you’re the greatest authority when it comes to this demon.”

The bird heaved a soft sigh. It was in a slightly better shape after some rest, but there was no major improvement.

“I wasn’t pretending. Not that I want to discourage you, but... you must know by now how strong the Primosanct Sect was? They cornered the demon and rained all sorts of ferocious techniques on him, yet he still lives.”

The golems didn’t understand its language, so Big Stone asked, “Young master, what’s this big fire bird mumbling about?”

“It speaks the ancient beast language. The senior was telling me how frightening the demon lord is and said that the entire sect once launched an all-out attack on the demon but still failed. It doubts you’ll succeed in killing him either,” Jiang Chen explained, adding some fuel to the flames.

Big Stone grunted in discontent. “Young master, no one under the sky is immortal. Not us golems and certainly not some lousy demon.”

“Let us have a crack at him. Hehe, gods or demons, everyone will be smashed flat!”

“Right, right! Who’s stronger than us primordial golems?” The brothers didn’t fear the demons, not having experienced the invasion nor having first-hand knowledge.

“Senior, please say something. What are our odds of killing him for good?” Jiang Chen clung doggedly to the opportunity.

His solemnity and indomitable spirit moved the ancient bird. Here was someone who never retreated no matter the adversity.

“Senior, my mind is set. And once we kill him, your mission will be complete and we’ll be free to attend to your rebirth.”

The ancient bird took a deep breath at the prospect. “In that case, you need him out of the seal first. All of your attacks will be meaningless if they’re blocked by the formation. You won’t be able to reach him if you can’t break it.

“That being said, his battle strength will increase tenfold once free. And when it comes to brains and cunning, he’s in another league compared to the golem brothers.”

It thought for a moment. “There’s another possibility, which is to strength the formation. It can both imprison and kill. Had it been stronger back in the day, the sect might have successfully eradicated him. If you can enhance it, then perhaps...”

There were two clear choices here.

First, unleash the golem brothers on the demon after allowing him to break out first. Jiang Chen wouldn’t be able to inflict any damage through the formation. Second, destroy the demon lord by strengthening the formation, which would also be easier now that he had been weakened by his long imprisonment.

In fact, the ancient sect could have killed him long ago simply by continuously grinding away with the formation. Sadly, the sect had fallen in the ancient war. And the seal’s energy had almost entirely run dry after so much time.

Jiang Chen weighed the pros and cons.

The first method seemed riskier. Even if they could break the formation, what if the golem brothers can’t stop the demon lord from fleeing?

Like a dragon back into the sea, the demon could hide somewhere and come back out only when returned to the height of its power to wreak havoc upon the world. The destruction would be devastating then.

Hence, after some hesitation, Jiang Chen decided on the more reliable option.

“Senior, the second method seems more suitable.”

The bird blinked, then smiled wryly. “The second? Strengthen the formation? Do you know how much knowledge and effort and resources went into it? Even if you can understand it, are you confident you can enhance it?”

It wasn’t that the ancient creature looked down on Jiang Chen, but that a signature formation created by one of the ten greatest ancient sects was almost perfect. Even if there was a tiny flaw, it didn’t affect the whole. Was perfection so easy to improve upon? Therefore, this wasn’t really an achievable solution. It’d only been mentioned out of courtesy.

The seal’s current vulnerability was solely due to a shortage of resources and the withering of the spirit veins. The difficulty of the task ahead seemed almost insurmountable.

“Senior, is there a guide with details of the formation?” Jiang Chen looked at the divine bird in earnest, his mind set. Next to pills, formations were his best area of expertise.

“Are you certain?” the bird couldn’t help asking again.

“Senior, let’s stop nattering about it. Time waits for no one. The demon lord is making the most out of every second he has, and we should too! The sooner we succeed, the sooner you can leave.”

Indeed, instead of watching over this realm until the end of time, the demon’s death would also reprieve the ancient bird from its vow.

Seeing how serious Jiang Chen was, the divine creature took a deep breath and nodded. “Alright. I don’t have much time left, so let’s take a gamble together. I’ll show you, follow me.”

An ancient inheritance would naturally be well-hidden. Not just anyone would allowed to peruse it. In fact, no truly important treasures would be casually exposed. The items the cultivators had seen on the palace’s second floor were merely second or third-rate.

These treasures suddenly reminded Jiang Chen of his brush. Despite its unremarkable appearance, he’d secreted away this one brush out of the dozen others in the pot.

A thought was the beginning of action. He took it out. “Senior, have a look. Is this brush related to the sect?”

The bird’s eyes suddenly shone. “Where did you find it?”

“In the palace’s treasure chamber. It was hidden with other ordinary brushes. No one else took a fancy to it, so I took it.” In fact, he’d attracted unwanted attention for picking up this simple brush. The situation had been a little hairy, but he’d fortunately reacted fast enough.

“Kid, I can’t believe the depths of your fortunes. The True Spirit Post is one of the three signature treasures of the sect! The sectmaster once told me the best treasures were hidden in the least conspicuous places, waiting for their predestined owners! One of them can give you the sect’s inheritance, two of them the position of sectmaster! With all three, everything in the sect is yours!”
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The Formation’s Inner Workings


The True Spirit Post?

These three words gave off an extraordinary sense of grandeur.

“Senior, what kind of treasure is it?” Despite his knowledge unrivaled in the heavenly planes, it was impossible for Jiang Chen to know every item in the myriad of worlds. Even so, his rough guess was that the brush must be used to etch formations or inscribe talismans.

But before the Vermilion Bird could reply, Big Stone shouted in surprise, “Eh!”

“Big Stone, what’s the matter?” Jiang Chen looked back in spite of himself.

“Savior, that really is called the True Spirit Post. It belonged to Saint Dan, we saw him use it before.” His bell-sized eyes stared at it, cheeks red with excitement.

“Savior, will you let me take a look?” He looked naively at Jiang Chen, little stars of hope in his eyes.

“Go ahead.” Jiang Chen saw no reason to be stingy. He might even learn more of the brush’s secrets this way.

Big Stone piously cupped the brush in both his hands. He respected and admired Saint Dan very much so, hence he worshipped his savior’s possession as if it were the man himself.

His lips quivered with emotion. “It - it really is the True Spirit Post! To think I’d see it again after such a long time! Savior, the founder never travelled without it.”

“Oh? Do you know what makes it so special?” Big Stone’s excitement elicited Jiang Chen’s curiosity.

“I know a little bit. Saint Dan was an outstanding leader on the continent. His status was very high. This was the pillar of his strength and has many uses. It can inscribe talismans and bind evil, etch formations, or be used as a weapon. It also has many other uses he never told us about, but that’s the general idea!”

Indeed, Jiang Chen had treated this indescript brush differently because he’d sensed an almost indiscernible aura emanating from it.

Big Stone returned it to Jiang Chen, handling it with reverent care.

“Young lord, everything must be the heavens’ doing. You obtained the saint’s treasure, so there’s no difference between you and him. He once told us the one to revive us will be our new master, and the one to inherit the brush will be the future sectmaster. You fulfill both conditions. From now on, the eight of us will follow you to the end of the earth.”

Jiang Chen hadn’t expected the brush to reinforce the golems’ loyalty.

“But he also said that to use it, it first needs to acknowledge you, then you must reach a certain level of cultivation. Even we weren’t strong enough. Us brothers once asked him out of curiosity, you see.” Big Stone was an honest golem. He’d sworn allegiance, but he’d speak his mind even if he offended his master.

Jiang Chen nodded. Judging by the golem’s tone, emperor realm must be far too low to access the item’s full potential. He could fool around with it at best, but it’d be a monstrous waste to actually use it in battle.

Even so, he was excited to have accidentally picked up a treasured legacy of the Primosanct Sect.

The Vermilion Bird was also amazed by the brush’s origin.

“Congratulations. You must have been born beneath a lucky star. Perhaps you will truly rebuild the Primosanct Sect one day.”

All the ancient sects had more or less fallen, lost in the long river of time.

“Let’s go study the formation.”

It was the most pressing matter at the moment. The young lord’s attentions were wholly on it. He had friends and family now. He couldn’t allow anyone in this world to threaten his loved ones, so he had to stop the demon lord before it was too late, before the cataclysm erupted in the human domain.

The secret of the formation was well hidden indeed, so much so it wasn’t in any specific location. Instead, pieces of the puzzle were scattered around the palace.

The formation’s essence had been divided into eight sections, following the pattern of the eight-sided bagua. Even if someone chanced upon one section, they wouldn’t be able to understand its real significance.

The whole picture only revealed itself when Jiang Chen took to the air and activated the spirit veins in all eight sections.

The strange scene left him astonished. The eight sections were ever-changing, the space warped by a strange art. Without grasping the profound mysteries within, deciphering it would be an enormous challenge. Thankfully, Jiang Chen was a master of formations.

True, he’d been baffled at first and couldn’t figure out where to even begin. But he carefully sorted through his thoughts and slowly pieced together the entire picture. With his skill and experience, a short analysis proved enough for a preliminary understanding of the inner workings.

The monstrosity was a headache in the making. He’d naively thought that no matter how complicated, it couldn’t possibly be worse than the Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect’s formations. How mistaken he’d been!

It was much, much worse. Even if it couldn’t compare to the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement, it was one of the ancient era’s finest examples.

Despite specializing in formations, how could the Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect compare to one of the five greatest sects of the ancient times? In fact, the Primosanct Sect probably hadn’t created it either. It must have come from the primordial era.

“Young man, the formation is hidden here. Study it carefully. If you can repair or improve it to its peak level, then even the demon wouldn’t be able to escape even if he grew a pair of wings,” the Vermilion Bird said confidently.

One day, two days, half a month...

After an entire month, the young lord had roughly figured out the formation’s meanderings.

“It’s hard to imagine such a difficult and complex layout. Countless Primosanct seniors must have shed sweat and blood to set it up.”

Unfortunately, he was now at a loss how to proceed.

Grasping the underlying principles wasn’t enough. He now required vast amounts of energy, several dozen times what he’d consumed when building the Nine Sparks Petalstorm Formation, or perhaps even more. After all, this was an ancient formation that could even imprison a celestial demon lord.

The Primosanct Sect had accumulated untold wealth, but even in its more abundant era, no single faction could have shouldered such an insane undertaking. Others must have participated as well.

“Not enough resources, not enough energy…” Jiang Chen murmured. “In short, I’m broke!”

The Vermilion Bird exclaimed, “Did you comprehend the formation?”

“More or less.”

The ancient bird gave him a funny look. Was this a human or a monster? How could he possess such learning ability?

It had banked on five years at least, and been ready for a long siege. To think a month would be enough! The word genius could no longer describe such a freak!

After resting inside his domain for a month, the demon lord’s consciousness was in much better shape. With a mental scan, he discovered the young human hadn’t left the secret realm yet. He’s not given up?

Frowning, he mumbled to himself, “This brat seems determined to get in my way.”

Jiang Chen was an annoying fishbone stuck in his throat. He bristled at the thought of someone always watching him. How he wished he could trample the human flat!

The young man could have left this damned place, but he hadn’t.

Why not? Obviously not for the sake of the demon slaves. The demon lord’s instincts screamed at him, You’re the target!

“Want to fight to the death? Hmph, your strength isn’t bad, but do you think a brat like you can kill me when an entire sect couldn’t?” His anger and pride had been stifled long enough. He now needed a victim to vent it on!
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Face-Off


The celestial demon lord was furious. The trap he had set had been virtually perfect. Thanks to this human youth however, at least half of it was foiled. The mass of demon slaves he had collected was dying in droves as well.

The Vermilion Bird had been the only obstacle in his plans. But because the bird was at the end of its lifespan, it was no match for the recovering demon lord. Though the seal was unlikely to be broken in a short amount of time, the demon lord would eventually reign supreme in the Primosanct Sect’s sacred place without the bird’s interference. He could then use his consciousness to attract more and more human cultivators.

There was absolutely nothing wrong with the plan. Just that he hadn’t imagined said plan would be greatly disrupted by a human youth.

What depressed the demon lord the most was not the fracturing of the plan, but the youth’s refusal to depart. It was obvious that he was targeting the demon.

Given the age of the demon lord’s existence, he wouldn’t have cared a whit for a young human genius if he was at peak form. Alas, he was sealed away right now. He could only use his consciousness to create trickery because his body was immobile.

He didn’t know what secret method the human youth had used to revive the eight giant stone statues. It rather worried the demon lord.

As one of the crowning races of old, the celestial demons had incredible instincts as a race. The demon lord’s instincts told him that the young man would create a lot of problems for him, possibly even endanger his safety.

Meanwhile, the eight giant statues threatened the demon lord on a psychological level.

“If I don’t get rid of this human youth, he’ll become a real threat sooner or later. He hasn’t left yet and that proud Vermilion Bird is getting along with him far too well. What special charisma does this kid have?”

The celestial demon lord couldn’t understand it. From what he knew of the current Divine Abyss, the human race should have decayed to a very weak point.

His slaves were largely only great emperors, yet they were considered to be the very best humanity had to offer. The waning of human fortune made the demon lord very much desire to rampage in the outside world. He wanted his freedom back as soon as possible.

From his point of view, if the demons could make a new sortie into human lands, the weakness of its current residents gave demonkind a very good chance of enslaving humans altogether.

Still, it was rather unbelievable that there was a genius like this amongst humans despite their weakness. He had pierced the demon lord’s conspiracy and garnered favor with an ancient Vermilion Bird.

The celestial demon lord knew that despite humanity’s various problems, it was supremely resilient. Whenever it was endangered, a group of geniuses always rose to meet the challenge. He had very personal experience of their persistence.

“I have to think of a way to leave this place. A kid as immature as him, disrupt my plan? Impossible!”

The demon lord plainly didn’t want to see that happen.

Unfortunately, he didn’t have a good way to resolve the situation. He had tried sending subordinates to attack, but they’d perished like moths to a flame.

His demonic servants had been trivially crushed.

This was the primary reason for the demon lord’s concern. If the human youth had control over such terrifying forces, then the demon lord would have difficulty dealing with them even at peak strength.
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Jiang Chen was actually in as much of a rush as the demon lord was. He had stayed in Agarwood Valley for too long. The unwitting discovery of the celestial demon lord’s plot put him in his own dilemma.

He could easily up and leave at any moment, but that would simply lead to the situation here spiraling out of control. The demon lord could struggle free of his seal in no time at all and proceed to devastate the human domain.

He had no choice in staying or going. He was the only one who could exterminate the source.

He had learned the majority of the Primosanct Sect formation’s secrets, but enhancing and restoring it to its previous power level and beyond would cost an astronomical amount of resources.

Jiang Chen was very rich, but not quite to the degree that the formation demanded.

In ancient times, the sum would have been quite reasonable. In the modern era however, it was exceedingly troublesome to gather together such a king’s ransom.

Returning to the top of the mountain, Jiang Chen was stuck between a rock and a hard place.

“Jiang Chen, the Primosanct Sect must have left some resources here,” advised the Vermilion Bird. “The sect was as rich as a large nation. It doesn’t make sense that they haven’t left anything their formation needs. Maybe there are still secrets waiting to be discovered?”

The divine creature knew that the human youth was its only hope of seeing its duty through. If the youth lost his fighting spirit, then it had no hope of leaving this place at all.

Its time was short on this mortal coil. In truth, it was even more anxious than Jiang Chen.

Big Stone of the Primordial Stone Golem Tribe was more insensitive. “Savior, demons don’t have three heads or six arms. Don’t worry. If he dares to try to escape, we brothers will handle it.”

As a primordial race, the Stone Golem Tribe naturally looked upon the more junior demons with disdain. The demons had run free not because of their own strength, but due to the weakness of the juniors on Divine Abyss!

The Vermilion Bird respected these stone golems quite a bit. It knew that they were one of the stronger races in the primordial times. If the strongest races of the primordial era hadn’t become extinct, the demon race may not have had any opportunity in the ancient era at all.

It was precisely because the primordial era had come to a close that civilization on Divine Abyss had taken the turn into the ancient era.

Strictly speaking, the primordial era was Divine Abyss Continent’s true ancestry. The experts and races back then could claim superiority over even the ones in the ancient era, just as the ancient era was many times more impressive than the modern.

Jiang Chen’s mood settled down a good deal after returning to the mountain. His formation studies had yielded splendid fruit. It wasn’t his fault that he lacked the resources to apply that knowledge to the practical problem before him.

Like the Vermilion Bird had said, maybe the Primosanct Sect had more secrets not yet dug up.

For example, there was a barely discernible killing intent hidden on the peak. The Vermilion Bird had mentioned that there was a signature treasure here, an ancient bow.

Perhaps all to be revealed was concealed right beneath them.

The Primosanct Sect had three signature treasures. The ancient bow was one, the True Spirit Post was another, but there was no information on the last. Even the Vermilion Bird didn’t know what it was supposed to be.

Time passed day by day.

Jiang Chen and the demon lord were at a standstill.

The demon lord used his consciousness to sniff out Jiang Chen’s scent everyday, hoping desperately for the human to leave the valley.

But Jiang Chen was unwilling to depart. Though he had no way of getting rid of the demon lord, he wasn’t going to give up.

This kind of passive confrontation was extremely boring. Emperor Newsun and the Purple Smoke Sect’s forefather couldn’t bear the experience much longer. This was pure suffering for them.

“Daoist Newsun, are you leaving? You too, Zi Tan?”

When the emperor and the forefather subtly expressed their intents to depart, Jiang Chen was rather surprised.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, we can’t help very much with what is happening here. The outside world knows nothing about what’s taken place. I’m worried that there’ll be brewing concerns in the outside world and further explorers who make their way in. We must stop that kind of unwanted development.”

Jiang Chen saw no reason to oppose the resolute emperor. “Daoist Newsun, there’s no reason for me to oppose your decision. Still, we must discuss what you’re going to do after you leave the valley!”

The great emperor blinked. “We must announce the happenings here, of course. The human domain must know of these cultivators’ traitorous ways and swearing of allegiance to the demons. Furthermore, we should also send out the call for everyone to gather their strengths and prepare to defend against a demonic invasion. We can’t live in numb normality any longer.”

Emperor Newsun had the right idea.

The Purple Smoke Sect’s forefather nodded in agreement. His thoughts hadn’t been as noble as the emperor’s. The expert from the Ninesuns Sky Sect had considered things more holistically than he could.

Jiang Chen considered this for a few moments before sighing. “Daoist Newsun, if you break with them immediately after going out there, things may be stacked against you. Do you know how many sects will frown upon your declaration, even if it’s entirely truth? They’ll think that you’re slandering them! They’ll unify in their rejection of what you say, and perhaps even pick fights with you as a person by attacking your sect.”

All of this was very possible.

When one or two people tried to speak poorly of a larger group, there wouldn’t be many who believed them. In fact, they could very well attract undesirable skepticism.

It was painfully obvious that if Emperor Newsun were to reveal the truth to the public now, he would be the primary target of cynicism than the accused. How come he was the only one who’d managed to escape from the demon lord’s clutches, eh?

Emperor Newsun felt the beading sweat on his brow. “Thank you for reminding me, young lord Jiang Chen. It seems I can’t be in too much of a hurry.”

“There’s no need for that. The demon lord isn’t going to break free of his seal any time soon. You should make some adjustments and preparations in your own sects internally, though. The demon invasion is on the horizon.

“The current human domain,” Jiang Chen continued, “hasn’t endured any losses at demon hands. Thus, most have no sense of urgency or danger. They still think that demons are relegated to ancient mythology. But the demons’ blade of slaughter is about to appear very soon!”
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Breaking of the Boundary Stele?


Emperor Newsun and the Purple Smoke forefather still departed in the end. However, Jiang Chen had warned them amply before they left; they were not to announce what they had seen here in order to avoid enormous internal strife.

Full-on civil war in the human domain was no less destructive than a demonic invasion.

This was Jiang Chen’s current greatest area of concern. Emperor Pillzenith’s ambition was a bone stuck in his throat.

He’d told the other two not to say anything partially to avoid exposing his own location. He didn’t want Pillzenith to know that he was in Agarwood instead of Veluriyam.

If Pillzenith knew he was here, he wouldn’t have just sent Cloudbillow. He would’ve come himself instead.

The Vermilion Bird sighed when it saw Emperor Newsun and the Purple Smoke forefather depart. “Aren’t you even weaker now that they’re gone?”

“There’s not much point to keeping them here,” Jiang Chen smiled. “If the demon lord really does break free of his seal, they wouldn’t help at all. They can barely deal with a crowd of demonic servants as is.”

“Why aren’t you leaving then?” The Vermilion Bird asked with mixed feelings.

“There are some things in the world that must be done,” Jiang Chen sighed softly. “I think that I’m the best person to stay.”

The bird sighed as well. “Humans are mundane and trite for the most part, but there are still some interesting ones. That particular head of the Primosanct Sect for example, and you. I’m surprised that you are so knowledgeable at your age. I have a strange feeling that you’re supposed to be a genius from the primordial era rather than this era.”

Jiang Chen was thoroughly stunned. The Vermilion Bird’s instincts were uncannily accurate!

Smiling wryly, he asked, “Why do you say that?”

“The young people of this time give me a frivolous and impulsive feeling. They don’t have the foundation, vision, and bearing of a real genius. A true genius must have broad horizons and far sight. Unfortunately, there are very few humans who can reach that standard. You, on the other hand, handily exceed it. I must admit that you are special among your peers in this modern era.”

After their extended time together, the bird harbored a unique respect for the young man.

Jiang Chen was knowledgeable, sharp, and magnanimous. He was more like a martial dao master who’d made a name for himself for countless years, not at all like some young human genius not yet thirty.

“You praise me too much, Senior Vermilion Bird.”

“No, no, no,” the bird shook its head. “You know my personality. I don’t care for insincere flattery. If I didn’t genuinely find you impressive, I wouldn’t praise you one bit. I noticed how extraordinary you were the moment I set eyes on you.”

When the Vermilion Bird had approached the group of human cultivators, the others had all gone into the celestial demon lord’s domain. Only Jiang Chen had remained outside. He hadn’t even hesitated one bit.

At the time, he hadn’t any clues as to what course of action he should take, nor had he known that the domain was a trap. The only thing Jiang Chen had gone off on was his instincts.

His instincts as a cultivator told him that the string of events had been too odd to believe.

That was the only reason he had stayed out of the formation.

When the Vermilion Bird entered the third floor, it hadn’t expected anyone to have stayed outside either. This was why the bird had had the patience to speak to him at the time. Jiang Chen’s mastery of ancient beast language was a contributing factor, but the remainder was his distinction from his fellows.

Because the Vermilion Bird was individualistic in its own right, it had found his behavior quite agreeable.

Jiang Chen laughed when he heard what the bird had to say. “I felt the same way at the time. You killed a lot of human cultivators when we first met, but my first thought was that you definitely weren’t some kind of ancient evil that enjoyed killing.”

“Oh? How come?” The Vermilion Bird wanted to know.

“Easy. If you really wanted to open up a slaughter, you had plenty of chances to do so along the way. Plus, I had a feeling that you wanted to stop everyone from entering Agarwood’s secret realm rather than kill them altogether.”

“You’re really something, Jiang Chen!” The bird sighed. “I didn’t have much hope for you humans at first, but I think your race is lucky to have you. Maybe humanity will exceed its potential once more in a time of adversity.”

“Enough praise, senior,” Jiang Chen smiled. “That’s right, how are you doing? How long can you last if you don’t use your divine arts?”

It was a sad topic, but one that had to be discussed.

Dejection flickered through the bird’s eye. “Even if I don’t use any of my divine arts, I don’t have more than thirty years,” it sighed.

For an ancient divine creature, thirty years was a blink of an eye.

“Thirty years?” Jiang Chen frowned slightly. That was no time at all.

“Haha, don’t you humans have a saying? Life and death are part of fate. I’ve experienced countless cycles of this, so I don’t have any regrets.” The bird put on a tough front.

“Why the pessimism, senior? We have another saying as well. Problems will be solved when we get there. My instincts are usually very accurate. Your future will definitely stretch beyond thirty years. There is change written in your path. Let’s wait and see.”

Just like the Pinecrane Pill, there were pills that extended life for the residents of the heavenly planes. Unfortunately, Jiang Chen currently had no ability to refine such pills. His cultivation level wasn’t there, to say nothing of the lack of materials.

He had no problem refining something like the Pinecrane Pill, but any miracle pills exceeding sky rank were limited to recipes alone. The materials required for those pills were extremely valuable and elusive. Therefore, he had no right to make promises ahead of time.

Jiang Chen considered it more viable to find an environment suitable for the Vermilion Bird to seek rebirth. Chasing pills wasn’t the way to go this time.

As the two spoke, there was a deafening explosion.

The sound of the detonation echoed across the entire plane. The mountain top beneath his feet shook as well. It was as unsteady as a wavering boat. He couldn’t get a firm foothold.

“What’s happening?” Jiang Chen’s consciousness was especially strong. He scattered it forth immediately, scanning his surroundings. His sense of danger was stronger than most.

The Vermilion Bird was just as confused as him. It had stood guard for countless years without experiencing an explosion of that magnitude. It felt like a hundred-yard-tall wave was cresting to and fro. The commotion was that immense.

Jiang Chen’s heart sank. He found the shaking and the loud sound from earlier very odd.

This was the Primosanct Sect’s sacred lands, holding very sturdy foundations that were enough to seal away an ancient celestial demon lord. Given this, why was the ground quavering so strongly?

Had the demon lord struggled free of his seal?

Jiang Chen pushed his Evil Golden Eye to its maximum, a ray of piercing light shooting into the palace.

But, though the palace shook as much as everything else, the demon lord was still safely within his seal. There were no signs of him struggling free, and the formation looked relatively intact.

It was the first time the Vermilion Bird had encountered something like this as well. It could barely keep its footing. The question of whether the demon lord had broken free hung on its mind as well.

The stone golems found the shaking irrelevant. They remained in their meditative state and weren’t easily disturbed. The shaking had no effect on them whatsoever.

“Senior, is this kind of violent quaking common?” Jiang Chen couldn’t resist asking.

“No! I’ve been here countless years. I’ve not encountered so much as a small quiver before today.” The Vermilion Bird vehemently denied it.

Something suddenly occurred to it. Its expression became quite conflicted. “Jiang Chen, maybe… we’re in a worse spot than if the demon lord had broken free.”

“Oh? How so?”

The statement was a shocking one.

The bird was silent for a while, its fire-lit eyes dead set on the area near the palace, as if looking for something.

After a few moments, another wave of shaking ripped outwards.

The Vermilion Bird visibly colored. “As I thought, the worst has happened!”

“What?” Jiang Chen blinked. He instinctively felt the importance in the shaking this time as well. From the bird’s reaction, there was much more trouble than he could hope to imagine.

“Jiang Chen, the sacred land for the Primosanct Sect was originally the location of the Boundary Stele in the western side of the human domain! I think it’s been shattered. That’s probably the reason for the commotion.”

Boundary Steles divided the races’ lands in ancient times. One reason for this was to prevent a renewed demonic invasion from spreading everywhere, but a second was to cease the constant warfare between the races!

The consequences for their breaking were disastrous.
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Three Empyrean Experts!


Jiang Chen wasn’t a native of Divine Abyss. He hadn’t experienced the chaotic fighting between the ancient races, nor did he know much about Boundary Steles and the other lands. However, he had heard others discuss them incessantly. Mo Wushuang for one, and the great emperors of Veluriyam Capital.

He knew that their purpose was to keep Divine Abyss Continent’s races apart. In ancient times, these steles were intended to prevent demons, ravaging the lands of another, from intruding into neighboring territory.

There was another factor though, or at least Jiang Chen was hazarding the guess. Even the strongest factions and top experts in the human domain obeyed an unspoken rule – they were never to touch the Boundary Steles.

Obviously, destruction of said steles was included in that rule.

There was a popular rumor in the human domain from the ancient times that the Boundary Steles were primarily to protect the safety of the world.

Anyone who destroyed them was likely to ruin the peace. In grander terms, doing so would also introduce unknown dangers to the human domain at large. Therefore, Jiang Chen was stupendously shocked when he heard the Boundary Stele had been destroyed.

“Let me take a look.” He stood up, wanting to go investigate.

The bird stopped him. “You can’t go.”

“Why can’t I?” Jiang Chen was exasperated.

The bird sounded conflicted. “Boundary Steles were built by innumerable ancient experts in concert as a collaborative effort. Normal cultivators can’t possibly pass through their zones of influence, much less break the steles. Whoever did this deed is motivated by only malice!”

Though the Vermilion Bird appreciated Jiang Chen quite a bit, it knew that the human was only emperor realm. If another race was destroying the stele to start an incursion into human lands, the cultivators comprising those forces were sure to be many levels above emperor realm.

Jiang Chen knew that the Vermilion Bird only meant well for him. Still, he couldn’t simply sit on his hands at such a crucial time. If the Boundary Stele was broken, humanity would face yet another problem.

The celestial demon lord was already trouble enough for him. Broken Boundary Steles atop this – an invasion by yet another alien species – made his head spin. Insult was certainly being added to injury in this situation.

“You stay here. I’ll go take a look.” The bird appropriately played the role of a senior. It didn’t have much strength remaining, but it was still an ancient divine creature. It wasn’t about to let a human junior to risk his life in its stead.

Protecting this place was the bird’s duty. This was only an extension of that.

“We can go together,” Jiang Chen said.

The Vermilion Bird had no good response to that. However, it did see that Jiang Chen was sincere. Nodding, it instructed, “Alright, I’ll take you along. However, you must remember that you can’t be impulsive… no matter what happens!”

Jiang Chen inclined his head. He knew what the bird meant. As he was about to utter a reply, an arrogant bray of laughter pierced the air.

“Hahaha, I’m the first one here. That stupid restriction is finally broken! Are these the lands of the fabled human race?” A rough voice sounded like a thunderclap, slicing through the void into Jiang Chen’s ears.

“Tsk tsk. The human lands are nothing short of picturesque, just like the rumors say. Eh? There’s a palace here.”

“This place feels a bit odd. Is this a sect?” A few more voices joined the first one.

The Vermilion Bird’s tone was leaden. “I guess there’s no need to check,” it smiled wryly. “The Boundary Stele is broken. Alien races have invaded!”

“Demons, maybe?” Jiang Chen raised an eyebrow.

The bird had as much of an idea as he did. “I’m not sure,” it shook its head. “Divine Abyss has innumerable races and inter-racial warfare used to be rather common.”

Three vortices appeared in the skies above. Chaotic spatial winds whipped up as well, creating thick layers of clouds roiling in the firmament. The vortices were three distinct colors: purple, blue, and red.

Each vortex carried its own occupant and divine seals shot out of them. Within the purple vortex was a young man robed in luxurious violet with a youthful complexion and a perfect demeanor. He was more exquisite than the most beautiful of women.

However, his flawless visage contained a pair of arctic eyes. They regarded the entire world around them with frigid superiority, even as they took in the foreign landscape around them. It seemed that the entire world was an affront to him.

“Empyrean experts!”

Watching from afar, Jiang Chen could feel the terrifying forces of nature within the vortices. The speed at which they spun at was something he could only marvel at.

He could easily sense from their flashy entrances and fierce auras that all three were empyrean realm without a doubt.

Out of the other two, one was a bald, burly man in blue. A long, thin ponytail swung at the back of his head, like the tail of a mouse. It made his appearance several times more absurd. However, his brawny build was nothing to scoff at.

Though he couldn’t quite compare to the stone golems, he was the biggest among most of the ordinary people Jiang Chen had met. In fact, he was comparable to Tang Hong in this regard.

Built like a veritable bear, he was as big as one too.

The remaining person was an old man in red. His expression was completely impassive, almost like he’d seen beyond the trifling meaning of life. There was absolutely no indication of what his mood was at any given time.

Jiang Chen didn’t take the old man lightly because of it. In the end, he might be the hardest out of the three to deal with. The other two were either proud and dominant, or such was Jiang Chen’s initial judgment regarding them. This old man in red though, looked deep and unreadable.

This kind of person was typically the most difficult sort of opponent.

The trio hovered within the cosmic vortices high above, as if they were rulers inspecting their territory beneath.

“This palace seems rather interesting. Hmm, is that a formation? There’s a corner missing though.”

“Is this a problem set out for us? To take us down a notch?”

“Young master Zhongli, are you interested in a competition?” The bald man provoked the youth.

“What kind of competition?” The violet-robed youth retorted with obvious disdain.

“Let’s make it about the palace. There’s a powerful formation that surrounds the outside. Those seven pillars and four formation cardinals seem to support each other. One of the cardinals is obviously broken, but the others are still intact! Each man to one cardinal, first one to succeed is the winner. How about it?”

In comparison, the celestial demon lord’s deception of a large group of human cultivators and goading of them to continuous attacks had only led to the breaking of a single cardinal.

“What do you intend to bet?” The violet-robed youth asked coolly.

“Heheh, the human domain’s resources, of course. Whoever breaks their side first has the priority to divide the spoils. What do you think?”

The red-cloaked old man harrumphed softly. "You certainly have an optimistic view of things. Whether or not you prove faster than us two in the end, even if you did… eh? Is someone over there?"

The old man's consciousness suddenly scanned the top of the mountain.

"Hmph, a few human ants. Nothing to be concerned over. The palace, on the other hand, looks incredibly grand. Is this the heritage of the ancient Primosanct Sect?"

"One of the humans' strongest sects back then, if I recall correctly. Tsk tsk, is our adventure greeted by the gates of fortune opening wide at first light?”

“Forget all that for now!” the baldy called out. “Do you see the restriction formation outside the palace? We’ll be taking some risk in breaking and entering if we don’t dismantle it first.”

Though they might be empyrean cultivators and possess unsurpassed strength, they still possessed a healthy respect for the ancient legacies of old. That was an era that the three of them couldn’t dismiss at all.

They stared at the restriction surrounding the ancient sect, choosing to ignore the one direction that was already standing open due to destruction.

Clearly, these alien experts were being very thoughtful. They were concerned that the palace might be a trap. The open direction allowed them to enter directly, while the other three ways were sealed completely tight. It was impossible for them to enter any other way. It was the spitting image of what a trap would look like.

“I’ll take the left!”

“Then I’ll go right!”

“Since you have both flanks, I’ll take the rear. On your marks!”

The three empyrean aliens looked unstoppable without the Boundary Stele. They transformed into three streaks of light, pressing down upon the Primosanct Sect palace in unison.

Wham!

Wham! Wham!

None of the three experts wanted to be outdone by his companions. Their haste was perfectly depicted in the rapidity with which they attacked the restriction.

Jiang Chen frowned. He was sure that the three aliens had noticed both him and the Vermilion Bird. As for the eight stone golem brothers, the outside world could barely disturb them during meditation. They looked just like stone statues. Clearly, the three empyrean experts hadn’t paid any mind to what they thought were simple statues.

They were entirely lost in their competition.

Jiang Chen’s heart was aflame with anxiety when he saw the trio recklessly destroy the formation’s three restrictions. He knew better than anyone that it wouldn’t take long for empyrean experts to accomplish what they were doing.

“Senior, if the outer restrictions are broken, will the Primosanct sealing formation be endangered?”

This was the biggest question on his mind.

“That’s quite possible! Primosanct’s restrictions are generally interconnected. The foundations and spirit veins beneath are part of a harmonious whole. Destroying a part may not affect the whole, but once the entire restriction is entirely destroyed, the formation won’t be the only thing affected. The demon lord may have a way out of his prison!”

If the foundations were shaken, the sealing formation would be greatly lowered in its effectiveness. Once that happened, an entity as strong as the demon lord would have a much better chance of escaping!
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Jiang Chen’s expression was quite serious. He was very troubled by the three interlopers before him. The matter of the demon lord was already frustrating him quite a bit. The destruction of Agarwood’s Boundary Stele was a doubling of difficulty.

The future of the human domain was destined to be turbulent.

Originally, he and the divine bird had planned to go take a closer look when the shaking had begun. Given the present situation though, he lacked sufficient ability to defend against these three unwelcome guests. After all, the trio appeared somewhere in the vicinity of empyrean realm.

At its peak, The Vermilion Bird wouldn’t have feared them at all. Unfortunately, now was not a good time.

The bird didn’t feel too great about what was happening either. In the ancient era, it had promised to stay here and protect the seal after owing the Primosanct Sect a great favor. It had been loyal to that duty and promise, but it also desperately wanted to be free from the shackles that bound it here.

“They don’t look like demons, senior.” That was Jiang Chen’s preliminary conclusion after a few moments of observation. The trio wasn’t acting in a way that demons typically did.

“I agree,” the bird nodded. “Still, they were the ones that broke the Boundary Stele here. That means they don’t mean well either. From what we’re seeing, they’re going to destroy the outer restriction, which will take the sect’s foundations with it. The seal on the celestial demon lord will be gone. Calamity is upon humanity, Jiang Chen!”

The bird wasn’t exaggerating one bit. Current circumstances were nothing less than a deluge of misfortune.

Just then, the eldest of the stone golems woke from his meditation with a languid stretch. As soon as he did, he noticed the shaking around him.

“Savior, what’s happening?” Big Stone was completely confused, his mind not quite quick enough to catch up.

“There are intruders. They broke the Boundary Stele,” replied Jiang Chen solemnly.

“Oh?” Big Stone was neither surprised nor downcast. Instead, his eyes lit up. “Are they demons? Where? We brothers will take them on!”

Big Stone quickly noticed what was happening at the palace. The golem’s battle instincts compelled him to say, “Savior, those three are very strong. We’ll go stop them!”

Jiang Chen didn’t have time to agree when a resounding boom came from the other side.

Blinding rays burst forth from the palace, followed by the destabilization of space around the complex. The air crackled with sounds of spatial displacement.

Terrible scars and fissures appeared in the fabric of space, intensifying as the restriction disintegrated. The barrier around the palace was finally no more.

“Hahaha, it’s done!”

The fastest among the three was the bald giant. His shattering of the wall in front of him contributed directly to the destruction of the other two a moment later.

The entirety of the Primosanct Sect palace was completely exposed before the three aliens.

The bald giant was exceedingly pleased with himself. “Young master Zhongli Yan, Old Redcloud, it turns out that I, Thunderroar, am the fastest! Hahahaha!” He laughed proudly.

According to their bet earlier, he now had the right to divide the spoils.

The violet-robed youth was the young master; his proper name was Zhongli Yan, and a scowl formed at the corner of his mouth. “What’s there to be proud of?” muttered the younger man. “Dumb luck is all that was.”

Clearly, he was a bit downcast after the loss.

The red-robed Redcloud remained seemingly impassive, not at all displeased by his temporary failure. The older man was evidently much better at keeping his cool.

“Haha, dumb luck or not, you’re not planning on going back on your word, are you?” Thunderroar cackled.

Zhongli Yan harrumphed but said nothing.

Redcloud glanced in Jiang Chen’s direction thoughtfully. “Baldy Lei, don’t hold your head high just yet. There’s someone over on that mountain looking at us!”

Thunderroar shrugged, completely uncaring. “What’s there to be worried about? Our information tells us that the humans have fallen quite far. They don’t have any empyrean experts whatsoever. It is the hour of glory for the Southern Celestial Tribe. Greatness awaits!”

Thunderroar sounded quite arrogant.

Redcloud smiled faintly, glancing toward Zhongli Yan. “Young master Zhongli, shall we enter the palace or arrest those guys first for interrogation?”

“Humans are very weak in general,” the young master mused. “It’s a sign of how cowardly they are that they don’t dare investigate despite our huge ruckus. We can ignore them for now and see what’s inside the palace. Given the restriction’s strength, this place must be a sacred place of a great ancient sect. In ancient times, the humans surpassed our race in both foundations and resources. Come! Let’s go.”

Jiang Chen was still in the throes of shock from seeing the palatial restriction destroyed just like that. It had only taken a few seconds for such radical change to take place. Even the Vermilion Bird was surprised by the development.

“The Southern Celestial Tribe, huh…” The Vermilion Bird murmured. “Jiang Chen, the Southern Celestial Tribe was the mortal enemy of humanity in ancient times! It seems that their fortunes were much, much greater than your race’s.”

The bird’s words was the back-breaking straw, sending Jiang Chen into the pit of depression. Though the experts who had broken the Boundary Stele weren’t demons, he was nevertheless none too pleased.

At this time, the seven pillars outside the palace shook vehemently. In the next moment, radiance flared, revealing cracks on the pillars themselves.

The Vermilion Bird was in a real panic now. “This is the worst thing that can happened. The foundations are shaken and the seal is about to be broken! The celestial demon lord will be freed into the world once more!”

Jiang Chen was gravely aghast at hearing this. This was a real flood of misfortune.

The three Southern Celestial tribesmen had come at a terrible time. The most infuriating part of all this was that they had attacked and destroyed the restriction on the palace, shattering the spirit vein beneath the Primosanct Sect’s sacred ground!

At its peak in the ancient era, the Primosanct sacred place would have remained inviolate in spite of an attack from thirty such experts.

Alas, time was a cruel grindstone. The restrictions and foundations of this place had been eaten by time’s relentless sands almost two hundred thousand years.

There was no fortress in the world that was truly impregnable. The inexorable blade of the seasons could defeat almost anything, regardless of how invincible something might seem at first sight. Only someone freed from the binds of mortality could truly exist as long as the heavens and the stars.

“Hahahaha!” The demon lord’s laughter echoed madly between the spheres. The atmosphere itself seemed to dim, darkened by the demonic sound. “Heaven and fate themselves have assisted me!”

The demon lord’s physical body hadn’t been able to escape because of the formation trapping it. He could only use a sliver of demonic consciousness to control as much as he was able. He’d felt rather stuck because of Jiang Chen’s previous obstruction, but the Southern Celestial Tribe’s three unwelcome guests had unknowingly attacked the palace’s restriction, destroying the spirit vein’s roots.

This was wonderful news!

In the ancient era, it had been an extremely powerful existence. The entire Primosanct Sect had relied on its sacred land, restriction formation, and various other traps and snares to barely lock him in place.

Now that the restriction was broken, his body was free of its shackles. He was let loose back in the world again and free to do as he wished!

The demon lord swept aside his dejection, roaring into the wind. His entire body glimmered with demonic radiance and aura. It was an aura intense enough to steal the show from the celestial bodies themselves.

The Vermilion Bird’s mood took a sharp nosedive. “This is terrible, truly terrible. Now that the celestial demon lord is free, Divine Abyss will see another calamity upon it!”

Jiang Chen could feel the sheer power of the demon lord. He was as troubled as the bird. “Senior,” he asked, “is there a way to save this situation? Can those three bastards of the Southern Celestial Tribe seal him away?”

The bird shook its head. “Hard, very hard!”

“He’s freshly freed into the world. Surely not much of his strength has returned?”

“That’s exactly why I’m still here. Otherwise, I would have told you to flee long ago. The demon lord’s strength isn’t something you can possibly imagine.” The Vermilion Bird’s tone was quite sternly grave. It stared at the space above the palace, now occupied by the demon lord. He was absorbing energy from the air itself.

Thankfully, the spirit energy of this time couldn’t remotely compare to that of ancient times. It wasn’t going to be easy for the demon lord to return to top form. Even so, his aura was growing stronger and stronger.

The three Southern Celestial experts tensed when they detected the demon lord. They formed a triangular formation, warily looking at the airborne sunburst. Their expressions emphasized an understanding that they had made an appalling error.

“You three, are you of the Southern Celestial Tribe?” The demon lord’s authoritarian voice blasted down from an elevated position.

“And who’re you?” the bald giant retorted haughtily. “What were you playing at, hiding inside the palace?”

The demon lord burst out into laughter rather than rage. “Hahaha, you’re asking who I am? Very good, very good. The ancient war was truly too long ago. Divine Abyss’s various races have forgotten their past scars. Perhaps demonkind’s fortunes are about to turn for the better! Hahahaha!”

Demonkind?

The Southern Celestial trio all colored at the mention of this. They’d never expected the palace to hold an expert of this caliber from the demon race!
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In his vantage point up high, the demon lord was able to catch all the details in his surroundings with the blink of an eye. The celestial demons’ majesty was exhibited in every tiny movement he made.

The three empyrean experts of the Southern Celestial Tribe exchanged complicated looks. They read panic in each other’s eyes. As uniformly empyrean cultivators, they could feel the immense aura radiating off the so-called demon before them. It was strong enough for even them to feel helpless.

Psychologically speaking, they were unafraid of any human cultivator. They would’ve even swarmed a human to fight it out first. Hearing that their enemy was a demon weakened their mental fortitude before the fight even began.

The ancient demon-sealing war had embroiled hundreds – nay, thousands of races all over Divine Abyss.

The Southern Celestial Tribe was no exception. It had had less territory and resources compared to mankind, and thus hadn’t been a focus of attack. Still, that didn’t lessen their fear for their old foes one bit. After all, no native race had remained intact in that ancient war.

“You three, listen up.” The tyrannical voice of the demon lord echoed once again. “Your unintentional good work just now inspires me to give you a chance.”

All three looked rather disturbed. They traded furtive looks, the desire to retreat evident. They had broken the Boundary Stele solely to raid the human lands. They’d just wanted to plunder and despoil.

They’d never expected this kind of thing to happen before they had gotten hands on any goods. Instead, they’d poked a hornet’s nest.

“Haha, don’t think about running away. Within my domain, you can’t flee regardless of how quick you are.” The demon lord’s tone wasn’t fierce or superficially intimidating, but his even-handed words instantly eliminated the trio’s ideas of running.

They hadn’t expected even these thoughts to be immediately perceived by their enemy.

“I just freed myself from the restriction, so I need a few useful peons. You three aren’t all that bad. Exactly the kind of retainers I need. Remember, this is a reward from me to you. If you know what’s good for you, then you should know better than to argue!” The demon lord’s cool tone produced goosebumps on the trio’s scalps.

Followers? They were very lofty experts within the Southern Celestial Tribe, the best of the best.

They couldn’t accept becoming someone’s retainer as they were so used to being elevated above the rest. There was a real psychological obstacle.

Thunderroar was the first to roar. “In your dreams, fool! You want me to be your retainer? Do you think yourself worthy? Zhongli Yan, Redcloud, let’s kill him together!” He shouted to his compatriots.

Zhongli Yan’s eyes glittered with anger as well. He was even more noble than his companions back within his race, a member of its imperial family. He was used to enslaving others, not being enslaved. The reverse experience was worse than killing him outright.

“He needs to die!” Zhongli Yan’s killing intent was evident.

Redcloud’s face flared with crimson, his own murderous intent bursting forth. “Let’s go!”

Three figures turned into three streaks of light, hurtling towards the demon lord.

They launched devastating attacks with the most casual of movements, charging forward in a reckless assault. The aura and momentum of three empyrean experts attacking in unison was incredible. The air crackled and popped, countless ripples appearing upon it in a world-rending manner.

Despite Jiang Chen’s distance, he could still feel the terrifying commotion. The heat of battle appeared to be capable of sweeping him up at any moment.

“This is your only chance to leave, Jiang Chen!” The Vermilion Bird reminded.

Jiang Chen considered it for a moment. Leave? Was he going to turn tail and flee, like a cowardly deserter?

He wasn’t satisfied by leaving things like this. But what else was he going to do? Would he have a chance to leave later, when the demon lord finished recovering?

He felt helpless for the first time in his life. Things were developing too quickly for him to keep up with.

In the Upper Eight Regions, he’d always felt everything to be within his grasp. No matter how bad things became, he’d never felt particularly powerless.

But the celestial demon lord and the three empyrean experts of the Southern Celestial Tribe had taught him painfully: that some things were utterly unpredictable. That it was normal for accidents to happen.

Jiang Chen looked toward the eight brothers of the Stone Golem Tribe. “Big Stone, how do you feel about the celestial demon lord?”

Big Stone scratched his head. “If we brothers were at our peak form, we’re probably the same as him. Now… I dunno.”

His customary pride didn’t blind him to the reality of the situation. He could feel that the demon lord was recovering extremely rapidly despite not being at peak strength yet. In this regard, the eight Stone brothers couldn’t compare.

Their recovery process followed a glacial period of separation between consciousness and body. It was going to take a gradual process to melt the built-up ice.

The demon lord on the other hand, hadn’t received a lethal blow to his body even though he’d been sealed away. He simply had to take some time to warm up and familiarize himself with his current faculties.

That wouldn’t take long at all.

“No worries, Savior. The demon lord is fierce, but we brothers aren’t scared! We fight to the death!” Big Stone proclaimed loudly as he thumped his chest, concerned that Jiang Chen would think lower of him and his brothers because of this.

“He’s right. Demons are dumb. Stone golems are never scared!”

“Leave the demon lord to us, Savior! We’ll give everything we have before we let him hurt you!” The stone golems were quite sincere.

“No need,” smiled Jiang Chen. “The demon lord is frightening, but we don’t have to fight him to the death. Now that he’s free of the seal, we need to think about…”

As he spoke, he detected a rapid series of pulses beneath his feet. In the next moment, a spiderweb of cracks appeared beneath the mountain top.

The Vermilion Bird blinked, then grew overjoyed. “Jiang Chen, this is an indicator of the reappearance of the legendary bow!”

Jiang Chen’s heart skipped a beat as he swept his eyes across the landscape.

In the middle of the peak, a fissure began to widen. Rays of light more radiant than stars themselves poured out from within, blazing in their luminosity.

Whoosh!

Light flared upward into the sky. Within that sacred light was an ancient, simply carved bow. It had naturally drawn itself wide, as round as a full moon.

Three golden arrows were nocked on the strings, like an invisible force was controlling the bow. It radiated authority and strength. The nocked arrows pointed accurately towards the palace.

The Vermilion Bird was hugely pleased. “As I thought, as I thought… this makes a lot more sense. The ancient Primosanct Sect couldn’t have let the celestial demon lord run free like that!”

Jiang Chen’s heart soared even as he examined the strength within the bow, the weapon locking onto the demon lord’s direction.

It was as if all the great powers present in this patch of space had been absorbed by the bow and its missiles. The concentration of energy made it seem as if it could shoot down the sun, moon, and the stars.

Over at the palace, the demon lord was preparing to use one of his more powerful abilities to defeat the three of the Southern Celestial Tribe. Suddenly, his consciousness detected an immense killing intent locked onto him from afar. His heart beat with an unknown terror.

This was a warning delivered purely by his instincts as an expert. Cursing to himself, the demon lord clapped his enormous palms together, generating three black tornados that rushed with consuming force towards the three empyrean experts.

The Southern Celestial experts were elated by the demon lord’s apparent distraction. The three tornados seemed too casual to be effective, and the trio fearlessly charged headlong into them.

Alas, only when they came near the tornados did they realize that the attacks were far stronger than they’d imagined. The black vortices pulled like all-absorbing black holes, confining the cultivators’ bodies with strands of ebon energy. They lost movement in essentially a split second.

This isn’t good!

Distress flashed across the trio’s minds almost simultaneously.

It was right at this time when…

Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh!

Three golden arrows arced across space, seemingly ignoring the boundaries of spacetime entirely. A flash of aureate light brought the missiles into the vicinity of the palace.

The three motes of gold arrived with incredible suddenness, faster than even bolts of lightning. Their lethal intent locked down the area completely. The three experts were mentally ready for oblivion.

They finally grasped that the demon lord was trying to use them as meat shields. The three golden arrows were intended for the demon lord, who’d made clever use of their fortuitous presence to attempt a defensive maneuver.

All three experts could feel the approach of death. The dread of the great beyond roiled within their consciousnesses.

It was at this moment that something very odd occurred.

The three arrows disappeared in a burst of light the second before piercing the experts, swerving by the three aliens to beeline straight for the airborne demon lord. This unexpected development allowed all three to breathe sighs of relief. Their bodies were slick with sweat, and their minds exhilarated after being granted new life.

The demon lord, on the other hand, was ghastly pale. He knew how fearsome the three arrows were! They could crush him utterly. That was precisely why he had bound the three Southern Celestial experts as meat shields.

It had never occurred to him that the three arrows could do what they had just done. They’d ignored his feeble deflection, and were heading straight for him!
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Still sluggish from his long imprisonment, the demon lord’s physical abilities and reaction speed were still far too lacking for him to dodge the lightning-fast arrows. Fear finally dawned in his eyes.

Whoosh whoosh whoosh!

Like golden rays piercing the air, the arrows embedded themselves in his flesh.

“Ah!” Despite the pain, the imminence of death made him react faster than ever. A black light containing his consciousness shot out of his body, and not a second too soon. In the next moment, his once tall and imposing figure shattered into pieces, the demonic power within scattering into black wisps of air.

Without special methods, leaving one’s flesh left the soul very fragile. The scorching sunlight in particular robbed him of almost all his fighting ability. In that instant, his soul turned into black fog and swooped towards Zhongli Yan.

Struggling to no avail inside the black vortex, the latter could only watch on helplessly. He twitched as the fog crashed into him.

Like a turtledove stealing a magpie’s nest, the demon instantly erased his victim’s will, destroyed his soul and took over his body!

Everything had happened in the space of a breath, so fast that even Thunderroar and Redcloud couldn’t react in time.

“Zhongli Yan” shrieked strangely. “Humans! You just wait, I’ll destroy you sooner or later!”

He turned around and stormed away, not daring tarry a second longer. Zhongli Yan’s flesh was clearly struggling to house his formidable consciousness, an incompatibility usually fraught with danger. So though the possession had been a success, if he’d stayed, even Redcloud and Thunderroar could have threatened him, to say nothing of the divine bow.

Fortunately, his hurried retreat was in the opposite direction of the human domain.

Without demur, Jiang Chen called the eight golems and the Vermilion Bird. “Give chase!”

But the ancient bird shook its head. “It’s no use.”

Thanks to a secret demonic art, no one could match the fleeing demon lord’s speed.

Jiang Chen fully spread out his consciousness, but he’d already lost his target’s trail.

The divine bow dimmed, losing some of its star-like brilliance after shooting forth the three arrows. The three missiles came back on their own, as if possessing a consciousness and still exuding a bone-chilling, murderous aura.

“Jiang Chen, what are you hesitating for? Bind it to you!” the ancient bird couldn’t help shouting.

Composing himself, Jiang Chen dripped his blood on the treasure while mentally communicating with it.

This ancient bow stored the vast inheritance of the sect and possessed its own awareness. It and the arrows had been specially sealed under the mountain as a trump card for the demon lord, primed to aim at the greatest threat the moment the spiritual veins were destroyed.

Hence, they’d avoided the Southern Celestial invaders, firing at the celestial demon instead.

Redcloud and Thunderroar finally freed themselves from their vortexes. Trembling like leaves, their haggard figures seemed closer to stray dogs than empyrean powerhouses. They glanced around, searching for their companion, but alas, the real Zhongli Yan was no longer of this world.

Jiang Chen completed the blood binding at the same time. He nocked an arrow and aimed at the two men from afar.

The Vermilion Bird called out, “Jiang Chen, come up.”

The human immediately jumped on the bird’s back. The ancient beast turned into a red streak as it shot at the palace.

Seeing the young lord fly their way, bow at the ready, the two Southern Flame men jumped in fright and ran for their lives, making a beeline for their territory. With their cultivation, they vanished from sight in the blink of an eye, leaving Jiang Chen dumbstruck. To think that grand empyrean masters would cower in front of the bow!

The Vermilion Bird sighed with relief. The bow might have recognized the human as its master, but Jiang Chen’s cultivation was too lacking yet to make use of its full power.

Thankfully, he’d cut too intimidating a figure for the Thunderroar and Redcloud to think of anything but flight. Nowhere did they have the capacity to consider whether or not Jiang Chen could actually make use of the bow.

For them, this bitter experience was a nightmare. They wanted nothing but to leave this damned place and erase it from their memories.

Landing at the palace, the young lord saw Cloudbillow and the others hunched in a corner below, ready to run at the first opportunity. The sight of these fellows roused his anger. Just then, the eight golems caught up to him.

Jiang Chen immediately ordered, “Big Stone, these guys are demon lackeys now, so spare no one!”

Cloudbillow and the others gasped in terror. Many even prostrated themselves, wailing and begging.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, we were duped! Please have mercy! If you spare us, we’ll work for you like horses. Nonono, like dogs!”

“Young lord, we’ve seen the light! Veluriyam’s obviously the only reliable faction. We’ll be your most faithful watchdogs!”

Such pitiful behavior from the cream of mankind made Jiang Chen grunt in disgust. His cold gaze fell on Cloudbillow and his companions. Their desire to live was also plain to see, but they didn’t beg him on their knees, aware that such gestures would be useless. Their only hope was to disperse and run! At least some of them would make it out alive.

With a ferocious stare, Cloudbillow shouted, “Why are you begging? This brat is heartless, the more you plead the less likely you are to live. It’s better to run and leave our fate to the heavens!”

“Indeed, as long as our lord isn’t dead, we may live to fight another day!”

“Let’s go!” The group swarmed for escape.

With a cold laugh, Jiang Chen aimed his bow at Cloudbillow.

The ancient bow had already demonstrated its might when it had destroyed the demon’s body. Jiang Chen couldn’t deploy it to those limits yet, but even one percent of its power was a frightening prospect.

“Cloudbillow, you’re self-righteous enough for a demon dog. This is where I say goodbye!”

Sunpiercer and the Dayu Bow had all been weapons that Jiang Chen had used in the past. He was no stranger to bows. In fact, he was surprisingly talented with them.

He let the arrow loose, the golden tip glinting in the air.

Cloudbillow might have survived if he’d faced the young man head-on instead of fleeing frantically. Only, he’d lost his demon master and was now hounded by golems. Terror had wrapped around his heart. How was escape possible?

The arrow struck true, piercing the back of his head and exploding his consciousness, leaving it no opportunity to slip away.

The kill made Jiang Chen’s blood boil. Once upon a time, he had to exert his all to withstand a great emperor. But now, he’d felled one in one shot.

Whoosh whoosh!

With newfound heroism, he fired the remaining two arrows, hitting the great emperors from the Empyrean River Palace and the Sublime Chord Temple without fail, destroying them body and soul in a golden flash.

Without their three leaders, the rest of the pack ran like headless chickens. The eight golems whaled on them, leaving no one alive.

Anguished howls soon gave way to silence. All those branded by the celestial demon had been slain. Yet, Jiang Chen couldn’t rejoice in the slightest.
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The Spirit Stone Mine


If Veluriyam had been at war with Pillfire, Jiang Chen would have thought nothing of slaughtering their men or their allies. However, these people were nothing but puppets manipulated by the demon. He almost pitied them.

The Vermilion Bird read his mood. “Jiang Chen, you shouldn’t grieve for them. I’ve seen far too many of these lowlifes in your race since the ancient times. The ancient human elites showed no mercy at all to traitors. Since they’ve betrayed mankind, it doesn’t count as slaughtering your own kind when you kill them. Not to mention, they would’ve wreaked havoc upon your kin if they got out.”

Jiang Chen knew all this. But this wasn’t the cause of his sadness.

A single demon lord had already caused so much trouble. What if all ten demon tribes were to join forces?

He shuddered at the prospect. Fortunately, the demon lord had fled toward the Southern Celestial Tribe. Jiang Chen would’ve found the nights even more uneasy otherwise.

The worst-case scenario had been avoided, but he still frowned when he saw that the Boundary Stele’s crack was big enough the demon could sneak back to the human domain at any time.

“Don’t despair. He’ll need at least a hundred years to fuse completely with his new body, if he’s really succeeded in taking it over. His cultivation skills have been greatly diminished already.”

With its vast experience, the divine bird knew the demon couldn’t make waves for the time being. Even if he did, the Southern Celestials would be the ones to suffer.

“Senior, can we repair the crack in the Boundary Stele?” Jiang Chen asked, his face dark.

“Probably. It should’ve been built by the Primosanct Sect, so they’ve linked it to this holy land. We simply need to restore the spirit veins and all of the formations.”

Jiang Chen nodded, thankful for the ancient bird’s knowledge.

Killing the demonic servants didn’t matter as long as the demon lord was at large and the Boundary Stele broken. The Southern Celestial Tribe or the demon could use the gateway to invade the human domain anytime they wished to if Jiang Chen just walked away now. Leaving would be desertion.

“To think the Southern Celestial Tribe would send three empyrean powerhouses in one go. I wonder how many empyrean cultivators they have in total,” he muttered in bewilderment.

All the peak experts of the continent should be gathered on Myriad Abyss Island. The other tribes should’ve been weaker than humans.

But reality had proven him wrong.

The Southern Celestial Tribe had been inferior to humans in the past, but now? Who knew how many empyrean masters they had? Certainly more than the three that’d come. Jiang Chen sighed. He’d been too narrow-sighted and hadn’t realized mankind’s weakness. This encounter had been a rough awakening with the comparison. The Southern Celestials were plainly above humans now.

If these three men hadn’t attacked the palace’s restrictions, hadn’t let the demon lord escape, hadn’t subsequently triggered the ancient bow...

The results might have been entirely different.

They could’ve attacked the human domain instead. The three of them were strong enough to cause an enormous upheaval.

One had to lament fate’s whimsical nature.

He’d felt powerless in those moments. If not for the sect leaving the bow behind as an ultimate trump card, what else could he have done to prevent the human domain from being engulfed by sheer calamity?

“Your race is fortunate indeed.” The ancient bird echoed his thoughts. “In ancient times, many a tribe looked down on your kind. Too frail, cowardly, prone to infighting... there was nothing good about you humans. Yet, you survive doggedly like immortal cockroaches where many ancient tribes have fallen. Your fortunes have ever been decent as well.”

In fact, the Vermilion Bird had thought earlier that mankind had finally met its doom. But then the ancient bow had suddenly reversed the situation. Humans and their bloody luck!

If the ancient humans hadn’t had so many powerful sects, or left so many inheritances, if...

There were many ifs, but ultimately, mankind’s fortunes had been strong enough that they’d weathered the winds of the world.

It wasn’t easy for a race to weather the primordial age, the ancient era, and these modern troubled times, surviving despite all odds. How many stronger tribes had been ground to dust by the weight of history?

“Eh, what’s going on over there?” Big Stone suddenly shouted.

Jiang Chen looked up to be greeted by the surprising sight of a crumbling mountain top. Countless boulders rained down the slopes from the fragmenting peak, tumbling into the abyss. It wasn’t an ordinary landslide, but a bona fide collapse!

He gasped in shock and quickly turned solemn as the topmost layers slowly peeled away, revealing a dazzling mountain of treasure!

Indeed, an enormous mountain of spirit stones lay bare in front of their eyes!

“Tsk tsk…” The Vermilion Bird helplessly shook its head with a wry smile. “I finally understand why your race persists despite all odds. What did I just say about human luck? To think a spirit stone mine would be hidden beneath the Celestial Peak! Jiang Chen, what was that? You’re too broke to repair the formation? There was no way to repair it? Hahaha…”

The speechless Jiang Chen couldn’t retort. The mine had appeared right on cue. It was more than sufficient to revitalize the sacred land’s spirit veins, repair all of the formations, and even mend the Boundary Stele!

“Did… did the ancient seniors foresee this day?” he breathed with delight.

“How would I know? Don’t ask me.” The divine bird shook its head.

“Providence hasn’t abandoned mankind yet!” Jiang Chen exclaimed. He glanced at the Vermilion Bird. “Senior, your mission’s over now that the demon’s free. What are your future plans?”

His question stumped the bird. Indecision flashed in its eyes. It had kept watch for two hundred thousand years. The outside world now felt foreign. His top priority should have been to look for a suitable environment for his rebirth. But given the continent’s situation, where would it find such a place?

“I haven’t a clue,” it sighed. “No matter, I’ll help you fix this place first. I owe it to the Primosanct Sect,” it volunteered. It wasn’t in its best condition, but the young lord could also count on free labor in the form of the eight golem brothers. Together, they made for the best manpower he could ask for.

Even so, it still took them half a year to comb through all of the formations and mechanisms. He didn’t merely repair them. Instead, he returned them almost fully to their former glory. That was the best he could do presently.

His cultivation was far below that of his almighty ancient predecessors. The Boundary Stele, in particular, tested the limits of his ability. But he repaired it enough it no longer tottered on the verge of breaking down.

In the process, he’d used more than half the spirit stones in the mine.

However, he didn’t think about taking the mine with him. First, carrying so many spirit stones would be inconvenient and second, there was a strategic meaning to the mine’s location.

Or rather, the ancient sect had arranged it there for a particular reason. The spirit stones would make reestablishing the sacred land all the easier.

After ensuring he hadn’t forgotten anything, he remarked, “Senior, I’ve done all I can. The Boundary Stele will hopefully keep the demon outside. It doesn’t have to be long, just three to five hundred years will be enough.”

The Vermilion Bird smiled. “Don’t worry. The demon lord will need a couple centuries to refine another celestial demon body. Then he’ll needs to regain his power. It’s impossible for him to make waves within three hundred years!”
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Departure and Changes


Jiang Chen quite agreed with the Vermilion Bird’s opinion.

The demon needed to fuse with his new body, refine it, then restore his power. All of which would require at least a couple centuries. He wouldn’t be a threat during that time!

In fact, Jiang Chen wasn’t afraid of the demons at all. Time was his only enemy. As long as he had enough time to grow into his power, all ten demon tribes together would be no match for him.

He’d simply come to try his luck in Agarwood Valley. The unexpected events had let him experience how unpredictable and exciting life could be!

“Senior, you spoke of three signature treasures. The True Spirit Post is number three, the divine bow number two, so where’s the first?”

A signature treasure was too important for him to forget. What did he lack most currently? Not martial techniques or pills, of course, but equipment and resources.

With the human domain’s current state, he could only pray for a stroke of luck to stumble on earth-shaking equipment or materials. Thankfully, the current trip hadn’t been in vain in that regard, despite the intense ups and downs.

However, despite the divine bird’s close relationship with the sect, even it didn’t know what the number one treasure was.

Jiang Chen felt some regret for missing out, but if it was destined to be his, he would obtain it sooner or later. To linger further would be a meaningless waste of time.

“Big Stone, are you brothers sure you want to follow me?” He naturally had to settle the eight golems’ future before leaving.

Despite their immense strength, golems weren’t as mature as humans, at least during childhood. The unknown represented an inexplicable fear for them.

Big Stone instantly tensed. “Savior, do you not want us?”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Of course not. I very much admire your strength and honesty.”

“Then we’ll follow you.”

“Savior, you must take us in. Where are we gonna go if you don’t?” All eight brothers sounded very nervous.

The scene struck the Vermilion Bird speechless. Like kids, the stone golems were begging a human far weaker than themselves. Humanity, and Jiang Chen in particular, are truly blessed by the heavens.

Its eyes suddenly flashed. “That reminds me. Jiang Chen, do you think the number one treasure could be these eight brothers?”

The young lord froze, then laughed. “That’s right, why didn’t I think of that?”

Eight statues towered mightily outside the palace like guardian totems. Yet they were living creatures, placed there by the sect’s founder back in the primordial era. And it so happened that Jiang Chen had chanced upon the statuettes containing their souls. What was this if not providence?

His eyes gleamed as enlightenment struck. “Senior, you must be right! No prize could be greater than their help. What do you think?”

“I no longer have words for your amazing luck. Just be thankful for your good fortune!”

The divine creature had seen many so-called lucky men in the ancient times. But none of them could match this genius. The young man had shocked and awed again and again. His luck seemed to rival that of his entire race.

Thankfully, the bird wasn’t familiar yet with Jiang Chen’s past achievements. What would it think then?

Jiang Chen cast a glance at the golems’ imposing stature, a little disgruntled. They were ten times as tall as regular men. Such frightening existences would attract too much attention in the human world. And no matter where they went, people would secretly set their eyes on them.

Jiang Chen thought for a moment. “Big Stone, your size is a heaven-bestowed gift. But you’d be too conspicuous in the human world. I have a technique that can shrink you down to human size. You can always return to your real stature when you need it. What do you say?”

“We want to learn, we want to learn!” Big Stone said hurriedly.

In fact, golems had always been frustrated by this issue. Their huge stature had alienated them from other races and made them the target of unwarranted enmity. It might have partly caused the tribe’s downfall actually. So the brothers were of course willing. They didn’t want to be seen as freaks and oddities.

The Vermilion Bird tilted its head, puzzled. Why could this young man solve an issue that had defeated so many mighty figures in the past?

The young human seemed more and more enigmatic. He had a special aura not even supreme ancient powerhouses had possessed, as if he was destined to be a leader of his race!

The golems practiced the art taught by Jiang Chen and indeed shrank to the size of a normal man, much to their delight.

Without the demon lord’s siren calls and the Vermilion Bird’s obstacles, the way back proved uneventful. But to the young lord’s surprise, they saw not a soul outside Agarwood Valley.

True, they’d been inside for almost an entire year, but there should have been some people waiting for them even so!

“Maybe they heard some secrets from Newsun and Zi Tan that scared them away?” Doubt took root in his mind.

Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers had also come with him to Phoenix Cry. Where were they? Even if they’d left, they would’ve left signs for him. Yet he saw nothing of the sort.

All living creatures outside the valley seemed to have vanished, as if carried away by some mysterious power. Increasingly baffled, he looked around, certain that something had happened.

Everything seemed normal, but on closer inspection, he spotted faint signs of fighting. An ominous premonition rose in his chest. Peerless, in particular, was loyal to a fault and would never have left without a word. At the very least there should’ve been one person left here unless something terrifying had occurred.

Sensing his disquiet, the ancient bird couldn’t help asking, “Jiang Chen, what’s the matter?”

“Senior, something isn’t right. I had three companions stationed outside the valley. They’re loyal followers and wouldn’t have left without a word.”

The bird blinked, then observed the surroundings. “Strange. Is that what they call a paranormal phenomenon?”

Jiang Chen shook his head firmly, many ideas clashing in his mind.

“Let’s go back first.” Agarwood wasn’t too far from the Purple Smoke Sect.

They soon reached it and found someone to inquire. It turned out the sect was equally on tenterhooks as they awaited the forefather’s return!

Curiouser and curiouser. Zi Tan and Newsun should have left the secret realm safe and sound.

But they hadn’t been at the entrance to the valley and neither had the old man returned to his sect. Jiang Chen’s sense of unease grew even stronger.

He returned to the valley. Nothing had changed. There was no soul in sight and nothing but a deathly silence, as if the place had been forgotten in the mists of time.

He searched the area but ended up empty-handed. He could only bear his frustration and return to Veluriyam.

But on the way back, he noted with increasing dismay that a bizarrely bleak, silent, and lifeless atmosphere seemed to have descended upon the human domain. The sense of foreboding almost stifled him. In less than a year, the human world had become thoroughly unfamiliar.

Was it mere illusion? Or had something truly happened?

Restless, he made haste towards Veluriyam, his heart beating faster with every passing second. He would never forgive himself if something had happened to his city!
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Bizarre News


Even the Vermilion Bird could feel the strangeness in the atmosphere. It couldn’t say for sure what was off, but neither could Jiang Chen. As they approached Veluriyam Capital though, the bizarreness thinned out.

Maybe I’m being overly suspicious. Jiang Chen reassured himself. I’ve been in Agarwood too long and I’m used to being tense. Paranoia after that experience is natural.

The thought relaxed him a little.

The accustomed hustle and bustle of the Veluriyam cheered Jiang Chen up greatly. Things in the city hadn’t changed much since he had left. The familiarity of the scenery came rushing back to him.

Thank heavens that Veluriyam Capital is still largely stable! Jiang Chen was extremely anxious as he flew towards Sacred Peafowl Mountain.

The mountain was as fortified as a fortress. The young lord breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the Nine Sparks Petalstorm Formation operating as it should. As long as it was still in effect, Sacred Peafowl Mountain and the young lord residence were safe for now.

“The young lord has returned!” His appearance outside the young lord residence immediately caused a commotion.

Jiang Chen heaved a long sigh when he saw the faces he knew so well appear. The family, friends, and daoists that lived here were his greatest sources of motivation. His heart settled back down after seeing them safe and sound.

“Have Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers come back yet?” He asked immediately when he saw Xue Tong.

Jiang Chen’s cousin blinked, then shook his head blankly. “Not yet. Didn’t they go with you, young lord?”

The young man’s heart skipped a beat and his expression became conflicted. He maintained his composure. “We’ll talk more inside,” he waved.

Everyone within the young lord residence was present and accounted for. They were as relaxed as ever. A burst of joy filtered through the young lord residence at the sight of the young lord. Though Jiang Chen was himself a bit downcast, he didn’t let it show through.

Now was not the time to announce what had happened to Emperor Peerless and the rest. Doing so would only create unwanted fear and terror. He wasn’t interested in ruining the daily lives of these people for no reason. After all, he didn’t want them to worry on his behalf.

There was no need to panic. Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers were unrivaled experts in the human domain. Unless a power as irresistible as the celestial demon lord came about, no one could eliminate them without causing a ruckus in the world. And in fact, it was impossible to have killed all of the cultivators at the entrance of Agarwood Valley.

Jiang Chen felt that there was something more suspicious afoot. But what exactly was it?

He was back to his usual scramble after spending a few days of peace within his residence. Last time, he had only refined the Pinecrane Pill. This time, he was going to refine the Emperor Supremacy Pill as well.

After the Dragon and Tiger Meet, Jiang Chen had made it known to the public that he was purchasing Heavencloud Ganoderma. There were a few accumulated over at Taiyuan Tower now. This was tremendously good news.

He’d paid a high price for them, but the expense was nothing compared to the profit that would come from the pills. It was no less difficult to refine Emperor Supremacy Pills than Pinecrane Pills.

He had the advantage of his improved cultivation level this time, however. His pill dao efforts were becoming easier and easier because of this.

In his previous life, he had become a pill dao master renowned in the heavenly planes without any martial cultivation whatsoever. Now that he had a certain amount of cultivation to back him up, his control and stamina far surpassed what he’d been capable of in the past.

In only half a month’s time, Jiang Chen successfully opened his doors once more: a batch of Emperor Supremacy Pills was complete.

He was in a hurry because of his trip to Agarwood. The terror of the celestial demon lord had served as a warning that Veluriyam Capital needed to increase its strength.

When he emerged from seclusion, he called the city’s great emperors to him immediately. Since he hadn’t been seen for a while, his summons was met with excitement. Their young lord was becoming more mysterious and impenetrable by the day.

There were rumors in the outside world that even wandering cultivator giants like Emperor Wellspring had joined young lord Jiang Chen. This unquestionably increased the worship of Veluriyam’s emperors toward their leader. Even Emperor Petalpluck had to offer sufficient respect to Jiang Chen.

“Friends! These past few days, I made a trip to Agarwood. I’m sure you haven’t heard any news of that trip yet and I came…” He scarcely finished his sentence when he noticed the others’ odd expressions.

Frowning, Jiang Chen glanced at Emperor Coiling Dragon. “Coiling Dragon, is there anything you would like to say?”

The emperor smiled wryly when he was named. “Young lord, have you been behind closed doors since you came back from Agarwood?”

“Yes,” Jiang Chen nodded. “I’ve been refining the Emperor Supremacy Pill for half a month with some success.”

Coiling Dragon’s eyes lit up. “Have you finished a batch?”

The emperor had desired the pill for quite a while now. The very news of the pill was enough to make his eyes gleam. He tossed all the words he had to say to the wind. His eyes were on the pills alone.

“Serious issues first,” waved Jiang Chen.

Emperor Coiling Dragon chuckled, recovering his wits. “Young lord,” he laughed, “don’t keep it to yourself. Let’s talk about the Emperor Supremacy Pill for a bit.”

“You’ll get one in time. It’s not going anywhere.”

Everyone else laughed as well. Only Emperor Coiling Dragon could be this casual with Jiang Chen. Before his rise to power, the Coiling Dragon Clan had served as his patron and compatriot.

The other emperors were mildly envious of Coiling Dragon’s relationship with the young lord. It was obvious that he would have priority in receiving the pill.

Jiang Chen’s solemnity sobered Emperor Coiling Dragon up too. “It’s no wonder then. If you’ve been spending time behind closed doors these past few days… There’ve been an increasing amount of rumors about Agarwood in the outside world.”

“Oh? What of it?” Because Jiang Chen had been refining pills, he hadn’t heard any news of the outside world. He knew nothing about the goings-on outside Veluriyam.

“Don’t take it to heart, young lord,” said Coiling Dragon. “They’re just a bunch of liars. They only want to throw dirt at you and slander our Veluriyam Capital.”

“Be more specific. What are they saying about me?” Jiang Chen inquired coolly.

“There’s a rumor in the outside world that you broke the Boundary Stele within Agarwood without permission. They say that you are a double agent of another race… there’s lots of weird and unfounded claims about you, young lord. Nobody who lives in the city believes a word of it.”

Currently, Veluriyam Capital was too dedicated and unyielding for the outside world to sway.

Jiang Chen frowned. The Boundary Stele?

The problems at there had been witnessed by Jiang Chen, the Stone Golems, and the Vermilion Bird. The celestial demon lord and his demonic servants had been party as well of course, and the empyrean experts of the Southern Celestial Tribe.

Out of these witnesses, Jiang Chen and company couldn’t have been the ones to spill the beans. All of them was here, within the young lord residence.

The celestial demon lord had stolen Zhongli Yan’s body and fled to Southern Celestial territory. The other two experts had run back to their homeland as well. It couldn’t possibly be one of them here in the human domain.

The only ones left over were the demonic servants who had joined up with the celestial demon lord. But those had been slaughtered wholesale under Jiang Chen and the golem brothers’ pursuit. Not a single one had been left alive. He was entirely sure on this point.

Even if there were one or two that had gotten away, how could they have started up such a malicious storm in the entirety of the human domain? There was something very strange about all this.

“Where did the rumors come from?” Jiang Chen frowned.

“The usual suspects, you know? Pillfire City’s Emperor Cloudbillow, Eternal Celestial Capital…” Emperor Coiling Dragon looked unconcerned.

“What did you say?!” Jiang Chen cut him off before he could finish. The young man stood up with such vehemence and suddenness that he shocked everyone else present. He was a far cry from his usual calmness.

Emperor Coiling Dragon was amazed. “Young lord, those guys are only a bunch of clowns. They’re fabricating rumors and chaos to shake the world into disarray. Most people in the outside world don’t believe them. They think that Pillfire is slandering you in particular!”

Jiang Chen looked very serious as he gazed intently at Coiling Dragon. He took a deep breath. “What did you just say? Pillfire’s Cloudbillow? The Eternal Celestial Capital’s Emperor Castveil?”

“Yes! The Empyrean River Palace’s vice palace head and the Sublime Chord Temple’s Master Vimalakhirti as well. The worst part is that the Ninesuns Sky Sect’s Emperor Newsun is part of them! I thought the Ninesuns Sky Sect wanted peace with you, young lord?” Coiling Dragon was furious when he came to this part.

Jiang Chen’s face grew darker by the second.

His excessive reaction worried everyone else as well. They didn’t suspect him of any wrongdoing of course, but they realized the gravity of the potential situation on their hands.

Jiang Chen took another deep breath before asking once more. “Coiling Dragon, are you sure that these words were personally spoken by Emperor Cloudbillow and the rest?”

“Yes! Pillfire City and its associate factions are gathering others to their side in order to make a public demand for an explanation. The entire human domain has two voices right now: one that supports you, young lord, and the other… the people who are making trouble with Pillfire.”
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Resurrection from the Dead


Coiling Dragon trailed off as he said this. Jiang Chen’s expression made him realize that something was very off. He closed his mouth, not wishing to disturb the young man’s thoughts.

“Keep talking.” Jiang Chen struggled to calm himself down. “Tell me everything in as much detail as possible. Especially about Cloudbillow and company.” He settled down his heart as much as possible.

However, Coiling Dragon didn’t know where to start.

The meeting was silent for a time. Everyone’s eyes became evasive. Clearly, these great emperors had all been scared off by the severity of Jiang Chen’s reaction.

Noticing the delicacy of the atmosphere, Jiang Chen sighed softly. “Friends, are you sure that Emperors Cloudbillow, Castveil, and Master Vimalakhirti all appeared in person?”

“Young lord, is there something wrong about that?” Emperor Void interjected.

Everyone else was rather curious as well. What had happened to warrant such a reaction from young lord Jiang Chen?

Jiang Chen gazed grimly at his captive audience. “The words you speak make me rather doubtful. Are all of you really still you?”

Everyone was entirely confused. What did he mean by that? The young lord’s words were becoming more incomprehensible by the day.

Coiling Dragon scratched his head. “Young lord, are there people that dare disguise themselves as us? Appearance is easy to mimic, but bloodlines aren’t. Who can copy Coiling Dragon Clan’s blood, eh?”

“But the Emperors Cloudbillow and Castveil that the world sees must be fakes.” Jiang Chen choked out a dry laugh.

“Huh?” The whole room reeled in stunned disorientation. Jiang Chen hadn’t made himself any clearer.

“Those people all died at Agarwood Valley.”

What?

They all died?

Veluriyam’s great emperors looked at each other in collective amazement.

“Young lord, you… you’re not joking, are you? Emperor Cloudbillow and a group of his cronies are spreading libelous rumors about you everywhere in the human domain. That’s definitely real, and something that’s only happened over the last couple of days. News of it is everywhere. If the rumors had been scarce, they could’ve been false. But if the entire martial dao world is talking about it, then…”

Jiang Chen nodded. “That’s why I think this is strange. There has to be something afoot. I do know one thing though: all these people have already died! Aside from me, Emperor Newsun and the forefather of the Purple Smoke Sect are the only survivors. However, if Newsun has joined Cloudbillow, I assume he’s met with some kind of misfortune as well.”

Everyone’s expressions became conflicted. They saw that Jiang Chen was deadly serious.

The young lord went on plainly. “The secret realm within Agarwood held an ancient celestial demon lord, sealed away by a formation that belonged to an equally ancient sect. He used his demonic consciousness to lure human cultivators into his domain. If not for the alertness I had from the start, I might have fallen prey to his trap as well.”

He retold all that had occurred there to the great emperors present. How the cultivators had fallen into the demon lord’s trap, how Newsun had escaped with his subordinates’ sacrifice, and how the latter had stuck around for a bit before leaving with the Purple Smoke Sect’s forefather.

He recounted the intrusion of the Southern Celestial Tribe’s experts as well, and how the demon lord had finally struggled free of his seal with their help.

Jiang Chen held nothing back, even the information about the ancient legendary bow. The stakes were too high for him to conceal information. He had a bad feeling that the strange events which were currently taking place only served to hide a brewing conspiracy that was even more sinister.

Most concerning was the faction that had formulated the conspiracy. It was fearsome enough to know everything that can place in the Primosanct Sect’s sacred land. This shocked Jiang Chen tremendously. He was now completely sure that there had been a third, terrifying party there.

He hadn’t noticed them, the Vermilion Bird hadn’t noticed them, and the eight Stone Golem brothers hadn’t noticed them either. Even the arrogant celestial demon lord, with his extremely powerful consciousness, hadn’t noticed them. From beginning to end, no one had paid any attention to the third party’s presence.

They had been the veritable oriole in the story of the cicada and the mantis. Jiang Chen hadn’t understood the tale very much before now, but a chill ran down his spine when he considered the possibilities.

The faction behind this was truly dreadful. Not just its subterfuge, but its unspeakable ambitions and unparalleled skill at disguises.

Mimicking the dead Cloudbillow and company plausibly wasn’t something that just anyone could pull off! Even their own sects and factions didn’t suspect that anything was wrong. The scope of the problem was bloodcurdlingly large.

The celestial demon lord and the Southern Flame Tribe were known threats. Jiang Chen was wary of them, but he wasn’t going to lose any sleep over them. This hidden faction could do just that though. He wasn’t going to sleep very well after today.

After a long time, Emperor Void spoke once more. “Young lord, from what you say, the culprit responsible for all this is hideously strong!”

Copying one person wasn’t hard.

Copying a group of people wasn’t nearly on the same level. A proficient team was required, as was sufficient knowledge and understanding of what had happened in Agarwood.

How else would they have been able to make their lie convincing otherwise?

“We can’t be so passive, young lord,” Emperor Coiling Dragon spat angrily. “We must step forward and unveil them to the rest of the world! This is a conspiracy!”

“Yes, we must reveal their plot. If these people all died and are fakes, it should be easy to do that!”

“Not necessarily. They have large numbers and we very few. They’ve pretty much made their accusations simultaneously. Young lord Jiang Chen is only one person. How can he debate so many successfully?”

Some were indignant and others worried.

“It doesn’t matter who the culprit is,” replied Jiang Chen. “They slander me because they are afraid of me. That’s why they must resort to such a disgusting method in order to oppose me at all.”

“That’s right, young lord. They want to ruin your reputation and destroy Veluriyam’s prestige! We can’t allow this to happen!”

“Quite so, young lord. We must mount a counterattack!”

“Let’s make an announcement to denounce those phonies right now! As long as we expose them, their actions should no longer matter!”

As these people spoke, guests arrived. It was none other than the Skysword Sect’s head, Han Qianzhan, and the Celestial Cicada Court’s leader, Su Huanzhen. These two were intricately tied to Veluriyam in their dealings.

They were evidently bothered by the circulating rumors and were here to seek the truth from Jiang Chen’s mouth. Their restlessness was visible from their actions and behavior.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, things are very bad right now. If the Ninesuns Sky Sect stands with Pillfire and helps them stir things up, it will be very bad for you and Veluriyam! The excuse they’ve come up with is especially bad. Destroying Boundary Steles is a serious crime!” Han Qianzhan cut straight to the point.

Since ancient times, human experts have upheld an unspoken agreement: Boundary Steles and their territories were not to be touched, no matter where they were. Human cultivators, peak experts especially, were forbidden from challenging them.

If Pillfire and its associates held on to this fact, it would be an easy avenue of attack against Jiang Chen and Veluriyam’s fame and influence.

There were many loyal supporters of Jiang Chen in the human domain, a group that was expanding by the day. From a broad point of view, Veluriyam had basically surpassed Pillfire to become the leading faction of the Upper Eight Regions.

Pillfire had perfect motive for doing this.

Still, Jiang Chen felt that even Emperor Pillzenith had no ability to make all the cultivators outside Agarwood disappear. Therefore, he considered it quite unlikely for Pillzenith to be the mastermind behind the operation. He was an assistant at most.

Truthfully, he was more worried about Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers’ whereabouts than the malicious rumors.

He speculated that the three great emperors had been captured or kidnapped, as depressing as the idea was. Unfortunately, that was the best case scenario. Their bizarre deaths would be a much graver blow.

It was a loss that Jiang Chen couldn’t afford to sustain.

Su Huanzhen’s voice echoed forth. “Young lord Jiang Chen, Sect Head Han and I don’t believe you would be someone so rash. We both think you should step up to condemn what they’ve said. Your innocence must be declared to the world. Otherwise, their lies will be allowed to propagate until they are indistinguishable from truth. That wouldn’t be a good thing for Veluriyam’s reputation or the human domain at large.”

If Veluriyam fell off its pedestal, the entire human domain would fall into anarchy for a time. After all, many people saw the capital as the only reliable faction in the land.

“What do you think, friends?” Su Huanzhen’s concern for Veluriyam’s fortunes was evident. The anxiety and distress on her face were overt.

Everyone looked at Jiang Chen, hesitant to speak. Before the young lord’s explanation, they didn’t even dare announce that Cloudbillow and company had already died. Doing so wasn’t much different from an admission of madness. All eyes settled on the young lord to see how he would respond.

“I can’t hide what’s happened from you, my friends. You’ve come a long way.” Jiang Chen concisely retold the matter of Agarwood and the fakes to the two sect heads.

Their reactions after hearing the entire story were nearly identical. Shock, astonishment, then trepidation!
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Coming to a Firm Decision


Their reactions came as no surprise to Jiang Chen.

Anyone would’ve reacted the same way after hearing such earth-shattering news. Jiang Chen had been equally shocked when he heard Cloudbillow’s name.

Resurrection wasn’t unheard of in the martial dao world, but it could only be done if the soul was still intact.

Jiang Chen had slain Cloudbillow, Sublime Chord Temple’s Venerated Weimo, and the Empyrean River Palace’s vice sect head with the divine bow. It hadn’t been a dream. Yet somehow, these men had mysteriously come to life and were sullying his reputation!

Han Qianzhan was wide-eyed with shock. “Young lord Jiang Chen, do you mean that you’ve slain the demon sympathizers?”

“I didn’t do it alone. I had help from a few companions, the Primosanct Sect’s terrain advantage, as well as the divine bow.” Jiang Chen was open and frank. This wasn’t the time to be sneaky and coy.

“The demon race…” Su Huanzhen murmured. “I’ve always thought of them as faraway beings whose paths would never cross with ours, but now I finally realize that they were always among us. Our ignorance and fear have led us to forgetting about the scars they've left behind. We lied to ourselves in hope that ignorance would make them go away!”

She’d hit the nail on the head.

Despite knowing how big of a threat the ancient demons posed, the entire human race had unconsciously decided to run away from their problems and live from day to day.

It was a very widespread issue. After all, nobody had ever experienced the gruesome ancient battles themselves. Only a few texts about the ancient massacre still remained. Information about the demonic cataclysm was mostly spread through the word of mouth.

However, most couldn’t associate their present reality with something so distant and ancient. Thus, only a few remained cautious in times of peace.

Han Qianzhan abruptly shifted his gaze to Jiang Chen. “Young lord, if those men are imposters, perhaps the demons are the ones pulling the strings?”

Jiang Chen shook his head. “I can’t be certain. Since everyone here is a figurehead of the human domain, do you know of any hidden factions in the human domain over the recent millennia?”

Hidden factions?

The crowd shook their heads. “It would be extremely difficult to keep themselves hidden for so long.”

“It’s very unlikely.”

“I agree. The playing field in the Upper Eight Regions has long solidified. A hidden faction could never cause so much chaos.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “I’m afraid there will no longer be a day’s worth of peace in the human domain. Truth be told, I felt completely helpless when the demon lord was freed from his seal. Fortunately, he fled to Southern Celestial territory. The consequences would be dire if otherwise.”

The crowd nodded in agreement. They could tell how frightening the demon lord was from Jiang Chen’s descriptions alone.

Great emperor or not, no one had been able to break free from the demonic domain, even though the demon’s true body had been sealed. And right after being released, he’d subdued three Southern Celestial empyrean experts without breaking a sweat, despite not being at peak condition.

The Southern Celestial experts were initial empyrean cultivators, but not even they could muster up a fight against a newly freed demon lord. One could only imagine how frightening he’d be at full strength.

The divine bow was incredibly heaven-defying, but the demon lord had only defeated by it because he'd let his guard down and his senses were dulled from disuse. Under any other circumstance, the arrows wouldn't have been enough to cause him much harm, let alone destroy his physical body.

“We’ve narrowly avoided the demon lord’s wrath, but it’s clear that the demons in the shadows are growing restless!” Jiang Chen warned after meeting Han Qianzhan and Su Huanzhen’s complicated gazes.

Han Qianzhan sighed. “I used to think that the Upper Eight Regions was more than adequate in strength, but I now know that to be false. Before the demons, we’re nothing but pigs waiting to be slaughtered!”

“Sectmaster Han, you need not belittle yourself. True, the demons are extremely powerful, but they are limited by the environment. Even if they free themselves of their restrictions, it’s almost impossible for them to return to their peak condition.”

The amount of resources and energy density in the human domain was no longer what it had been in the ancient era.

The destruction of countless spirit veins and the overconsumption of resources during the ancient demonic war was the main culprit of the human race’s decline. A turnaround wasn’t in sight even after two hundred thousand years.

To add insult to injury, many powerful experts had taken their heritage and resources with them to Myriad Abyss Island after the war.

Destruction of spirit veins, exhaustion of resources, loss of heritage and powerful experts…

These were all enormous disasters for the human race, but the same problems applied to the demons as well. In an environment as malnourished as the modern human domain, restoring themselves to peak condition was nigh impossible.

“Young lord, the human domain has declined greatly and is no longer as affluent as the ancient era. Perhaps the demons will no longer care to invade us and so we won’t be the primary battleground again?” Coiling Dragon theorized. Due to the human race’s decline, the proud demon race might no longer see the human domain a worthy target.

Perhaps this was actually a blessing in disguise?

Jiang Chen shook his head. “You’re being overly optimistic. First of all, the human domain was the main battlefield during ancient times and so this is where many powerful demons are sealed. Once these experts awaken and free themselves from their seals, they’ll surely wreak havoc upon our lands. Moreover, the Boundary Steles have isolated us from the other domains. Even demons would find it difficult to get past the barriers to seek other lands.

"There are already demons present in the other domains. They can’t trespass upon another demon's territory. Also, you might’ve overlooked the fact that the demons didn’t invade us merely for our resources. They actually set their targets on our population, our reproductive abilities! The demons are powerful, but their ability to reproduce is extremely weak. To build a sizable army, they have to take over the human race!”

Emperor Coiling Dragon laughed wryly at his own naivete after hearing Jiang Chen’s detailed analysis.

Jiang Chen realized that he might’ve dealt an enormous blow to the group’s morale, but this wasn’t the time to be concerned over such matters. The figureheads of the human domain had grown too complacent. They’d been too careless and failed to see the demons as a real threat.

If this went on, the demons would surely exploit their fears and flatten them without breaking a sweat.

Jiang Chen had rung the alarm bells to wake everyone up from their stupor.

“The demons are frighteningly strong, but they can be defeated. The demon lord was extremely powerful, no? Yet in the end, he could only flee with his tail between his legs. We humans have survived since the primordial era. There were times where we were nearly wiped out, but we’ve always stubbornly clung onto life.

“Every race has their advantages and disadvantages. As long as we come up with good countermeasures and plans beforehand, the demons won’t stand a chance!” Jiang Chen had to reassure the group to prevent inner demons from forming in their dao hearts.

He took out a bottle. “Here are a few Emperor Supremacy Pills. They are specially made for everyone here, the future pillars of the human race. With this, everyone’s strength will improve by a notch. We’ll need every set of hands and bit of strength we can muster.”

The crowd’s mood instantly took a turn for the better. They felt ashamed of themselves when they saw Jiang Chen's composure. Despite his youth, he'd already faced a demon lord head on and lived to tell the tale!

Moreover, he didn't seem to harbor any fear of the demons!

This crowd's confidence in him grew. Perhaps the unfathomable youth before them really could lead them to victory against the demons.

The Emperor Supremacy Pill!

Great emperors would unconditionally ascend by one level after taking it! The crowd's worries were washed away by this joy.

“Everyone here is a trusted aide of mine. Since we’ve on the same ship, I’ll skip the highfalutin words. Today, I bring to you the Emperor Supremacy Pill, but when the time is ripe, there will be many more opportunities to come!” Jiang Chen proclaimed upon distributing the pills to the crowd.

The crowd’s eyes gleamed.

“It’s time that we clean up the mess that is the Upper Eight Regions. I have no interest in gaining sovereignty over the region, but if we don’t change the status quo, we’ll be sitting ducks once the demon cataclysm occurs!” His voice was as thunderous as it was dominant.

The crowd turned their gazes to Jiang Chen out of surprise and saw the determination in his eyes. Was the stalemate in the Upper Eight Regions finally coming to an end?
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Open Hostility


Han Tianzhan looked at Jiang Chen worshipfully. “Young lord Jiang Chen,” he promised, “I’ve never been impressed much by anyone all my life, but you impress me a great deal! The stagnant waters of the Upper Eight Regions should be stirred up. They’ll going to turn putrid otherwise!”

Han Tianzhan was a leader with reasonable ambitions. The Great Yu Skysword Sect was one of the strongest first rank sects in the Upper Eight Regions. However, despite its strength, it couldn’t compare in strength or resources to the urban giants that were Veluriyam Capital and Pillfire City.

That, combined with Jiang Chen’s unique charisma and plethora of methods, made Han Tianzhan enamored with the young lord’s abilities. His heroism was completely ignited by what Jiang Chen had said.

As for Su Huanzhen, she had always been on good terms with Veluriyam Capital. To this day, she pined after Emperor Peafowl. Her care for Veluriyam Capital was second only to her care for the Celestial Cicada Court.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, the Celestial Cicada Court will stand firmly by Veluriyam Capital’s side, wherever and whenever!” This was her promise.

“Alright! Adversity is the toughest trial for friendship. I won’t let either of you down for making this difficult choice in such a trying time.” Jiang Chen didn’t resort to over-the-top language, but the things he spoke sounded quite credible to Han Qianzhan and Su Huanzhen nevertheless. Receiving the Emperor Supremacy Pill had made the two sect heads’ trip worthwhile.

Jiang Chen was in a muted mood after sending his guests off. The things that had taken place within the human domain over the past few days could not be ignored.

“Young lord, Pillfire City seems to be dispensing with all civilities. How shall we deal with them?” Coiling Dragon couldn’t resist asking.

“We’ll deal with them as they come,” Jiang Chen replied coolly. “There’s no need to panic. Things are absolutely not as simple as they seem. The biggest threat to the human domain now is no longer Pillfire, but the faction pulling the strings behind the scenes.”

The faction’s secrecy unsettled Jiang Chen.

“We shall maintain steady fortitude in the face of change.” This was the strategy that the young lord settled on.

Though Veluriyam was missing Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers, the eight stone golem brothers were here to pick up the slack. In terms of total strength, the city had seen only an increase. Moreover, Pillzenith’s son was still in Jiang Chen’s hands. Even if the great emperor dared pull some trick or three, he wouldn’t do anything particularly dastardly. Otherwise, his dearest son would come to a tragic end.

Jiang Chen still felt somewhat suffocated after he returned to the young lord residence. He found the Vermilion Bird and retold everything that had happened today. The bird was as surprised as he had been when it heard the news. The demise of Cloudbillow and the rest had been witnessed by the divine creature as well.

“You say that they’ve all come alive again, and they’re in the human domain right now? Are you sure?” The Vermilion Bird’s tone was nothing short of astonished.

“It sounds incredible, but it’s true.” Jiang Chen shook his head, uncertain of what more to say. He couldn’t make heads nor tails of it either.

There must be some terrifying faction behind all this. Exactly how they’d pulled it off though, he had no clue. He didn’t even know who the culprit actually was.

The bird was silent for a long while before it asked another question. “What do you plan to do then?”

“I plan to use inaction to counter their action. I’ll let them hop around for a bit, and when they’re out of ideas and strategies, I’ll deliver a lethal blow. No matter who the mastermind is, I’ll drag him out from behind the curtain,” Jiang Chen promised grimly.

“A wise choice,” nodded the bird. “Stay calm! You can’t be thrown off by their antics at this stage. Do whatever you need to do.”

Jiang Chen inclined his head as well. “That’s right, senior. You’ve come to the young lord residence for a while. I totally forgot that I have a small present to give you.”

“Present?” The Vermilion Bird blinked.

“I can’t extend your life yet, but I do have a wood spirit spring that can help you purify your constitution and blood. It may improve your vitality somewhat. It won’t actually help you live any longer, but I think it’ll alleviate many of your current symptoms.”

“A wood spirit spring?” The Vermilion Bird’s eyes lit up. “I’ve heard of it before. A marvel of nature, able to purify blood and enhance many forms of life.”

Jiang Chen led the Vermilion Bird to the spring at the back of the mountain.

The divine creature was overjoyed at the overwhelming power the spring radiated. It was certain that the water could do exactly Jiang Chen had advertised. Though it couldn’t give the bird new life, it would certainly delay the deterioration of its bodily functions.
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Ten days later, the Vermilion Bird emerged from the wood spirit spring looking completely different. The depressed air that’d clung to it was largely gone.

“I didn’t expect your home to have so many treasures hidden around it, Jiang Chen. There’s more to you than meets the eye.” The bird was in a very good mood. The brief respite it had received wiped away its former dejection.

“I can only do this much for you, senior. The baptism of the wood spirit spring may not put off the inevitable, but it will prolong your time until then. From what I know of rebirth from fire however, your opportunities don’t lie within the human domain.”

The human domain of present day was no longer the bustling one of the ancient era. This place could no longer sustain the demands of a divine creature’s tribulation.

The Vermilion Bird looked intently. “Where do you think my opportunities will be?”

“I think the best place for you will be Myriad Abyss Island.” Jiang Chen had little understanding of the other races’ territories, but those places were unlikely to be the core of the continent. Only Myriad Abyss Island had the requisite strength and prestige to take that title.

“Myriad Abyss Island… Myriad Abyss Island…” The Vermilion Bird repeated those words to itself several times, clearly moved by them.

After a few moments, it nodded. “Jiang Chen, it is only thanks to you that I was freed from the Primosanct Sect. My rejuvenation in the waters of your wood spirit spring is similar. The human race is going through a troubled time at present, so I’ve decided to stay here to help you whenever you need it!” As a proud spirit creature, it was intent on repaying Jiang Chen’s grace.

Jiang Chen blinked. “Does your vitality allow you to delay like this?”

“Don’t worry!” The bird said. “I know my body better than you do. Without the wood spirit spring, I may not have had three decades left. After its purifying waters, my vitals have temporarily improved. My estimates give me at least two hundred years left.”

“Senior, you may wish to reconsider.” Jiang Chen was happy to receive the Vermilion Bird’s promise. However, considering the bird’s condition, he didn’t want to unduly hold it up from its own plans.

As they conversed, someone ran in hurriedly from outside.

“Young lord, we just received news that Pillfire has gathered thirty-some sects in a crusade against Veluriyam Capital. Their goal is you, young lord!” It was Jiang Chen’s confidante and cousin, Xue Tong. The young man was quite anxious, evidently scared by the news.

“Thirty-some sects?” Jiang Chen smiled faintly, his expression almost mocking. “Pillfire was able to mobilize quite a number, hrmm!”

Xue Tong was very surprised at his reaction.

“Young lord, the alliance will be within the city in ten days. I fear the worst!” The young lord’s cousin was far more worried than the youth himself.

Jiang Chen was perfectly at ease. “How many first rank sects are there?” He asked coolly.

“Four. The Heavenly Dragon Sect, the Sublime Chord Temple, the Empyrean River Palace, and the Eternal Celestial Capital! I hear that the Ninesuns Sky Sect’s executives are bickering among themselves. Some of Newsun’s supporters chose to stand with Pillfire… but the sect’s Emperor Clearsky has clearly expressed his non-participation in these pointless crusades. He’s also stated publicly that he has faith in the type of person you are, and that the Boundary Steles aren’t so easily broken!”

Another sect in such internal strife was the Moon God Sect. However, the division there wasn’t quite so significant. Because of the marriage between the two factions, that sect would never publicly support Pillfire. That would hold true no matter the extent of the threats levied against them.

Jiang Chen laughed when he heard all this. “Those four first rank sects again, eh? When I came back from the Moon God Sect, they were the ones who ambushed me. The same villains are now back with the same recipe. I wasn’t scared of them while in their territory and there’s nothing to fear in our home base!”

His comfort and ease was infectious. Xue Tong calmed down a great deal.

“On the contrary, I’m more worried they won’t come.” Jiang Chen was referring to Cloudbillow and company. Cloudbillow in particular had been slain by the young lord’s hand – or arrow, to be more precise. How could a person return from beyond the pale like that?

Unfurling a map, Jiang Chen studied the terrain around Veluriyam Capital carefully.

A few moments perusing the map was enough for him to circle a few key spots.

“We’ll hold them back at these three choke points. We can’t let external forces enter Veluriyam proper! How will I live up to Emperor Peafowl otherwise?”

Though Jiang Chen had advocated inaction, his opponent had dealt a potent hand. He wasn’t about to remain a sitting duck.

He preferred to counterattack on the outskirts of the city. The fires of battle could not be allowed to burn within Veluriyam’s heart.

“Bring young master Tian Lin to me,” commanded Jiang Chen.

He had warned Pillzenith that any wrong move would be met with the execution of his son on the field of battle. Pillzenith’s repeated provocations had worn his patience thin. Without a doubt, the correct solution was decisively root out the foundation of all trouble!
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Discussion on the Eve of Battle


All Veluriyam’s great emperors were gathered together once more.

Unfurling the map a second time, Jiang Chen pointed to and fro. “Friends, Pillfire is at its wit’s end. It’s preparing a final assault on us to find victory or death. We should rise to the challenge in meeting them on the battlefield!”

He had refrained from formally making a break with Pillfire all this time because of his regard for the bigger picture in the human domain. A clash between two powerful forces was sure to result in civil unrest in the domain for a long while, reducing humanity’s already meager strength even further.

Alas, Pillfire had seemingly cast Jiang Chen’s efforts to the dogs. They’d perceived Jiang Chen’s self-control and restraint as cowardice and timidness. This infuriated Veluriyam’s young lord. If continual restraint couldn’t bring peace, then the alternative was a thunderous strike to excise the festering boil of Pillfire from the world!

It wasn’t just the great emperors in the city who were called. Emperor Vastsea, who had been maintaining affairs in Great Scarlet and Myriad, was recalled as well.

Emperor Wellspring was summoned too, alongside a few of his wandering cultivator compatriots. These great emperors had all answered the titan’s charismatic appeal and were completely on Jiang Chen’s side.

Unfortunately, without Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers, Jiang Chen felt like he was still missing something.

He wasn’t lacking in strength of arms, but he did worry about his friend and subordinates. Those three had done a lot for him since the beginning. He wanted to know what had happened to them to rest his own heart, if nothing else.

One question remained, though. If the faction behind the scenes really can disguise people as Cloudbillow and Castveil, why haven’t they disguised themselves as Old Brother Mo and the Jiao brothers to dump more dirty water on me?

This perplexed Jiang Chen a great deal.

‘Emperor Cloudbillow’ and ‘Emperor Castveil’ were able to mount a convincing propaganda campaign, but its effect was nevertheless diminished due to their erstwhile status as his enemies.

If the mastermind had sent people disguised as Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers, the effect of Jiang Chen’s allies turning on him would be much superior, perhaps to an explosive and destructive degree.

However, that kind of worrisome situation hadn’t happened.

Jiang Chen was both grateful and thoughtful. Maybe Old Brother Mo and the Jiao brothers were in danger, but the mastermind hadn’t discovered their real identities yet. Or were they being treated as ordinary captives?

That was a more optimistic view of things.

Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers had hidden their identities and pretended to be wandering cultivators from the onset. If they kept this on the down-low and went with the flow, perhaps they were safe still.

The thought of this relieved Jiang Chen’s tension somewhat.

The great emperors gathered here were studying the young lord’s battle plan. Their blood pumped and spirits were high at the prospect of battle ahead.

Among Veluriyam’s own, Coiling Dragon and Void staunchly supported Jiang Chen. Petalpluck’s attitude on the other hand, was a bit more uncertain. Not that he wavered in his support of the city’s present leader, but the emperor wasn’t confident about their chances of victory.

“Young lord, Pillfire is out in force this time. It’s gathered thirty-some factions in a fierce alliance. That kind of group can sweep the entire human domain. Veluriyam is alone in its war effort right now, so we would have a lot of trouble resisting their attacks. If we use the city’s defenses to maneuver against them, then maybe we can pull it off in the end. Fighting them on the outskirts… may not be wise.”

Petalpluck knew that Jiang Chen was capable, but Pillfire and its allies outnumbered Veluriyam several-to-one. The outskirts offered no tactical advantage in terms of terrain. If they were weaker in terms of raw manpower too, how were they going to win?

Petalpluck’s concerns did have some basis in fact. Skysplitter also felt the same way.

The latter voiced his worries respectfully. “Young lord Jiang Chen, my Skysplitter faction respects and admires your leadership completely. Only you are fit for the reins of Veluriyam. However, this coming battle will decide the city’s survival. I venture that we can’t brashly walk into a decision. We have no advantage in terms of men or terrain if we take this to the outskirts.”

On a basic level, Veluriyam Capital was precarious in all three dimensions: circumstantial, territorial, and manpower.

Mountaincrush sighed as well. “Young lord Jiang Chen, I won’t bat an eyelash in fighting for Veluriyam to the death. Fighting on the outskirts though… it’s like throwing an egg at a rock with what little we have remaining.”

These three great emperors were all quite rational in their rationales. They weren’t opposing simply for the reason of opposing.

“Oi, you three,” Vastsea interjected disdainfully. “You’ve known the young lord for so long, but you still don’t know him well enough yet. When has the young lord done anything that he was unsure about? Pillzenith is strong, but have you forgotten? He brought a very large group to ambush the young lord on Eternal Celestial territory, but that ended in shambles nonetheless.”

Vastsea was a serial flatterer, but he did have the advantage of steadfastly supporting anyone he threw in his lot with.

Just like when he’d joined Emperor Shura all those years ago; at that time, Shura had no advantages whatsoever over Emperor Peafowl. Despite that, Vastsea had fought his instincts and raised the banner of revolution alongside Shura. Whether openly or covertly, he sang a counter-tune against Peafowl.

Now that Jiang Chen had his loyalty and recognition, he stood beside Jiang Chen to the bitter end.

The benevolent Emperor Coiling Dragon spoke up as well. “I very much agree with the young lord’s proposition. If we defend only Veluriyam’s heart, Pillzenith’s armies would rampage through the countryside and the peoples under our rule. When Emperor Peafowl reigned, he never abandoned a single one of his subjects. Are we supposed to toss aside our principles simply because of our enemy’s apparent strength? Shall we hide within the city’s walls and ignore the plight of our people? What right do we have to their help and support then?”

There was mass concurrence at his speech. It was right for a leader to personally defend the gates to his nation.

As the leader of Veluriyam Capital, Jiang Chen ruled over countless miles of land and people, vassals as many as the stars in the sky.

If they disregarded border defense and allowed Pillzenith’s forces to invade openly, it would be a swarm of locusts romping across the countryside. The only result would be a massive loss of life!

Even if Veluriyam’s core remained intact after a long, hard defense, they would be a general without an army.

The prominence of a faction was fueled by its innumerable subjects and subordinates. Existing without these foundations was a tree without roots: living on borrowed time.

Emperor Void nodded. “If Emperor Peafowl were here, he wouldn’t hide himself within Veluriyam’s walls either. Veluriyam may fall, but we can’t let it fall in such a dastardly way. We great emperors should die before the commoners in defense of our country. What opposition can there be to this? Moreover, the young lord’s decision to meet our foes on the outskirts must have a reason behind it. Why not hear him out before we decide?”

As Jiang Chen’s confidants, Void and Coiling Dragon were closer to him than the rest. There was an element of blind worship in their relationship to him. Plus, they had been Emperor Peafowl’s confidants in the past as well. Their perspective was similar in many respects to their former master’s.

Therefore, both great emperors were much more firm on this particular topic of contention than the others.

Wellspring chuckled. “Friends, let me put myself forward for a second.”

The wandering great emperor held immense seniority in the world of martial dao. After all, he was one of the wandering cultivator world’s six titans. If he was less prominent than Emperor Peafowl, that was only by a hair’s margin.

In the Veluriyam of today, even Petalpluck wasn’t necessarily comparable to Wellspring. Decorum-wise, it was necessary and obligatory to listen to what he had to say.

“Young lord Jiang Chen and I are of one mind and spirit, so I won’t offer my opinion on that part overmuch. I do think though, that Pillzenith’s thirty-odd coalition is less fierce than it may seem. The very fact that he is at Veluriyam’s doors means that he cannot wait any longer. Why? Because he’s afraid of the young lord.

“They may look strong at first glance, but have you considered on what is their cooperation basis in the first place?”

Almost all of the other great emperors couldn’t say that they had. Most sank into thought. Yes, why had these thirty-odd factions come together in the first place? What was the glue that held them together?

“What’s keeping them as one? Is it profit? Pillzenith’s threats and blackmail? Or a common fear and hatred of young lord Jiang Chen?” Emperor Wellspring posed a few more questions, more detailed this time.

“What do you think is the reason, Daoist Wellspring?” Coiling Dragon asked.

“I’ve come up with a couple possibilities. Firstly, young lord Jiang Chen’s youthful heroism has elicited envy and fear of his potential rise into blinding prominence. It may affect these factions’ bottom line one way or another. Secondly, Pillzenith has always had remarkable influence and prestige among many factions. Those particular ones may have been intimidated or coerced into supporting his war effort. Thirdly, they may have come solely for the sake of potential profit – chief among that, division of Veluriyam’s treasures!”
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To Crush Utterly


Jiang Chen’s lips curved in appreciation. He couldn’t help but admire Emperor Wellspring’s keen insight and unique understanding of the situation. None of the great emperors from Veluriyam could compare, not even Peerless or the Jiao brothers.

With an encouraging look from the young lord, Wellspring continued, “The human domain stands at a crossroad. Either Veluriyam or Pillfire will become its leader. There can be only one.

“You might cower, or you might rejoice. War will come in any case. Pillfire’s viewed us as their greatest threat ever since Emperor Peafowl’s reign. However, perhaps you don’t know why the young lord’s avoided open hostilities until now?”

The great emperors looked at each other. Wasn’t it because Veluriyam was weaker and didn’t have as many allies? What other reasons could there be?

All eyes fell on Jiang Chen. The young lord’s smile was as cool and serene as ever, as if undaunted by the enemy’s grand army. Such equanimity in one so young was worthy of praise.

Wellspring explained after a brief pause, “You’re probably accustomed to thinking that it’s because Pillfire is too strong, while Veluriyam keeps to itself and lacks vassals? Wrong! The young lord has never considered Pillfire the greatest threat.

“In fact, they’re no threat at all!” Wellspring’s voice resounded like thunder.

Other than Emperor Coiling Dragon and Emperor Void, the great emperors were at a loss for words. No threat at all?

“Everyone’s heard Emperor Wellspring,” Jiang Chen suddenly interjected. “As he said, Pillfire is an annoying fly and not the real danger. I lacked strength before and didn’t test their limits. But after several run-ins, I’ve roughly plumbed their depths. They’re inconsequential clowns, despite their airs. I might have left them in peace, but they keep getting in the way. Since they have a death wish, we might as well indulge them.”

His words seemed absurd, but his confidence made the crowd sit up and listen. He might have been the only one in the human domain able to command such respect. Anyone else would have been called deranged. After all, Pillfire was widely acknowledged as the number one faction.

“Gentlemen, we can no longer afford to hesitate. I hope you can see that we cannot create without first destroying. The greatest threat looming over us all is demons!”

Demons!

This word had been a recurring nightmare haunting mankind throughout its long history.

“Let all witness what happens when Veluriyam flexes its muscles! Let them know the Heavenly Dragon Sect isn’t mankind’s leader, nor is Pillfire. We are the only ones qualified! Let us be off!” Jiang Chen had bided his time for far too long to waste more time on pointless debates.

After some reflection, he decided to leave Guo Ran’s palace in the young lord residence. With the Vermilion Bird and the eight golem brothers at his side, the palace was best left behind to guard against future dangers.

In fact, he’d long planned on refining it and fuse it with the residence’s formation. With the palace at the center and the restriction in its core, the young lord residence would become an impregnable fortress.

In the Great Yu Skysword Sect, Han Qianzhan’s eyes shone when he received Jiang Chen’s secret missive. “Is war finally upon us? It seems the status quo will soon crumble.”

Upon receiving the same secret missive, the Celestial Cicada Court’s Su Huanzhen murmured, “The student might have surpassed the master. Perhaps this war will propel Veluriyam to even greater heights.”

The two great sects summoned all of their elites, ready to meet up with their ally.

The border of Bluesky Nation had always been a strategic location for Veluriyam. The kingdom’s king and his crown prince had both submitted to Jiang Chen. So after careful deliberation, the young man decided that was the best place to confront the northern alliance.

“Senior, you don’t need to spearhead the frontlines. I simply need you to look menacing.” He smiled at the bird’s volunteering.

The ancient beast persisted, “I must take the field. Those great emperors are all mine. My vital functions are rather weak, so I need to replenish my energy.”

Many ancient divine beasts swallowed the life essence of other creatures to supplement their own.

“Hehe, you gotta leave some of them for us brothers.” Big Stone laughed, brimming with eagerness. Golems couldn’t absorb someone else’s life essence, but they enjoyed fighting. They didn’t want to miss out on the action.

Jiang Chen couldn’t be bothered with setting up formations. There were no intricate plans, no defensive arrangements, no nothing. He would resort to the most primitive of brute force, crushing his enemies so hard that they wouldn’t even be able to recover from the attack.

He summoned the entire Goldbiter Rat clan. The excited rat king knew how big a chance it was. As the main vanguard, they would suffer heavy casualties, but that was of no importance.

They had to fight and swallow their prey to grow stronger. Many would die, but the survivors would become fiercer and more powerful. Such was the survival of the fittest.

Goldbiter Rats reproduced very fast in any case. Rather than numbers, the rat king was only concerned about his clan’s overall fighting potential.

“Ole Gold, remember, your clan will be our main force this time. Teach these fellows a lesson they’ll never forget!”

“Hehe, don’t worry young lord. They’ll have nightmares for the rest of their lives!”

Everything was in order. The young man stood there, hands clasped behind his back, while his great emperors observed him, extremely conflicted. They weren’t fully aware of all of his trump cards yet, so they couldn’t help being apprehensive.

“Young lord, our scouts have spotted the northern alliance’s troops three hundred miles away. They’ll soon cross the border!”

Jiang Chen waved his hand. “Keep watching.” He also told the rat king, “Ole Gold, stay inside the Millionditch Stonenest for now and keep your descendants in check. Don’t alert the enemy and ruin the surprise effect!”

The rat king cackled. “Hehe, understood!”

Jiang Chen nodded, suddenly looking back. “Here they are!”

The elites from the Skysword Sect and the Celestial Cicada Court had also arrived as agreed upon. The young lord welcomed them with a smile. “Sectmaster Han, Courtmaster Su, you’re indeed people of your word.”

Han Qianzhan laughed. “Haha, it’s an honor for us to fight alongside you!”

Jiang Chen smiled easily. “Sectmaster Han, how’s the Emperor Supremacy Pill? It might not work immediately for someone of your level.”

Han Qianzhan hurried to say, “It’s definitely effective. I haven’t broken through yet, but I can tangibly feel my cultivation increase. I might soon break free of the shackles that have held me back for so long!”

The pill worked slower on advanced or peak great emperors. But even if they couldn’t break through immediately, it would nudge their progress forward.

Jiang Chen nodded. “Everyone, don’t be nervous. It might be enough for your presence to add to our momentum. You might not need to fight.”

Han Qianzhan frowned. “That won’t do. We’re allies, so we rise and fall together. How can we sit by and watch? Are you looking down on us? The Skysword Sect fears no battle.”

“Right, we are fearless and dauntless!”

The sect had brought along brave and unyielding elites on this campaign. Not a single coward was to be found.

Su Huanzhen also remarked, “Young lord, you can’t make an omelette without cracking eggs. We are one and shall face whatever difficulties the heavens throw our way as one. We don’t fight for Veluriyam, but for ourselves and for the sake of the human domain.”

Touched, Jiang Chen nodded. “Please don’t misunderstand. I won’t hesitate if your sects are needed, but let’s watch the show first… Here they are, right on time!”

He looked into the distance, his tone suddenly strange.

Like an ominous black cloud, a formidable aura inched ever closer, seeming to dim the sun and darken the heavens. Over thirty factions comprised of thousands upon thousands of elites encroached on the border.

The young lord shot into the sky like an air current, his Evil Golden Eye firing forward as a rainbow.

“Pillzenith, I see you really can’t teach new tricks to old dogs! My warning seems to have fallen on deaf ears. Since you’re so eager to push your son into the abyss, let me help you!”

With a wave of the hand, he pushed Sir Tian Lin forward.

Pillzenith charged ahead of his men. “Jiang Chen, if you dare kill my son, I’ll make your sister hate you for life!”

He also pushed someone forward. The young lord froze, instantly recognizing the Moon God Sect’s second sectmaster!
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A Trade of Hostages


Jiang Chen hadn’t expected this particular tactic from Emperor Pillzenith. It was patently ridiculous that the great emperor was threatening him with the second sectmaster of the Moon God Sect.

The young lord burst into exasperated laughter. “Are you telling me that you want to trade for your son with the Moon God Sect’s second sectmaster, Pillzenith?”

“I’m only repaying you in spades, brat!” Pillfire’s leader retorted coldly.

“Hahaha!” Jiang Chen roared with mirth. “You’re truly shameless, Pillzenith. I thought the Moon God Sect was one of your more distant allies. Weren’t you quite close for a time? Aren’t you worried that your other allies will get cold feet from your actions?”

Jiang Chen looked meaningfully at the other sects flanking the emperor.

“There’s no need for your provocation, Jiang Chen. Your destruction of the Boundary Stele and intention to cavort with alien races makes you a criminal to humanity itself! If you know what’s good for you, surrender now and wash away Veluriyam’s sins with your own blood to preserve the lives of your people. Otherwise, our armies will make your rivers run red wherever they go!”

The speaker was the head of the Empyrean River Palace, one of Pillfire’s most loyal dogs. Jiang Chen wasn’t surprised that he’d stepped up to protect his master.

Jiang Chen looked at the palace head with a half-smile. “The Empyrean River Palace is still considered a first rank sect, but you’re willing to stoop to being Pillzenith’s pet. But it’s fine too if you like being a dog. We all make different choices in life. Your gravest mistake lies in your horrendous choice for a master. Do you think that Pillzenith will most assuredly triumph over Veluriyam Capital given your numbers?”

The Empyrean River palace head was supposed to be an important character in the Upper Eight Regions, given the stature of the faction he led. In Jiang Chen’s eyes, however, the man wasn’t worthy of any respect. Showing the palace head any courtesy would be doing himself a disservice.

The palace’s head was red in the face with fury. Killing intent radiated from his eyes. Pillzenith waved a hand, signaling for the palace head to back off.

“Jiang Chen.” Pillzenith remarked coolly. “You’ve always branded yourself a chivalrous boy. Don’t think for a minute that I don’t know the hidden dealings between Veluriyam and the Moon God Sect. This old woman is the master of your dear sister, Xu Qingxuan. She raised your sister from childhood, didn’t she? She’s like a second mother to your sister. If you’re willing to let her die, then why can’t I sacrifice my son for the sake of mankind?”

Though Jiang Chen held Pillzenith in great contempt, he had to admit the thickness of the other man’s skin. Even the most ferocious of carnivores didn’t eat its own children.

Pillzenith wasn’t eating his own son outright, but he was using his son’s life as part of a gamble. If Jiang Chen was incited to anger and refused to make the hostage swap, Pillzenith would be indirectly responsible for his son’s death.

The young lord’s first thought was to refuse Pillzenith’s offer. As soon as he considered that, his sister’s face rose unbidden to the top of his mind.

If I simply leave my sister’s master to die, our relationship will fracture for sure. Jiang Chen weighed things up. He would always have more chances to kill young master Tian Lin, but a crack in his relationship with his sister was generally irreparable.

“Never mind. The old woman has such a loathsome temper that I even wanted to kill her at one point, but she is sis’ master at the end of the day. I’m sure Qingxuan thinks her of a second mother.”

Jiang Chen could anger everyone in the world but his family. He could bear any shame on his family’s behalf.

What was the life of a young master Tian Lin worth?

He was suddenly no longer fixated on killing the youth. Raising an eyebrow, he responded impassively, “I underestimated your shamelessness, Pillzenith. Very well, we can make the exchange if you so desire.”

His Evil Golden Eye opened wide, glaring at the emperor. “You must swear however, that you haven’t used any methods on the second sectmaster or left her with some hidden deficiency. Otherwise, I won’t agree to the trade even if my sister blames me for the rest of her life.”

Pillzenith was taken aback. He had done precisely that. Once the trade went through, he could use said methods to torture the second sectmaster so that she would wish for death for the rest of her life.

He was a villain through and through. It was just as well that Jiang Chen had his guard up against his enemy’s poor morals. This demand destroyed Pillzenith’s contemptible plans.

Jiang Chen wasn’t in any hurry. “Your son can go back to you whenever you give me a second sectmaster that’s perfectly healthy.”

Suppressing his anger, Pillzenith called out, “Jiang Chen, you want me to swear an oath, but can you guarantee that you haven’t done anything to my son?”

The paranoia was mutual. Pillzenith was as wary as Jiang Chen just as Jiang Chen was of him.

After some preparation, the great emperor was forced to remove his tricks from the second sectmaster. A conspiracy found out is no longer fit to be called one.

After about fifteen minutes, Pillzenith returned with the second sectmaster. “The second sectmaster here is perfectly healthy, Jiang Chen. I can swear an oath that she will not suffer any ill after effects from her captivity.”

“You’d better think hard on whether you have anyone else from the Moon God Sect in your hands, hmm?” Jiang Chen replied.

Pillzenith harrumphed. “That’s none of your business.”

Jiang Chen was perfectly calm and unwavering. “I’m making the exchange, so it is my business. No matter how you pretend to not care, you clearly still want to rescue your son. Before he comes back to you, you should stay as honest and cooperative as possible.”

He was using Pillzenith’s care and hope to rescue his son against him.

Pillzenith harrumphed again. “I swear that I only have one hostage from the Moon God Sect. One is enough, anyway.”

Truthfully, there had been quite a bit of pressure on Pillzenith for doing something so shameless. The Moon God Sect was a first rank sect that formerly had been on very good relations with Pillfire City. The despicable deed he’d been forced into doing just to fight Jiang Chen was exceedingly shameful.

That was why he had captured only the second sectmaster through covert operations rather than kidnapping her in broad daylight from the Moon God Sect.

As for the others, the great emperor didn’t think that they would be worthy of being hostages in the first place. Only Xu Qingxuan’s master had the weight to strong-arm Jiang Chen into capitulating.

The great emperor was reasonably astute at reading people’s hearts.

After a round of back-and-forth, both parties settled on strict and stringent terms to ensure that the exchange could go through uneventfully.

“The trade, then.” Jiang Chen waved an arm to release young master Tian Lin.

The young man was ecstatic to regain his freedom. He rushed before Pillzenith. “Father, this brat has made me suffer a great deal. Please strike him down on my behalf!”

The second sectmaster was free as well. She swallowed her typical pride to return despondently to the side of Jiang Chen’s forces, unsure of how to handle herself.

She was the second-in-command of a first rank sect and usually commanded significant respect in the world of martial dao. Her loss at Pillfire City’s hands had been quite painful and depressing in light of that.

“Thanks for the help, Jiang Chen.” The second sectmaster’s thanks was extremely quiet.

Regardless of her stubborn nature, she knew that she would have met a grim fate without Jiang Chen’s graciousness. A proud person could only think normally when her pride was shattered.

“You can thank Qingxuan,” Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “If you feel particularly grateful towards me, I would be happy if you could be a bit more lenient on my sister in the future. Alright, now that this little interlude is over, the curtain is about to be pulled back on a grander spectacle. If you are interested in watching, do stand back and enjoy the show.”

“Stand back?” The second sectmaster gritted her teeth, her eyebrows upturned. “Pillzenith has gone too far. The Moon God Sect will not ignore his evil deeds. Today, I represent our sect in making a formal alliance with Veluriyam Capital against the malevolent Pillfire City!”

The second sectmaster had ever been single-track minded. She’d sung the multifarious praises of Pillfire City before, even hinting to Xu Qingxuan to make more contact with the city’s Pill King Ji Lang. Her worship of absolute power at that time was evident.

The harsh lesson she’d been taught today had opened her eyes. The Pillfire City and Emperor Pillzenith she’d formerly respected were completely different from what she had expected. Their impressions had been utterly destroyed in her heart.

The Jiang Chen that she hadn’t thought much of before on the other hand, had surprised her time and time again to the point of embarrassment. This was the young lord of Veluriyam Capital indeed!

Her reaction changed Jiang Chen’s own opinion of what kind of person she was. The fact that she had such a one-track mind was endearing in her own way; perhaps she wasn’t really that vicious after all.

However, he had no need of her intervention.

“Emperor Wellspring, please escort the second sectmaster to the back. I think she needs some rest.” He didn’t feel like explaining anything.

He asked Wellspring to just take her away. Only a top-level expert like Wellspring could calm a hysteric woman like the second sectmaster.

As expected, she caved under the emperor’s gentle firmness and was compelled to retreat to the rear.

By this time, Pillzenith had completed an overview of his son as well. He had no concerns remaining.

“Jiang Chen!” The emperor’s voice rumbled like thunder. “I’m putting aside my private grudges with you for now. The only reason my armies are here today is to punish you for the matter of the Boundary Stele! Your unauthorized attack against it has destroyed its protective boundary. Your betrayal of humanity in favor of alien races is unforgivable!”

“What next?” Jiang Chen smirked. “Are you going to get Emperors Cloudbillow, Castveil, and the rest to accuse me?”

Pillzenith blinked. What was he getting at? Was that kid’s gall solid stone? Did he not know the meaning of fear?

Jiang Chen’s nonchalant reaction displeased and surprised him.
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Unbounded Tide of Rats


Denial, refutation, or outright attack were within Pillzenith’s expectations. But Jiang Chen being so casual about everything took the great emperor wholly off guard.

“It seems that you won’t give up until you’re at the end of your rope, Jiang Chen. I don’t see the need to waste words given your admission. You have two choices today.”

Jiang Chen maintained his half-smile. Pillzenith belaboring his performance was infinitely amusing to the young lord.

“One, your immediate surrender on the spot. I guarantee the innocents will be spared if you do so. And the alternative!” Cackling, Pillzenith swept his gaze across Veluriyam’s other emperors. “The alternative is that the entirety of Veluriyam is buried with you.”

“Take your pick.” The emperor proclaimed the two outcomes with the finality of a haughty judge.

“Why waste time talking to him, Your Majesty Pillzenith? He’s the scum of humanity. He has no right to choose anything!”

“That’s right, we must crush him to pieces. To do otherwise is to disappoint our ancestors!” Pillfire’s dogs clamored in agreement.

Jiang Chen squinted at his enemies. He hadn’t yet erupted because he wanted to see the extent of their repulsiveness.

“Did you hear that, Jiang Chen?” Pillzenith snickered. “Do you still imagine you’ll be allowed to live after betraying the human race?”

“Are you done now?” Jiang Chen retorted with a faint smile.

Pillzenith had dealt with his young opponent multiple times before. He knew how difficult the youth was to contend with. That was why he had tried to dismantle Jiang Chen psychologically.

From the reactions he was getting though, it seemed that Jiang Chen had experienced minimal disturbance. The calmness of his response was a perfect illustration of that.

“So you want to flail to the bitter end, eh, Jiang Chen?” Pillzenith was greatly displeased. Wasn’t the great emperor already in a position to sentence the criminal before him? And yet, the convicted had no appreciation or awareness that his fate was being decided by another!

Jiang Chen glanced at Pillzenith ponderously.

“It must be tiring for you to dance around like this for this long, Pillzenith. You’ve certainly mounted a respectable effort in opposing me these years.

“I know that you came in high spirits, intent on consuming Veluriyam whole. You’ve thirsted for my genius pill recipes for a long time. Maybe you’ve discussed how to divide the spoils, hmm?

“And you.” Jiang Chen turned to the other factions’ leaders. “Your self-righteous declarations only reveal your deep-seated hypocrisy. Are you not tired by your pretenses?

“You envy me and yearn for my treasures. It’s normal to feel that, really, and I’d respect your honesty if you’d made your intent clear from the start. However, the fact that you put yourselves forward as the arbiters of justice for humanity is utterly revolting.”

Jiang Chen spoke with incredible speed, as quick as a series of popping firecrackers. Within a single breath, he insulted everyone once over.

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m not insulting you. Before, I occasionally wanted to do so to inspire you to become better. Now, it seems that you don’t even deserve that. As leading factions of humanity, you don’t seem to care the slightest bit about the differences between good and evil. Any criticism I make fall only on deaf ears!”

Jiang Chen’s face darkened. “I don’t care why you came here today. I’m going to teach you a valuable lesson on some very personal terms. We’ll see who lives and who dies very shortly!”

As he finished his sentence, his consciousness passed a message to the king of the Goldbiter Rats.

Having received the command, the rat king passed it along to his descendants. The entire colony of rats swarmed out, causing the earth to roil for dozens of miles around.

Countless golden shadows shimmered, their glares as bright as the convergence of a dozen suns. The witnesses could barely open their eyes, so blinding was the radiance. Those with trypophobia felt their hairs stand on end and goosebumps rise everywhere on their skin.

After the past few years of reproductive time, the Goldbiter Rats had increased in numbers yet again. Furthermore, evidence of their evolution was very striking. Currently, the species was at least ten times its former strength.

Rats teemed everywhere the eye could see. No individual rat was particularly large, but the existence of so many of them side by side filled the space from their line of sight to the horizon. There seemed to be no gaps in their formation, with rats oftentimes stacking upon one another. This kind of density was nothing short of nightmarish!

Jiang Chen’s gaze was cold and inhumane. He looked impassively at Pillzenith.

“Pillzenith, you’ve spent every day and night scheming against Veluriyam and me. However, I consider you nothing more than a clown, a pathetic failure of a man. You only know the joy of civil conflict. In my eyes, your ambitions are an absolute joke! Experience well how small you are before me!” He gave further instructions to the Goldbiter Rats to accelerate as he spoke.

A tremendous golden tide surging towards the northern alliance was the obliging result.

Everyone – Pillzenith included – could do little more than watch, their mouths agape.

There had been rumors about Veluriyam’s young lord using a rat tide to besiege Great Scarlet Capital. At the time, Jiang Chen had kept a lid on the rats’ momentum in order to make sure the innocents remained unscathed.

There was no need to do that here today. None of his enemies gathered here were innocent. The only thing left for Jiang Chen to do was teach these ignorant fools a painful lesson.

“Your Majesty, has… has Jiang Chen allied with a beast tribe?” Someone shuddered even as he offered this comment, his face pale.

“This doesn’t look good, Daoist Pillzenith.”

“What shall we do, Daoist?” Others could no longer remain calm.

The surging tide of golden rats that rapidly approached caused the weaker cultivators’ very consciousnesses to shiver uncontrollably. Even Pillzenith, someone who had lived for several thousand years, felt his scalp tingle.

One Goldbiter Rat by itself was quite weak. Most cultivators here could easily crush a few dozen or hundred. When millions or billions of them came together however, the offensive momentum they brought forth was terrifyingly unrivaled. It was catastrophic, especially for the weak-minded among them.

The rats were imposing in their own way. When faced with this many living things at once, even an expert among experts would still be affected by their momentum. After all, these Goldbiter Rats weren’t common animals. They were heirs of an ancient bloodline in their own way, and possessed their own kind of grandeur.

Distrust, fear, and other negative emotions began to unstoppably spread through the northern coalition. Besides the very few staunch enemies of Jiang Chen or the best of experts, most were unsettled enough to want to retreat.

“Your Majesty, this rat tide is quite fearsome. Maybe we should steer clear for now. There’s no way these rats know how to fly, so we…” One person offered some helpful advice.

Displeasure was plain on Pillzenith’s face. He could see very well the delicacy of the situation. Still, was he going to give up his plans on the day of their fruition? Were these golden vermin going to ruin everything? He simply couldn’t accept such a turnaround.

Jiang Chen’s derision towards him had also built up a lot of pent-up anger to boot.

Pillzenith had experienced only success for several thousand years. Everyone everywhere gave him the respect he deserved. Who dared openly oppose him in the Upper Eight Regions – nay, the human domain in general?? No one!

That a young man so much his junior had the gall to do so… wasn’t a junior like him supposed to show respect and humility to his elders?

Meanwhile, Jiang Chen’s own allies were hypnotized by the display of force.

They were deeply impressed and thankful that they were on Jiang Chen’s side rather than the reverse. The despair experienced by someone stuck in an inch of space in the midst of the boundless rat tide was unnerving just to imagine.

Great astonishment also radiated from the imperious eyes of the proud second sectmaster of the Moon God Sect. Her perception of the young lord had suddenly became much more complicated.

“Ah, it seems I’ve underestimated young lord Jiang Chen in the past as well. Qingxuan is lucky to have an older brother like him. Alas, I was too ignorant enough to perceive his value back then. If…” The second sectmaster didn’t dare think on.

If Jiang Chen had brought these Goldbiter Rats to the Moon God Sect, would the sect have had the room to choose their response to him in the first place?

From this day forward, it was safe to say that the second sectmaster had no ground to stand on before Jiang Chen.

After all the things she had done and attitude she’d given, especially to Jiang Chen’s mother Xu Meng... what had Jiang Chen done in return? He had repaid her with gratitude, and his willingness to redeem her using his enemy’s son was illustration of that in spades.

Though Jiang Chen hadn’t done it for her sake, obviously. It had been for his sister Qingxuan.

Still, the lengths he’d gone to nevertheless had an impact on the second sectmaster’s opinion. She’d been taught a lesson of her own today: there is always another peak higher.

Presently, her eyes were filled with surprise as she beheld the endless tide of vermin. She felt nothing but shock at what she was watching. The sheer awe had almost made her forget about hating Pillzenith because she could tell that it was a very good question whether he would even survive the day!
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Despair Permeates


Han Qianzhan of the Great Yu Skysword Sect and Su Huanzhen of the Celestial Cicada Court had witnessed Jiang Chen’s remarkable methods many times before. That still didn’t lessen their awe at the magnificence before them.

They were veterans of the world, and it was precisely their experience that made them aware of how remarkable this sight was. It was astounding that the endless tide of rats was being controlled by young lord Jiang Chen!

The human domain had experienced bestial tides since ancient times. Historically, they’d been long and bloody affairs. However, such tides typically had their roots in the clashes between races – usually the breaking point of long built-up tensions. Other external factors could cause them from time to time as well.

Yet this tide of rats had clearly been started by Jiang Chen. This was the most surprising. Was the young lord truly capable of commanding so many beasts on his own?

This tide was completely different from the one seen in Great Scarlet. Not necessarily in size alone, but in the rats’ bearing. The animals seemed tenfold fiercer than they had been previously.

The Goldbiter Rats were euphoric. Their eyes were red with killing intent and bloodlust. When every rat was in the same state, the resulting momentum was immensely fearsome and impactful.

It was akin to countless deathsworn charging at their target in a frenzy, a change of direction not even possible in their minds –

These rats were behaving very much the same way. This behavior alone was enough to crush some of the cultivators’ spirits.

The tide of vermin pushed forward with unstoppable speed. They were already only a few hundred meters away. The golden torrent ate away more and more at the space before the creatures, filling their targets with depressed hopelessness.

The legs of a few of the weakest cultivators had already turned to jelly.

Rumble, rumble, rumble!

The rats in the very front turned into aureate arrows, plunging madly into the northern coalition’s forces. When the Goldbiter Rats’ bloodthirst was riled up, they could achieve a sufficiently bone-chilling level of mania.

One, two, three…

One by one, rats swarmed into the temporary line of defense set up by the northern coalition.

Coming from the largest of factions, none of these cultivators were inept. When they realized that confronting the tide of rats was unavoidable, they steeled themselves in order to weather the storm.

“All great emperors should rally the defenses! Don’t worry. What is there to worry about when I’m with you?” Pillzenith scolded his men when he saw his own camp start to panic. He clapped once as he did so, creating a stream of intangible, silver blades of air. They rolled about like flying carps.

In terms of cultivation, Pillzenith was definitely one of the best that the human domain could offer. His air blades rent all the Goldbiter Rats within thirty meters of himself to shreds of flesh.

“Wake up, you lot! These rats aren’t individually strong. They’re only relying on strength of numbers!” The emperor called out even as he mowed them down in swathes, attempting to raise his troops’ morale.

Just as he said, these rats were weak by themselves. Weak enough to not even a threat, in fact. When they were amassed however, these useless rats showed their true advantage. No matter how strong Pillzenith was, could he kill a hundred thousand rats? What about a million?

There was no end to the teeming tide. More rats welled up as soon as their predecessors were cut down, resulting in an unbroken line once more within seconds. No matter how much Pillzenith prevailed, he couldn’t make a dent in the Goldbiter Rats’ numbers, much less stem their advance altogether.

The normally arrogant great emperor was in a panic now.

He’d seen bestial tides before, but one of this size was the first. More importantly, there were no signs of it stopping anytime soon.

The more he killed, the crazier the replacements were. The Goldbiter Rats were completely fearless in their reckless charge.

“Damn it, is there no end to this rat tide? When is this going to be over?” Someone couldn’t help complain.

“We were too rash! Are we going to die here?”

“I said this before already. If Veluriyam wants to parade about, then let them. The southern part of the Upper Eight Regions needs a ruler of some sort. They…” He’d yet to finish when Pillzenith’s figure suddenly alighted near him, the great emperor’s palm pressing down on the man with great imperial force.

The man didn’t even have a chance to scream before being reduced to dust.

Everyone else looked at each other askance when they saw this. Why was Pillzenith killing so mercilessly on the basis of a stray comment?

“Daoist Pillzenith, what… what do you mean by this?!” It was an expert from the Heavenly Dragon Sect who’d just died. The sect’s executives were instantly put out at the loss of one of their own.

“Hmph, he was confessing his own evil by speaking ill of us and well of our enemies. How will the army remain steadfast if he’s not killed?” The emperor had a good explanation for what he did, or so he thought.

He glared coldly at the rest, proclaiming loudly. “Stand your ground, everyone. The rat tide is vicious, but we great emperors will see you through. Anyone who creates any more fear, uncertainty, and doubt will personally be given a ticket to the afterlife by me.”

Emperor Pillzenith knew that now was not the time to ease up. Once the army lost their will to fight, catastrophic loss was sure to follow. When defeatism was in full swing, his personal skills would no longer matter.

Therefore, he preferred to commit murder at this stage rather than risk his troops’ morale.

His swift response was effective to a degree. The encroaching uncertainty was wiped completely clean.

“Kill, kill all of these animals!” One of the cultivators screeched.

“Yes, we must kill them all! Restore a bright future to humanity!” The cultivators clamored one after another to pump themselves up.

Jiang Chen was completely relaxed. He was enjoying the despicable state being revealed when the northern coalition struggled. It was a superb feeling indeed!

Pillzenith’s powerlessness and anxiety, coupled with the infighting, had helped Jiang Chen finally complete a picture of the man.

The emperor was ambitious, but also utterly useless.

The threat of death was an effective morale boost in the short term though. The continual approach of the rat tide meant that the battle raged on. Because the northern coalition’s defenses were still relatively intact, loss of life was mostly restricted to the rats.

Each charge meant the death of tens of thousands of the critters. However, that was nothing when one considered the race as a whole. The situation never seemed to change despite the theoretically diminishing number of rats.

In fact, the Goldbiter Rats became fiercer by the minute. Any gap in the tide was filled up almost instantly on instinct.

“Your Majesty, there’s no end to this rat tide. I think we need to plan a route of retreat. I spot more powerful rats at the end of the tide, readying themselves to charge!”

“Your Majesty, we should flee to fight another day.”

The speakers had learned proper behavior this time. They messaged Pillzenith privately rather than publicly shout about it. In this way, they were able to express their attitude without affecting the others and creating a panic.

Pillzenith was bothered and disconcerted. He hadn’t expected men from his own faction to want to abandon ship, even if it was only mentally speaking at present.

“Ole Gold, what’s up? Are you still warming up after all this time?” Jiang Chen frowned when he saw what was happening. The Goldbiter Rat offensive didn’t seem ferocious enough.

“Heh heh, don’t be in such a rush, young master Chen! These dolts have killed at least a hundred thousand of my children, but that was an only initial investment. I’ll make them pay it back now, with interest!” Cackling, the Goldbiter Rat King suddenly stood up. Its large, auric body howled into the heavens with incredible energy.

The howl called its children to mount a full-on offense according to its will. When the other rats received the command, they piled forth with increased ferocity. Their bloodlust was amplified multiple times over!

Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh...

Goldbiter Rats rammed themselves into the line of defense one after another. No fear of death could be seen in the attack. Their lack of raw power was made up in blood sacrifice.

The rats were typically a cowardly race. Trading blood for blood was extremely uncommon for them. Yet in this moment, no rat recoiled from its orders.

Having received their liege’s secret order, the rat king’s word was life and law. The only thing they had to do was obey!

Emboldened once more, the Goldbiter Rats attacked the northern coalition’s defenses with renewed vigor.

The great emperors manning the defenses were quite remarkable. They refrained from crumbling in the face of adversity and struggled against inevitability. But even so, the defense teetered on the brink of disintegration from the repeated impacts. It was going to do so any minute now.

At this point, the battle wasn’t something a few great emperors alone could easily decide. Moreover, a natural fear of death had kicked in for most of the participants here.
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The Defensive Line’s Collapse


The sea of Goldbiter Rats spread as far as the eye could see. They perhaps numbered in the billions, compared to the tens of thousands of men in the northern alliance.

It hardly seemed fair. Whether in number or momentum, the gulf between both sides was overwhelming. If not for great emperors barely stabilizing the defensive perimeter, the northern alliance would have collapsed already.

But even so, they were backs against the wall, tottering on the brink of defeat. There was little suspense to what would happen if the rats could open a single gap in their ranks. Carnage would ensue, pure and simple.

Each warrior was an elite who’d experienced life and death on the battlefield. It was readily apparent the dire straits they were in. The northern alliance boasted of a considerable elite force, but they were entirely overshadowed and drowned by the endless waves of Goldbiter Rats.

True, the great emperors couldn’t be underestimated. They flattened any rats within their range into a bloody mess. But those were paltry losses for the endless ocean of beasts. Attempting to kill them all would be futile.

As soon as a group died, another batch was ready to replace it. And further behind, even more rats awaited their turn, eager to enter the fray.

Like a deluge battering a creaky dam, the endless siege inexorably found an opening.

“Ah!” A cultivator shouted in anguish. As a slight weaknesses appeared in his defensive range, rats instantly swarmed the space, pouncing on him and gnawing until only bones were left.

This tiny gap soon became an enormous hole in the defensive system as more and more rats poured inside.

Two, three...

Physically and mentally exhausted, cultivators fell one after another, becoming rat food. Their miserable shrieks filled the air.

The smell of blood made the Goldbiter Rats even more frenetic. As if demented, the ones in the back surged forward like the flood crashing through broken dikes, gaining space bite after bite, swallowing any creature in their paths.

In the blink of an eye, they submerged several hundred cultivators as they pummelled the immediate defensive circle, then spread out to tear the defensive system to shreds.

Someone shouted at the top of his lungs, “We can’t hold it any longer. Run for your lives!”

As if possessed, the majority of cultivators turned tail, melting into escape rays shooting into the air. The fastest among them barely reached the safety of the sky, but the rest suffered a much grimmer fate.

Propelling into the air like cannonballs, countless rats pounced on them, bringing them back down to earth. And then, only horror awaited them as teeth rent their flesh.

“Everyone, run together!”

“It’s our only chance! We’re dead meat otherwise!”

The so-called northern alliance wasn’t a true, solid alliance. Rather, it was a simple mob unified by common interest. This impossible alliance crumbled under the threat of oncoming death. In fact, it’d only held on for so long thanks to wariness of Pillzenith and his show of strength when subduing those lacking resolve.

But when facing the rats’ onslaught, the fear he inspired could no longer stop the disintegration of the defensive line. The once coordinated ranks had broken down into small isolated pockets.

Pillzenith couldn’t attend to every area, but even if he could, he would be powerless to stop them from fleeing. It was human instinct to run from death.

More and more cultivators took to the skies.

Some Goldbiter Rats were particularly strong and could fly as well. Those who could charged back and forth in the air, forming multiple front lines to prevent the cultivators from fleeing. Only, most rats weren’t at that level. Their concentration in the air was much lower than on land.

Hence, even as many were forced down, a few fortunate ones managed to slip away, deserting the battlefield without a glance back as soon as they left the combat zone.

On Veluriyam’s side, Emperor Coiling Dragon brimmed with eagerness as he spectated from afar. “Young lord, quite a few fish have slipped through our net. It’s time for Veluriyam’s force to shine.”

The number of escapees wasn’t high, but it wasn’t negligible, making him a little anxious. He would have charged ahead in his impatience to catch them all, but Jiang Chen shook his head with a small smile.

“Don’t worry, it doesn’t matter. We have bigger fish to fry. You can’t slaughter all tens of thousands of them. It’s fine if we leave some small fry a way out.”

No cultivator involved in this battle could be called ordinary, but the escapees weren’t his goal. There was no need to kill every last of them.

“Big Stone, wait for now. Only act when you see our real targets preparing to flee. Don’t let any of them get away. Remember, I’m testing your ability in this battle. Understood?” he commanded.

“Relax, Savior. We brothers won’t forget our mission.” Big Stone seemed very excited, his lively eyes staring ahead at the battle.

Jiang Chen had already ordered them to keep track of the northern alliance’s great emperors. They could let anyone else go if they pleased, but not a single big fish was allowed to leave.

That was an unequivocal order!

Leading Pillfire’s warriors, Pillzenith exerted his full power as he killed the rats in an effort to resist the endless waves. Thanks to their bravery, Pillfire’s blood-soaked men hadn’t suffered grave casualties yet. However, the enemy had sliced through the northern alliance, splitting the various factions like a cake, destroying their coordination and making each pocket fight for themselves.

“Your Majesty, there’s no end to the rats. Our losses will be too severe if we keep fighting. Why don’t we…” a great emperor from Pillfire stammered.

Despite his frustration, Pillzenith hadn’t been blinded by anger. No matter his power, the endless sea of rats was beyond what his personal strength could handle.

“Leave?” He seriously considered this issue for the first time.

But how could he be willing? Waste an entire year of painstaking planning? He had gone through many hoops to gather these troops. If he were to fail, Pillfire would lose its prestige and its credibility. Would anyone still have faith in him after a defeat?

“Your Majesty, it’ll really be too late if we don’t retreat now.”

“Your Majesty…”

Pillfire clenched his teeth. Still blowing away rats left and right, he ordered decisively. “We leave! You go first, I’ll cover you!”

No one could accuse him of cowardice. He knew that without him at the helm, Pillfire’s defenses would crumble in no time. Bringing up the rear implied some risk, but he was confident in his own ability.

Blade in hand, he cut into the air, shouting, “Break, Aurora Slash!”

Countless blades of energy spun in all directions in a dazzling aurora, submerging all of the surrounding rats in white cyclones and eviscerating them, creating a window of opportunity for Pillfire’s troops.

“Go!” Using the sole opportunity their lord could create for them, they turned into streaks of light fleeing into the sky.

But all of a sudden, a fearsome power appeared from the void, crushing them with the weight of a mountain. Their bodies no longer obeying them, they bounced back to the ground.

“What?”

“What the hell was that?” They wailed like ghosts, their eyes filled with disbelief at the failed attempt.

Pillzenith also froze. He’d used a powerful move to block all of the Goldbiter Rats in the vicinity and give his men every opportunity to survive. Why hadn’t any of them escaped?

From his vantage point, they’d fallen back on their own accord, leaving him flabbergasted at the strange scene. He stared at the sky and spotted thick clouds rolling above his head. Powerful creatures seemed hidden inside, blocking the way out.

Who is it? As far as he knew, there shouldn’t be such powerful creatures in Veluriyam.

“Pillzenith, you also have two choices today.”

This time, Pillfire’s master thoroughly froze as Jiang Chen’s voice pierced his ears. The last time, he’d sentenced the young man like a judge in full control of the situation. But the roles were now reversed, and the young lord had thrown his own words right back into his face!
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Let Fists Talk First


“Pillzenith, what was it you said before? One should take responsibility for his actions?” Jiang Chen’s indifferent voice echoed from thin air, shaking the crowd’s souls.

He whistled softly. As if under a sudden petrification spell, the Goldbiter Rats ceased all movement and stayed obediently in place.

The young lord looked at Pillzenith with a faint smile. “I can’t be bothered wasting time with you either. I’ll give you a choice. Surrender here and now, or else everyone here will be buried to pay for your ambitions.”

He’d almost mirrored Pillzenith’s previous words.

The latter’s face shifted between green and purple.As he looked at the young man smiling cheerfully not far away, an intense desire to kill flashed in his eyes, as well as anger, dismay, dejection, a hint of helplessness, frustration, and irrepressible envy.

How could he accept such a young brat looking down on him and talking to him like an authority passing judgment?

But there was nothing he could do.

Jiang Chen’s cold eyes swept across everyone present.

“Someone please tell me, should I order you be put down or should I give you a chance to live?” He didn’t bother hiding the naked derision in his voice. These fellows had hooted at him, eager to skin him alive, but none now dared look in his eyes.

“How unsightly. What would our human forebearers think if they could see you now? You bully the virtuous, yet cower in front of strength. What are you, if not the scum of humanity?” He continued to fling their words back in their faces.

Under his forceful stare, everyone looked down, afraid they might be misunderstood if they met his gaze. Even Pillzenith stood petrified, still shocked by the rat tide.

“I told you I’d teach you a lesson. Now, who will live and who will die? Let’s see what the heavens have in store for you. Remember, it’s not your first time offending me or plotting against Veluriyam. Every action comes with its price!”

Judgment? He’d show them true judgment!

The crowd kept its peace, shivering in fear. No one had the gall to retort. Their hearts had trembled when Jiang Chen had mentioned prices to pay. Would they be sentenced to death?

Pillzenith finally came back to his senses. He roared, “Little bastard, aren’t you acting high and mighty for someone relying on stinky mice!?

“True, you’re great at underhanded tricks! But do you think you can destroy the whole of humanity with just these mice?

“Jiang Chen, you’ve colluded with alien races and betrayed mankind. And now, you use beasts against your fellow humans. I was right, you ARE scum!”

The northern alliance blanched in shock. Quite a few almost blew their top off. Was Emperor Pillzenith courting death? Even if he was, why did he have to drag them down with him?

But the young lord merely smiled leisurely, showing no anger. “Pillfire’s truly unrivaled when it comes to dirtying someone’s name. Betray mankind?” His tone suddenly turned frosty. “Pillzenith, what gives you the right to say that?”

His stone-cold eyes moved to Cloudbillow beside Pillzenith. He continued, tone sharp as a sword, “Tell me, what kind of man is this Cloudbillow of yours?”

Pillzenith blinked. “What do you mean?”

Jiang Chen laughed out loud. “What do I mean? He publicly surrendered to an ancient celestial demon lord in Agarwood Valley! As well as the Empyrean River Palace’s vice head, Eternal Celestial Capital’s Emperor Castveil, and that bullshit Sublime Chord master… Too bad you didn’t see these proud Upper Eight elites fawning over the demon.”

Pillzenith shook in anger. “Jiang Chen, stop your nonsense!”

“Nonsense?” Jiang Chen snickered with contempt. “Your Pillfire isn’t worth the effort. Do you think your so-called Cloudbillow is the same man you once knew? What about the Agarwood returnees? Do you all think they’re still the same?”

Despite his indifferent tone, everyone’s skin prickled with horror. What did he mean? Not the same? The northern alliance couldn’t make heads or tails of his words.

“You slander me and say that I collude with other races or destroyed the Boundary Stele? Correct, it’s been broken, but that was the Southern Celestial Tribe’s doing. Hmph, if not for me, their empyrean powerhouses would be here by now, invading our territory. The demon lord would be raining destruction on you all. If not for me, those demon slaves would be luring you all into the demons’ trap. Idiots, are you so blind you can’t recognize the impostors standing right next to you? Have you got so little to do that you spend your days scheming against me?”

Jiang Chen hadn’t explained any of it before because no one would have believed him. He had to resort to a show of strength first. Only a total thrashing could make them more receptive.

Indeed, humans were this despicable. Previously, they had had no interest whatsoever and didn’t believe anything he had to say. But now, no one dared utter a word, afraid they’d disturb him.

“Impostors? What do you mean?” someone quietly queried.

Some people glanced at the Agarwood returnees, intense doubt in their eyes.

“What does that mean? Have we been fooled?”

“Surrendered to a celestial demon lord? Did these people really become demon slaves? Have they come back to be moles?”

“It can’t be! That would be too frightening!”

“Hmph, what do you know?” Most people remained skeptical. After all, it was difficult to blindly take the young lord’s words at face value.

Cloudbillow shouted, “Little bastard, kill us if you must! Why use these contemptible means to turn us against each other? You should be disgusted with yourself!”

Jiang Chen’s indifferent gaze latched onto the man. “Tsk tsk, you impostor, where does your confidence come from? Who are you anyway? I’m genuinely curious. You’re even craftier than the celestial demons!”

The northern alliance’s men looked at each other. What now?

Didn’t he say they’d submitted to the demons? How’d they become even smarter than demons all of a sudden? He made no sense at all.

Cloudbillow calmly said, “Jiang Chen, spare yourself the effort. Sowing dissension doesn’t become you!”

Jiang Chen laughed heartily. “Sowing dissension? Do I need to? I could massacre you all with a finger snap. I just want to know who’s the mastermind behind all this. I personally killed all of you demon minions, so who’s resurrected you?”

Rather than true resurrection, he meant borrowing these men’s names as a cheap trick.

Killed? The shocked cultivators took a deep breath. Was he implying all the top elites sent to Agarwood Valley were died?

And not only so, they’d also surrendered to a demon lord, only to be killed by Jiang Chen?

For some reason, many had become more clear-headed after Jiang Chen’s lecture and were now more willing to believe him. They became pensive. Has the young lord truly been wrongly accused?

The thought flashed in some minds.

Cloudbillow cupped his fist at Pillzenith. “Daoist Pillzenith, the brat’s gone insane. Please don’t let his sinister nonsense poison your heart! He needs to be put to death for his malicious intentions!”

“That’s right. What surrendering to a demon lord? What kind of claptrap is that?! There’s no demon in Agarwood to begin with!”

“Jiang Chen, how about we go to Agarwood Valley and see who’s right?”

“There is no demon lord. Why are you lying? What’s your hidden agenda?”

These impostors were the picture of righteous indignation. If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, they might have fooled even him. But he’d personally led the golems to kill them all. How could he be mistaken?

He chuckled calmly. “True or false, it’s of no importance to me. The way I see it, whether you’re real or fake, you were dead the moment you surrendered to the demon. You impostors want to sully my reputation and disrupt the human domain? If I’m not mistaken, you’re not human descendants either. Whatever you are, I’ll expose your true nature today!”

He beckoned with his hand. A scarlet, sky-blotting cloud suddenly appeared over their heads, casting vast shadows upon them.

“Senior Vermilion, please grace us with your presence!”

Instead of the ancient beast language, he’d used human language, but it wasn’t simply an intimidation tactic.

Thanks to the wood spirit spring, the ancient bird had recovered some lifeforce. It was no longer in immediate danger. Even at twenty to thirty percent of its full strength, the ancient bird was a legendary existence compared to the current human domain.

That blazing body exuded an immense aura that took one’s breath away! Hearts raced the moment the divine bird appeared.
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To Be Deserted by One’s Followers


“Senior Vermilion, your keen eyes must have witnessed which fellows surrendered to the demon lord in the secret realm. Any familiar face you see today is an imposter. Please use your powers and expose their true nature!” Jiang Chen called out, still using the human language.

The Vermilion Bird glided in the sky, leaving a fiery trail in its wake. It was a celestial furnace that could rain down fire and scorch the entire world if it ever so fancied.

At least, such was the primal fear the ancient creature struck into the heart of the crowd. They could only look up to its unattainable level. Under this kind of fundamental oppression, even Pillzenith succumbed to a sliver of imperceptible panic.

A Vermilion Bird!

An ancient Vermilion Bird!

His mind went blank. Fear and anger assailed his heart. How could the scion of a mundane noble of the trivial sixteen kingdoms alliance be this lucky? Did every good thing in the world have his name written on it? Did he have to hoard all advantages beneath heaven?

Dragons and Vermilion Birds were divine beasts from the ancient era. These divine creatures were thought to be extinct, yet Jiang Chen had both of them at his side.

Pillzenith seethed with envy.

As for the other powerhouses, the bird’s formidable presence filled them with fear and regret. Enlightenment beat them over the head. They finally understood why the young lord had seemed so unafraid.

The terrifying tide of rats was one thing, but an ancient Vermilion Bird was simply an existence beyond their comprehension!

Judging by its aura, it was at least empyrean realm, an existence far beyond great emperors. Without a doubt, it could easily kill great swathes of them in the blink of an eye if it cared to. In fact, perhaps none of them could make it out alive.

With such a hidden card, what was there for Jiang Chen to worry about?

Alas!

Even the factions most loyal to Pillfire were full of remorse.

“To think that a single bad decision would cause our downfall! We shouldn’t have opposed Veluriyam. We shouldn’t have listened to Pillzenith!”

“Why did we have to stick our noses in a power struggle way beyond us? Isn’t that pure suicide? Sigh, I just hope the situation can still be salvaged.”

“Damn Pillzenith, damn Pillfire, everything’s their fault!”

“Jiang Chen is truly a tiger grown with wings. He’s too strong now to be stopped. By opposing him, we’ll become his stepping stones. How foolish this was!”

The same heartfelt regrets resonated deeply in all of the powerhouses. How they wished they hadn’t succumbed to Pillfire’s carrot and stick! They should’ve kept to their own business.

Now, their very lives were in jeopardy because of Pillzenith’s ambitions. Had everything been worth it? Even a child could answer that. The more they thought about it, the more resentful they became.

Combining the God’s Eye with the Evil Golden Eye, Jiang Chen could read their inner thoughts like an open book. He smiled expressionlessly.

“I ought to kill you ten times over for your conduct and misdeeds. I wouldn’t feel the slightest bit of guilt if I did so. However, the heavens treasure life and humanity can’t afford never-ending infighting. So, after some contemplation, I’ve decided to give you a chance. I repeat, this is your last chance!” he warned sternly.

“Another chance?” The crowd perked up.

“Wonderful! Young lord Jiang Chen is truly not the heinous villain that Emperor Pillzenith’s depicted!”

“But will he really give us one last chance?” Some found it hard to believe.

Pillzenith shouted, “Don’t fall for his lies! The brat wants to drive a wedge between us so he can destroy us one by one! Trusting him will only bring ruin!”

The anxious lord of Pillfire had to stop his rival from inciting the people to desert him. The alliance already rested on flimsy foundations. If they were swayed by Jiang Chen, they would lose their last bit of fighting spirit.

Pillfire would become isolated on all sides. How could he afford that in the current circumstances?

He wouldn’t have been afraid if not for the Vermilion Bird. Even if he couldn’t reverse the situation, he was confident that he and his elites were powerful enough to escape.

But everything had flown out of the window the moment the ancient bird had appeared.

Just how strong was it? That was difficult to gauge, even for him. The beast didn’t look in its best condition, but even so, it wasn’t something that Pillzenith could take on!

He’d been reluctant to retreat, wondering if he should continue fighting. But now, he only had one thing on his mind: flee!

Jiang Chen looked at him with a supercilious smile. “Pillzenith, even at death’s door, it seems you still want to drag everyone down with you.”

His eyes landed on the various factions’ leaders. “You can help him, or you can mend your ways. It doesn’t matter to me, but you’ll have to bear the consequences of your decision. You’ve been warned.

“Now, those faithful to Pillzenith to the bitter end, stand to the right. Those with a change of heart, move to the left! Remember, there’s no middle ground. If you don’t move, you’ll be considered Pillfire’s staunch follower!

“You have ten breaths to decide starting from now!”

The crowd stared, dumbstruck, especially those who still hoping for a miracle. Some weak-willed fellows immediately ran to the left, clearly fed up with Pillfire. Why should we pay for Pillzenith’s ambitions with our deaths?

Things would be different if the man had some mettle. Everyone could have shared some profits together and gone home happy. However, the great emperor only had ambition going for him. Time and again, he’d come off the worse for wear against young lord Zhen, retreating with his tail between his legs.

It seemed he’d enraged the young lord enough this time that Veluriyam was determined to settle things once and for all.

As to who was stronger and who was weaker, didn’t the results speak for themselves? These cultivators had little love for Pillfire to begin with. Now they only wished to draw a clear line between the city and themselves as swiftly as possible!

The first one led to the second, then a third...

Pillzenith watched as familiar faces normally filled with deference and flattery leave his side without any hesitation.

In less than ten breaths, three-quarters of the crowd stood to the left, with quite a few Empyrean River and Sublime Chord cultivators among them.

The Empyrean River Palace’s master still stood in front of Pillzenith, but his inner struggle was plain on his face for all to see. Despite his vast experience, he couldn’t help but be cowed by the Vermilion Bird’s overpowering aura. He’d finally started having second thoughts. What had he gained with following Pillfire so staunchly all these years?

He looked at the opposite side. The Great Yu Skysword Sect and Celestial Cicada Court stood by relaxed and carefree, idly watching them.

These first rank sects were just like his own faction, so why were they on such a vastly different trajectory?

“Daoist Pillzenith…” he finally spoke, his tone pained.

“What? Are you planning to betray me as well?” Pillzenith asked indifferently.

“N-no. But where there’s life, there’s hope. With these circumstances, why don’t you…”

“Enough!” Pillzenith interrupted furiously with displeasure. “That brat must’ve given you something good for you to waggle your tongue like this to try to persuade me!”

That stopped the palace master in his tracks. He was Pillzenith’s confidant. How could Jiang Chen possibly give him anything? He’s simply taking out his helplessness and frustration on his own people.

The palace master smiled ruefully. Without a word, he raised a cupped fist salute. Then, despite his shame, he walked to the left without a backwards glance. He could see as clearly as anyone how utterly routed they had been, so he had to make a choice.

For Pillfire, Empyrean River Palace’s abandonment was the last nail in the coffin.

Pillzenith laughed arrogantly despite his anger. “What a bunch of cowards! Buck up, all of you! Even if the entire world abandons us, what does this great emperor have to fear?”

With a grab of the hand, a purple talisman suddenly appeared in front of him.

“This is bad, he wants to get away!” Skysword Sect’s Han Qianzhan immediately saw through Pillzenith’s intentions.

Sure enough, the talisman immediately glowed with a divine purple light that enveloped all of Pillfire’s powerhouses. With an incantation, the radius covered by the purple light steadily increased.

“Be careful, Jiang Chen. This is an ancient talisman. The old man is trying to slip away,” the Vermilion Bird warned.

Given the divine creature’s condition, the young lord hadn’t planned on making it fight. He merely needed its deterrence effect.


37


Struggles of a Cornered Beast, Crippling With One Palm Strike


“It’s your time to shine, Big Stone!” Jiang Chen was alert in his own right after receiving the warning from the Vermilion Bird. The ancient talisman Pillzenith was quickly activating likely held untold power. Perhaps it was a treasure with a remarkable heritage.

The violet light flared into the firmament, carrying with it a crowd of Pillfire cultivators on an escape through the horizon. It left behind it a lavender streak of an afterimage.

“Well met!” The eight stone golem brothers had waited in the clouds for a long time.

When the violet light hurtled into the sky, it was met by Big Stone’s giant hand. A giant palm was formed with incredible energy, slamming ferociously down on the fleeing cultivators.

Boom!

The light scattered instantly, and many cultivators that it had carried were flattened into pancakes. A few of the stronger great emperors spread out in time with terrified screams.

But there was no way Jiang Chen was letting them escape.

“Don’t miss a single one, Big Stone!” He gave the order to the eldest stone golem.

“No worries, Savior.” Howling at the air, Big Stone pounced at Pillzenith.

The emperor was extremely fast even though one of his hands was occupied with his son. In the instant the violet light was destroyed, he found another gap of space and blitzed towards it.

His other hand produced a second talisman, an ancient one designed for retreating like the last. His body was transformed into a sharp arrow designed to pierce through spatial restrictions.

Even this high in the air, the stone golem brothers had locked down the space entirely. To any intrepid travelers, this defense was harder than stone or metal wall.

No matter how much Pillzenith tried to penetrate the defenses, he couldn’t break through them.

The emperor was scared out of his wits. He’d never thought that all of his trump cards would fail to bring him out of this mess. Right now, he was a homeless stray rather than a leader of a prominent faction.

His embarrassing behavior was completely taken in by the other factions down below. Their men and leaders all quavered at what was happening. They’d never thought it possible for the imperious Pillzenith to one day be so flustered and helpless.

However, they were also thankful that they had come around at the last second. It was certainly much better than the alternative of supporting Pillzenith all the way.

“Do you know what this is called, Pillzenith?” Jiang Chen’s voice was infinitely harsh to Pillzenith’s ears.

“This is called ‘bolting the door to beat the dog’.” Jiang Chen laughed easily. “You’re an old dog that’s plagued the human domain for far too long. If you’re allowed to live for much longer, you’ll drag the rest of us into the abyss with you.”

Pillzenith presently didn’t even have the heart to utter a witty retort. The only thing on his mind was escaping with his life intact.

Unfortunately, the position the eight golem brothers had taken wasn’t something he could possibly break through. No matter how hard he tried, he was met with an impassable brick wall.

Jiang Chen’s eyes didn’t rest on Pillzenith. He was more attentive to the others who’d formerly been his cohorts.

“You’ve made the wise decision in the end, so I’ll spare you from death. However, this doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven your transgressions. You have a chance to redeem yourselves by arresting anyone who went to Agarwood Valley. I can clearly tell you that they are imposters, one and all, with only the most malicious of intents in infiltrating us!”

He hadn’t forgotten about this matter. In fact, he held the imposter problem in much higher regard than Pillzenith’s offensive.

No matter what the leader of Pillfire did, he was restricted to a set of relatively predictable maneuvers. There was nothing creative he could pull off.

These unknown imposters, on the other hand, were concerning due to their mystery. Who was the mastermind behind them? What faction did they belong to? This was Jiang Chen’s foremost concern.

If the mastermind couldn’t be found, a hidden threat would remain. More importantly, he suspected that Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers had fallen into this mysterious faction’s hands. He had no desire to see any harm come to those three.

The imposters collectively paled when they heard what Jiang Chen had said, turning into streaks of light that also attempted to flee.

This reaction instantly revealed their status as fakes. The sect members finally realized that Jiang Chen hadn’t made anything up. He was speaking only the truth.

“Stop them!”

“Quick, quick, stop them from getting away!” There was mass anarchy due to the fakes’ sudden escape attempts.

Thankfully, Jiang Chen’s arrangements beforehand meant that none had a real chance of actually getting away.

Countless Goldbiter Rats surrounded them on the ground, and the stone golem brothers’ wall locked down the airspace.

Despite transforming into beams of light, the imposters failed at getting anywhere, largely because they kept on slamming into walls of resistance. Eventually, they all ricocheted back to where they started from.

Their former fellows and current pursuers arrived just in time to encircle all of them.

When the imposters saw they had no possibility of escaping alive, they traded resolute looks, then muttered a few words. In the next moment –

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Their bodies exploded without any prior warning. The resulting bloody debris and energy scattered outwards.

They had chosen to self-destruct, every single one of them!

This sent absolutely every witness into shock. The cultivators who were closest died on the spot, hit by the aftershocks of the detonations.

The ones who remained were extremely terrified, backing off in unison. They remained fearful as their eyes passed over all the gore littering the ground, their hearts pounding with dread.

Jiang Chen was as utterly astonished as the rest.

What kind of faction was this? Why were the imposters so organized that they uniformly chose suicide after failing to escape? A cultivator choosing to detonate himself was one of the cruelest things to do to oneself.

Without an especially cold heart, who could be callous enough to harm oneself to such a degree?

Jiang Chen’s pleasure from having completely quashed the northern coalition evaporated because of this new turn of events. He didn’t particularly value the lives of the dead, but the trail was cold now that they were gone. How was he supposed to find Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers now?

Above the clouds, Pillzenith fought like a cornered beast. The other Pillfire executives were either captured or dead, and none was left to mount any resistance. The emperor was still struggling alone like a madman, his hair messy and unkempt.

“Big Stone, send him to hell.” Jiang Chen wasn’t interested in showing unnecessary mercy. People like Pillzenith didn’t deserve it in the first place, and shouldn’t be given that hope.

His ilk created disaster wherever they roamed. Therefore, he couldn’t allow Pillzenith to leave alive.

Chortling, Big Stone leaped down from the clouds with a giant thud.

A descending jump from someone as enormous as him had immense visual impact. The stone golem looked like a powerful god among mortals.

Big Stone strode up, the steps of his thick, burly legs long enough to almost circumvent the limitations of space. He wasn’t particularly brisk, but the sheer distance between each footfall was astounding.

Within a single inhale and exhale, he was already at Pillzenith’s side. A divine art exerted the weight of the world on the emperor’s chest, instantly slowing the target down. A colossal palm shot through the clouds directly down, gripping the great emperor within its clutches.

Pillzenith was scared witless. He wanted to struggle, but he no longer had control over his body. He was being held in place by a huge clamp.

With a casual slam from Big Stone, a tremendous force passed through Pillzenith’s skin to shatter his qi ocean. All of his veins and meridians were completely destroyed!

The attack hadn’t taken Pillzenith’s life, but it had taken the basis that he lived by.

For Big Stone, anyone who lost against him was treated the exact same way, regardless of their status.

He tossed the body of Pillfire’s leader before Jiang Chen. “Savior, he’s useless now. You tell me what to do with him.”

Big Stone may be naïve, but he had some cunning of his own. He knew enough to let Jiang Chen decide his enemy’s final fate.

Jiang Chen looked at the struggling emperor, his heart devoid of compassion. In fact, he despised the man to the bitter end.

“You’ll meet an ignoble end of your own, Jiang Chen. I won’t let you off even as a ghost!” Pillzenith knew that his death was assured so resorted to wanton cursing.

“I considered you as low as dirt when you were alive. Do you think I’ll be scared of you after you die?” Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “Your actions in this life means that even if you reincarnate, you’ll become an animal. Want to get revenge on me? Do ten lifetimes worth of punishment first!”

The formerly arrogant Pillzenith flopped on the ground like a dead dog. He rather looked like he was kneeling out of respect to Jiang Chen.

Pillfire’s erstwhile allies were dumbfounded. In their eyes, Pillzenith had once been someone second to none in the world. But that invincible emperor was virtually insignificant before Jiang Chen. This vast difference between expectation and reality was a bit hard to accept for most.

“Is Emperor Pillzenith’s era over just like this?”

“It seems that Pillfire’s blooming ambitions were an absolute joke.”

“From now on, the human domain belongs to Veluriyam Capital alone!”

“This is better in the end. When north and south war against each other, humanity is the biggest loser. A decisive conclusion may be for the best!”

If Jiang Chen had relied on threats and coercion before, his excessive display of force finally clarified to these people why the young lord had treated Pillfire’s incursion so casually. He had the absolute strength necessary to back him up!
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The Curtains Fall


The battle on the borders of Bluesky Nation was destined to go down as a pivotal event in human history.

When Emperor Pillzenith had formed his northern coalition, almost every cultivator in the human domain was pessimistic about Veluriyam’s prospects. The faction seemed certain to be crushed under the barrage from their neighbors in the north.

However, both process and conclusion were nothing short of astonishing.

Pillzenith had been crippled like a dead dog, then eaten to the bone by countless Goldbiter Rats. Though his veins and meridians had been destroyed, his life essence hadn’t dissipated. Therefore, he was superb nutrition for the rats.

The rapid skeletonization of the once-proud great emperor inspired shocked awe in his former followers. Pillzenith’s fall was like a monument in their hearts being demolished. They hadn’t at all expected the near-invincible great emperor to be so easily crushed by Veluriyam’s young lord. This was a real, measurable gap!

Pillzenith had conspired time and time again to topple Jiang Chen. This time however, he’d clearly gone too far. The young man had returned the favor by utterly smashing both the emperor and his faction in a lightning stroke.

This made everyone came to a shocking realization that Veluriyam had never feared Pillfire even from the start. Instead, young lord Jiang Chen had never even seen Pillfire as a long-term rival of any kind. In his eyes, Pillzenith was little more than a dancing clown!

Pillfire City’s men were all dead, but Jiang Chen didn’t call for his Goldbiter Rats to retreat yet. They swarmed around the defectors.

Jiang Chen didn’t believe for one second that ethics had to do with their defection. They had only caved due to their collective fear of death.

“The eight first rank sects of the Upper Eight Regions are supposed to be its pillars. Look at what you’ve done instead! Day in and day out, all you manage is trickery and deceit of each other. You do the common people a great disservice simply by existing!

“I’m letting you go today with your lives, but it’s not because of your innocence. Spend some more effort in thinking about what you should do in the future.” Pausing, Jiang Chen tossed a frigid gaze towards the Eternal Celestial Capital. Its holy emperor shivered when he detected the young man’s eyes. “Luo Jue, I can absolve the other sects of their responsibility as they were strong-armed into it by Pillfire. The Eternal Celestial Capital however, cannot be forgiven!”

The sect had made its way onto Jiang Chen’s hit list a long time ago.

“Young lord Jiang Chen!” Luo Jue spat resentfully, “Are you turning on me after tricking me into surrendering?”

“There’s no need to defend yourself,” Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “I’m not interested in hearing your excuses. Whether you resist or not, your fate won’t change.”

Panic flashed across the sect head’s face. “Jiang Chen,” he called out, “if you’re willing to forgive these other Pillfire loyalists, why can’t you show some mercy to us as well? Yes, we were responsible for Myriad Domain all those years ago. Still, hasn’t survival of the fittest been the unspoken law of the human domain since time immemorial? What difference is there between us and the Ninesuns Sky Sect? Why do you solely target us, young lord Jiang Chen?”

He hadn’t given up on weaseling his way out of his fate.

“Survival of the fittest?” Jiang Chen burst into laughter. “Is that how you understand it? Very well then, since I am now more fit to survive than you, that means you should die because I say so. Right?”

He was using Luo Jue’s own argument against him. Because of this, the lord of the Eternal Celestial Capital had no response. Yes, why couldn’t survival of the fittest apply here, too?

The sect head wanted to say more, but Jiang Chen wasn’t interested in giving him the chance. “Big Stone, take him out!”

The young man was set on clearing away all of his enemies. Both the Eternal Celestial Capital and its holy emperor lacked a great deal when compared to Pillfire City. There had been nothing that the latter had been do, which made the former’s case all the more hopeless.

The holy emperor wanted to make a last stand, but he could barely move a finger before the eight golem brothers subjected him to the same fate as Emperor Pillzenith.

The layout of the Upper Eight Regions were henceforth completely altered. The Eternal Celestial Capital was struck from the list of the eight first rank sects.

In the clash between two superpowers, Veluriyam was the final victor. Pillfire was forced into decline, marking the end of an era.

For Veluriyam, the victory had been nothing short of total. It was a golden opportunity for the faction’s development. Coupled with the many advantages it already possessed, it felt like it was on top of the whole world.

Jiang Chen however, was quite unhappy.

The imposters sent by the mysterious faction had committed suicide before his very eyes. He hadn’t been able to question a single one of them, despite his extremely strong desire to do so.

Jiang Chen was unafraid of Pillfire or any other first rank faction within the Upper Eight Regions. After extended exposure to them, he knew them like the back of his hand.

All their cards and resources were an open book. Even when the situation for Veluriyam had been at its worst, Jiang Chen had never been particularly pressed. The mysterious faction, though… its ability to create so many imposters within such a short span of time made him wary.

He ignored the fearful looks from the others after eradicating the cultivators from the Eternal Celestial Capital.

The Heavenly Dragon Sect, the Sublime Chord Temple, and the Empyrean River Palace – none of the three sects had a mortal grudge with Jiang Chen. There was no reason for the young man to cut them down.

“If I followed my emotions, gentlemen, I would find killing all of you to sit perfectly well with me. After all, you acted as Pillfire City’s hunting dogs on its incursion into Veluriyam territory.”

The others muttered half-hearted assent. They could neither agree nor disagree.

“However, I’m not exactly the bloody, murderous type. The human domain can’t tolerate further struggle and strife. Emperor Pillzenith has seen me as his biggest threat for a long time now. I was supposedly some kind of challenge to his personal authority. He was a complete and utter fool! Danger has long brewed over the human domain, the kind that you cannot hope to understand.

“Demons and aliens outside the Boundary Steles are prowling for weaknesses in our ranks. It’s absurd that as the nominal leader of the human race, Pillfire never thought about how to handle a potential invasion. Instead, it focused solely on opposing me. Is that appropriate behavior for a real leader? He could have led you from rags to riches, but it’s far more likely he would have led you into a bottomless abyss!

“But never mind that.” Jiang Chen waved a hand. “Take care of yourselves. The demons will invade sooner or later. If you’re still only interested in civil unrest and petty politics, you will be the first to perish when the demons arrive!”

These people were humiliated by Jiang Chen’s criticisms. However, they were overjoyed to hear that the young lord had granted them permission to leave. It rather felt like they’d been granted amnesty.

The tide of Goldbiter Rats finally receded.

Under relayed orders from the rat king, his children began to retreat. In about fifteen minutes’ time, all of the rats had vanished from the scene, as if they had never been here in the first place.

The uneasy sects immediately asked leave from the young lord.

Jiang Chen reacted with nonchalant coolness. He had given these people clemency, but that didn’t mean he liked them one bit. He simply had no desire to gain the reputation of a brutal tyrant.

Moreover, these sects were sure to have nightmares upon hearing his name after today’s loss. It was extremely unlikely they would oppose him ever again.

On the very off chance they did make a return visit, Jiang Chen had no qualms about wiping them out.

The disgraceful departure of the three former Pillfire allies elicited an exclamation from Han Qianzhan. “That first rank sects in the Upper Eight Regions would stoop so low… Miserable! Absolutely miserable. Am I supposed to think them the Great Yu Skysword Sect’s peers?”

“Daoist Han,” Su Huanzhen giggled. “I don’t think you should think of it that way. At the end of the day, they’re still strong enough to be considered first rank sects. If they’re willing to recognize the error of their ways, their potential effect on the Upper Eight Regions shouldn’t be underestimated.”

The Moon God Sect’s second sectmaster was strangely silent. Her expression was a mixture of uncertainty and shock.

“Congratulations, young lord Jiang Chen.” Her tone was as conflicted as her look.

“What is there to congratulate me for?” Jiang Chen sighed softly. “There was no joy in that battle. What good is there if I kill a group of my fellow humans? I only hope that all of the human sects and factions can coexist peacefully from now on.”

Emperor Wellspring sighed as well. “The toppling of Pillfire may indeed prove to be an opportunity for the Upper Eight Regions. In the north especially, Pillfire has had a monopoly over every pill-related channel and resource. Because of this, the other first rank sects will be revitalized now that the cloud looming over them is gone. There will be changes for sure, possibly even radical ones.”

The emperor’s viewpoint was sharp and incisive. He instantly saw the effect of Pillfire’s destruction on the world. The biggest change was that Pillfire’s monopolized profits would now be divided among its sufficiently powerful neighbors. A lot of money was going to change hands.

Jiang Chen became ponderous at the proffered opinion.

“Young lord, I think that Veluriyam must take over what Pillfire has left behind. Otherwise, there may be severe infighting arising from the power vacuum, perhaps on an unaffordable scale. Moreover, Veluriyam must command both the south and the north if it wishes to rule over the entirety of the human domain!” Emperor Wellspring’s suggestion was equally thought-provoking.

Just as he had said, Pillfire’s void could only be filled by Veluriyam. The amount of profit on the table could elicit the bloodlust of the staunchest pacifist. How could a warring human domain stand against a demonic invasion?

Jiang Chen completely agreed with the great emperor’s analysis.
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An Impossible Decision Between Dan’er and Huang’er


Jiang Chen was both swift and efficient. With imposing momentum, he brought a group of subordinates with him to Pillfire City that very day.

Pillzenith had brought as much as ninety percent of Pillfire’s best on his sortie against Veluriyam. The remaining ten had been left behind to hold down the fort.

When these glorified sentries heard of what’d happened in Veluriyam territory, none of them had the courage left to resist. They fled the city before Jiang Chen’s arrival, taking vast amounts of the city’s wealth with them.

When Jiang Chen arrived at Pillfire and announced he was taking over, not a single figure of importance was to be found. Its commoners teemed with unrest and uncertainty.

After taking control of the city, he was quick to push out a series of procedures aimed to eliminate Pillfire’s original principles.

At first, the residents of the city and its surrounding powers were a bit worried about Veluriyam’s takeover. Many of the smaller factions, clans, and vassals also shared this sentiment. They were concerned about the possibility that Jiang Chen would take revenge by looting and sacking Pillfire and its wealth.

However, Jiang Chen’s edicts won them over after a while. Pillfire under his rule was no worse off than it had been in the past. In fact, it was improved in some ways.

The city was very stable under the young lord’s rule. Moreover, many of the harsh taxes, tariffs, and mandatory bribes were eliminated. His policies were both righteous and honest, a reflection of the youth’s personal nature.

After three months, the entirety of Pillfire had completely forgotten about Pillzenith. They preferred the way things currently were. There was no exploitation, no pressure, no dictatorial actions…

Jiang Chen was well aware of the strategy his administration had to take. If he resorted to brute force rather than diplomacy, he would have been resisted at every turn. It was easy enough to oppress a territory’s existing factions, but extremely difficult to brainwash a people.

And yet, he had done precisely that through exerting his unique charisma and methodology, spreading his own ideology throughout the city. Without realizing it, Pillfire became a much more law-abiding place.

Of course, Jiang Chen had listened to Wellspring’s advice about calling up some of the wandering cultivator experts and quartering them within the city as well.

“Your Majesty, the great emperors among wandering cultivators are no less talented than the leading experts of the largest factions. The only thing the former lacks is the vast quantity of resources available at the latter’s disposal. If you lack in people and are willing to give them some opportunities, they may surprise you in the end.” Wellspring’s eye for strategy was perpetually superb.

He always saw things from a distance. It was better to gather the scattered wandering cultivators into a loose faction rather than have them remain completely separate like a pile of sand.

When a wandering cultivator was merely a grain of loose sand, he had the most to lose. He had no advantage against any sect cultivator because he had no backing of his own. Oftentimes, he had to swallow his pride despite abuse and hardship.

If the wandering cultivators, especially great emperors, could be gathered together, it would be a big help against the demonic invasion.

After considering it for a moment, Jiang Chen nodded. “Old Brother Hui, your perception and level headedness is second to none among your wandering brethren.”

“Haha, you think too highly of me, young lord. I think about these things all the time. Even a fool like me can have his moments of brilliance, you know!” Wellspring was very humble.

“No need to sell yourself short, Old Brother Hui. There are many advantages to gathering up the wandering great emperors. It’s not as simple as bringing together just any bunch of experts. Because wandering cultivators often travel around, they’ll be the first target for any reawakened demons.

“Plus, if a sense of collective honor could be cultivated by gathering the wandering cultivators together, it would be very helpful to the anti-demon effort in the future. Strength and cooperation in numbers is quite potent, no?

“Finally, you are very much respected in the wandering cultivator world. If you oversee this matter, it will be as good as done. Therefore, I’m leaving all the details of this initiative up to you.” Jiang Chen had no love for power and authority. Quite the opposite in fact: he was perfectly willing to give it up to anyone he saw fit.

Wellspring was the kind of person that had the morals and character to back up his outstanding ability. There was nothing wrong with placing utmost trust in him.

After giving full control of Pillfire’s affairs to Wellspring, Jiang Chen journeyed back to Veluriyam. This was where his roots were. There was no reason for him to linger in Pillfire territory.

The familiar sight of his family and friends lightened his mood a great deal.

Though his battle against Pillfire had proven to be trivial, Jiang Chen was very much depressed. No matter how good the results of a civil war were, that was no cause for happiness.

“Stinky brother, my master has already gone back to the Moon God Sect. She said that she’s too embarrassed to face you, and asked… asked me to apologize on her behalf.” Xu Qingxuan was quite excited to see Jiang Chen again.

Still, talking about her master was a little awkward. Her master didn’t have a pristine track record when it came to her family.

Jiang Chen didn’t mind. “Nothing to worry about,” he shrugged. “She’s your master at the end of the day. I couldn’t very well just let her die in front of my eyes.”

Xu Qingxuan’s eyes reddened. “Thanks, stinky brother,” she murmured after a while.

The girl typically enjoyed butting heads with her brother, but that didn’t mean she had anything against him. She admired and worshiped him a great deal, in fact!

In the past, she would sometimes consider her brother’s superiority over her a product of blind luck. But after experiencing recent events, Xu Qingxuan finally understood that her brother wasn’t merely lucky. He was also superbly charismatic. That was why so many were impressed with him despite his youth.

Who else would have cared for the Moon God Sect’s second sectmaster in that situation? She hadn’t exactly been his friend. To say that they’d been on poor terms was putting it lightly.

Ordinary people would have enjoyed a moment of schadenfreude.

Jiang Chen had done something quite different. He had made the hostage exchange, indirectly teaching his sister a lesson in the process.

After Veluriyam finally saw the return of its young lord, many covert operatives were immediately sent out to investigate.

Jiang Chen paid a great deal of attention to Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers’ potential whereabouts. In fact, he wanted to go out and search himself.

That night, Dan Fei wrapped her arms lightly around Jiang Chen’s waist. She rested her face on Jiang Chen’s back, her voice tender. “Brother Chen, I hear that you’re closing your doors to cultivate again?”

Jiang Chen nodded. “Dan’er, I’ve let you suffer all these years. We cultivators toil our lives away on travel and cultivation. Though we live much longer than mortals, we spend little time with our loved ones and family.”

Dan Fei sighed delicately. “Sometimes, I wonder if we would have had better lives as a normal couple. And yet, wouldn’t life be too mundane for us that way? A normal woman only has ten years of youth… I think cultivation is better in the end.”

Cultivation extended lives and preserved youthfulness, sometimes indefinitely. Dan Fei cared quite a lot about her looks. She had been like that ever since her time at Skylaurel Kingdom.

“Yes, female cultivators definitely retain their youth,” Jiang Chen laughed. “Dan’er, you look just like the day we met back in Skylaurel. Well, you do seem much more mature.”

Dan Fei blushed. “I was a bit too childish back then. My girlishness must have been pretty silly.”

Jiang Chen felt only warmth when he recalled the events of yesteryear. Alas, memories of Huang’er resurfaced even as he did so. The girl who had endured the best and worst of times with him, the girl whom he’d sworn an oath to.

How bitter would she be if she knew that he had another girl, and a daughter with her to boot?

He couldn’t help but feel guilty. It wasn’t his fault. That trial years ago had been an unexpectedly alluring misunderstanding.

Jiang Chen was remorseful to Dan Fei as well. After all, he’d completely forgotten about his one-time affair after the fact. This had led to many years of anguish for her as well. He couldn’t give up either emotional attachment.

Having been with Jiang Chen for so long, Dan Fei was close enough to his heart to gain a tacit understanding of his thoughts.

“Brother Chen, are you… remembering little sister Huang’er?” Dan Fei was a bit older in terms of age.

Jiang Chen sighed softly. “You must have heard from Gouyu about Huang’er, Dan’er. I will never forget her, nor can I let her down. Whenever I think of her long days and nights of misery on Myriad Abyss Island, my heart burns in yearning and anxiety. That’s why I have to cultivate more. I need to go there as soon as possible to save her!”

After experiencing the world’s ups and downs, Dan Fei knew that most things were imperfect in some way. A genius like Jiang Chen was idolized by countless young girls who would stop at nothing to offer themselves to him...

It was already exceptional for Jiang Chen to not have any other attachments aside from Huang’er. Many other youthful talents could only be described as stylish dandies, womanizers everywhere they went.

There was no right for Dan Fei to complain about Huang’er in light of that.

One, Huang’er and Jiang Chen had unbreakable bonds. The strength of their relationship was one that Dan Fei could not boast the same of.

Two, Jiang Chen had started a relationship with Huang’er before he had formally been with Dan Fei.

Most critically, Huang’er was seen as the mistress of the young lord residence. Everyone admired her, and Dan Fei saw no reason to upset the others who lived here through her jealousy.

When she considered this, Dan Fei sighed once more. “Brother Chen, I know about your relationship with Huang’er. Someone like you is beloved by innumerable other girls. I’m happy enough just to have a child with you, and little sister Huang’er deserves the same happiness. I almost wouldn’t be able to live without you. I’m sure she’s the same way. Where would she get the courage to go through each day otherwise? I couldn’t possibly be selfish enough to stop you from going.”
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Vermilion Bird Essence


This time, Jiang Chen was determined to stay in seclusion until he attained sixth level emperor realm. He was at already peak fourth level, so he needed two successive breakthroughs.

Anyone else might have found it a great challenge, but for him, ascension within emperor realm posed little difficulty. He’d gained many things in Agarwood Valley, including a deeper understanding of martial dao that would help him reach his objective.

He might even be able to rush all the way to seventh level in one session. In actuality, reaching seventh level within five years was the goal he’d set for himself.

According to Venerated Skysoarer, Jiang Chen needed to be at advanced emperor realm for the highest chance of success in the third of the Six Palaces of Heritage. The lowest threshold for that was seventh level emperor realm. And given their close relationship, Venerated Skysoarer wouldn’t scare him for no good cause.

He really had no time to lose.

He needed absolute power to protect those dearest to him. He’d understood this cold hard truth when Elder Xi had taken away his beloved Huang’er. The trip to Agarwood had reinforced this notion even further.

After such rude awakenings, he now longed for strength as he never had before.

But first, he went looking for the Vermilion Bird in the rear mountain of the young lord residence. The divine beast had become fond of the place. Not only because it was Jiang Chen’s territory, but because of the wood spirit spring.

Bathing every day in the spring had helped it recover quite some lifeforce. Although the spring couldn’t fundamentally reverse its predicament, the waters could at least noticeably prevent further deterioration in the short-term. Such improvement was the best insurance for the ancient bird.

“Senior, I might spend a long while behind closed doors this time. A year at least, but it might be five years or more.”

“You do you, why tell me? Or do you want to chase me away?”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Of course not. You’re welcome here as long as you want. With an divine senior holding down the fort, what else could I ask for?”

The longer the bird interacted with the young man, the fonder it was of him.

“Kid, you don’t need me for that. And don’t you have the golem brothers? Get to the point, what do you really want?” Seeing the human prevaricating, it knew he must have something else to say.

Jiang Chen grinned. “Hehe, I can’t hide anything from the mighty senior. In fact, I came to ask you for a few drops of blood.”

This, for an ancient divine creature, was the most taboo of subjects. Of course, they had enough blood to spare. They would hardly feel the loss of a hundred drops, to say nothing of a couple.

However, their blood was as important to them as their very lives. They would fight to the death to protect it. Unless they offered it on their own, very few would gift it away. After all, some risk was involved in the process.

Indeed, the divine bird turned stony. “You want my blood essence?”

“Senior, I’m cultivating a formidable art that can shape the essence of ancient flames into the form of a Vermilion Bird. Unfortunately, it can imitate the shape but not the soul. After careful study, the reason seems to be my lack of a genuine Vermilion Bird bloodline. Otherwise, it might well be ten times stronger.”

Jiang Chen looked at the divine bird with sincerity, his expression tranquil and candid, free of nefarious ambitions. The bird stared back for a long while before sighing. “Jiang Chen, even in ancient times, no human expert’s ever dared ask me that. You’re the first one.”

“Senior, let’s pretend I didn’t say anything if I was out of line. I have many other ways to deal with my enemies anyway.”

He longed to enhance his technique, but it wasn’t in his nature to compel someone else. He would naturally drop it if the bird wasn’t willing.

“Ah well…” the ancient bird sighed. “Why do I have to be so fond of you? Why did you have to help me at every turn? I guess I’ll indulge you this once. But remember, bloodlines are very important for us. The longer we live, the more we cherish it. Another divine creature might have killed you for this insolence.”

Jiang Chen was well aware of this fact, but he simply nodded docilely. “Many thanks for your guidance, senior. I’ll be more careful next time.”

Long Xiaoxuan and Little White were also ancient beats, one a true dragon and the other an astral white tiger. But the dragon willingly gave his blood whenever Jiang Chen asked. As for the white tiger, he’d raised it since young. It was essentially his contracted beast, so it never refused him anything.

Hence, he’d overlooked this issue.

It wasn’t until the Vermilion Bird’s reminder had he realized how impetuous his request had been. Fortunately, even if reluctant, the ancient bird hadn’t been miserly enough to refuse.

It gave him three drops of blood in the end, quantifying sorrowfully, “My strength has plummeted because my life is near its end, so the blood has lost much of its potency. How about I give you some more once I fully recover?”

Jiang Chen beamed with happiness. “I can’t thank you enough, senior. That reminds me, please make the residence your home. Once I become great emperor, we’ll go to Myriad Abyss Island together. Perhaps you’ll find a suitable place there to break free of the shackles of life and be reborn anew.”

The Vermilion Bird perked up, remaining silent for a long while before exclaiming, “I’ll wait for you to reach great emperor realm then. Hurry the hell up!”

That was a simple jest. It was already pleased enough with the wooden spirit spring and life in the young lord residence was easy. In fact, it wouldn’t abandon the spring’s safety even if Jiang Chen were to chase it away.

The young lord then went to find the eight golems. He’d reserved an area behind the mountain for their rest, cultivation, or other activities.

They’d revived not too long ago, their bodies and souls previously separated for aeons. Compared to their prime, they were still far too weak. Now, they too could cultivate single-mindedly in the residence.

Big Stone thumped his chest when Jiang Chen mentioned seclusion. “Don’t worry. Us brothers will defend this place with our lives, even if some lame demons come invading.”

The young lord smiled. The golem had understood him before he’d said anything.

Golems were purportedly slow and simple, but Big Stone seemed to have absorbed human culture quite fast and now understood the way of the world.

His next stop was the residential area, or more precisely, Madame Yun. He felt guilty over Peerless’ disappearance. He had to pay a call at least, and perhaps provide whatever solace he could. It wouldn’t do to cause her continued worry by just remaining silent.

Indeed, surprised by his visit, she couldn’t hide her inner worries.

“Sister-in-law, I’m to blame for Old Brother Mo’s disappearance. But I promise I won’t idly sit by.

“I’ve already sent out many men to investigate. His business is Veluriyam’s business. And with his vast powers, he’ll surely stay out of harm’s way. So don’t be too worried.”

Madame Yun was a proper and empathetic lady. She was indeed sick with worry, but she knew Jiang Chen wasn’t at fault.

“Little brother, the heavens help the worthy. Just as you’ve said, I’m sure Brother Mo is safe and sound somewhere. He must be detained for some reason, but he’ll come back one day.” She had great faith in her dao partner.

Jiang Chen was slightly relieved by her steady mood.

Indeed, after obtaining the kunpeng blood, Peerless had the potential to break through to empyrean realm. With his ability, he’d surely be safe no matter who was plotting in the shadows.

With everything finally sorted, Jiang Chen entered Guo Ran’s palace, formally starting his seclusion. His first priority was to refine the Vermilion Bird’s blood essence. Even near the end of its life, an ancient divine creature’s blood wasn’t for show.

As long as he could fuse it with the Vermilion Bird image, the power of his technique would soar.

“Azure Dragon, White Tiger, Vermilion Bird, and Black Tortoise. I’m only missing the Black Tortoise bloodline. If I can obtain it one day… With all four, I can master all five elements and fathom the heavenly dao. That would be the opportunity of more than a single lifetime!”

Although the trip to Agarwood Valley had been fraught with danger, he’d reaped enormous gains. The Vermilion Bird’s blood, in particular, was a heaven-sent.

His long-term goal was to reach the heavenly planes and plumb their depths. Why had the planes shattered? Gathering the blood of all four great ancient creatures might allow him to make the impossible possible, bringing him one step closer to the root of his past life’s mystery!
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Three Years Seclusion


Jiang Chen had already obtained three of the four legendary beasts. Even though the True Dragon and Astral White Tiger were still younglings, he was more than aware of their potential. The speed of their growth was no less than amazing.

Unfortunately, the environment of the human domain was a far cry from that of the ancient times. Many spirit veins had been destroyed in the ancient demonic war, causing energy levels in the environment to dwindle.

It was the main reason why various factions in the human domain could no longer produce worthy successors. The land was no longer fertile enough to develop such talents.

To put it into simpler terms, the human domain was living through an era of great decline. The amount of available qi had dwindled greatly, while various resources were running out. The human race was at its lowest of lows.

This was an unavoidable issue faced by every living being on the land. Thus, Jiang Chen desperately wanted to increase his cultivation levels to head for Myriad Abyss Island.

According to Huang’er’s descriptions, the island should be filled with abundant qi and powerful experts, mirroring the Divine Abyss Continent of ancient times.

A man should always aim for greater heights.

Jiang Chen’s roots were firmly planted in the human domain, but it’d long since become a bottleneck. Breakthroughs would only grow more difficult and infrequent if he didn’t seek greener pastures. A place devoid of qi would ground him from his pursuit of the heavenly dao.

He had to leave!

However, he had to achieve a certain level of strength before leaving, or death would only await him on the path ahead. His foes wouldn't show him mercy just because he was the Celestial Emperor’s son, nor would his journey be uneventful just because of his past knowledge.

All kinds of danger lay in wait on the path ahead. They would appear without warning or reason and be impossible to avoid.

The events of Agarwood Valley were an excellent example. There was nothing Jiang Chen had been able to do against the empyrean experts or the demon lord. Facing them head on would’ve only caused immeasurable hardship or death.

“The Divine Abyss Continent is vast beyond measure. The world map has experienced countless alterations since the ancient times. Perhaps the human domain is the size of a pea. The Southern Celestial tribe was far weaker than us in the ancient era, but now they can easily send three empyrean experts to us. The grimness of our situation has far exceeded my imagination.”

After the ancient war, Boundary Steles isolated the human race from the outside world. Thus, humans knew very little about the situation beyond their territory.

Jiang Chen was blessed with boundless knowledge from his previous life, but as the young lord of Veluriyam Capital, the fate of the human race was in his hands. He couldn't help but feel like a frog at the bottom of a well.

He had to become stronger! Much stronger!

Strength was his greatest desire!

His closed door cultivation lasted for three years, longer than any of his previous stints. Three years in the palace was on par with ten years in the outside world.

“Time flies.” Jiang Chen sighed gently. “Three years have gone by in a blink of an eye, but they haven’t gone to waste.”

He could feel the changes in his body. A powerful energy was circulating inside of him, filling his body with vitality. He seemed to have grown much stronger.

Sixth level! Still a hair’s breadth away from advanced emperor realm…

He had grown immensely stronger in these three years, rising to sixth level emperor realm in one fell swoop. Unfortunately, he’d fell slightly short of his goal. The seventh level was just a tiny step away.

Momentum was a very important factor in cultivation. If one failed to reach one's goals the first time around, the second attempt would be less effective than the first.

However, Jiang Chen didn't take his frustration out on himself. Overzealousness was often counterproductive. It was better to slow down his pace to search for inspiration and consolidate his cultivation. The next breakthrough might arrive sooner than expected.

Seventh level emperor realm was an enormous hurdle. It wasn't impossible for Jiang Chen at the moment as he'd already reached the limits of his current momentum. However willing he might be, he no longer had the requisite stamina.

Any continued effort would only be a waste of time and energy.

Three years was a very brief amount of time in the martial dao world, but to Jiang Chen, it was far too long. Many were waiting for him in the outside world.

After consolidating his level, he began honing his foundation and martial techniques. His treasures and methods also had to be sharpened in accordance to his increase in strength.

“My arsenal of killing devices grows larger and larger. The Heavenly Chalice Sword Formation, an ancient divine bow, the True Spirit Post, the Divine Five Thunderclap Sword…”

They were all tricks up his sleeve, and the more the merrier.

He didn't forget to refine the golden magnetic mountain, Bewitching Lotus of Fire and Ice, or the Earth Bodhisattva Orb either.

They were treasures that grew stronger with their user. For the magnetic golden mountain and the Bewitching Lotus of Fire and Ice, all he did was consolidate their growth as he already knew them from the inside-out after constant usage throughout the years.

The Earth Bodhisattva Orb however, he never had uncovered its true might. In other words, it was being squandered in his hands.

The Orb is a peerless earth attribute treasure only being used for child’s play. There was simply too many good items in his possession. The orb was an unrivalled treasure, but he hadn’t had the time to study and fully utilize it.

I’ll have to look for some powerful earth attribute arts to better utilize the Orb. He was actually very fond of it. This was a treasure that could summon earth pulses!

It was the same case when looking at the Primosanct Sect; neither the divine bow or True Spirit Post was anything less than amazing. There was no way that a supreme treasure from an ancient sect unrivalled in certain aspects could be useless.

Jiang Chen wasn’t overzealous. He had a vast repertoire of earth attribute techniques from his previous life, but there were various factors to consider before he could select the most suitable one.

After all, he could only extract a tiny sliver of the orb’s potential. The Earth Bodhisattva Sect primarily used it to power formations, but Jiang Chen was reluctant to do the same. He didn’t want to squander this precious item for such a niche use. If possible, it should be utilized during battle.

“I can now control twenty-five of the flying swords. I have officially begun my grasp of the formation. I can take on even an ordinary great emperor in battle now!”

Jiang Chen's grasp of the Heavenly Chalice Sword Formation had improved by leaps and bounds. He was greatly attuned with it and had practiced it ceaselessly from the very beginning.

Upon his breakthrough to seventh emperor realm, the formation would finally reach the realm of perfection. He'd be able to control thirty-six swords then, vastly increasing his power output.

This was the formation's greatest appeal. Every elevation in proficiency allowed one to control even more swords. The mysteries of the formation would grow more complex with increased sword count, vastly increasing its strength and lethality.

Of course, the realm of perfection was merely the halfway point. The great perfection, supreme, and legendary realms would take the formation to the next level.

Unfortunately, these realms were extremely difficult to attain. It was impossible for Jiang Chen at his current cultivation level. Even the realm of perfection was already proving to be a great hurdle.

He was confident that upon his breakthrough to seventh emperor realm, he could easily slay great emperors with the formation if they were caught off guard.

What was proving even more unruly than the formation was the Primosanct Sect’s divine bow. Even at sixth emperor realm, Jiang Chen could only extract a tiny fraction of the bow’s strength. He estimated that he hadn’t even extracted a tenth of its true potential.

He held the bow in his hand and gently caressed his fingers over the simple yet impeccably shaped bow. Its ancient aura left him flabbergasted.

He could feel the bow’s might through his consciousness. It felt like he’d gone back in time and personally witnessed the bow’s dominance and slaughter of countless experts in the ancient era. Such might and killing intent could only honed from the baptism of countless slaughter.

The bow had definitely been an unparalleled treasure in the ancient era. As he caressed the bow, he suddenly noticed that there were words etched onto the inner side of the bow. They couldn’t be discerned through touch alone. By using his Evil Golden Eye in tandem with the God’s Eye, Jiang Chen could finally make out what was etched onto the bow.

They were ancient characters.

“Property of Ling Dan. A divine dragon in the north sea passed away and left its remains behind. Its bones and tendons were used to create this bow, thus the bow shall be named the Holy Dragon Bow…”

Ling Dan?

Jiang Chen suddenly recalled that the founding forefather of the Primosanct Sect, also the person who saved the eight Primordial Stone Golems, was called Saint Dan.

Perhaps Saint Dan and Ling Dan were the same person?
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The Order of Wind and Cloud?


Jiang Chen was a bit confused. If Ling Dan was the very same Saint Dan of the Primosanct Sect, how come the ‘dan’ characters were written differently?

Both were pronounced the same as the character for ‘pill’. Did he have something to do with pills, then?

Perhaps the primordial era was too far in the distant past. A founder’s name could easily get muddied by the swirls of time. Was it possible that this had been an honest mistake?

Jiang Chen laughed despite himself. “There’s not much point in being too serious about this. Whether or not Ling Dan is Saint Dan, this legendary ancient bow is definitely a treasure of the Primosanct Sect. So its true name is the Holy Dragon Bow, huh? A weapon forged from the forgotten corpse of a divine dragon of the northern sea, a relic of the primordial era. No wonder this bow is so naturally and effortlessly regal.

“Even in the heavenly planes, this bow would be quite a respectable weapon. It must have accompanied Ling Dan in countless battles and slain that many foes.” Jiang Chen could tangibly feel the bow’s killing aura. There had to be some kind of reason for it developing, and the most likely was its repeated usage in warfare, reaping, and conquest.

He liked the bow very much so. It was an extremely powerful weapon of mass destruction. Though he could only access about a tenth of its full strength, that didn’t dampen his excitement to refine it.

Jiang Chen had always had a remarkable talent for archery. He’d used the Da Yu bow and Sunpiercer in the past. Both weapons had accompanied him for a long time.

The Holy Dragon Bow, carrying destructive potential that was hundreds or thousands of times his past weapons, was going to be even more potent.

“Maintaining fine control over one’s shots requires perfect harmony with both bow and arrow. All martial arts under heaven are imbued with dao. Sword techniques involve sword dao, blade techniques require blade dao, and the bow has its own dao as well. In fact, the dao of weaponry is commutative to a certain extent…”

Jiang Chen used his consciousness to feel every inch of the bow’s detail. Each bit of space upon the weapon’s surface was filled with the intense presence of the primordial era. It was as if the bow carried incredible stories within every fiber of its being.

His understanding of the primordial era itself deepened through communing with the bow. Subconsciously, he’d almost returned to that antiquated time; one that was filled with brutal, exhilarating battle and primal, frenzied conquest.
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Three months passed.

Jiang Chen awoke with a start. He snatched at the air for a message glyph.

Something must’ve happened outside. There was no reason for a disturbance during closed door cultivation otherwise. He activated the glyph, allowing the message within to flicker into his mind.

“The Order of Wind and Cloud?” Jiang Chen blinked. The message mentioned that this peculiar faction had bizarrely risen within the very short span of the past four years.

It had garnered so much momentum as to overtake most of the first rank sects. Its headquarters was located to the west of the Upper Eight Regions, in a place called Unbounded Mid Region.

This region was located very close to the Heavenly Dragon Sect, which made it reasonably close to the Ninesuns Sky Sect as well. It was almost wedged in between the two sects. It had another neighbor: Phoenix Cry Lower Region, the region that contained Agarwood Valley.

The glyph mentioned a large-scale conflict between the Order and the Heavenly Dragon Sect half a year ago over ownership of a mine.

It had concluded with the total defeat of the latter. Heavenly Dragon’s sect head, Long Zhe, had suffered a grievous injury to the degree of his cultivation being completely crippled. Terrified, the sect had sent out requests for assistance to its peers.

Unfortunately, because of its customary arrogance, the sect’s relationship with the other first rank sects of the Upper Eight was lukewarm at best. Its requests fell on deaf ears.

The Heavenly Dragon Sect then resorted to self-preservation via turtling within the sect itself. Its territory had largely been taken over by the Order, so much so that the majority of its holdings were no longer its own.

Because of this devastating blow to its forces and finances, the Heavenly Dragon Sect had little ability to actively oppose the Order of Wind and Cloud. There were even rumors that Long Zhe had died of his injuries.

Long Zhe’s cultivation level was very close to both Emperor Peafowl and Pillzenith’s. Aside from the generally acknowledged hegemon of Veluriyam, there were essentially no existing factions that could hope to rival the Heavenly Dragon Sect.

After all, it was originally ranked at the top of the first rank sects. At its high point, it had stood alongside the Ninesuns Sky Sect and the Great Yu Skysword Sect as the strongest among its peers.

It was astonishing for it to have suffered such a devastating loss now that Pillfire was gone. The entire human domain shared in the shock. The Order of Wind and Cloud had drawn the collective attention of the human domain.

Moreover, there were rumors on the wind that the Order was planning on making a move against the Ninesuns Sky Sect. Ninesuns and Heavenly Dragon were the two jaws of a pincer. If they closed around the Order’s headquarters, they could surely deal an incredible amount of damage.

Alas, relations between the two sects had never been particularly harmonious. Because both parties desired the title of foremost among the first rank sects, they had a tradition of private squabbling.

In fact, the Ninesuns Sky Sect had felt some schadenfreude when they saw the Heavenly Dragon Sect suffer. Only when the Order set their sights on the sect did the latter realize that the two neighboring sects shared a common lot. This understanding came a little late, however.

The Heavenly Dragon Sect no longer had the strength to fight, much less ally with the Ninesuns Sky Sect in a struggle to the death. This meant that Ninesuns had to face the Order’s blade alone.

The Ninesuns Sky Sect was forced to the edge of desperation. Originally, it neighbored both the Heavenly Dragon Sect and the Eternal Celestial Capital.

Jiang Chen had quashed the Eternal Celestial Capital and the Heavenly Dragon Sect was now out of commission. With that, the Order’s territories spanned multiple upper regions.

Because of the urgency of the situation, the Ninesuns Sky Sect sorely felt the absence of any close allies. It was forced to request help from Veluriyam Capital.

Jiang Chen frowned when he finished perusing the glyph’s contents. “Where did this Order of Wind and Cloud come from? Is this the mastermind behind those imposters a couple years back?”

He had a few guesses of his own brewing. It was impossible for the rise of such a colossus to have been anything other than premeditated. It was much more likely that the Order of Wind and Cloud had begun planning and preparation far earlier.

Perhaps it had already laid down decades of hidden groundwork and it was simply this recent opportunity that allowed the sect to come into the light. How could a budding sect like that overwhelm an experienced first rank sect like the Heavenly Dragon Sect otherwise?

Jiang Chen went over the glyph a few more times, making sure he hadn’t missed anything.

“The Ninesuns Sky Sect seems pretty useless in this situation. Why is it showing weakness before even a preliminary skirmish? How is it supposed to fight after throwing away its spirit?” He could see the sect’s timidity through its decisions.

Still, the sect’s attitude was understandable in the end. If the Heavenly Dragon Sect had lost so badly, there wasn’t much reason to think the Ninesuns Sky Sect – very nearly its equal – was going to fare much better. It had been wise of them to request aid beforehand.

In any case, it was much better than the Heavenly Dragon Sect’s attempted gambit. What use was asking for help when trouble was already at one’s door? There was no time for any interested helpers to gather information or prepare.

“It seems I must stop cultivating for now.” The message glyph changed Jiang Chen’s plans for the immediate future. Without his intervention, the chaos in the outside world would only multiply.
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Within the Empyrean River Palace, the palace head held a secret letter in his hands. His expression was serious, clearly at a difficult crossroads.

“What does the letter say, Palace Head?” Standing nearby, a venerated elder of the palace asked eagerly.

“Ah, where did this Order of Wind and Cloud come from?” The Empyrean River Palace head sighed softly. “In this letter, there’s a demand for us to make a decision within three months whether or not to surrender to them.”

“Surrender to the Order?” The venerated elder frowned. “Ridiculous! What are they thinking? How dare a four-year-old upstart speak to us so!”

“Well, that’s what they did,” the palace head smiled wryly. “After defeating the Heavenly Dragon Sect, they’re qualified to a certain extent to do so.”

“Hmph! Is Veluriyam going to ignore all this?” The venerated elder had finally remembered a helping hand in this time of trouble.

“Veluriyam… hasn’t made their opinion known yet. They did nothing when the Heavenly Dragon Sect was crushed, and they haven’t announced anything yet regarding the coming battle between the Order and the Ninesuns Sky Sect… I’m worried that the city still may not care very much about us northern sects. A lingering grudge may exist still because of what the northern coalition did a few years ago.”

The Heavenly Dragon Sect and the Empyrean River Palace had both belonged to that alliance. Even though Jiang Chen hadn’t ended up destroying these sects in the end, this didn’t mean he had forgiven them. In particular, he wasn’t necessarily going to help them out of sticky situations.

And though Ninesuns hadn’t participated in the northern coalition, Emperor Newsun had partially done so in its stead. He’d proven an imposter in the end, but who knew what Jiang Chen really thought?

There was no indication of an olive branch from Veluriyam despite Ninesuns’s current danger.

“Palace Head,” the venerated elder intoned in a low voice, “Pillfire City used to coerce us into many things for countless years. Are we going to let the Order do the same? How can we possibly suffer the same injustice twice without resistance?”

Its experience with Pillfire alone had been shameful enough in the past. Was it going to make a repeat performance after receiving Veluriyam’s clemency?

What if the Order went to fight Veluriyam in the end? Were they going to serve as hapless peons once more?

That kind of shame was deadly enough on its own.
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The Ninesuns Sky Sect Requests Backup


Deep down, the palace head didn’t want something so miserable to happen to the Empyrean River Palace. They had followed Pillfire City out of necessity; because it was the city’s closest neighbor. Pillfire had plenty of ways to subjugate them unwillingly.

Even if that kind of effort wouldn’t have destroyed them completely, it would have weakened and sidelined them out of the ranks of the first rank sects. Without Pillfire, they would be intentionally degrading themselves if they voluntarily joined the Order of Wind and Cloud.

Jiang Chen hadn’t overrun them last time, but that didn’t mean he would hesitate to do so this time. After thinking about it for a long while, the palace head rubbed the letter between his fingers, reducing it to dust.

“Forget it all. The Empyrean River Palace has erred once, and we will not do that again. The Order’s rapid rise must have a hidden faction and agenda behind it. Perhaps tempests are looming on the horizon again. It may be wise for the Empyrean River Palace to take shelter...”

“Palace Head, self-preservation is the worst strategy.” The venerated elder shook his head. “I think we must look instead to Veluriyam’s attitude. Young lord Jiang Chen has ambition, acumen, and ability. He isn’t going to idly stand by and allow the Order to rampage freely. It’s impossible that the new faction isn’t rousing Veluriyam’s ire. I think that Veluriyam hasn’t made its thoughts known yet because it might be observing everyone in secret. Testing our reactions, maybe?”

These words were a sharp reminder to the palace head. The elder was right. Veluriyam was the publicly acknowledged leading faction of the entire human domain. It should have been the most sensitive and reactionary to a faction as ravenous as the Order.

Why hadn’t it reacted yet, given that information?

Could anyone guarantee this wasn’t a test of loyalty?
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The Sublime Chord Temple and the Moon God Sect received similar missives at almost the same time. The Order’s ambitions were blatantly on show within.

The Great Yu Skysword Sect and the Celestial Cicada Court, however, didn’t. It seemed that the Order was still mildly wary of Veluriyam.

There was no panic on Veluriyam’s side. Its high-level leadership had experienced plenty of winds and waves before now.

Having seen the ease with which young lord Jiang Chen had smashed the originally arrogant Pillfire City, the momentum of the current Order didn’t intimidate the city.

In the Veluriyam of today, Emperor Peafowl was seldom mentioned anymore. Young lord Jiang Chen’s status and prestige these days had surpassed even their erstwhile ruler for three thousand years.

It wasn’t that the city was particularly forgetful or ungrateful, mind you. Jiang Chen’s accomplishments were simply too remarkable to ignore. In the last ten thousand years at least, there hadn’t been a young genius that could pull off anything remotely similar to him.

Not everyone could be so calm about the Order though. One such impatient man was Shangguan Yanqing, the inspector of the Ninesuns Sky Sect. He’d participated in the Dragon and Tiger Meet, impressing Jiang Chen with his upright attitude. His existence was a lubricant between the young man and his sect.

Now that Ninesuns was under threat from the Order, he was the man for the tough job of requesting help from Veluriyam Capital. The reason was very simple: he was the one who hit it off best with Jiang Chen.

The Ninesuns Sky Sect had steered clear of the northern coalition affair a few years ago. ‘Emperor Newsun’ hadn’t managed to fool them into participating. This decision meant that there was no enmity at all between Veluriyam and the sect.

The revelation of the imposter’s deceit hadn’t revealed the whereabouts of the real man. It was precisely because of the lack of stiffness between Ninesuns and Jiang Chen that the sect thought it prudent to request his assistance.

The two venerated elders most embittered against the youth, Wu Gong and Chen Lei, had no opposition to the motion.

The Order’s hard attitude had quite isolated the Ninesuns Sky Sect. Without relying on Veluriyam’s strength, they could very well become the second Heavenly Dragon Sect. Just recalling that sect’s near-destruction in such a short time frame terrified the entire Ninesuns Sky Sect. There was no schadenfreude left, only a strange sadness for a comparable rival.

It’d been almost three months since Shangguan Yanqing’s arrival at Veluriyam. Unfortunately, everyone told him that Jiang Chen was in closed door cultivation.

In the world of martial dao, closed door cultivation was only slightly less important than matters of true life and death.

In other words, people behind closed doors weren’t usually to be disturbed without exceptional emergency. It was easy to create a cultivation deviation with the interruption.

“Daoist Coiling Dragon, when is young lord Jiang Chen coming out of cultivation? Do you have a timeframe of some sort?” Shangguan Yanqing was extremely anxious.

“How would I know when the young lord finishes his seclusion?” Emperor Coiling Dragon smiled wryly. “I daresay the young lord himself wouldn’t be able to give you a specific date.”

Shangguan Yanqing was about to burst into flame. “The enemy is at the gate. The Order is extremely ambitious. Unsatisfied with the Heavenly Dragon Sect alone, it now moves against the Ninesuns Sky Sect. If we can’t stop it in its tracks, the human domain will suffer more than it ever did under Pillfire City!”

This wasn’t entirely exaggeration. The Order’s recent actions had indeed sent the human domain into a panic.

Pillfire was once quite fierce, but never so overtly as the Order was now being. To put it bluntly, it hadn’t had the gall. The Heavenly Dragon Sect and the Ninesuns Sky Sect had been wary of Pillfire, but never particularly afraid. The Order, on the other hand, had inspired plenty of fear into Ninesuns.

Suddenly, Emperor Coiling Dragon’s face brightened. He looked down the hall. “Young lord!”

The other great emperors collectively stood up as well. Jiang Chen’s reappearance had given them back their confidence. Their eyes lit up with enthusiasm.

Jiang Chen swept his eyes across the room. Almost every expert in the city was congregated here. There was an additional guest as well: Shangguan Yanqing.

“Inspector Shangguan, how are you doing?” Jiang Chen smiled at the man in greeting.

For Shangguan Yanqing, the sight of Jiang Chen was like a parched man in the desert catching sight of an oasis. He rushed up to the youth. “Young lord Jiang Chen, you’re finally available again.”

“Don’t be in such a hurry, Shangguan Yanqing. I know about the Order. But since I’m so freshly out of seclusion, I haven’t finished many of my considerations. If any of you have any specific tidbits about the Order, please do let me know.”

“The Order is lording it over absolutely everyone. It’s already taken over most of the Heavenly Dragon Sect’s former holdings. I suspect that even the sect itself may have bowed down secretly to their enemy. Many of the Upper Eight Regions’ sects may find themselves embroiled in indecision once again.”

“I’m glad that Pillfire’s been quelled already. If the Order and the old Pillfire had banded together, the combination of their interests would prove disastrous.”

“Young lord, the Order is very mysterious. We believe that it will come for Veluriyam Capital sooner or later.”

“Yes, the Order carries a lot of momentum right now. It seems to want to rule the entire human domain.”

“Young lord, the Order may be harder to deal with than Pillfire.”

A lot of information was fed to the young leader, giving him a better grasp of the situation.

“My friends, the Order is indeed concerningly strong. Do you know who their sect head and executives are?” Jiang Chen was curious about some things not yet revealed.

There were only two possibilities: either the executives were human experts who’d hidden themselves from the world, or aliens altogether.

The former was fine enough, but the latter had to be carefully guarded against.

Jiang Chen consoled Shangguan Yanqing a bit. “Inspector Shangguan, go back to the Ninesuns Sky Sect for now. If the Order wishes to rise as a human faction, I see no reason to stop it. However, if that rise involves the conquest and destruction of other sects, that is another matter altogether! Veluriyam will certainly intervene in that case.”

He made no promises about actively assisting, but his attitude was clear.

Shangguan Yanqing was very pleased. “You are a chivalrous man, young lord Jiang Chen. With Veluriyam’s backing, we Ninesuns can stand tall once more.”

The inspector clearly harbored a healthy respect for the youth.

There was a good deal of discussion among Veluriyam’s great emperors after Shangguan Yanqing was sent off. The conservative ones didn’t support aiding the sect, with Emperor Petalpluck at the forefront.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, the relationship between Ninesuns and us is lukewarm at best. They are courteous because they have something to ask of us…” The emperor was the first to voice his concerns.

“That’s right, young lord. It may not entirely fit with what is most profitable to Veluriyam.” Emperor Skysplitter offered similar advice.

Jiang Chen’s eyes were filled with wisdom. “Settle down, everyone. The Order means ill, and it would be foolish to judge things so transiently. Its enormous appetite forebodes its ultimate goal. It’s sure to be our enemy one day in the future.”

There was no question about that.

Any faction wishing to rise to prominence in the human domain couldn’t bypass the presence of Veluriyam Capital.

The Order was practicing the art of dividing and conquering. It was sure to point its spear at Veluriyam eventually. Rather than fighting alone at that time, it was more advantageous to interfere early on. For this reason, Jiang Chen possessed more poise than Petalpluck and the rest.

“Coiling Dragon, send out the news to every sect under the heavens. Veluriyam is planning to hold a meeting that encompasses the entire human domain, at which we will discuss matters of import. Any sect third rank or above is eligible to participate.”

Jiang Chen was never hesitant about the important things. His command was decisive and clear-cut. Though he didn’t know where the Order had come from, the human domain could not presently permit any delay. He had to resolve the crisis immediately!
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More Bad News


The human domain whirred into action at Jiang Chen’s command. Even though the Order of Wind and Cloud had stifled the atmosphere throughout the land, this newest development filled it with new life.

Veluriyam’s stance had finally been made clear. The young lord’s statement carried with it tremendous consequences. No one in the world doubted that Jiang Chen had the right to call a general meeting of every faction beneath the heavens. In fact, he was the only one with that right.

The news excited every third rank sect and above. They all highly anticipated the event. Some of the ones in more of a hurry immediately gathered a team together, heading for Veluriyam.

The Dragon and Tiger Meet prior had already proven a more than pleasant surprise for the world at large; this general meeting could only hold even greater things in store. Perhaps even more wondrous things awaited?

Even without that, this meeting was clearly targeted at the Order of Wind and Cloud. The entire human domain had lived beneath the Order’s shadow for the past four years. If the young lord’s appearance could clear the air, that alone would be more than enough.

Therefore, there was universal enthusiasm at Jiang Chen’s call. Things in the human domain were about to change once again.

Jiang Chen was very surprised to see how things had developed in his absence. He had only closed his doors for three years and some change, yet the Order of Wind and Cloud had stirred up a storm within that time. Their actions had deeply affected the human domain’s circumstances.

“What is with that Order?” He was full of questions. If not for his lack of intel, he would have gone to their headquarters straight away and eradicated every single person there.

Old Brother Mo and the Jiao brothers’ disappearances… could they be related to this Order? This was a serious topic of consideration.

Jiang Chen’s eyes peered incisively at Veluriyam’s emperors. “Friends,” he asked, “do you have any clues as to the origins of this Order of Wind and Cloud? Or a more nuanced perspective, maybe?”

“Young lord, the experts of the human domain are typically known individually by name. The Order is definitely not founded by human hands. Still, it’s hard to say for absolutely certain… there are many ancient hermits who refuse to communicate with the rest of the world. It could be that one of them has taken a sudden interest in starting his own faction...?”

“I don’t mind if a human expert is responsible for this. Experts of other races, however…”

Jiang Chen didn’t know why, but his heart wasn’t at ease despite having defeated Pillfire three years prior. Things weren’t resolved in the human domain yet.

“Friends, there are no outsiders here. I’d like to hear your opinions about a few things.” Jiang Chen’s tone was serious.

Everyone braced at this. The young lord was going to talk about something really important.

Jiang Chen made straight for the point. “These past three years, I’ve achieved some breakthroughs in my martial cultivation behind closed doors. However, I’ve also spent that time considering humanity’s prospects for the future. Don’t you feel that we’ve been trapped by the Boundary Steles? Like frogs at the bottom of a well, we see only peace in the little patch of sky directly above us rather than the storm brewing all around us. Our fate is not firmly grasped within our own hands.”

It was exactly as he had said. Ever since ancient times, humanity had been trapped within this land, devoid of knowledge of the outside world. No human had any idea whatsoever how the rest of the continent was doing.

The frog comparison was harsh but accurate. Still, these great emperors had lived for millennia already. Their minds and thoughts were stuck in the old ways, finding no fault with staying the course.

Therefore, Emperor Petalpluck was a bit surprised by Jiang Chen’s shocking statements. “Young lord Jiang Chen, after the ancient demon-sealing war, the Boundary Steles were established to keep the races peacefully separate. There are advantages and disadvantages to everything. Without the Boundary Steles, how would humanity have had these hundred thousand years of peace? How would it have received the rest it sorely needed?”

Petalpluck wasn’t entirely wrong.

Under the protection of the Boundary Steles, the mandated peace wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Perhaps it was even the right order of things. After the ancient war, the races had required peace between them to recover and recuperate. Therefore, the steles had done what was essentially a public service.

However, times had changed. Not by much, but changed they had. As time went on, self-isolation wasn’t a good enough strategy anymore.

Jiang Chen took in a deep breath before continuing coolly, “Emperor Petalpluck has a point. The Boundary Steles had a purpose from the ancient era to the present. However… have you considered that humanity’s very ignorance about the outside world makes it extremely vulnerable?”

This wasn’t an exaggeration. The Southern Celestial Tribe’s three empyrean experts were a warning for the human race. It was a notification that the Boundary Steles’ uneasy peace was no longer reliable.

The passage of time was weakening the steles’ sealing power.

“I’m not doomsaying for no reason. At Agarwood, there were three empyrean experts of the Southern Celestial Tribe who destroyed the stele there without any trouble. If not for their lust for achievement and accidental release of the celestial demon lord from his binds, terrible things would’ve taken place in the human domain already.”

Though the three empyrean experts wouldn’t have destroyed the entire human domain, they would also have done significant damage to it. As long as they maintained patience and the intent to seriously set up operations here, it wasn’t that hard to take over the human domain.

What did this mean?

The peace that the Boundary Steles had mandated was becoming increasingly unreliable. The situation in the human domain required drastic change.

“Young lord Jiang Chen,” Emperor Coiling Dragon asked in a low voice. “After experiencing the breaking and repair of the Boundary Steles, you are the most authoritative voice to speak on this matter. Do you have any ideas to inspire the rest of us?”

The emperor’s proximity to Jiang Chen was revealed in this statement. The young lord’s words instantly seemed less authoritarian.

Jiang Chen nodded slightly. “I’ve been mulling that over for the past three years. I feel that the human domain needs to shatter its old conventions before it can be built up again. If we turtle up within the bounds of our Boundary Steles and pretend to be asleep, we won’t have peace for very much longer.”

“Why do you say that?” Everyone grew serious.

“The Southern Celestial Tribe is most certainly only the first of many. Aren’t there many Boundary Steles within the human domain? When the east falls, we must repair the east, and the same is true for the west. But have you considered the possibility that the steles can fall in every direction at once? Where are we supposed to repair then?”

The human domain was a run-down shack. There was no problem in fair weather, but when rain and storm came, anyone who lived within instantly felt the negative effects.

Emperor Petalpluck’s tone was grave. “Young lord Jiang Chen, the Boundary Steles have existed since the ancient times. Perhaps Agarwood’s stele being broken was only an isolated, random event. Why should it be representative? I think that the Boundary Steles don’t need to be touched if they’re still just fine, right?”

Jiang Chen didn’t actually want to touch the steles. He merely wanted to use them to make cracks in these people’s heavily limited mindsets.

To put it bluntly, these old codgers had lost their youthful keenness. The only thing they had on their minds was maintaining their current lands and holdings. It was extremely difficult to force their minds to actively roam outside that conservative goal.

Aside from Emperor Coiling Dragon’s relative readiness, even Emperor Void preferred caution on this matter. The latter simply didn’t want to voice his opinion publicly.

Not that Emperor Petalpluck intended to openly oppose Jiang Chen either. It was understandable for him to have such thoughts. Old men lose their ambitions. Moreover, Emperor Petalpluck was naturally the harmonious sort, preferring tranquility and placidity.

As they spoke, someone hurried in from outside. It was a pretty, slender girl; Jiang Chen’s dear sister, Xu Qingxuan.

Because she was nominally a disciple of the Moon God Sect, Xu Qingxuan theoretically had no right to enter this exclusive meeting. However, she was in a humorless hurry today.

“Brother, the Moon God Sect’s Holy Maiden Xu Shan is here. She says…” Xu Qingxuan was hesitant here, looking worriedly at the great emperors congregated here.

“Don’t worry. We’re among good company here. Go ahead and say what you have to say.”

Xu Qingxuan nodded. “Holy Maiden Xu Shan has arrived with news that the Moon God Sect’s northwestern Boundary Stele has shown signs of cracking. The three sectmasters and all available elites have gone to investigate. The holy maiden is here to inform you of this sudden development.”

There was absolute silence at the news. The northwest was a broad and desolate place, a veritable wasteland devoid of life. In that wasteland, ancient experts built a Boundary Stele to defend against the barbaric tribes of that direction.

This Boundary Stele was far more important than the rest. In ancient times, a terrifying race lived in that direction – the Embittered Savage Tribe.

The Embittered Savage Tribe was true to its name: extremely savage and barbaric. The place it lived had harsh and bitter living conditions. It was precisely because of the difficulty of those conditions that the tribe had a naturally resilient and primitive nature!

That was why they carried their name.

The Embittered Savage Tribe had ever been the mortal enemy of humanity in ancient times. Every time they mounted an invasion, humanity suffered a correspondingly devastating loss. It could be fairly said that before the demonic invasion, the Embittered Savage Tribe was the humans’ number one enemy and nightmare!
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A Dilemma


The unexpected news instantly soured the atmosphere. In particular, Emperor Petalpluck’s easy poise turned into a gloomy frown.

Moments ago, he’d argued that the Agarwood Boundary Stele’s woes had been mere coincidence. But now, a crack had also appeared on the Northwestern Stele. When it rains it truly pours.

The Southern Celestial Tribe lay in wait beyond Agarwood’s Boundary Stele, a tribe weaker than mankind during antiquity. And they’d sent three empyrean experts? Petapluck found that hard to believe.

However, the Northwestern Stele was a bona fide defensive wall. Its fall would trigger certain invasion from the Embittered Savage Tribe. All that accumulated resentment and frustration waiting to be unleashed upon mankind... The prospect was too dire to imagine.

Trivial issues would never bother a bright and optimistic girl like Xu Qingxuan, but the faint panic on her face said it all too clearly. The situation was far graver than anyone had imagined.

Growing up in the Moon God Sect, she’d learned long ago of the fearsome tribe living beyond the northwestern wasteland. No one was allowed to approach the Stele for no good reason. Worse, to destroy it would be a crime against humanity. These teachings had deeply impressed upon her ever since her childhood.

All sects near the Stele thus warned their disciples.

It was precisely the Stele’s formidable importance that had triggered Petalpluck’s opposition. Usually, the great emperor was a goody two shoes who never offended anyone. But the Steles weren’t to be touched. His out-of-character protest had been born from this deeply-rooted notion.

Jiang Chen hadn’t said it in so many words, but he’d implied he wanted to head outside. To merely suggest it clashed with Petalpluck’s beliefs.

Head outside?

Did that mean voluntarily breaking the Boundary Steles? That would be an unforgivable sin against humanity!

Jiang Chen was Veluriyam’s young lord, and his word was law among mankind, but Petalpluck couldn’t condone such conduct. Like a box of mysteries, no one could foretell what calamities could occur once the Steles were broken.

Jiang Chen sighed to himself. He could see the bone-deep fear and panic the news had caused in everyone present. Even his tigress of a sister wasn’t immune. But he hadn’t been indoctrinated like them. Perhaps he was the only man in the entire human domain that didn’t hold the Steles in such religious reverence.

The former Jiang Chen had been at too low a level to even know what the Steles represented. He himself had learned of them some time after his reincarnation, but he’d taken it in stride thanks to his character and experience.

To him, the Steles meant little, and certainly not objects of dread.

In his previous life, there had been many restrictions between the different planes. Such barriers weren’t easily breached, but once they were, terrible planar wars would ensue. He’d seen them too many times to count.

Sometimes, the more one feared something, the more likely it was to happen. But if one accepted it, then all of a sudden it wasn’t so frightening after all. For example, these Boundary Steles.

No Steles had existed before the ancient demon-sealing war. The different races on the continent had waged incessant wars of conquest upon each other. Mankind had been no stranger to such conflicts, yet hadn’t it survived fine and dandy to this day?

Why had the humans attracted the demons’ attention? Why had their domain become the war’s main battle zone? Hadn’t it been because of their prosperity?

Naturally, special historical circumstances had warranted the Steles’ existence. But times had changed and they were no longer be so significant. So why fear them?

“Everyone, Agarwood’s Stele broke, while the one to the northwest might not hold on for much longer. Perhaps we’ll soon hear similar news from the northeast. Ask yourselves this, why?” One by one, Jiang Chen’s clear gaze swept through the crowd.

“When Pillzenith established the northern alliance, he accused me of breaking the Stele and colluding with foreign races. Why? Simple. The Steles are too sensible a subject. Such a taboo was sure to arouse everyone’s hostility.”

He let rational arguments do the talking.

“There must be a reason for their collective collapse. It can’t be a joint attack from other races, because it’s impossible for them to coordinate their efforts. In the end, it boils down to the Steles themselves losing their effectiveness.”

Three minor empyrean powerhouses, no matter how strong, would never have breached a brand new Boundary Stele. Where there’s smoke, there’s fire.

Jiang Chen believed this was an opportunity for mankind.

Petalpluck turned grave. After careful thought, the young lord’s words made too much sense to refute, no matter how much he wanted to.

“Young lord, the Embittered Savage’s territory seems to lie beyond the northwestern wasteland. Mankind can ill afford an invasion from them,” Void interjected. Thanks to Emperor Peafowl’s influence, he was given to lament the fate of humanity.

“Young lord, is there any solution? Agarwood’s Stele could be repaired, so why don’t we do the same for the other ones?” Coiling Dragon’s thinking was very simple.

Jiang Chen sighed with a wry smile. “The one in Agarwood was fused with the Primosanct Sect’s formations. I couldn’t have mended it without the resources and secret arts left by the ancient sect otherwise. Even so, the repaired formations are still some way from the original, so the Stele’s power might be less than sixty percent compared to antiquity. As for the Northwestern Stele, it’s hard to comment before I see it with my own eyes.”

Xu Qingxuan implored, “Brother, the northwestern wasteland is the only thing that stands between us and an invasion from the Savages. You have to think of a way.”

Jiang Chen stayed silent. He lacked the most basic knowledge about the Northwestern Stele. What was he to do?

More importantly, he’d sent a call for a grand alliance not long ago. What of the gathering if he were to run to the northwest? What would the whole world think of Veluriyam then? Or of him?

There was also the Order of Wind and Cloud sharpening its blades and eyeing the Ninesuns Sky Sect like a tiger drooling over its prey. A trip far away would play right into the Order’s hands.

Emperor Mountaincrush suddenly slapped his thigh. “Young lord, could the Order be behind the troubles in the northwest? Aren’t they located very close to Agarwood? They might even have a hand in that Stele’s breaking.”

Abuzz with ideas, this sudden hypothesis had suddenly dawned on him.

Jiang Chen shook. He’d never considered this line of thought. It sounded outlandish, but after some reflection, it was a real possibility!

“Can the Order be this despicable? If so, they’re the scum of the earth!” Coiling Dragon shouted with indignation.

Everyone looked at Jiang Chen. In this mist of confusion, the young man was their only ray of light. They all waited for his conclusion.

Jiang Chen heaved a soft sight. “There are too many possibilities. I have to say, Emperor Mountaincrush’s idea does have some merit.”

The Order of Wind and Cloud was becoming more and more suspicious. No one had heard of this faction previously, yet it had suddenly appeared out of nowhere and risen to prominence in four short years.

It wasn’t particularly powerful, yet no other sect could rival its frighteningly strict and secret structure. It had no flaws, no rumors. That sounded simple, but it was almost impossible to achieve.

A dilemma now lay ahead of him.

If he chose the grand alliance, then a potential gap in the Northwestern Stele would be prelude to a catastrophic invasion from the Savages. But if he were to head there instead, then what if the Order launched a swift attack on the Ninesuns Sky Sect?

Even if he were to grow wings, the northern wasteland was too far for him to return in time. Such a difficult choice would decide mankind’s next step, or even its entire future.

“First things first,” Emperor Skysplitter finally opined. “Young lord, the Stele is merely weakening. It hasn’t reached the point of non-return yet.”

Petalpluck nodded. “Agreed. It won’t break so easily. In fact, are we positive the Embittered Savage Tribe survived the harsh conditions beyond the barrier? Even if they did, are they as strong as they used to be? And even if they are, the wasteland isn’t so easy to cross.”

It was no exaggeration to describe the wasteland as a desolate place where no creature could survive. Indeed, the wasteland would prove a difficult barrier for the Savages on their way to mankind’s heartlands.
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The True Strength of the Order of Wind and Cloud


Including Emperors Void and Coiling Dragon, Veluriyam’s great emperors all favored settling the most pressing issue first.

The Order of Wind and Cloud was the greatest threat.

They needed to excise this tumor and get their own affairs in Order before eventually tackling the Embittered Savages.

Though Xu Qingxuan desperately wished for her brother to head northwest, she was mature enough to know she couldn’t pester him, lest others mocked the siblings.

She waited for all the great emperors to disperse before pouting. “Smelly brother, you’re the only one who can repair Boundary Steles. If you don’t go, it’ll definitely break! Pillfire or whatever Order, those are internal issues. How can they compare to the Embittered Savages?”

Jiang Chen nodded. “You’re right, it would be a disaster to allow the Embittered Savages into our territory. But don’t look down on the Order. In fact, I wonder if they’re as internal an issue as you say.”

“What do you mean?” His sister blinked. “Could there be foreign influences left in the human domain?”

The young man shook his head. It was mere conjecture, so he didn’t have a leg to stand on.

But he couldn’t be blamed for this nagging suspicion. The Order had risen far too fast. For that to happen, one or two powerhouses were far from enough. Many powerful experts had to stand behind the faction.

The human domain boasted of many cultivators, but there were only so many peak masters, each of them well-known and accounted for. If the Order was a local force, then where did its experts come from?

“Qingxuan, the Order might also have a hand in the troubles in the northwest, so I need to conclude this meeting before heading there. Before that, I can only ask the Moon Good Sect to hold strong.”

It was a difficult decision to reach, but the Order had to be rooted out for the safety of the entire territory.

Slightly disappointed, his sister nonetheless accepted his decision with equanimity. She couldn’t blame him. Someone of his status had to carefully weigh up each decision. He couldn’t be as rash as her.

[image: ]


The Unbounded Region.

The Order of Wind and Cloud’s headquarters were located inside the mysterious Unbounded Range.

In a short four years, this mysterious force had swept almost everything in its path. Wherever it set its sights, local factions surrendered. All of the surrounding mid and lower regions were now firmly in its sphere of influence. It had even swallowed two-thirds of the Heavenly Dragon Upper Region.

In a certain residence inside the Order, a cultivator stretched out his hand and plucked an encrypted glyph from the air. Unfolding it, he murmured, “A Supreme Order Writ? Is the supreme lord ready to make another big move?”

The man’s tone sounded a little strange. His attire marked him as an exalted figure in the sect’s upper echelons. A summons from the supreme lord couldn’t be ignored, so he left his residence without hesitation.

Outside, he saw many figures greeting each other as they hopped out of their own residences.

“A Supreme Order Writ. Are we really going to attack the Ninesuns Sky Sect?”

“Great, hahaha! The Heavenly Dragon Sect wasn’t even a proper warm-up, so why stop there? Let’s thrash Ninesuns as well!”

“Good idea! With these two so-called first rank sects in our hands, nothing can stop us from going straight after Veluriyam!”

“Veluriyam? Our supreme lord has his sights set much farther away. We’ll unify the human domain and face the entire continent!”

“Alright, save your saliva, we can’t make the supreme lord wait.” These seemingly important fellows flew towards the main hall.

The first cultivator remained silent. Despite a flicker of emotion at his companions’ words, he let none of it show on his face and merely followed them thoughtfully.

Not too far away, two other figures seemingly on good terms with him shared a tacit look, then set off without a word or even a greeting.

A man sat in a majestic throne inside the main hall, his true features hazy as if covered by a mysterious light. Instead, his face was a whirlpool of stars, giving off an immeasurably abstruse and opaque air.

He simply sat there, yet the pressure of his mere aura seemed to oppress all living beings, stifling their very breath. Naturally, he was the Order’s unfathomable leader.

Below his seat, four chairs were arrayed on each side, for a total of eight. They were reserved for the Eight Overlords of Wind and Cloud, whose status were second only to the sect’s supreme leader.

These were the Order’s eight great protector kings, their cultivation reaching at least advanced great emperor. Their names were as follow: Ardentwind, Gentlewind, Galewind, Stormwind, Shockcloud, Howlcloud, Devourcloud, and Scourcloud.

Below them were thirty-six Celestial Stars and seventy-two Earthly Fiends, for a total of one hundred and eight elders.

Each Celestial Star was a formal elder, while the Earthly Fiends were probationary elders. So-called probationary elders enjoyed the same treatment. Their status was a little lower, but any of them could be promoted to a formal elder.

These people formed the sect’s core. Many Celestial Stars were also great emperors, while Earthly Fiends were at least at emperor realm.

Such a force would stupefy any faction of Upper Eight Regions. The Order dwarfed all of them when it came to the number of powerhouses. Even the former Pillfire and the current Veluriyam were no exceptions.

It was no wonder they’d so easily overwhelmed the haughty Heavenly Dragon Sect! The latter was a formidable force in the Upper Eight Regions, but it had been eclipsed by the Order’s vast host.

The upper echelons made due haste, gathering in the hall at the supreme order writ’s behest.

The supreme lord’s voice echoed faintly from his lofty position. “Everyone, some seemingly can’t accept our sudden rise and intend to oppose us. Many of you were eminent figures of the human domain and know it better than I do. What do you think? Can any faction slow our inexorable momentum?” There was a certain magic to his voice.

The crowd below shouted, “No one can!”

“Supreme Lord, we’ve been too self-restrained thus far. In my opinion, we should bare our fangs and let these ignorant fools know the meaning of despair!”

“I agree. The Empyrean River Palace and the Sublime Chord Temple were nothing but Pillfire’s dogs. How dare they put on airs now? How can a measly Pillfire compare to us?”

“Supreme Lord, we’re at your orders. We’ll forcibly subdue any sects that fail to appreciate our generosity!” The Order’s fast expansion these years had attracted many powerhouses to its ranks, increasing its confidence and its arrogance by the same token.

The supreme lord pressed his hands down, calming the crowd.

“Gentlemen, the likes of the Empyrean River Palace or the Sublime Chord Temple are putting on airs, and the Ninesuns Sky Sect refuses our magnanimous offer to surrender, all because they think Veluriyam will back them up. Today, I’ve obtained news that Veluriyam’s young lord’s called all factions above third rank to unite in a worldwide alliance. Hmph. It seems Veluriyam’s becoming angsty!”

The previously noisy crowd instantly fell silent. If they absolutely had to name a human faction that could withstand them, then it would be Veluriyam.

It wasn’t that the city could match the Order’s absolute power, but Veluriyam had Jiang Chen, a young genius who’d created miracles time and time again. He was the most inscrutable and fearsome existence for their sect.

“Supreme Lord, are they declaring war on us?”

“Veluriyam could have unified mankind after destroying Pillfire. But the kid’s still wet behind the ears and missed the chance to make all the factions submit. Hehe, how else could we have gobbled up these scattered factions and risen so fast?”

“Hmph, you’re underestimating the brat. He was simply wary of a collective backlash. His ultimate goal is certainly to have every faction at his beck and call! One must cast a long line to catch a big fish. He’s being patient, that’s all.”

“You’re right, this kid plans far ahead. He’s had Emperor Wellspring stay on Pillfire territory to organize the city and incorporate the wandering cultivators. He’s clearly intent on creating his own great faction there and dominate the entire human domain by controlling both the north and the south!”

“What a crafty kid. We can’t let him prevail!” The crowd started shouting pell-mell.
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The Supreme Lord of the Order of Wind And Cloud


The supreme lord smiled at their reaction. He’d deliberately stoked the crowd’s anger and hostility towards their common enemy.

When he’d first established the sect, he’d been worried Veluriyam would be too intimidating a threat for him to gather enough powerhouses. But things had gone much smoother than he’d anticipated, and he’d successfully roped in a group of experts thanks to underhanded tactics.

Afterwards, the order’s ambitious creed had gradually spread through word of mouth, attracting equally ambitious masters to its doors.

Wandering cultivators, sect figures, remnants of Pillfire and of the Eternal Celestial Capital, or even some old monsters hidden from the world for many years — an assortment of people from all walks of life had joined the rising faction.

The supreme lord had even lured most of the Eight Overlords with a promise: an opportunity to break through to empyrean realm. No great emperor could resist such a temptation.

Even the most famous of wandering cultivators such Sabledeep and Everviolet of the six titans had succumbed to the siren call and joined the Order. Of course, their strength and status had granted them both one of the Eight Overlord seats.

Any of the eight was either a wandering titan, a hidden sect heavyweight, or a master of mysterious origins. But eight wasn’t the limit. If more cultivators of their caliber were to join, they might become the Ten Overlords, or the Twelve Overlords...

In short, other than the supreme lord, these were unrivalled existences.

“Jiang Chen is like no other, this seat has to admit. A few years ago, I snuck into Agarwood Valley and saw him in person. This kid is blessed by the heavens. Many among you have a higher cultivation, but I wonder how many could overcome him in a real fight. Maybe... not a single one.” The supreme lord couldn’t prevent admiration from seeping into his leisurely tone at the mention of Jiang Chen, vexing his subordinates.

“My lord. He’s alright, but he’s merely savvy at using the circumstances to his advantage. His personal strength is nothing to speak of.”

The speaker was Emperor Everviolet, one of the exalted overlords. He’d been close to Pillzenith in the past and the two had plotted together against the young man. As a result, he’d personally experienced the young lord’s tactics.

True enough, the kid had some skill, but it was nothing but unorthodox tricks. The wandering emperor didn’t feel that Jiang Chen really was invincible. At least, he was confident he could subdue the young man with ease. Well, in a fair duel; it would be a different story if Jiang Chen were to summon the fearsome empyrean golems.

“Supreme Lord, the kid does have notable achievements to his name, but as Daoist Everviolet said, he’s simply an opportunist. He first borrowed Emperor Peafowl’s might, then Emperor Wellspring, Emperor Peerless, and others... And now, he has the golems.”

“Alas, isn’t he a lucky one. The human domain hasn’t seen an empyrean powerhouse in ages. How did he…”

But the kid’s successes was all due to sheer luck. There was nothing exceptional about his abilities at all.

True, the Pinecrane Pill or the Emperor Supremacy Pill were landmarks in pill dao, but in the world of cultivation, martial power was the foremost way to gain recognition.

Jiang Chen’s triumphs should have allowed him to unify mankind long ago. Yet, because of their nature, many dubious, dissenting voices remained. Few first rank sects in particular wholeheartedly admired him, no matter the caution Veluriyam inspired.

In other words, only overwhelming strength would allow him to be generally acknowledged as mankind’s leader.

Why had the Order’s supreme lord received widespread acceptance in four short years? Why had many surrendered to him?

Because in front of him, great emperors were mere buffoons dancing in his palm. He’d demonstrated a power far exceeding theirs. This absolute strength on top of the sect’s militantism offered many eager experts a way to assuage their ambitions.

Strength trumped everything else.

Who was the supreme lord, where did he come from, what powers stood behind him? None of it mattered.

The only thing that did was that he was an empyrean master, standing far above great emperors!

The supreme lord smiled faintly. “Gentlemen, you seem biased against Jiang Chen. He is indeed our enemy, but for that very reason, we ought to remain fair and lucid. Blind arrogance will only harm us. To be frank, he’s the only one I’m somewhat wary of in the human domain. As for the others…”

He didn’t continue, but the implication was clear. No one else was worth mentioning.

“Supreme Lord, since you think so highly of him, why don’t you head directly to Sacred Peafowl Mountain, suppress the kid with your peerless power, and force him to surrender?”

“That’s right! Once we cut off the head of the snake, who else in the entire domain can oppose us?”

“Supreme Lord, didn’t he call for a grand alliance? We should hack our way into the venue. You can capture the kid and replace him at the head!” This suggestion was met with widespread support.

A faint smile appeared on the supreme lord’s impassive face. “Not a bad idea, but a little premature. First of all, Veluriyam is a land of ancient inheritances. They have hidden cards you can’t even imagine. A brash attack could trigger one that might stump even me.”

“Oh? Ancient inheritances?” the crowd puzzled.

“Indeed. Veluriyam was born in the age of the ancient demon-sealing war. Its pagoda founder was one of the ancient leaders of mankind. Tell me, is that worthy enough an enemy for you?” His words instantly silenced the loudest and most zealous members. No wonder Veluriyam had always thrived so. Its origin were this immeasurably deep!

“What should we do then?”

“Indeed. Apart from violence, what other option do we have?”

The supreme lord smiled faintly. “Veluriyam only has its ancient glory to its name. It was on a long downward slope before Jiang Chen’s emergence. Even Emperor Peafowl’s reign was a mere stopgap.”

The opinion sent the crowd abuzz.

Even the unruliest members of the Order couldn’t but acknowledge Emperor Peafowl as one of this era’s leaders. His character was acknowledged by all. At the very least, he’d never used Veluriyam’s strength to tyrannize others. On that front, he’d shown morals a hundred times greater than Pillzenith.

“You look unconvinced. You might wonder, why do I disregard someone you hold in such high esteem? I don’t actually despise him, but his rule was too conservative. Or perhaps hegemony was never his goal.

“Idealistic, given to excessive commiseration, perhaps even possessing a savior complex. But he forgot something critical. Without power, what can a hero hope to achieve? Under his rule, Veluriyam didn’t even rank first among mankind’s factions. How would he ever realized his grand dreams? Even a fool like Pillzenith made him suffer time and time again.”

The crowd fell silent. They couldn’t refute his arguments. “But Emperor Peafowl was one of the strongest men of his time. He merely lacked the ambition to rule the world.”

“Strongest?” The supreme lord chuckled. “Don’t be so short-sighted. Mankind’s decline isn’t as steep as you think. There are empyrean masters in the human domain, and not only one or two. You can take my word for it. These old fellows have simply become so selfish they refuse to move, deathly afraid it might shorten their lifespans. After all, the energy in the human domain is far too lacking to sustain empyrean powerhouses.”

Everyone blanched.

Empyrean masters? More than one at that?

This was shocking, no, incredibly momentous news that overturned everything they knew of mankind’s hierarchy...

“Supreme Lord, is it true?” Sabledeep suddenly looked pensive, his eyes shining bright.

Everviolet’s violet eyes also twinkled, his face inscrutable.
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The Heavenly Dragon Sect Teetering on the Edge of Disaster


The supreme lord’s revelation had indeed upended the crowd’s beliefs.

They’d once thought great emperors like Pillzenith or Peafowl to be mankind’s apex. They’d never heard of anything stronger. Only after the emergence of the supreme lord and Jiang Chen’s golems did mankind slowly become acclimated to the notion of empyrean masters.

But at best, the golems ranked somewhere between half-step empyrean and minor empyrean realm. Compared to the primordial age, they’d regained less than one-fifth of the strength.

Total recovery seemed impossible given the human domain’s current resources. The consumption that would require far exceeded what was available.

The supreme lord smiled calmly. “I guarantee empyrean masters exist. The ancient wars have brought so much destruction that mankind’s come to think of them as a thing of the past. But that’s a mistake…”

“Ah? A mistake?” Sabledeep exclaimed softly. “I once heard that Emperor Peafowl comprehended the heavenly dao multiple times, but he always chose not to break through to empyrean realm. Some say the lack of resources would have caused him to fail, or perhaps he would have been forced to leave afterward and he had too many goals not yet achieved…”

The supreme lord frowned. It was the first he’d heard of it. “Is there a problem with his brain? It’s a sin to refuse a gift from the heavens.”

“Indeed. Rejecting the heavens is a sure recipe for future disaster. His is a classic case. Why else would his own faction’s Emperor Shura join hands with Emperor Pillzenith in causing his downfall?” a great emperor familiar with the classics asked.

Rejecting the heavens would naturally anger them and bring about retribution.

The supreme lord waved his hand. “No matter. In any case, you can disregard Veluriyam’s people but not the city itself. Even Pillfire can’t compare with its ancient inheritance. Its three pagodas in particular are ancient mysteries.”

The Veluriyam Pagodas? Everyone looked at him in puzzlement.

He chuckled. “Don’t look at me. You know as much as me when it comes to Veluriyam. But my research into the ancient era tells me they must hide many secrets. If Jiang Chen’s obtained the pagoda’s inheritances, even I would be wary of him!”

No one knew where the supreme lord came from, but his knowledge far surpassed the locals. He knew many happenings like the back of his hand, especially those concerning antiquity. Many of the things he spoke of were shocking revelations for others.

“Supreme Lord, what’s our next step?”

His warnings were a pail of cold water on the crowd’s ardor. They finally understood why he was so cautious of a mere young man in charge of Veluriyam when he looked down on many sects.

“Supreme Lord, it’s true Veluriyam is strong, but Jiang Chen is only a young man when all is said and done. We should use his youth to our advantage.”

“Agreed. His youth is detrimental to his prestige. He has to work ten times as hard to be acknowledged.”

“Shh, be quiet. Wait for the supreme lord’s decision.”

“Right. No matter how strong, Veluriyam is nothing for our Supreme Lord.”

Their liege chuckled before turning grave. “It would be a mighty blow for us if Veluriyam were to complete its grand alliance. Our sect is on the rise, our momentum on the upswing. We can’t let them impede our expansion plans.

“There’s only one reason why many factions refuse to acknowledge us. They worry we can’t contend with Veluriyam. You could say they aren’t optimistic about our prospects.

“Of course, perhaps they think no one can oppose Jiang Chen or Veluriyam.

“But is that truly so?” he laughed, his voice leisurely yet strange. “Attend to me. Send an ultimatum to the Heavenly Dragon Clan. They have one day to capitulate, or else we’ll eradicate their sect from the continent and exterminate every last of them!”

It was a domineering order.

An ordinary sectmaster would never dare use such a tone against a colossus like the Heavenly Dragon Sect. The Order’s supreme lord was probably the only one in the entire human domain.
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Gloom reigned in the Heavenly Dragon Sect, as if the end of days had come.

The mortal blows it had suffered had made every member anxious. In another sect, rats would have already left the sinking ship. Who would dare remain behind?

But the Heavenly Dragon Sect was more than a simple sect. Its members were staunchly united by its inheritances, firm beliefs, and a common bloodline. Even wan and routed, its disciples would fight to the death. There would be no deserters.

Despite its many outlandish flaws, the sect was far superior to most human factions in that regard. But like cats on a hot tin roof, everyone was on tenterhooks.

They’d just received the ultimatum. Surrender within a day or be destroyed! It seemed the Order had run out of patience.

Despite the rumors, Sectmaster Long Zhe wasn’t dead yet. But he was at the end of his tether, any breath might be his last. And Long Baxiang, once number two, had died in Agarwood Valley.

The sect currently lacked a leader.

Surrender? The Heavenly Dragon Sect was too proud a sect to submit willingly to a faction no one had heard of a mere four years ago.

It would be even worse than losing to Veluriyam. At least, Jiang Chen wouldn’t humiliate them so.

“Maybe we should ask the sectmaster for instructions?” one elder suggested.

“We can’t. His life hangs in the balance. Let’s first see if he can overcome this critical juncture and find a new lease on life. We can’t disturb him, or we’ll end up hurting him.”

“What should we do then? No one else can make this decision.”

“Only one day! The Order of Wind and Cloud has really crossed the line!”

“Hmph, it seems that they’re anxious after Veluriyam’s call for a grand alliance. That’s why they’re in such a hurry. They’re afraid of Veluriyam after all!”

“Is there still time to ask Veluriyam for help?”

Ask Veluriyam for help?

The crowd fell into an awkward silence. When had their sect fallen so low as to look for help from a faction they couldn’t see eye-to-eye with?

They had given Veluriyam no face even when during the latter’s height. Both sides were on bad terms, or even hostile to each other. Wouldn’t it be a slap to the face to ask them for help now?

More importantly, would Veluriyam agree?

Their sect had been part of the northern alliance. Jiang Chen hadn’t suppressed them after the war, but to ask him to repay enmity with a rescue seemed too tall an order. The odds were slim, no matter how alluring the idea.

They were too short on time in any case. The Order was knocking on their doors, while Veluriyam was far away.

Someone suddenly looked up from the lively discussion, embarrassment flashing through their eyes as they fixed their gaze to the left. A figure walked out of a corner.

“Sectmaster!”

“Sectmaster, why are you here?”

Indeed, the figure in question was Long Zhe. He was still pale, but his complexion was much improved for someone previously at death’s door. His lifeforce seemed to be returning. The crowd beamed with delight.

His sturdy frame stood like a mountain. Even riddled with wounds, he exuded an aura that inspired fear and awe in his subordinates.

“What are you talking about?” he calmly asked.

How would they dare hide anything? They hurriedly apprised him of the ultimatum.

Anger flashed in Long Zhe’s eyes. “Despicable bullies! They want our surrender?”

“Sectmaster, don’t be angry. Your health comes first.”

“That’s right. There’s hope as long as we have you with us, Sectmaster.”

Long Zhe commanded great respect from his senior executives.

No one would call him weak for losing against the Order. The enemy had been too strong. No matter how strong the sectmaster was, he couldn’t overcome four great emperors all by himself.

How could the Order have so many great emperors? Moreover, its ranks were swelling even as they spoke! That was the most fearsome part.

What magic spell had the Order cast upon these cultivators to make them so eager to join?
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Swollen with Arrogance


The sectmaster’s presence somewhat eased the crowd’s anxiety. To fight or to capitulate, everything was now in his hands.

Long Zhe heaved a soft sigh. “Everyone, we’ve all witnessed their strength. We are no cowards, but the situation is simply too dire to overcome.”

His words filled the crowd with sorrow. Had the sectmaster decided to surrender?

It might be their only chance to survive, but the prospect filled them with rage and disgust nevertheless.

The Heavenly Dragon Sect surrenders!

Like the plague, the news instantly spread throughout the entire human domain. The overweeningly arrogant and despotic Heavenly Dragon Sect had been beaten into submission!

Jiang Chen also stayed silent for a long while when he received the news.

Seeing his dark expression, Coiling Dragon urged, “Young lord, don’t be upset. We didn’t expect much from the so-called first rank sects to begin with.”

Jiang Chen hadn’t put much hope in the Heavenly Dragon Sect. To be frank, there had been little love lost between them, and quite some enmity. But the sudden capitulation filled him with disappointment in the human factions. An inexplicable sorrow welled in his chest. What was he trying so hard for?

To protect mankind?

He’d never been given to such grand aspirations. If not for Emperor Peafowl’s urgings, he wouldn’t even have taken on this heavy burden. Yet he’d conscientiously done his utmost ever since, rushing here and there, planning for an uncertain tomorrow. What had he gained in exchange?

An invasion from a northern alliance?

One disappointment after another?

The Heavenly Dragon Sect had been part of the northern alliance, yet instead of taking out his anger on them afterward, he’d let them leave safe and sound, hoping they might repent one day. But like cowards, they’d surrendered to an upstart. Were they following in Pillfire’s footsteps?

How ironic.

The Heavenly Dragon Sect had been renowned for its unyielding pride. However, when push came to shove, they’d laid down their weapons instead of fighting to the last breath.

Jiang Chen was indeed a little discouraged.

“Coiling Dragon, both your clan and the Heavenly Dragon Sect share dragon ancestry. Dragons are the proudest of ancient tribes. They would die rather than face humiliation. Tell me, what would your choice have been?”

Coiling Dragon smiled wryly. “Young lord, that’s too difficult a question. What I can say is that men of my clan are born of Veluriyam and will die ghosts of Veluriyam. We will never surrender. This I swear!”

Jiang Chen nodded. “It’s too bad there are so few like you. Even in our city, not everyone is as determined.”

Coiling Dragon sighed. “Don’t I know it.”

Such was the state mankind was currently in. Many ancient beliefs and convictions had been lost. Unlike their forebears, factions could no longer face death with courage and equanimity. Fortunately, only Coiling Dragon and Void were currently present beside Jiang Chen.

Void comforted, “Young lord, don’t feel down. The Order is merely trying to intimidate us before the great assembly.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “You’re right. Tell everyone to stay on their toes. To be forewarned is forearmed.”

“Indeed, the Order won’t take the formation of the alliance lying down.”

“The assembly might be the first direct confrontation between us.” Anticipation flashed in Coiling Dragon’s eyes.

After receiving Veluriyam’s summons, every faction made due haste, rushing to join the gathering.
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News continuously trickled into Veluriyam over the next couple of days. It was an unusually grave atmosphere within the city.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, the second rank Water Mirror Sect was ambushed and exterminated on its way here.”

“Young lord, the Celestial Capital Upper Region’s second rank Butterfly Sect has also been attacked by an unknown enemy. Only a single cultivator managed to flee alive.”

“Young lord…”

Seven factions were waylaid over the course of a few days. Almost no one survived the attacks.

The string of bad news terrified many would-be participants. Quite a few second or third rank sects sounded the retreat midway. Some sects even received words after barely stepping outside their doors. They then thought better of their actions and returned home.

The Order of Wind and Cloud had begun its revenge. Want to unite the world? We won’t let you!

It was a low blow to be certain, but the results spoke for themselves. Out of the several hundred sects above third rank, more than half waved the white flag.

These factions had been hesitant from the start. They’d merely answered Veluriyam’s call to curry favor and avoid the city’s ire.

But now, these fence-sitters could feel death breathing down on their necks and had naturally decided to withdraw. They weren’t devoted enough to give up their lives for Veluriyam’s sake.

One could imagine Jiang Chen’s gloom. There was nothing he could do, other than wait and see. The entire city seethed with rage. The Order was too despicable!

But Veluriyam had no answer to their contemptible methods.

The Order had vast manpower at its disposal and countless powerhouses. By hook or by crook, they would stop at nothing until they achieved their goal. The cruelty of the wanton slaughter and destruction had gone beyond the former Pillfire City.

In a few short days, the Order had made a ruthless and cruel example out of a dozen sects. Their strategy bore evident results.

Half a month later, only one-fifth of the factions had safely reached Veluriyam. The assembly had lost much of its luster.

Fortunately, all of the first rank sects had arrived. The Eternal Celestial Capital had been destroyed and the Heavenly Dragon Sect had capitulated, but no one else was missing. Its hands full with the northwestern wasteland, the Moon God Sect had sent representatives nonetheless. This allowed the assembly to retain its last shred of dignity.

But the Order of Wind and Cloud immediately issued a statement. Every faction participating in the assembly was an enemy, next in line to suffer the Order’s ire.

It was a naked threat!

“Young lord, we can’t just let them run rampant like this! Everyone is on tenterhooks.”

“Indeed, the Order’s already proved its ruthlessness. Add to that the Heavenly Dragon Sect’s surrender... the entire human domain is now afraid of them.”

Jiang Chen wracked his brains for many days.

“Attend to me. Coiling Dragon, tell the Order that this young lord is waiting for them at the grand assembly in Veluriyam. Rather than cheap tricks behind our backs, let’s have a showdown if they dare. Real cultivators step forward and fight in broad daylight. Wretched murder in the dark won’t gain them any respect!”

Sensible arguments would be wasted on the Order. It had already demonstrated the depths of its unscrupulous and outrageous nature. Hence, he could only resort to an even more outrageous approach.

A direct showdown wasn’t the ideal solution, but it wasn’t a bad choice in the current situation.

An attack on the Order would be fraught with danger; but in his own domain, he could use the advantage of terrain to teach them a lesson.

However, would the Order be so accommodating?

Nothing was less certain. The worst case scenario would be for them to ignore his challenge and intimidate more factions into surrender.

If so, they would be even harder to deal with.

If they agreed to an honorable duel, he would welcome them with open arms. But as expected, his plan failed. The Order replied that a brawl against Veluriyam was beneath its dignity.

Veluriyam ought to wisen up and surrender sooner rather than later. Otherwise, the Order would next set its sights on the city itself! Veluriyam wouldn’t be as lucky as the Heavenly Dragon Sect. Once mobilized, the Order would butcher anyone who dared resist!

The entire city simmered with anger at such arrogance. But no matter how much they despised the upstart, there was little they could do.

Strength wasn’t the most frightening thing here. No, what made the Order the most troublesome type of opponent was that, despite its blatant power, it never thought twice about resorting to shameless, underhanded methods.

Compared to the Order, Pillzenith’s petty tricks were like a twelve months old baby who’d barely learned to walk.

A deathly stillness descended upon the Veluriyam, the lull before the storm. To think a faction that’d emerged a mere four years ago would gain enough momentum to back Veluriyam into such a corner!
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The Grand Assembly


More and more factions arrived in Veluriyam, filling its streets with unusual bustle. And yet, the noise didn’t obscure the unusual atmosphere.

Everyone had originally come with full confidence in Veluriyam to participate in the assembly. But since then, the Order of Wind and Cloud had made quite an impression, seizing the initiative at Veluriyam’s expense.

Some of the surviving members from the destroyed sects secretly blamed Veluriyam for their sects’ ruin. Those who’d scrambled fearfully back into their strongholds also whined that Veluriyam hadn’t ensured their safety, making them vulnerable to the Order.

“Bastards, they’re shifting all the blame to us! Damn them!” Coiling Dragon swore roundly at the recent developments.

Veluriyam had called for an alliance for the greater good, to alleviate mankind’s situation and stop the Order of Wind and Cloud before it was too late. But the city’s goodwill and effort had been repaid with criticism and rancor.

The great emperor couldn’t stomach such utter unfairness.

“Young lord, aren’t we being too accommodating?” Coiling Dragon huffed.

Jiang Chen was angry as well, but he quickly calmed down. Did he feel wronged? Of course. But since he wanted to become humanity’s leader, he had to shoulder the weight of this position.

The title wasn’t all applause and glory. It came with its share of responsibilities as well. Now wasn’t the time to lose his cool. He would be playing right into his enemies’ hands. So he simply chose to turn a deaf ear to the acclaim and censure of the world.

“Coiling Dragon, stay calm. Do you want the Order to see you irritated?It’s probably exactly what they’re going for.”

Coiling Dragon took a deep breath and nodded. “You’re right, I’m being too hot-headed. They’re truly disgusting, much more than Pillfire ever was. We’ve met a fearsome opponent this time.”

Jiang Chen grunted noncommittally, then ordered, “The last of the sects will soon be here. All of you get ready. The ceremony must proceed without a hitch.”

Humanity’s safety and very survival depended on the gathering. No matter how frustrated and aggrieved he was, he was committed to the alliance’s success.

[image: ]


The ceremony formally started three days later in the great plaza at the city’s gates.

Great sects and factions had come from every corner of the human domain. The Order had spoiled the festivities and reduced the magnitude of the assembly, but one would have been hard-pressed to tell by the scene’s liveliness.

Veluriyam itself boasted of many factions under its banner. Great neighboring factions had all come as well. For example, the Skysword Sect and the Celestial Cicada Court had bought their own allies, as well as many sects from surrounding mid and lower regions, swelling the gathering’s ranks.

Jiang Chen arrived at the scene, escorted by Veluriyam’s great emperors. His presence caused an uproarious commotion. It was a rare opportunity to see him in person. Many third rank sect disciples in particular were beside themselves with excitement. They waved their arms and shouted, “Young lord Jiang Chen, young lord Jiang Chen!”

A smile on his lips, the young lord returned their waves in an expression of sincerity. His congenial attitude with the masses earned him even more fevered applause.

Behind him, the great emperors sighed with emotion. The young lord truly possessed a unique charm. Wherever he went, he became the star of the show, an object of acclaim and adulation. Despite their age, these old fellows had never enjoyed such treatment. Even Emperor Peafowl hadn’t been so wildly popular in his youth

Cool, calm, and collected, Jiang Chen took in the entire scene, a hint of power exuding from his God’s Eyes. Like an invisible blade, his sharp stare carried a strange, awe-inspiring aura that shook even powerful great emperors.

“Ladies and gentlemen, you’ve braved untold dangers to come here. I salute you,” he started. “Many things have happened in the last few years. The layout of our world is ever-changing. But there’s a hard truth that some of you might be reluctant to face. The tranquility of our lives has been shattered. Peace, safety, those are things of the past. Willing or not, present today or not, the river of history will churn everyone into its wake. No one can resist it.”

He immediately sounded the alarm bell without preamble, freezing the atmosphere.

Many young people understood him only partially, or maybe not at all. But some older cultivators read between the lines, vaguely grasping the young lord’s implications. Bluntly put, mankind had entered a troubled era.

It wasn’t alarmism. First, Pillfire had been destroyed. Next, a celestial demon lord had escaped his prison in Agarwood Valley, a Boundary Stele had been broken, Southern Celestial empyrean powerhouses had appeared… And now, a so-called Order of Wind and Cloud had emerged in the human domain...

One thing occurred after another, a prelude to turmoil.

“But I haven’t lost hope. I only had one goal in mind in convening this assembly. Let us address the Order of Wind and Cloud.

“No one should meddle in the rise of a faction. Only, the trajectory of this Order is different from all others. They’ve attacked the Heavenly Dragon Sect and swallowed its surrounding territory... Their actions have violated some unspoken rules. I daresay they even threaten the fabric of our society.

“Most of you must have heard by now. The Order’s ambushed many sects on their way to our assembly, massacring them to the last. uch actions have crossed humanity’s bottom line. Even yesteryear’s Pillfire never showed such arrogance.

“The Order very existence is a tumor. Sooner or later, you’ll realize it’s a threat to our entire domain. Some of you might be tempted to bury your heads in the sand today and pretend none of it is your business. But think of their ambitions. Will you still be safe tomorrow? What about indefinitely the future?”

Jiang Chen’s words brimmed with magnetism, inflaming the crowd with each passing syllable. In fact, many factions had joined the assembly to assuage their unease, hoping to find safety in numbers.

As to the waylaid factions’ misfortune, they couldn’t fault Veluriyam for the Order’s savagery. After all, the young lord hadn’t called for an alliance out of selfish desire. He was acting for humanity’s greater good.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, men and gods abhor the Order of Wind and Cloud’s depravity. Please, form an alliance and lead us to exterminate them. We must excise this tumor!”

“Agreed. Young lord, Veluriyam is the only one who can unite us all.”

“Young lord, we’re at your service!”

“That’s right, these prancing clowns will soon become ash! How many have prospered after opposing the young lord?”

Jiang Chen’s reputation resounded far and loud. He still lacked some seniority, but it didn’t weaken the crowd’s veneration. Shouts and appeals sounded from every corner.

The young lord pressed his hands downwards. “Ladies and gentlemen, we can’t tolerate their senseless slaughter any longer. Such a dire time calls for solidarity between human cultivators.”

“Young lord, where on earth does this Order come from? I hear that many masters have joined its ranks in the past years.”

“The Order aspires to dominate the entire human domain. There’s no end to their appetite. If our sects don’t unite, they’ll swallow us one by one.”

Each sect had its own rumors to share about the Order. In less than four years, it’d already left its mark on the human domain.

Jiang Chen was inwardly solemn. During his seclusion, it seemed the Order had spared no effort to expand. It now rivaled Veluriyam in influence. In fact, the fear and awe it inspired was even greater.

After all, Veluriyam had always kept a low profile, careful to preserve its virtuous image. Its conduct was poles apart from the Order.

A sudden, long whistle interrupted the crowd’s lively discussion.

“An assembly of the lands? How can you call it that if our Order of Wind and Cloud isn’t invited?” The voice rumbled in the air.

In that instant, more than a dozen figures landed in front of them.

Their attire marked them as important figures of the Order of Wind and Cloud. Impressively, the party included four protector kings. The rest were Celestial Star elders.

More than a dozen in total had come, none of them lower than great emperor. They seemed all the more threatening for their sudden entrance. Their leader sported violet hair. Even his eyes were violet. He was one of the six wandering titans, Emperor Everviolet.

Among the six, he’d been ranked second at worst. After joining the Order, he’d been inducted as one of the eight protector kings. He lorded over the Order’s vast host, answering only to the supreme lord. His boisterous laugh revealed his confidence and high spirits. “Haha, young lord, do you remember me?”
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Recruiting Jiang Chen


Emperor Everviolet had once seen Jiang Chen face to face when at Pillzenith’s side. Both of them vividly remembered that meeting. But rather than sharing in Pillzenith’s fate after Pillfire’s destruction, he’d opted to defect to the Order of Wind and Cloud.

Jiang Chen glanced at him. The fellow also cultivated arts of the eye. The young man didn’t mind having an eye technique showdown.

But now clearly wasn’t the right time.

The young lord chuckled, his stare impassive. “It seems that the heavens created man, but has nurtured many kinds. Sir, should I call you Emperor Everviolet, or a protector king of the Wind and Cloud?”

A cold glint shone in Everviolet’s eyes. Jiang Chen’s derision had struck where it hurt most. The contempt, in particular, was difficult to endure. He sneered, declaiming in a mystical tone, “One of the Eight Protector Kings of the Wind and Cloud stands before you. I am crowned Holy King Shockcloud.”

With a cold smile, Jiang Chen cast a sidelong glance the great emperor’s way.

The latter mistook his silence for awe, and spoke with even greater pride and complacency. “Young lord Jiang Chen, I came at my supreme lord’s behest to proclaim his holy decree.”

“Bullshit!” Coiling Dragon could no longer endure things. “How dare you be so presumptuous in front of the young lord! Holy decree? Pah! In Veluriyam, the young lord’s word is the only holy decree there is. What kind of poppycock is your Order?”

“That’s right, they’re mere upstarts! History is littered with countless similar sects. The higher they rise, the faster they fall!”

“That’s right. Their love for war will make them sinners reviled by all of mankind!”

“It looks like reputations are definitely misleading. To think that one of the wandering titans would stoop so low!”

“Young lord, why waste time on them? Their Order is public enemy number one. Since they’ve delivered themselves on a silver platter, we should give them the beating they crave.”

“Right. Since they’d rather be dogs, let’s put them down like the rabid dogs they are!”

In the outside world, these people would shake in their boots at the mention of the Order. But here in Veluriyam, they’d found new sources of borrowed courage. The scattered shouts soon turned into a collective outcry.

With a faint smile, Jiang Chen looked Everviolet straight in the eyes. “Do you hear that? Your fellow humans have spurned you for your actions.”

Everviolet laughed boisterously. “Spurned? To the victor belongs the spoils. Those hooting the loudest today may be the first ones to kneel at my feet tomorrow. Flattery and hypocrisy, isn’t that what you people most excel at?”

His unbridled defiance riled the crowd. Someone of your status should be ashamed of submitting to the Order. What gives you the balls to come here strutting?

“Young lord, let’s kill them first. After that, we’ll exterminate the nefarious Order of Wind and Cloud down to the roots!”

“Right, just say the word!”

Everviolet threw Jiang Chen a lazy glance. “Countries at war don’t kill their messengers. Jiang Chen, you’re aware of such a basic rule, I hope?”

The young lord was in fact annoyed as well. But as Veluriyam’s master, he had to keep his composure. Giving the word would be easy, but what if he failed to kill them? He’d be a laughingstock.

No matter how brash, Everviolet’s point was hard to refute. Jiang Chen loathed the man, but the sanctity of a messenger was the most basic etiquette. In any case, it wouldn’t be too late to kill him another day.

His voice loud and clear, he proclaimed, “Everyone, don’t be so anxious. We’ll see each and every one of them dead one day, but there will be many opportunities in the future. Let’s hear what this fellow has to say first.”

It would be too childish of Everviolet to come just for a mere show of strength. He had to have another objective.

Everviolet laughed heartily. “Didn’t you hear me? This king comes carrying the supreme lord’s holy decree. Jiang Chen, our lord heard of your fame and appreciates your talent. He’s of a mind to give you a chance. Surrender while there’s still time, and he’ll take you in as his personal disciple and pass on his peerless arts. This is a once in a lifetime opportunity!

“By the way, the supreme lord is a mighty empyrean master with immeasurably deep cultivation. You should feel blessed to have caught his eye.” Judging by his carefree tone, he was satisfied with his new role and seemed unapologetic about betraying mankind.

Some of the men behind him were familiar faces, while others were strangers, but each of them wore a haughty and self-conceited expression.

Jiang Chen laughed in spite of himself. “Empyrean master? I understand now why his Order’s risen so fast. For people of your status to submit willingly, he must have made you numerous promises, correct?”

Everviolet replied indifferently, “That’s none of your business. The supreme lord’s already offering out an olive branch. Grab it if you know what’s good for you. I would hate to see a young star like you fizzle out so quickly.”

“Is that so?” Jiang Chen remained impassive. “Everviolet, go back and tell your master to tuck his tail between his legs and be a good boy. An empyrean cultivator? I’ll squash him all the same. I’ll let you go this time, but you better lie low from now on. You’re dead if I ever see you again.”

There was no need to waste time with false courtesy.

The recruitment offer was nothing more than a ploy for public humiliation. How would a faction not even four years in the making dare so casually recruit Veluriyam’s master?

It was merely an attempt to strike a blow at Jiang Chen’s prestige and make the Order appear greater than Veluriyam. But simple and crude as this scheme was, it sometimes worked wonders.

Everviolet cackled eerily, unsurprised by the reply. “I see you don’t know what’s good for you.”

Jiang Chen’s tone hardened. “I should be the one saying this. Everviolet, it’s your last chance to scram! Otherwise, none of you need to even think about leaving!”

This wasn’t just a threat. His faint yet discernible murderous intent was a testament to his resolve.

Everviolet had brought many experts and come in with grand fanfare. But he was on enemy soil. He suddenly realized he’d underestimated the young man. He flushed red and white. He took in a deep breath after a long pause and spat out, a vicious fire belching from his eyes, “Good, good. Jiang Chen, remember your foolish choice today. You’ll pay for it, if you don’t die first that is!

“Let’s go!” Despite his arrogance, he knew when to retreat. Staying any further would be pushing the young lord one step too far. If Jiang Chen were to disregard convention and order them killed in a fit of anger, the great emperor wasn’t confident he could leave unharmed, no matter how strong and bold he was.

He’d seen the young man triumph over stronger enemies too many times to count. More importantly, countless powerhouses were in attendance. He had no desire to be trapped in such a place.

With a wave of the hand, he and his men left as quickly as they’d come.

Jiang Chen didn’t give chase. He simply watched their departing figures with a cold, silent smile.

“Young lord, it’s a pity to let them go so easily!” the Skysword Sect’s head Han Qianzhan exclaimed. The glint in his eyes betrayed his long-repressed eagerness for a fight.

“They must have come prepared. We’re bound to suffer casualties if we attack them without a plan. There’s no need to sacrifice lives right now.” Jiang Chen’s anger hadn’t clouded his judgment. He glanced around him. “Gentlemen, I trust you got a taste of the Order’s arrogance. Their wanton conquests have swept every obstacle in their path. None of you is safe from them!”

The crowd nodded, their faces grave. All the factions present could feel the danger breathing down their necks.

“The Order isn’t our only threat. Many hidden dangers lie ahead of us. Most of you must think the Order is a local tumor. But is their mysterious supreme lord truly human? Have you thought of that?”

The sudden possibility shook the crowd like a bolt from the blue.

Not human? Everyone gasped at the thought.

“That can’t be, can it? It’d be too frightening to imagine!”

“Young lord, if not human, where else could he come from?”

Jiang Chen shook his head. “Truthfully, I haven’t seen him face to face and can’t say for certain either. But human or not, his ambitions have already pushed mankind to the brink of despair.

“The situation looks peaceful on the surface, but it’s merely the calm before the storm. The demons have begun to stir. The Boundary Steles might crack at any moment. Tomorrow, we might wake up to a demon calamity or an invasion from foreign races. Even as we speak, the Northwestern Stele is on the verge of breaking. Do any of you know which tribe lives beyond the northwestern wasteland?”

Staring, the Celestial Cicada Court’s Su Huanzhen cried out involuntarily, “The Embittered Savage Tribe!”

Ordinary cultivators knew little about the Savages, but most peak experts who’d come into contact with ancient secrets or records knew what that name entailed. For mankind, this race was the stuff of nightmares!
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Alliance Head Chen


Some that knew of the Embittered Savage Tribe colored when they heard those words. The Boundary Stele of the northwestern wastes was on the verge of being destroyed! The barbarians were at the gates!

The news was positively astounding.

If those savages were allowed to invade human lands, the disaster that ensued would be nothing short of genocide. This was no exaggeration: the Embittered Savage Tribe was a ferocious race, destroying wherever they went like a plague of locusts. Typically, nothing was left alive after their devastation, flora and fauna alike.

There was also some unrest amongst the current company. Some cultivators who hadn’t heard of the race before asked their fellows in hushed undertones. The others that did explained with somber expressions.

Jiang Chen allowed the whispering to go on for a while until conversations were largely finished. When everyone knew what the Embittered Savage Tribe meant, he carried on. “The sudden breaking of Agarwood Valley’s Boundary Stele and the endangerment of the one in the northwestern wastes… Perhaps all of you think these are coincidences. I must admit that the stability of ancient steles isn’t quite as they used to be, but who can say that there’s no malicious intent in all this?

“Before the Order of Wind and Cloud, I’ve always thought Agarwood’s stele had weakened partially on its own. That seems somewhat less plausible these days.”

Su Huanzhen furrowed her slender brows a little. “Young lord Jiang Chen, do you think that the Order of Wind and Cloud is behind this?”

Jiang Chen didn’t confirm nor deny. “Friends, do you remember the northern alliance’s attack on Veluriyam Capital a few years ago?”

It had been roughly four years since then. Many sects here had participated in that attack and was therefore quite familiar it.

“Emperor Pillzenith had fabricated slander wholesale about my supposed destruction of Boundary Stele. I didn’t care much about his ridiculous accusations at the time, but I will explain myself today. The destruction of the stele was the work of three empyrean experts from the Southern Celestial Tribe, not mine. However, I did do my best to repair them after they left. Obviously, my work can’t compare to the ancients, and neither can I guarantee that experts from the Southern Celestial Tribe won’t try their hand again. The celestial demon lord is another likely candidate too, after he recovers to peak strength!”

Jiang Chen spoke honestly and plainly, his eyes reflecting that fact.

“There was another thing regarding the northern alliance: those imposters pretending to be Emperor Cloudbillow and the others. Where did they come from, hmm? Do you have an answer in mind now?”

All of the experts looked thoughtful.

“So, the Order of Wind and Cloud’s rise was premeditated after all?” Su Huanzhen mused. “Their actions only look recent on the surface, and the Order has had a covert hand in all of these other problems too?”

“Truly, there was mass confusion at the origin of those imposters. But now, the Order of Wind and Cloud clearly seems to be the culprit,” Han Tianzhan agreed.

“I must admit that I’ve underestimated them. Back in Agarwood, I thought no one else other than us human cultivators had gone inside. Now, it seems that the Order had a handle on events all along! That’s why they could create the imposters in the first place and use Agarwood’s details to their advantage. It was a clever provocation of the relations between Veluriyam and the other factions!” The questions that had puzzled Jiang Chen for a long time were finally becoming being answered.

He was certain that the Order of Wind and Cloud was behind all recent events. The people that had been stationed at Agarwood’s entrance were doubtless still in the Order’s captivity.

Su Huanzhen was solemn. “The Order of Wind and Cloud isn’t picky about its methods, it seems. That faction’s existence is something very bad for humanity at large.”

“Yes. Who knows what kind of trouble they will bring us?”

“These bastards! Aren’t they human cultivators as well? What’s the point of breaking these Boundary Steles? Won’t an alien invasion trouble them too?”

The cultivators present were uniformly indignant. There was tremendous displeasure at the Order of Wind and Cloud’s actions. This was a grand matter of right and wrong, one that concerned the survival of humanity.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, we can’t let the Order of Wind and Cloud do as they wish any more! They’re utterly ruthless!”

“That’s right, we must band together!”

“Veluriyam Capital is the leader of the human race. We are all willing to fight to the death under your command!”

“Exactly. If not for us, then for our descendants! The Order of Wind and Cloud is going against the natural order. The human domain will be dragged into the abyss sooner or later!”

“Please give us orders, young lord Jiang Chen!”

All the sects and factions expressed their willingness to comply after hearing Jiang Chen’s explanation.

“Young lord Jiang Chen,” Han Tianzhan proclaimed, “only Veluriyam Capital has the right to don the mantle of leadership for the whole of the human domain. Please, don’t be too modest.”

Su Huanzhen nodded as well. “If Emperor Peafowl were here, he would shoulder this heavy responsibility as his own.”

“The people expect your leadership, young lord Jiang Chen,” the Ninesuns Sky Sect’s Shangguan Yanqing chimed in. “Ninesuns is at your command.”

“The Moon God Sect is willing to listen to the young lord’s orders.” Though the sect had only sent a representative here today, its attitude was nevertheless conveyed firmly.

The heads of the Sublime Chord Temple and the Empyrean River Palace traded a look. They were internally conflicted, but the present circumstances were clear. Either they listened to Veluriyam Capital and accepted Jiang Chen as the leader of the human alliance, or they joined the Order of Wind and Cloud as its dogs.

After weighing the two, they preferred the former. The Order of Wind and Cloud had wind in its sails, but it was too brutal and heartless for their tastes.

If they joined the Order, they would gain a bad reputation as inconstant subordinates without being assigned much value by their new leader. They wouldn’t necessarily even be able to keep their own sect’s heritage – consolidation into the larger Order was quite possible.

At least the sects in Jiang Chen’s alliance were given sufficient independence. It was just a loose coalition. After some consideration, the sect heads for the Temple and Palace made their stances clear too.

“We welcome young lord Jiang Chen as the leader of the alliance in the unified front against the Order of Wind and Cloud!”

“May our alliance be sealed with an oath of blood, persisting unto death!” These two sects suggested a blood oath in order to prove their resolve. An oath like that was no joke. When broken, they typically resulted in well, rather bloody consequences.

The first rank sects having made their positions known, the second and third rank sects had no issues following suit. They could only survive in these trying times by depending on their stronger peers.

It was difficult to succeed in the pursuit of self-preservation in the current scene. There was mass concurrence at the suggestion. Veluriyam Capital was unquestionably selected as the leading faction of the alliance and Jiang Chen as its leader.

The young man saw no reason to refuse. He understood very well that no one else was suited if he didn’t step up. His position required much more than cultivation level. It needed both reputation and overwhelming backing from one’s faction. He fulfilled both requirements.

As the author and prime mover of many earth-shattering events over the past few years, he’d never lacked in prestige. Any individual deed would have qualified him in this respect. As for the strength of his faction, Veluriyam was naturally the strongest in the lands after Pillfire’s downfall.

Even if Emperor Peafowl were to come back this very day, he wouldn’t necessarily be as well supported as Jiang Chen was currently.

“Alliance Head Jiang Chen, Alliance Head Jiang Chen!”

“Please make a speech, Alliance Head Jiang Chen!”

“Yes, yes, say a few words at this momentous time!”

The crowd’s excitement was tangible. There had been a lot of excitement at the prospect of forming an alliance. The existence of an alliance meant that each individual faction now had many allies to rely on, and no attack to any one member would have to be weathered alone.

The Ninesuns Sky Sect was the happiest of all. It was the sect most threatened by the Order of Wind and Cloud right now.

Jiang Chen didn’t shirk his responsibilities.

“Alright, then,” he nodded, “I’ll add a few words. Today’s alliance is not a joke. I don’t really care about my status as a leader of some alliance. The only thing I will emphasize is that everyone should figure out for themselves why we’re forming this alliance in the first place. This alliance was not formed solely to take on the Order of Wind and Cloud! We must also take on any future dangers to the human domain head on.

“Now that we are joined together in an alliance, we must consider whether we can truly act for the public good. It’s natural for humans to be selfish, but the alliance may force us to make some painful sacrifices on our own and our sect’s behalf. Can everyone manage that kind of selflessness?”

This was key to the success of the alliance. If the alliance was all form and no substance, there was no point to having it.

It didn’t demand unconditional giving, but neither could it tolerate any penny-pinching behavior. The alliance was instituted for humanity’s sake, and sacrifices sometimes had to be made for the greater good. The inability for the alliance’s members to make those sacrifices was Jiang Chen’s primary concern.

Han Tianzhan was the first to speak. “The Skysword Sect won’t boast too much, but we’ll send out as much money and manpower as we can! Whenever and wherever that may be needed. We won’t hold anyone else back!”

The Great Yu Skysword Sect seemed more and more like the pinnacle of first rank sects by the day.

The Heavenly Dragon Sect had surrendered and the Ninesuns Sky Sect was in grave danger. Because the Skysword Sect had the best relationship with Veluriyam among the three strongest first rank sects, it had also received the most benefits. The sect’s development in recent years had proceeded the quickest, giving it an edge in both strength and status.
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What Is Empty Will Be Replenished, What Is Substantial Shall Be Lacking


The Skysword Sect’s proclamation was very convincing.

Su Huanzhen agreed in earnest. “Though the Celestial Cicada Court has many women, there is no reason we should do any worse than our fellow male members of the alliance. We know as well as anyone that when a land suffers, so too does all its people. It’s all our duty to defend humanity!”

Her words moved all the other sects. When a land suffers, so does its people!

These words hit everyone head on. If the land suffered, how could any singular resident truly remain separate?

It was a simple principle in hindsight.

The Order of Wind and Cloud clearly wanted to subjugate all of the human domain. Every sect and faction either existed under its banner, or not at all. Furthermore, its ambitions weren’t limited to the human domain. Its hand in the destruction of the Boundary Steles were a blatant sign of its true intentions.

This was where the suspicion about the supreme lord’s race had come from. It was common opinion that something like that didn’t seem quite possible from a normal human. No matter how ambitious a man was, he would never toy with the safety of his own race like that.

Opening up the Boundary Stele realms offered paramount glory or absolute destruction. If the head of the Order was capable of any rational thought, there was no way he wouldn’t have thought of that. Still, he had proceeded against all opposition.

This threw his true identity and race into great doubt. This was the primary reason why Jiang Chen considered it unlikely for the supreme lord not to be a human hermit.

A human hermit wouldn’t ignore humanity’s fortunes so brazenly.

Well, there were some who reached a certain point where their loved ones died due to the passage of time. Because of this, they tended to become unusually cold and impassive. Their actions also became callous and unfettered. However, most never reached absolute nihilism.

All of the first rank sects expressed their willingness to pursue altruism for the sake of the greater good. Jiang Chen found no problem with them in terms of attitude.

“Young lord, now that our alliance has formed, is it time to raise an army and attack the Order of Wind and Cloud?”

“That’s right, the Order has been too overbearing recently! It needs a harsh lesson.”

“If they’re allowed to go on like this, the entire human domain will be stirred up!”

Recently, the Order of Wind and Cloud had indeed been too tyrannical. It was making ready to attack the Ninesuns Sky Sect while also sending out letters to almost every sect demanding their surrender.

Everyone was unmentionably wary of the Order of Wind and Cloud. One or two sects couldn’t take it on individually, but now that everyone was in an alliance, wasn’t this the best time to do so?

All expectant eyes trained upon Jiang Chen, waiting for him to speak.

He mused for a while before responding. “The Order of Wind and Cloud must be punished for its misdeeds. Unfortunately, it’s too mysterious right now. We have almost no understanding of its methods and capabilities. If we attack now, we might walk right into a trap.”

He wasn’t afraid of the Order. No faction in the human domain could cow him. However, he was also long past the age to be hot-blooded.

Why was the Order of Wind and Cloud so overbearing and arrogant? Didn’t they know that that kind of attitude would draw public ire?

But it acted with wanton disregard on that issue, never making an attempt to hide its insolence. It seemed that the Order of Wind and Cloud was unafraid of consequences from other factions. That meant it must have some kind of backing.

It was potentially their own tactic, done to provoke the other factions.

Because Jiang Chen had been chosen as the alliance leader, he couldn’t think as simply as the rest. He needed to be steady for now. Any rash decision he made would affect the human domain and race as a whole, and potential the fortunes of the entire human race.

“Everyone, have some patience!” Su Huanzhen exclaimed. “I think young lord Jiang Chen has a point. Victory can only come after knowing one’s enemy. How much do we really know about the Order of Wind and Cloud? If not for Emperor Everviolet’s boasting, we wouldn’t even have known that their supreme lord was an empyrean expert.”

It was true. The Order of Wind and Cloud’s rise had been meteoric and common knowledge about it sparse.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, we’re all ears. Our entire sect will be mobilized against the Order of the Wind and Cloud whenever you give the word!”

“Yes, we will defer to you in all things.”

“There’s too many here,” Jiang Chen smiled, “so we can’t make a battle plan right away. Otherwise, word might immediately get to the Order. Even if we are going to attack right away, the bigger sects will need to discuss the matter first to figure out the gist of our strategy.”

In the world of martial dao, it was rare to mobilize a horde of troops like one might in wars between ordinary kingdoms.

“Let’s wait and see before the strategy is drafted.”
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Emperor Everviolet was gone as quick as he’d come. After he left Veluriyam’s territory, he grabbed a message glyph from the air. He grinned oddly when he saw what it contained. “An alliance? Absurd!”

There was disdain in his tone.

“Still, I’m surprised that Jiang Chen was able to maintain calm despite his youth. He didn’t order an attack on us straight away. Even though we’re putting so much pressure on him, he didn’t use the formation of the alliance as an impetus… an astute leader, it seems.”

Emperor Everviolet’s entourage returned very quickly to the Order’s headquarters in Unbounded Mid Region.

“Supreme Lord, that Jiang Chen brat doesn’t know what’s good for him. He publicly refused your invitation, and insulted us several times besides!” Emperor Everviolet had never held Jiang Chen to be in high regard. He was adding as much fuel to the fire as he could.

But Jiang Chen’s refusal didn’t defy the supreme lord’s expectations. After hearing Everviolet’s recounting, he nodded a little in reply.

“Protector King Shockcloud, you represented the Order of Wind and Cloud well on your trip. Good job.”

Protector King Shockcloud was Emperor Everviolet’s title; he was slightly surprised that the supreme lord had no admonishment. Instead, it almost seemed that he had expected all of this.

“Supreme Lord, shouldn’t we teach that kid a lesson for his rudeness?” Everviolet was one to hold a grudge. He felt deeply wounded by Jiang Chen’s disrespect.

“We have plenty of time to teach him a lesson in the future. Emotions will only make the whole plan go awry.” The supreme lord spoke with meaning and depth. A strange smile playing at the corner of his mouth, he turned to another. “Protector King Stormwind, how are things in the northwestern wastes going?”

Stormwind was a big man with a covering over his face. “Supreme Lord,” he stepped forth respectfully. “The foundations of the Boundary Steles in the northwest have been shaken. If the Embittered Savage Tribe senses the wavering, and if they’re still as bloodthirsty as they once were, then they should smell the blood in the water.”

The supreme lord flashed a pleased smile when he heard this. “Good, very good!” he clapped. “Don’t worry about the Embittered Savage Tribe’s senses! They’re sharks and desert wolves. They naturally lust for blood, and their instinct for bloodshed is almost supernatural.”

“You are very wise, Supreme Lord,” bowed Stormwind. “However, I’m still a bit worried. It’s been far too many years since ancient times. Can a race like the Embittered Savage Tribe really last until now, given how starved they were for resources? Even if they still exist, can they fight as fiercely as their ancestors did?”

Most people’s first impression of the Embittered Savage Tribe was their poverty and starvation. How could a race survive under those incredibly adverse circumstances for such a long time?

“Don’t worry. You don’t know the nature of the Embittered Savage Tribe. Perhaps a comfortable life would wear away their fighting spirit and dull their senses. Theirs are only honed under the razor of adversity. They are like that down to their bone. Therefore, I’m almost certain that the Embittered Savage Tribe is ravenous for battle.”

The supreme lord had a natural charisma that inspired trust from others. It was difficult for anyone to question his authority.

“What do we do next, Supreme Lord?”

“Everyone is ready to attack the Ninesuns Sky Sect, Supreme Lord!”

The supreme lord smiled once more, his expression full of wisdom.

“We shall practice deception in this campaign. Hold off on the attack on Ninesuns for now.” The supreme lord’s words greatly took everyone aback.

The seventy-two elders in reserve weren’t even qualified to attend the meeting today. It was a very high-level affair.

That the supreme lord would say something so astonishing floored everyone. Hadn’t they spent all this time preparing solely to take down the Ninesuns Sky Sect? So that they would have two first rank sects beneath their heels?

This was what the supreme lord had led them to think. And so the announcement to refrain from attacking Ninesuns was quite unexpected.

“Supreme Lord, are we attacking another sect? The Moon God Sect instead, maybe?”

The Moon God Sect was located in the northwest. If they went through former Heavenly Dragon territory, it wouldn’t be a long way there; west and northwest weren’t too far apart.

Going from the Heavenly Dragon Sect to the Moon God Sect was drastically different from starting out from Veluriyam. The former was more advantageous in several ways.

The supreme lord smiled, but said nothing.

“Not the Moon God Sect? It must be the Empyrean River Palace or Sublime Chord Temple then. I think the Palace is a bit far though.”

“Your guesses are too far off. Maybe the supreme lord wants to go for the Veluriyam Capital directly?” Someone ventured something more daring.
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The Mysterious Protector King Scourcloud


An awe-inspiring aura exuded from the mysterious supreme lord’s every word, giving one the feeling of looking up to a towering mountain. Even great figures like Everviolet couldn’t fathom his meaning.

Instead of explaining himself, the supreme lord ordered, “Attend to me, Ardentwind, Gentlewind.”

“At your order!”

“Take four Celestial Stars, eight Earth Fiends, and a group of skilled disciples to the Celestial Cicada Court. Pretend you’re doing so covertly, but make sure you’re discovered. Make them think you’re going to attack.”

“But should we really attack or not?” Ardentwind needed exact clarification.

“Don’t. Simply surround them and create some panic.”

“Shockcloud, Howlcloud, attend,” the supreme lord commanded once more. “Take eight Celestial Stars, sixteen Earthly Fiends, and twice as many disciples. Your destination is the Ninesuns Sky Sect. Likewise encircle them but don’t attack.”

Encircle but don’t attack?

A disgruntled Everviolet protested, “Supreme Lord, I guarantee I can overwhelm the Ninesuns Sky Sect with so many men!”

Two kings, eight Celestial Stars, and sixteen Earthly Fiends was indeed an overwhelming force.

The supreme lord’s face darkened. “Shockcloud, are you questioning me?”

Everviolet shivered at the chill in the supreme lord’s tone. Cold sweat trickled down his back. He’d just returned from Veluriyam and hadn’t been reprimanded despite his failure to recruit Jiang Chen. The relief had made him forget himself.

The warning made him realize how impetuous he’d been. Questioning the supreme lord’s order? Wasn’t that suicide?

“I dare not. Your subordinate will obey your holy decree.” Everviolet had obviously suffered a great deal at the supreme lord’s hands, or else he wouldn’t have remained so loyally docile after the rebuke.

“Protector Kings Stormwind and Galewind, continue observing the Moon God Sect. Hmph, trying to hold back impending disaster and repair the Stele? That trivial sect truly doesn’t know its place!”

The derision in his voice made clear how little he thought of the Moon God Sect trying to bite off more than they could chew. Jiang Chen was the only one he feared. No one else was worth his attention in the entire human domain. The Moon God Sect, Skysword Sect... none of these first rank sects were a threat. Right now, all his plans were directed at Veluriyam and its young lord!

“The others are to stay in the headquarters and remain available for future missions.” The supreme lord dismissed the gathering after this last order.

Those assigned a task went back to prepare before setting off. The others remained within the sect. No one dared leave without permission. The Order of Wind and Cloud was a young faction, but its discipline was unusually strict. Despite their status, even protector kings didn’t dare violate the rules.

Inside a certain palace, a cultivator sat, back not long ago from the gathering. He wasn’t among those sent off on a mission. His attire impressively marked him as one of the eight lords, titled Protector King Scourcloud.

His origins were mysterious. Some said he had been a wandering cultivator once, but even a wandering titan like Everviolet had never heard of him.

As a fellow protector king, Everviolet had previously attempted to rope the other to his side.

There was no clear-cut ranking among the eight lords. But inside the Order, it was public knowledge the eight lords were split into two camps, Wind and Cloud, either of which had its own leader.

Ardentwind headed the Wind camp, while the Cloud camp’s leader was none other than Shockcloud, also known as Everviolet. For that reason, the latter naturally wanted for all four Cloud kings to be united. But Scourcloud had continuously turned a blind eye to his hints.

Like a woman scorned, hell hath no fury like Everviolet scorned. He couldn’t rein in his anger at his gestures of goodwill being rejected. So he’d resorted to force and underhanded tactics.

But throughout it all, he realized that he couldn’t gain any ground. His opponent matched him move for move. He’d even felt vaguely powerless. His instincts told him that, in a real all-out battle, his life would be at risk.

This experience had taught him to keep a respectful distance. He became mindful of staying amiable and not offending his fellow protector king if possible.

As time went on, most people had also come to realize the taciturn Scourcloud was a fierce character not to be trifled with, despite always keeping a low-profile.

As a man neither Ardentwind nor Shockcloud could order around, Scourcloud was an independent entity unto himself. He obeyed only the supreme lord, and no one else dared provoke him. The supreme lord also seemed to admire him very much and didn’t even bother him for small errands.

As Scourcloud sat there, a profound glint flashed in the depth of his eyes.

“The supreme lord is as mysterious as ever. What’s his objective this time? A diversion? To confuse the enemy? Or does he have some other agenda?”

Many questions whirled in his mind.

“He’s pulling out all stops before he reaches his goal. He doesn’t even think twice about damaging the Boundary Steles. How can he be a secluded human empyrean master? He’s roped in the protector kings with the possibility of breaking through to empyrean realm. But even now, it’s impossible to see if that’s true or not.”

Scourcloud had been one of the first to join the order. He’d coolly observed everything from the sidelines. But to his surprise, he still couldn’t unravel the core of the Order after so many years.

The Order had grown year after year, expanding at a speed defying imagination. More and more experts had swollen its ranks, especially wandering cultivators. Much of the latter were given to blind obedience.

They were attracted by the Order’s aura or had come to abhor their wandering lives. The sect’s ambition and unstoppable momentum resonated with them. They felt that they’d finally found their rightful home. Thus, wandering cultivators had been the basis of the Order’s expansion.

In fact, wanderers made up the bulk of the cultivation world. Sects were strong, but their numbers were limited. Moreover, few great sect members would choose to defect, unless the Order destroyed their former sect. Thanks to this almost savage growth, the Order’s power had inflated explosively!

Lost in thought, Scourcloud suddenly received notice of someone paying a call.

“You again?” To his surprise, the one he saw outside once he’d lifted his residence’s restrictions was Everviolet.

The latter smiled insincerely. “Daoist Scourcloud, I’m envious of your good life but also sympathize with you. The supreme lord is so fond of you that he’s reluctant to send you away on missions, whether big or small. As to myself, I’m sadly destined to be a beast of burden. I’ve barely returned from Veluriyam before I have to leave again for the Ninesuns Sky Sect.”

Scourcloud said indifferently, “So why are you here blabbering instead of following the supreme lord’s holy decree?”

Everviolet stretched lazily, a mischievous smile on his lips. “I will of course carry out my mission without fail. But why should I be worried? I won’t even need to fight, I just need to scare them.”

“Are you telling me all this just so I can repeat it to the supreme lord?” Scourcloud turned frosty.

“Haha, give me some credit. I know you’re not that type of man.” Everviolet laughed as if it were a joke.

Scourcloud scrunched his face imperceptibly at his visitor’s shenanigans. He wasn’t duped at all. Would someone who’d once ranked among the three strongest wandering titans clown around? Of course not.

Annoyance welled once again in Everviolet. Thankfully, he was already accustomed to Scourcloud’s standoffish character. He chuckled. “Hehe, fellow daoist, let me be frank. I really wonder if you’re a wandering cultivator as you say. I used to be someone in the wandering world and knew everyone, especially the elites, but I’ve never heard of someone like you.”

“So? There are many things you’ve never heard of. Are you going to investigate them all one by one?” Scourcloud wouldn’t have any of it.

“Why do you reject me? I genuinely want to be your friend. It’s hard to get close to you when you’re so aloof.”

Scourcloud smiled coldly. “We have little in common. There’s no reason for us to become close.”

“Little in common? Don’t we both serve the supreme lord?” Everviolet took exception at his words.

Scourcloud remained silent, refusing to explain.

Like a dog trying to bite a hedgehog, Everviolet didn’t even know where to begin with the man.

“Fellow daoist, do you perhaps disapprove of the supreme lord’s actions?” These were treasonous words!

Scourcloud remained indifferent to Everviolet’s sinister goading. “You seem fond of your own voice, so just talk to yourself. I won’t be wasting time with you any further.”

Everviolet seethed with rage. He’d come to rope in the man once again, but as always, he seemed to be talking to a brick wall.
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Doubts and Suspicions Swirl


Everviolet would have lost his temper at Scourcloud’s attitude and exploded in a pitched battle if they weren’t currently within the headquarters.

But sadly, they were, so he reined in his anger and didn’t blow his top. In any case, he might have once again come out the worse for wear in a battle. Not because of the fighting, but because he had no justification for taking action.

The Order forbade internal fighting and he was in Scourcloud’s residence. Trespassing on someone else’s house? The fault would be entirely his if a dispute were to erupt.

Everviolet kept a tight hold on his anger and stomped away in a huff.

Scourcloud watched the departing figure, as cool as ever to Everviolet’s moods. Everviolet was a leader of the wandering cultivators, yet he’s so unwavering in his submission to the supreme lord. Has humanity’s fortunes truly fallen so low?

This mysterious protector king had his own bottom line. Unlike his peer, he didn’t drift with the waves, blindly following orders and committing distasteful acts. He even wondered whether the supreme lord was wary of him, or truly valued him too much to send him on small errands.

“A fake siege on the Ninesuns Skysect on one side, another fake siege on the Celestial Cicada Court on the other. What can he be up to?

“Perhaps he’s gotten word from the assembly that the grand alliance is aimed at him. Perhaps he knows the Ninesuns Sky Sect will be a hard bone to pick with Veluriyam’s backing. Is that why he’s revised his plans? Or does he have something else in mind? Are the pretend attacks simple diversions?”

When it came to the supreme lord, Scourcloud’s bold guesses were as good as anyone else’s. Common sense didn’t apply to the man. There was surely a mad scheme behind these actions.

“He still doesn’t fully trust his protector kings, even if all of them have taken his Exultation Pill of Wind and Order.”

The pill was one of the ways the supreme lord controlled his protector kings. It enhanced their cultivation, but it also contained a unique poison that would be lethal without regular doses of antidote.

It was a very cruel, even insidious move. But it was common practice for the supreme lord. Bluntly put, one had to follow his rules if one wanted to enjoy the benefits he provided. Otherwise, one wasn’t even qualified to join his faction.

In fact, such behavior was understandable from a man in his position. What ruler didn’t wish for obedient, untroublesome subjects?

Not to mention that these were subordinates he’d taken in along the way. There was naturally a clear difference in loyalty compared to the firm bonds between genuine sect peers. So he indeed required the Exultation Pill.

Scourcloud felt restless. Though a member of the Order, he didn’t approve of its actions. Destroying the Boundary Steles in particular, went against his beliefs. He’d voiced his opposition many times.

Alas, the supreme lord had been determined to see it through, remaining impervious to the protector king’s urgings. Moreover, he’d been the only one among all eight kings to have stood firm in his opposition. A couple others had been doubtful, but they’d quickly given in to the supreme lord’s resolve and had firmly supported the decision instead.

Perhaps herein lay the reason why the supreme lord had never sent him on missions. If not for his outstanding cultivation, he might already have been stripped of his title of protector king.

I wonder if Veluriyam Capital already knows about the northwest? The faction’s young lord Jiang Chen was now the only one who could reverse the situation. How I might send him word of this development?

Scourcloud had become unnerved by the supreme lord’s inscrutable plans. Worry and confusion were growing inside his heart.

“The Exultation Pill will flare up sooner or later if I leave. I don’t mind dying, but my death should at least be meaningful. I’ve stayed here for so many years, but I haven’t unearthed any secrets yet. What a waste of four years spent in painful isolation!”

He gently stroked his disguised face, slowly removing the mask. Inside the mirror, a horrifying face leered back at him. A cold, firm smile appeared on his lips. “I even changed my martial path and disfigured myself. Wouldn’t it be laughable if I had nothing to show for it?”

As it turned out, the protector king’s heart didn’t belong to the Order.

Everyone had to use their true guise in order to attain the status of a protector king. His unwavering resolve and courage to conceal his own and resort to self-mutilation was something that not everyone could do.

The supreme lord hadn’t imposed such a harsh requirement on the lower ranked Celestial Stars and Earthly Fiends. But the stricter scrutiny was mere common sense. After all, protector kings were involved with the highest level of decision-making.
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Veluriyam Capital.

“Young lord, we’ve found a group of men skulking their way towards the Celestial Cicada Court. They’re aiming for the sect’s rear.”

“Young lord, followers of the Order are gathering inside the Ninesuns Sky Sect’s borders as if readying for a siege. They’re commanded by Emperor Everviolet.”

“Young lord, the Moon God Sect has proof the Order is behind the northwestern troubles. They await your decision!”

Bits of intelligence filtered to Jiang Chen one after another. He’d done his level best to filter out fake information over the past few days. Yet, many happenings still reached his ears, each more pressing than the last.

“Surrounding the Celestial Cicada Court’s rear?” Jiang Chen frowned. The Court was Su Huanzhen’s sect, Veluriyam’s close companion and its staunchest ally. With the Court’s main force still in Veluriyam, a sudden attack might spell untold damage, harming all of the sect’s fortunes.

“What is the Order up to now?” he puzzled.

Sounding east to strike west instead?

But where was east and where was west? Who was the Order’s real goal?

It was impossible to tell with the information at his disposal. The Celestial Cicada Court seemed the least likely target. But in war, nothing could be ruled out. Perhaps this least likely target was precisely the Order’s next goal.

“This supreme lord is a master tactician. We’re like puppets dancing in his palm.”

Jiang Chen was a tad irked. In so many years in the human domain, even his most fearsome opponent Pillzenith had never backed him so tightly into a corner.

With so many allies, a direct assault on the Order seemed the best choice.

Yet, in the depths of his mind, there was a voice telling him this wasn’t a wise choice.

By the time his forces reached his target, the Order might have already vacated the premises, turning around to attack Veluriyam instead or a first rank sect. The alliance might find its ancestral homes under siege. Anything was possible.

Meanwhile, the Order clearly had little attachment to the Unbounded Region. It was merely a temporary springboard for them. If they could truly invade Veluriyam or a first rank sect, would they be hurting for another land to occupy?

Even the Heavenly Dragon Sect’s domain was vastly superior to their current location. This was the sorest issue for Jiang Chen.

The Order was young yet and unweighed down by baggage, affording them greater flexibility. They could abandon the Unbounded Range at the drop of a hat. However, not even the lowest third rank sect in the alliance could abandon its home. Away from their roots, they would wither and die.

“Young lord, this supreme lord seems to be reading our actions like an open book!” Emperor Wellspring voiced his doubts.

Jiang Chen blinked. “What do you mean?”

“They seem aware that we’ve decided to bide our time for now. That’s why they’re sending their troops everywhere and putting us under pressure. There must be moles inside our alliance.”

Jiang Chen had also come to this conclusion. It was impossible to prevent spies in such a large gathering.

Many wandering powerhouses had attended the grand assembly. Moreover, no one could guarantee the Order hadn’t infiltrated one sect or another.

“Old Brother Hui, the Order is crafty and cunning. All of their troop movements are decoys. They must be forcing us to spread ourselves thin so they can take us down on all sides.”

Jiang Chen had his own guesses as to the supreme lord’s plans.

Emperor Wellspring muttered, “It’s a real possibility. Or perhaps they have a main target in mind, while everything else is a smokescreen?”

A main target?

That was the most troublesome part. Which was the main target? No matter which sect it was, if they couldn’t react in time, it would invariably weaken such a freshly born alliance.
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Sir Xiahou


The Order of Wind and Cloud’s erratic movements were a source of restlessness for Jiang Chen. Even if he wanted to settle the score immediately, it was doubtful the Order would comply with that intention.

They willing to resort to as much underhandedness as possible, and to do some truly disgusting things. An opponent like this was much harder to handle than an exasperated Pillfire City had been.
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The supreme lord’s residence within the Order’s headquarters was a mysterious and shrouded place. Even the eight protector kings weren’t permitted to approach without a summons.

Within the residence, two figures flanked the supreme lord like twin shadows. Their posture signified utmost respect to their dear leader.

“Elder Peng, Elder Mo, you two have been with me for a long time. There’s no need for such formalities.” The supreme lord waved a hand dismissively.

These two old men were the experts most intimate to the lord. Barely anyone else even knew they existed at all. In fact, Peng and Mo were the most capable of his subordinates – and the most trustworthy, of course. He held these two in much higher esteem than the eight protector kings.

The protector kings were largely people that he’d managed to gather from various places in the human domain. They were natives of the place. These two on the other hand, had always been his retainers.

“Seventh Master, we assist you at the house’s orders. You are our master and we must reflect that in our attitude toward you. We dare not overstep our bounds.” The speaker was the slightly chubbier Elder Peng.

Beside him, Elder Mo was a thinner, darker-skinned man who nodded in agreement. He seemed naturally averse to talking much. The ‘seventh master’ on their tongue was none other than the Order of Wind and Cloud’s supreme lord.

“Elder Peng, you’ve spied everywhere in the human domain these days. You should have enough information by now, yes? Do you have any clues?” The supreme lord looked toward the bigger subordinate.

“I’ve found out a lot, yes,” Elder Peng responded quickly. “As a whole, the human domain is the weakest it’s ever been since the ancient times. Still, its weakness is superficial to a degree. There’s a group of empyrean experts hidden within the human domain, though they habitually feign death through hibernation. The mainstream view here is that peak great emperor is the strongest one can be. Most cultivators believe that no empyrean experts exist in the human domain.

“Of course, it’s hard to say they’re wrong. Not many empyrean experts exist anymore at all, and the ones that do don’t care about human affairs. One could say there’s little difference between the two.”

The supreme lord nodded slightly. “The human domain has fallen so low. Not even a tenth of the ancient spirit veins remain as they once were. It is wise for the empyrean experts not to show themselves, because they will only accelerate their deaths if they do.”

“Haha, waiting won’t make much of a difference in their inevitable fates either. They’re only fooling themselves! They’ll die sooner or later. If the human domain’s spirit veins can’t recover to their old states, they’ll only slowly wither away in their faltering dreams.” Elder Peng’s tone held a hint of mockery. Clearly, he didn’t hold the hidden empyrean experts of the human domain in high regard.

“Nevertheless, their attitude is understandable.” The supreme lord inclined his head. “It’s good for us that they’re not willing to move out. That’s one less potential obstacle to our plans.”

“Seventh master, we can scoff at these people, but we can’t ignore them. If they realize our goal, they might mobilize like mad dogs against us. Our best choice is to keep our true intentions from them.”

The supreme lord thought about this for a few moments, then assented. “You’re right. We can’t reveal our goal. Instead, we must hasten its completion. When other factions from Myriad Abyss shrug off the taboo and surge in, House Xiahou’s advantage will not be as pronounced. Currently, House Xiahou is ahead of everyone else in our return to the human domain.”

The supreme lord of the Order of Wind and Cloud was the seventh master of Myriad Abyss Island’s House Xiahou. If Jiang Chen were present, he would have noticed instantly that the Order belonged to Huang’er’s worst enemy.

Of course, this seventh master wasn’t the house’s most core disciple – ergo, not the one that was supposed to have Huang’er as his cultivation vessel. However, the fact that he was of the same house was reason enough to oppose him.

The seventh master of House Xiahou had snuck into the human domain using a variety of arts, bringing a small retinue with him. Just as Elder Shun had slipped into the human domain with Huang’er all those years ago, House Xiahou’s seventh master had necessitated the same kind of secrecy.

There was a taboo imposed on the entirety of Myriad Abyss Island, forbidding anyone to return to the human domain without express permission. It had once been very strict. Because it had been almost two hundred thousand years since the ancient era, it was slowly being forgotten.

It was said that when the taboo had first been announced, an oath had been sworn that two hundred thousand years needed to pass before its reconsideration was possible. This meant that Myriad Abyss Island’s forebears had the foresight to realize that things wouldn’t change very much in the two hundred thousand years in their future.

Past that, things were much more uncertain.

Regardless, the taboo wasn’t yet removed at present time. Though there were many loud voices clamoring for its removal, anyone that returned to the human domain from Myriad Abyss Island before it was actually removed infringed upon the rules.

This was also the reason for Elder Shun’s excessively harsh punishment upon his return to his homeland, quite a few years back.

Obviously, the passage of time meant that the taboo had little actual force. The difference was in how people chose to enforce it.

If a group gathered together to make a big deal of itt, the taboo could be the basis to dole out trouble. If there wasn’t anyone that cared much about it however, the taboo was a superb tool for personal gain.

House Xiahou had a clear upper hand thanks to their precedence. Perhaps they’d been inspired by Elder Shun and Xi’s trips to the human domain.

“Seventh Master,” Elder Peng remarked seriously, “we can’t reveal our identities yet right now no matter what. House Xiahou can’t give its enemies ammunition back on Myriad Abyss Island.”

The supreme lord nodded in agreement, then laughed. “Didn’t you say you would investigate the young lord of Veluriyam Capital last time, Elder Peng? Do you have any results yet?”

The question piqued Elder Peng’s passion. “He’s not a simple kid! I went out of my way to gather up every little tidbit about this kid’s rise. His path from a commoner to greatness would be remarkable even in back home.

“He started out as the son of some duke of a mundane kingdom. Who knows what kind of amazing insight he’d received to become the leader of the human domain! Apparently, he cured that chit from House Yan of her poison.”

The elder related Jiang Chen’s exploits with a great deal of interest.

“Heheh, he’s certainly brave to touch third brother’s chosen woman. I guess she wouldn’t have been of much use to him anyway if her poison hadn’t been cured, so he’s done something helpful in that regard. Still… after touching third brother’s woman, his life is as good as over!”

Elder Peng widened his eyes. “Seventh master, you’re going to move against Jiang Chen?”

“I might as well do third brother a favor. Nothing wrong with that, eh? No matter how he cured that chit from House Yan, he’s punishable by death for even nominally associating himself with a woman chosen by House Xiahou.” The supreme lord responded, rather matter-of-factly. He radiated a kind of aloofness that reflected House Xiahou’s self-styled supremacy.

“He’s pretty capable,” Elder Peng smiled. “The Order isn’t well established yet, and we have a long way to go before we can find what we’re looking for. It doesn’t seem like a good use of resources to spend our time and energy on fighting Jiang Chen.”

“Inappropriate.” The silent Elder Mo finally proffered a single word.

“What’s so inappropriate about it?” The supreme lord frowned a little.

“Cart before horse.” Three more words were all that the elder was willing to part with.

Elder Peng elaborated helpfully. “Seventh Master, we have all the time in the world to do battle against Jiang Chen later. Right now, our foremost goal should be to complete the house’s task of excavating the human domain’s ancient sites. We must find the heavenly secret orders that pertain to a primordial secret. That secret has never been cracked, even in ancient times.

“Back in the day, all seven secret orders came close to being collected together. Alas, there was a failure at the eleventh hour. Because the seven heavenly secret orders have never been gathered, the primordial secret has never been divulged. It’s been two hundred thousand years, and Divine Abyss Continent is about to enter into another period of turmoil. We have to take advantage of this opportunity before the storm, and make use of what little time we have left!”

Elder Peng had the best of intentions. He knew that House Xiahou was a uniformly prideful family. They could not accept a woman they felt they owned being defiled by another. This was the reason for the Order of Wind and Cloud’s recent opposition to Veluriyam Capital.

The only reason for it had been the seventh master’s displeasure with Jiang Chen, leading to a deep-seated desire to make trouble for the latter. Unfortunately, covert observation has revealed that it wasn’t an easy task to deal with Jiang Chen.

Back in Agarwood’s secret realm, the seventh master and the two elders had been hidden during the entire sequence of events. The method they’d hidden themselves with was so clever that neither the Vermilion Bird nor the celestial demon lord had noticed them.

Not that either ancient being had been at the peak of its strength, to be completely fair. The separation of both from the outside world had severely weakened them.
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Admiration, Envy, Hate


At their peaks, the celestial demon lord and the Vermilion Bird would’ve easily found the group from the Myriad Abyss Island. After all, the former had been at the top of the food chain during the ancient era.

The seventh master of House Xiahou and his two retainers were only the descendants of an ancient people. It was uncertain exactly how much of their ancestors’ abilities had been inherited after two hundred thousand years.

The seventh master’s silence made the two elders feel that they’d possibly spoken too harshly.

“Seventh Master,” Elder Peng advised, “there’s no conflict between our search for the heavenly secret orders and our fight against Jiang Chen. Plus, that kid looks like he really does enjoy great fortune. Maybe we’ll be able to use him to find the orders?”

“Him?” The supreme lord sneered with scorn. “A commoner kid will only have so much fortune to him. He’s only lucky because the human domain around him is so poor. In Myriad Abyss Island, there are countless geniuses like him.”

Deep down, the seventh master retained House Xiahou’s diffidence and pride. He both hated and abhorred Jiang Chen, but had no way to consume him in one bite.

Elder Mo shook his head, dissatisfied with the young master’s judgment. “Jiang Chen cannot be underestimated.” This was his opinion on the matter.

“Seventh Master,” Elder Peng chimed in, “you definitely can’t belittle that kid. Otherwise, the Order of Wind and Cloud may eat a severe loss from him in the future.”

“Oi, aren’t you two over exaggerating his abilities?” The supreme lord was a hundred twenty percent unconvinced.

“Not at all. I’ve collected a lot of information about him. His deeds in the human domain are utterly earth-shaking. Everyone in the outside world believes that he was able to do all this because he has backing from Myriad Abyss Island.

“The truth of the matter is that the only people related to him come from House Yan. Elder Shun and that Huang’er girl. We know how much House Yan is worth, and none of the pills that Jiang Chen has refined could’ve come from them. The Pinecrane Pill, the Longevity Pill, the Emperor Ascension Pill, the Emperor Supremacy Pill… there must be more to his story than that, much more!” Elder Peng’s tone was thoughtful and full of meaning.

Elder Mo nodded as well. “These pills are very high level indeed. An empyrean pill immortal in Myriad Abyss Island would have trouble coming up with them.”

It was rare for the tight-lipped elder to utter such a lengthy sentence.

The supreme lord grew thoughtful. “That Jiang Chen kid has had some ridiculous luck,” he sighed softly. “I’m curious where he got those pills from. Elder Peng, what do you think?”

Elder Peng had no answer to that conundrum. He couldn't understand it at all; such amazing pills would have been explosive even in Myriad Abyss Island. How could they have come out of the human domain? Especially one in such a sorry state?

Was there such a thing as communicating with the gods? Had one really been summoned? Had Jiang Chen’s beating back in the Eastern Kingdom given him an invisible patron?

Such a sentiment seemed preposterous and absurd. Elder Peng didn’t believe it himself. But if not that, how were the pill recipes to be explained otherwise? Was a commoner child remotely capable of coming up with so many miraculous recipes all by himself?

That was even more illogical.

“I’m guessing that he really did receive tutelage from some senior or other at a young age. Maybe he wandered into a secret realm of some sort, and got the recipes from there?”

The elder didn’t quite believe his own hypothesis. It was a huge stretch to assign improbability to this degree.

“If he got the recipes from a secret realm, how could he have refined the actual pills? He’s just some kid. I think only an empyrean pill immortal could perfectly manage the techniques needed for them, no? Even pill emperors would have a hard time.”

“That’s why we say he’s full of secrets.”

“Back then in Agarwood Valley, his luck shone through again, right? He received the heritage of the Primosanct Sect! His fortune knows no bounds!”

Both master and servants had plenty to complain about. Their trip from Myriad Abyss Island to the human domain had been extremely smooth. Because of that, they’d expected similar ease for their exploits after arriving. But right now, Jiang Chen and Veluriyam Capital were a huge obstacle in their path, preventing them from doing as they wished in this new land.

They had come solely in order to seek out ancient secrets, with the heavenly secret orders at the top of their list. Besides this ultimate goal, they had other delusions of grandeur as well.

There had been countless powerful human sects in ancient times. Any powerful sect had its own suite of treasures, tomes, and resources.

The deserters who’d fled to Myriad Abyss Island had brought many resources and treasures with them, but what they’d managed to bring was certainly a far cry from everything. Much had remained in the human domain. The two hundred thousand years that had passed were enough to cover anything in the sands of time; for example, if Agarwood’s secret realm hadn’t opened and the celestial demon lord hadn’t helped things along, who would’ve managed to get into the sealed Primosanct Sect under the guardianship of the Vermilion Bird?

“Hmph! That kid is an odd one. How come the Vermilion Bird likes him so much? I thought it was supposed to have a fiery temper.”

This was a very perplexing point.

The Vermilion Bird had clearly been a divine creature protecting the sacred grounds of the Primosanct Sect. Any other intruder would have been ferociously attacked, these unwelcome guests from Myriad Abyss Island included.

Many human cultivators had been slain at the bird’s talons, in fact. And yet, this Jiang Chen kid seemed to have some kind of magic that allowed him to coexist harmoniously with an entity as unreasonable as the Vermilion Bird. They spoke and laughed as if they were long-lost family.

The incomprehensible state of affairs upset the Seventh Master immensely and made him rather jealous. He was from Myriad Abyss Island! Shouldn’t he be much nobler than some backwater lout like Jiang Chen? He deserved that kind of treatment much more!

Alas, things didn’t always turn out the way everyone wanted. It had been inconvenient to even show themselves in the presence of the bird. Not that they were afraid of it, but revealing themselves would have been foolhardy.

Thinking back on this still made the seventh master mildly disgruntled.

The fact that Jiang Chen had managed to gain the bird’s friendship only added fuel to the fires of jealousy and envy. Wouldn’t it have been amazing if he had tamed a Vermilion Bird, and had been able to ride it back to House Xiahou as a mount?

The bird was an ancient sacred fowl! One of the four ancient sacred beast bloodlines. The regality of its line far exceeded these ancient human descendants.

“The Primosanct Sect was once one of the ten great factions in ancient times. By all means, it was one of the leaders among humanity. That kid is immensely lucky.” Elder Peng couldn't refrain from his contemplative observations.

If he had been permitted to show himself, the Primosanct Sect’s heritage could have been theirs. Unfortunately, things hadn’t quite panned out that way. Jiang Chen was the one who’d benefited in the end.

“Heheh… if we let out word that this kid got the Primosanct Sect’s heritage, won’t the others on Myriad Abyss Island start rampaging? The descendants of that sect’s disciples most of all?”

The ancient Primosanct Sect had been a just and righteous sect. They had been at the vanguard of the defense against the demonic invasion, all of them fighting tooth and nail against the invaders.

However, even a noble bunch like that had its cowards. Fearing for their lives, a small contingent had slithered off to Myriad Abyss Island.

For a sect as large so large, even its wimps were reasonably proficient. Additionally, there had been a series of agreements establishing hierarchy between those fleeing to Divine Abyss in the first place.

Primosanct’s deserters had managed to establish a base on Myriad Abyss Island, with some continuation of their old heritage there. If the seventh master were to release news of the sect’s old grounds and treasures reappearing, the descendants of that sect would undoubtedly enter into a frenzy.

The human domain would certainly be livelier then!

“We cannot allow that, Seventh Master. Right now, we cannot afford to alert the enemy.”

“Haha, I’m just joking around. I’ll take all he has of course, when he falls into my hands. Hahahaha!”

As they conversed, a message glyph shot in from outside the residence.

The seventh master picked it up casually.

“Haha, Overlord Shockcloud is efficient alright! He’s already encircled the Ninesuns Sky Sect. No attacks, of course, just skirmishes and intimidation. Rumor has it that Veluriyam is preparing a combined army against him.”

The seventh master burst into laughter when he came to this part. “Maybe that kid thinks I’ll be there personally. Did he want to take a decisive victory over me?” His laughter was extremely exaggerated, as if he were especially pleased with his stratagem.

“Seventh Master,” Elder Peng reminded, “that Jiang Chen is a master of warfare! Both military and psychological. We shouldn’t take him lightly.”

“Haha, this isn’t about taking him lightly. I’m going to give him a big surprise this time!”

Elder Peng’s eyes lit up. “Do you have a plan?”

“Yes!” The seventh master made no move to hide it.

Both elders looked to their young master, waiting for him to continue.

“The core of my plan is to bait Jiang Chen out of Veluriyam Capital. We can then lead the bulk of our forces in a sneak attack on the city. I hear that Veluriyam Capital was built by an ancient Veluriyam king. He was one of the three leaders of humanity back then. The city he built surely holds the secret to his life’s work as well as a rich heritage. How can we not try our luck there?”
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A Tremendous Appetite


The Veluriyam Sect was also one of the ten great factions of the ancient times. It was on par with the Primosanct and even more. Their lingering heritages was indirect proof of that.

Supported by the Veluriyam Pagoda, Veluriyam Capital had persisted to the present day. Because it hadn’t inherited most of the other facets of the ancient Veluriyam Sect, Veluriyam Capital wasn’t a real successor. This was true in both public perception and fact.

Still, there was an undeniable connection between the two. The Pagoda was on Capital land after all. The city retained ownership rights to the complex as additional evidence.

“Attack Veluriyam Capital?” Elder Peng’s facial muscles tensed. “Seventh Master, are you planning to break with Jiang Chen completely?”

The two elders’ conservative natures didn't allow them to support that course of action. Unfortunately, they’d been brainwashed into following the seventh master’s word as law.

This was despite conventional wisdom informing them of the foolishness in entering this conflict now; after all, the human domain openly supported Jiang Chen’s leadership. There was no buffer of forgiveness between the attack on the city and public opinion.

Truthfully, Elder Peng hadn’t supported such actions from the start. Alas, the seventh master couldn't be swayed. Their young charge’s mind made up, they couldn't actively voice their opposition at the present time.

“Elder Peng, what do you think my chances are in attacking on Veluriyam Capital?” The seventh master smiled. “In recent years, I’ve gathered quite a few human great emperors to my side. If I push the numerical advantage by deploying all of them at once, I think I’ll have a pretty good shot – as long as Jiang Chen brings his main force to reinforce the Ninesuns Sky Sect.”

“They’ve just formed the alliance. They can’t abandon Ninesuns just like that. What would be the point of the alliance at all otherwise?”

“Yes, Jiang Chen has no choice.”

The seventh master clapped cheerfully. “When I take over Veluriyam Capital and seize control of it, that kid will be too late even if he runs back!”

He was excited just thinking about occupying the core of the human domain.

Veluriyam Capital was a place of ancient heritage, containing a sacred place as legendary as the Pagodas. Most importantly, they had heard that Veluriyam Capital had a tradition of holding Veluriyam Pagoda Meetings every sixty years.

Regrettably, no genius from Veluriyam had achieved a breakthrough at the meeting, leaving the ancient sect’s heritage buried still. This meant that there was plenty of virgin ground for them to uncover!

Even though the seventh master and his two servants came from Myriad Abyss Island, the heritage of the ancient Veluriyam Sect was quite alluring to them.

He’d delegated six of his eight Protector Kings out on various tasks. Two remained at headquarters. There were plenty of Celestial Stars and Earthly Fiends available, though. He had stationed them close by in order to attack Veluriyam Capital together. He was avoiding a direct attack in the open in order to provoke Jiang Chen.

When Veluriyam’s young lord foolishly believed that the battlefield would be at the Ninesuns Sky Sect, the young master would be off elsewhere demolishing Veluriyam Capital’s base of operations.

“Elder Peng, Elder Mo, I must rely on your assistance for our sortie on Veluriyam Capital.” Though the seventh master was displeased by everything about Jiang Chen, he had to concede that the other youth was the only one who posed a threat in the human domain.

In particular, the eight stone golems and the Vermilion Bird near him were extremely recent advantages – a fact that made the seventh master exceedingly upset. Those opportunities belonged to him!

“We will do everything we can. If Veluriyam doesn’t have the stone golems and the Vermilion Bird, the great emperors garrisoned there won’t be worth much. We can strike them down with ease.”

“However…”

‘However’ was a word anathema to most plans in the world. It tended to be followed by difficult problems.

“However what? Out with it.” The seventh master couldn’t resist urging.

“However, no one has been able to fully comprehend the Veluriyam Pagoda since time immemorial. Maybe it really is waiting for that fated someone. It may not be wise to brute force our way in.” Elder Peng was being perfectly honest. It would be a crime if harm were to befall the seventh master in the process.

“We descendants of the ancients are superior to these native pigs ten times over! With our talents, how could we not be the fated ones?”

The seventh master’s tone was steeped in confidence. It was as if he was some kind of destined ruler, descending upon the human domain. The two elders kept their mouths shut in the presence of their master’s determination. He was liable to get mad if they opposed him any further.
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The Order of the Wind and Cloud mobilized once more.

Every high ranking member still within the headquarters appeared within ten breaths of the command. They were all curious what important matter the supreme lord had to announce this time.

“My friends, it is time for us to put our skills to the test.” The supreme lord spoke forth. “There is an opportunity before us, one that can enrich each and every one of you if we take advantage of it. I guarantee that after this sortie, you will have passed the test of loyalty. The Exultation Pill of Wind and Order will be removed from your bodies once it is complete. From now on, you will be considered my most trusted subordinates!”

The removal of the Exultation Pill garnered everyone’s interests.

Protector King Scourcloud’s eyes moved around when he heard what the supreme lord had said. He was rather curious what the leader had in mind this time.

“I will give you half a day to prepare. This afternoon, we will embark at the appointed time. There is a tough battle ahead of us. Prepare yourselves both physically and mentally!”

“Supreme Lord, what are we…”

“Yes, Supreme Lord. Where are we going?”

There were plenty of questions in the crowd to go around. The people wanted to know more.

The supreme lord smiled. He wanted to keep his subordinates guessing. “I’ll tell you when we’re almost there. This time, I’m leading the charge personally. Besides all of you, I have asked two empyrean experts to accompany us.”

The so-called accompanying experts were Elders Mo and Peng, of course. They were his finest lieutenants, and absolutely necessary in his attack on Veluriyam. The ordinary Order members murmured amongst themselves when they heard the announcement about their too-capable helpers.

As expected of the supreme lord. Two empyrean experts backing them up? There was no way they would fail this time, whatever they set out to do!

“Devourcloud, Scourcloud, on my orders! I command you to lead our troops on the expedition this day!”

The two protector kings stood up one after the other.

[image: ]


The Order’s forces secretly embarked right after noon.

Because their target today was Veluriyam Capital, the seventh master repeatedly instructed his soldiers to take care in concealing themselves on the way.

Scourcloud was the vanguard of the expedition. He and Devourcloud took to the group’s forefront along with a few Celestial Stars. It was quite obvious that the latter’s loyalties laid strictly with the Order’s supreme lord.

“The supreme lord is being rather mysterious this time. Our mission is presumably of great importance,” remarked Devourcloud.

Scourcloud was silent. He too wanted to know where the supreme lord intended to attack this time, too. The other, more capable protector kings had been sent out on other missions.

He and Devourcloud were the two protector kings ordinarily given the fewest tasks. Strangely, they’d been picked to participate in this covert operation.

The route seemed a bit directionless, but more careful perusal revealed a chilling conclusion. “Is the supreme lord going to attack Veluriyam Capital?”

Protector King Scourcloud considered the details a bit more. Though they constantly took detours, the aim of the expedition was unmistakable. It was definitely Veluriyam Capital they were heading towards!

The astonishing thought made the protector king very anxious.

No, anywhere but Veluriyam Capital! Scourcloud was thoroughly distressed. I must think of a way to notify the city so that they can prepare in advance!

The more he thought about it, the more things became clear.

The reason the other protector kings had been sent out was to attract Jiang Chen’s attention. More specifically, the supreme lord intended everyone to think that the Order was aiming for the Ninesuns Sky Sect in a concerted strike. His real goal was Veluriyam Capital!

Protector King Scourcloud was apprehensive about the supreme lord’s methods. His skillful and clever actions were essentially perfect.

It would be a lie to say that Scourcloud wasn’t tense about this turn of events. Veluriyam Capital was sacred to him. He wouldn't allow others to trample on it, the Order of Wind and Cloud included!

Protector King Devourcloud seemed to notice his emotional turbulence. “Daoist Scourcloud, what are you thinking about?”

Scourcloud recovered himself. “Nothing,” he smiled wryly. “I was simply thinking about matters within the Order. I lost track for a moment.”

“Oh? What did you think about, fellow daoist? Can you share?” Protector King Devourcloud showed an inclination to pursue everything to the end.

“Idle thoughts not worth speaking about,” Scourcloud retorted coolly.

Devourcloud cackled. “Daoist Scourcloud, many people in the order say that you are cold and aloof. According to them, you don’t feel like you belong. But I think the supreme lord places a lot of expectation upon you. Clearly, this mission is a cut above the rest.”

Scourcloud had no time or inclination to squabble with him. He was intent on finding out how to send a message to Veluriyam Capital instead.

A transmission via consciousness? That wasn’t hard, but the supreme lord was more than attentive enough to notice right away. If that happened, his undercover identity would be done for.
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Protector King Scourcloud’s Identity


Scourcloud was uninterested in Devourcloud’s attempts to coax information out of him. This depressed the latter a little.

In fact, the entire Order was sensitive about the protector king’s former identity. There were some internal rumors about it, but nobody could say anything for sure. The only prevailing sentiment was that this protector king was very mysterious indeed.

Devourcloud was mildly upset. His colleague wasn’t giving him a lot of respect. They were both protector kings, weren’t they? They were equal in status and position. Scourcloud should have been much more polite rather than distant.

“Daoist Scourcloud, you have a lot on your mind. Where do you think the supreme lord is taking us?” Not entirely satisfied, Devourcloud tried once more.

“The supreme lord’s thoughts are beyond our knowledge. I’m not sure either. Listening to his orders is good enough.” Scourcloud finally replied with a longish sentence.

Devourcloud sighed softly. “The supreme lord is unreadable indeed. I’m curious… I wonder if the supreme lord spoke true in his promise about empyrean opportunities?”

Scourcloud smiled, but didn’t pick up the conversation.

Another order came from the back as they walked onwards. “Protector Kings, the Supreme Lord commands you to take to the southeast.”

Devourcloud blinked. “Southeast again? This… we’re heading toward…”

His tone and expression both froze. The objective was almost immediately obvious once he thought about it! “Daoist Scourcloud, we… we’re going to Veluriyam Capital, huh?”

Veluriyam Capital was the only major city to the southeast.

“Whatever the supreme lord says,” Scourcloud retorted coolly.

Devourcloud took a deep breath, a glimmer of keenness appearing in his eyes. Finally, he nodded. “Yes, as the supreme lord commands.”

He’d actually been observing Scourcloud all this time. The latter had maintained undisturbed calmness throughout. Though Devourcloud was a bit angry, he also found reason enough to respect the man. The other protector king’s composure was first-rate. Every protector king had his own personality, but most were impulsive and tooted their own horn far more than Protector King Scourcloud.

There was mutual competition between the eight protector kings for the sake of gaining the supreme lord’s favor. More favor meant more of a chance at the empyrean opportunity promised.

This rivalry for approval meant that there was plenty of unseen strife between the protector kings. This was the main reason for Devourcloud’s endless questioning along the way.

Scourcloud’s composure was unrivaled, however. Was he really this calm or was he pretending? Devourcloud found the other man’s indifference to power and glory incredible.

“Daoist Scourcloud…” he made to speak once more.

“Daoist Devourcloud, we are leading the vanguard. We have a lot of responsibility to prepare the way for the supreme lord. It would be very bad if we miss any scouting details due to idle conversation.” Scourcloud evidently had no interest in chit chat.

Devourcloud laughed dryly despite the curt response he received. “Yes, yes, fellow daoist. You’re absolutely right.”

Scourcloud actually wanted to propose that they split up, but he was concerned about the possibility of suspicion from his colleague. The supreme lord was far more paranoid about such things as well. He could only restrain himself and slowly press on.

What a pity that the two brothers aren’t in the vanguard. Otherwise, I could have sent them to scout ahead and deliver a message. Protector King Scourcloud was bothered and irritated.

He was none other than Emperor Peerless who’d been waiting for Jiang Chen at Agarwood Valley’s entrance.

The young man’s trip had involved the emperor and the Jiao brothers waiting outside, disguised as wandering cultivators. Alas, Jiang Chen and company had lingered inside for a long time. Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers couldn’t follow despite their worries.

While they tensely awaited his return, there had been a strange smell near Agarwood’s entrance that’d put everyone waiting there to sleep. The supreme lord of the Order had brought a group of diehard loyalists from Myriad Abyss Island, capturing all of them in one fell swoop.

Because Emperor Peerless had once fallen victim to the Moon God Sect’s Seven Emotions Poison, Jiang Chen had given the great emperor a little bit of his own blood essence way back when as part of the antidote.

The young man’s blood had an antitoxin attribute from his golden cicada bloodline, allowing Emperor Peerless to stay conscious despite the poison. Initially, there had been a chance for the great emperor to flee. However, before he did so, he’d noticed the absurd strength of their captors.

Even if he had taken that chance, he would’ve had twenty percent success at most. Moreover, since the Jiao brothers had already been taken, he found it more prudent to pretend to be poisoned instead.

Thankfully, there had been no immediate probe into their identities before and during their trip back to the Order of the Wind and Cloud’s headquarters.

While everyone was still unconscious, Emperor Peerless had been decisive enough to destroy his facial appearance utterly, disintegrating his former identity. Because he had refined the kunpeng blood Jiang Chen had given him, his abilities concerning that bloodline had been gradually strengthening all the while.

This gave him the necessary preconditions to hide his former martial style and make his identity undetectable.

When the Order began to investigate their identities in more detail, he styled himself as the Wandering Kunpeng Master. No one in the wandering cultivator world had heard of that name.

Emperor Everviolet hadn’t managed to provide much of a clue either. Because of Emperor Peerless’s unrecognizable face and strange aura provided by his kunpeng blood, the other great emperor wasn’t able to figure anything out. Though the two emperors had fought many times in the past, Everviolet had experienced only the original Peerless, rather than the one enhanced by kunpeng blood.

Because of the lack of flaws in Peerless’ disguise, Everviolet had never even considered his real identity as the remotest of possibilities. Using his new identity as the Wandering Kunpeng Master, Peerless had leveraged his bloodline and martial strength to become one of the eight protector kings.

As for the Jiao brothers, they’d received hints from Emperor Peerless after awakening to hide their strengths. As a result, the Order only knew them as emperor realm experts.

Because of the number of prisoners they had taken and the relative normality of the brothers, they had only been able to become Earthly Fiends – three levels below the supreme lord. Not many people paid attention to individuals at that rank.

All three were able to survive uneventfully, with no one the wiser about the true relationship between the three. Nevertheless, Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers had taken the Exultation Pill as well. Because of this layer of insurance, the supreme lord was unafraid of trickery or betrayal from anyone.

At the bottom of his heart, the seventh master treated the human domain with derision. He felt that everyone who lived here was disgraceful and cowardly. There was the stick of the Exultation Pill and the carrot of the empyrean opportunity, wasn’t there? There was no way anyone could possibly be disloyal given these two incentives. Therefore, he’d never seriously considered the likelihood of anyone betraying him.

The only reason he was exercising caution this time was because of how important the offensive on Veluriyam was.

After realizing the supreme lord’s conspiracy, Peerless was very anxious. Though they were very distant from Veluriyam Capital presently, Jiang Chen wouldn’t make it back to the city in time after being pulled to Ninesuns territory.

Moreover, doing so carried the possibility of being ambushed in itself.

No, I must think of a way to deliver a message to the city. They need time to prepare! Since first meeting Jiang Chen, Emperor Peerless had formed a deep friendship with the youth. Veluriyam Capital was where he felt he belonged. Plus, his dao partner Madame Yun was still in the city.

He had more than enough reason to protect it with his life, both professional and personal.

Emperor Peerless was someone who cared a lot about relationships. Though he hadn’t known the Jiao brothers as a wandering cultivator, they were colleagues and peers under the same Sacred Peafowl Mountain banner. Emperor Peerless couldn’t just leave them to rot.

This desire to take care of his peers and investigate the mysterious individuals had kept him from leaving when he could. Still, his attention to detail hadn’t helped him find out the supreme lord’s identity and origins yet.

The lack of a way to send a message to Veluriyam made him suspect that Devourcloud’s incessant questions had been for the sake of watching his behavior. He could very well be planted by the supreme lord.

Peerless had no intention of revealing any flaws in his disguise right now.

The army neared Veluriyam Capital with the passage of time. It finally arrived within the city’s demesne one day, which meant that the walls were within another day’s travel. Thankfully, the supreme lord ordered a rest and break.

“Seventh Master, why not press the attack? We’re already very close, aren’t we?” Elder Peng asked.

“We’re not in a hurry. I’m waiting for news from the Ninesuns Sky Sect. When it is verified that Jiang Chen is indeed over there, I will give the order to besiege the city!” The supreme lord had a specific plan in mind.

He knew well that Jiang Chen’s presence gave Veluriyam Capital a spine. It would be much more difficult to take the city then. Without its young lord, a leaderless city was liable to fall into chaos. There was no way it would stand against his attacks.

Elder Peng nodded. “Very wise, Seventh Master. That kid is a pillar of the city; Veluriyam Capital is nothing without him.”

They weren’t wary of Jiang Chen’s cultivation level, but of his effect on Veluriyam Capital as a whole. Furthermore, the eight stone golem brothers and the Vermilion Bird were very dangerous as well. Though they weren’t scared, the eight stone golem brothers were clearly tough opponents. It was better to avoid them if possible!
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Utmost Urgency


Currently, Jiang Chen was indeed on his way to the Ninesuns Sky Sect. The information he’d been given was nebulous as to the Order of Wind and Cloud’s intentions, but he still had to try to counteract them as best he could.

According to his analysis, there was clearly a bigger force over at Ninesuns. It seemed reasonable enough to assume that there was a full-out offensive planned there. As for the Celestial Cicada Court, Jiang Chen had sent Emperor Wellspring, the Skysword Sect’s Han Qianzhan, and company there to defend it.

Aside from that, he had left half of his troops as well as the Vermilion Bird back at Veluriyam Capital. Four of the eight stone golem brothers were stationed there as well to assist the bird in defense.

Jiang Chen himself led the alliance’s forces upon the path to the Ninesuns Sky Sect. He was ready for a decisive battle in their territory.
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As part of the vanguard, Devourcloud was a bit anxious. “What is the supreme lord waiting for? If we’re going to attack Veluriyam Capital, we should just go for it. Hanging around aimlessly is burning a hole in my chest.”

Though he couldn’t show it on his face, Emperor Peerless was even more anxious than he. Suddenly, the emperor’s ears moved. His consciousness detected something familiar. Judging by his reaction, Devourcloud had picked up something as well.

With a flash of movement, Peerless shot outward, grabbing towards the earth. A single motion was enough to retrieve what he was looking for.

It was a golden rat.

A Goldbiter Rat, to be precise!

The emperor was no stranger to these rats in particular. He was quite happy to see one around here as expected. Devourcloud strode over as well, curious at the commotion.

Truthfully, Emperor Peerless had had an idea when he sensed the rat’s aura at the outset. He took the initiative after perceiving that Devourcloud had also noticed the beast. If the other man were to have captured the rat, it would be dead by now.

“Haha, my luck’s not bad today. I caught a spirit creature.” Emperor Peerless waved the rat about nonchalantly before putting it in his sleeves.

Devourcloud laughed. “What a dumb beast, running into our sights like that. What do you plan on doing with it?”

“Doing with it?” Emperor Peerless played dumb. “What do you mean? I’ve been a bit bored in the Unbounded Mid Region. A spirit creature should spice up my life a little. Daoist Devourcloud, you’re not planning on fighting over it with me, are you?” The emperor’s tone was half-joking.

Devourcloud was verbally backed into a corner. “Ah, no, you got it first,” he smiled embarrassedly. “How could I take your prize from you? Still, we’re in Veluriyam territory now. We must be wary about whether they were sent by Veluriyam Capital.”

“Haha, it doesn’t matter even if they are. Now that I have it, it only has one choice: become my contracted beast, or else!” Emperor Peerless said forcefully.

Devourcloud had nothing else to say. His investigations yielded no further movements from the surroundings.

Both men went back to their camps. Sitting down cross-legged, Emperor Peerless took out the rat and proceeded to play with it.

Devourcloud shook his head to himself. Emperor Peerless looked like he was actually making the spirit beast as his own. “Daoist Scourcloud sure has a lot of free time on his hands. That’s a pretty average spirit beast on all counts. What’s the point of taking it as a contracted beast?” Clearly, Devourcloud didn’t hold the emperor’s actions in high regard.

Emperor Peerless, on the other hand, had just begun communication with his consciousness. “Little rat, I know you’re a Goldbiter Rat. Your leader is Old Gold. Remember carefully that I’m Mo Wushuang, young lord Jiang Chen’s sworn brother. Right now, the supreme lord of the Order of Wind and Cloud is preparing to attack Veluriyam Capital. You have to get the news back to the city and the young lord. Otherwise, the city will be in grave danger!

“Don’t fret, I’ll pretend to take you as my contracted beast. If you have friends nearby, tell them immediately and then come back to me. They will suspect something is afoot if you just leave outright.”

Emperor Peerless was very attentive to detail. He knew that if he let the rat go now, Devourcloud would assuredly inform others of his irregular behavior. There would then be unnecessary attention and suspicion on him.

As one of the rats designated for scouting duty, this rat in particular was quite clever and keen. It immediately expressed that it did in fact have companions nearby.

Emperor Peerless remained impassive. He secretly let the rat go when Devourcloud wasn’t paying attention. Every second was precious right now. A small differential in time potentially meant the difference between life and death.

The rat was very smart. It knew to be even more cautious in the face of danger. In no time at all, it had informed its nearby peers of the looming danger. The other rats passed the message onto their king.

The rat king panicked when it heard what was currently transpiring. The Goldbiter Rats had remained in Veluriyam Capital to safeguard it. It immediately contacted the Vermilion Bird.

As they were both members of ancient bloodlines in a sense, this made communication easier. After getting wind of this, the bird’s first idea was to contact Jiang Chen.

Because Veluriyam Capital was very far away from the Ninesuns Sky Sect, a remote messaging ability was required to send the message as quickly as possible.

This kind of ability was very difficult to use and control. The Vermilion Bird knew about it and was capable of using abilities of that kind, but it had insufficient vitality to do so. Instead, one of the stone golem brothers was delegated the execution.
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Faraway at the Ninesuns Sky Sect, Jiang Chen was still painstakingly poring over the battle plans with the Order of Wind and Cloud. Near him, Big Stone’s consciousness twitched. His expression moved with the thoughts in his mind.

“Savior, things aren’t good!”

“What isn’t?” Jiang Chen raised an eyebrow.

“I just got Third Stone’s message. He says the Goldbiter Rats have found Emperor Peerless. The emperor told them the Order’s main force is already at Veluriyam. They can attack any time! Ninesuns and Cicada Court are both tricks. The Order wants Veluriyam Capital for real!”

Big Stone’s words sounded in Jiang Chen’s ears like a thunderclap. He was stunned and stupefied. It took a few moments for him to recover himself. “Anything else?” the young man asked.

“No, that’s it.” Big Stone was quite honest.

“Emperor Peerless?” Jiang Chen muttered to himself. “Old Brother Mo’s disappeared for four years… so he was at the Order of Wind and Cloud during this time?”

He’d implicitly trusted that both Emperors Peerless and Peafowl were too fortunate to have died so casually. He was overjoyed to hear news of the former, though that was swiftly accompanied by doubt. Why had Emperor Peerless made contact right now, of all the possible timing?

However, he quickly pushed that out of mind. The news was unlikely to be false. The Goldbiter Rats were no stranger to the emperor. There was no way a fake’s aura would fool them.

Given that the rats found the man trustworthy, Emperor Peerless was probably the real deal.

The message was most likely out of extended inconvenience. It was the soonest Emperor Peerless was able to get the message out.

Jiang Chen stood up suddenly at this conclusion, his eyes filled with determination.

“Old Brother Mo, it doesn’t matter why you’re sending me the message right now. You wouldn’t lie to me. It seems that I’ve underestimated the Order. I thought it was a simple kind of misdirection, but the deception is double-layered. The real goal is my Veluriyam Capital, huh?” Jiang Chen drew a sharp breath when he came to this point. He had to admit that the supreme lord was especially wily. The stratagem was more complicated than one might have expected, which meant it was difficult to defend against. Who would’ve thought that Veluriyam was his real goal?

Jiang Chen certainly hadn’t expected such a ravenous appetite.

“The Order’s army is at our borders, ready to attack at any time. If I go back the way we came at the fastest speed possible, the trip would still take one or two days. More concerningly, I’d probably be walking straight into an ambush. If the Order is smart enough, they’ll set up an expert-fueled ambush on my return route. To return like this would only leave me unprepared!”

Now that Jiang Chen knew of the Order’s conspiracy, he had to peruse what the enemy’s future plans were as well. He himself was scared by the possibilities.

If things proceeded as they currently were, wouldn’t going back be falling right into his opponent’s trap?

“No, I can’t lead the army back without alerting the Order’s spies. It would be trivial for them to lay an ambush then.”

Jiang Chen knew that speed and time were both a problem if he were to lead the alliance’s army back. The biggest problem of all was the potential ambushes lying in wait for them.

After plenty of consideration, he settled on sending the army onward to the Ninesuns Sky Sect. There was no reason for them to delay.

He would split off from the group with the four stone golem brothers, his spacetime seal allowing him to instantly return. Only the spacetime seal could send him back to the city in a flash!

Because the stone golem brothers were inhuman, they could separate their bodies and consciousnesses with a secret method and thereby be brought along.

The Veluriyam Pagoda didn’t allow illegal entry, but inanimate stone golems weren’t banned.

Back in Agarwood Valley, Jiang Chen had studied the necessary secret method in the Primosanct Sect’s sacred place. It was quite viable for him to make use of it now! There was minimal effect if the duration of separation was short.
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Borrowing the Third Palace of Heritage


The golems had served Jiang Chen with unswerving loyalty since their reawakening. They never complained, no matter his plans. But this time, the prospect of separating soul from body again worried Big Stone.

“Savior, is it gonna be dangerous? This time, we don’t want to…”

“Don’t worry, it’ll be for less than a day at most. We simply need to get back to Veluriyam in a flash. We’d need a couple days at least otherwise and we don’t have such luxury.”

Convinced by the young lord’s sincerity, Big Stone glanced at his brothers, then tightened his jaw. “Alright, let’s do this, Savior. You know best!”

The golems were as simple and straightforward as they came. Jiang Chen naturally wouldn’t deceive them. Without further ado, he took the four brothers’ souls from their bodies and sealed them inside the four stone carvings while their bodies turned back into giant statues.

Putting away the carvings, he silently vowed, “Big Stone, don’t worry. I’ll repay you tenfold for today’s debt. If I can, I’ll help you restore your tribe to its past glory. Even if I can’t, I’ll reunite you with your kin in the heavenly planes!”

Stone Golems were rare existences, but despite that, the Divine Abyss Continent wasn’t their only home. More of them existed on various planes.

Jiang Chen then summoned the allied leaders and told them he had to return immediately to handle trouble arising in Veluriyam. He exhorted them to continue forward as if nothing had changed.

The news gladdened the men. It was surprising the Ninesuns Sect wasn’t the enemy’s true target, but at least they no longer had to risk their lives. Only, they couldn’t make their relief too obvious.

“Young lord, wouldn’t it be too arduous to withstand the order all by yourself? Why don’t we go back as well and lend you a hand?”

“No need. They might have an ambush prepared just in case. Just charge towards the Ninesuns Sky Sect and make them believe I’m still with you. Let’s see who’ll have the last laugh!”

The young lord wasn’t looking down on them. It would simply be impossible for them to return in time, even without an ambush on the way. So they might as well play along and lull the enemy into a false sense of security while he returned in secret.

In a battle of this scale, numbers weren’t all that mattered. Strategy was also vital. Jiang Chen firmly believed there was a chance if he played his cards right!

Whoosh! The spacetime seal vanished in the air, melting into nothingness. In the next moment, his figure reappeared inside Veluriyam’s Third Palace of Heritage.

“Hm? You came to challenge my palace sooner than expected.” A lazy voice rose languidly from the depths of the palace.

Pressed for time as he was, Jiang Chen went straight to the point. “Senior, I’m allowed two chances, correct? I’m merely borrowing the palace for quick transit this time. Please show me the exit, for I must return to Veluriyam posthaste. Otherwise, the city’s very foundations will be in peril!”

After a long, stupefied silence, the voice finally responded, a little sullen, “Kid, are you joking?”

“Senior, please be lenient. I wouldn’t be so impetuous if I had any other choice.” He was indeed in no mood to challenge the third palace at such a time.

And also, back in the second palace, the Crimson Heaven Palace, Venerated Skysoarer had told him it would be best to wait until advanced emperor realm before attempting the third. Otherwise, his odds of success would be almost nil.

Each palace only allowed for two attempts and here he was, recklessly squandering one of them. Naturally, he wouldn’t waste such a precious opportunity if not forced to.

“Hmph, peril? What peril could there be? Are the demons back to haunt us?” Indignation still colored the indolent voice.

“I’m not certain either. The enemy is extraordinary, but I don’t know if he’s a demon. What I do know is that he’s no less of a threat.” He could only confess the truth. Despite his sense of urgency, there was no exit to be found without guidance.

The voice humphed. “It doesn’t matter. Kid, remember this. Whatever the reason, you’re committing a grave offense against the third palace! I’ll think hard on whether I need to increase the difficulty for you next time!”

Jiang Chen complained silently, but he could only offer a cupped fist salute. “Senior, please punish me as you fit. You won’t hear a complaint from me. But right now, I would be grateful if you could show me the way.”

Even if still angry, the palace guardian didn’t continue making things difficult for him in the face of his earnestness. “Get lost then!”

As if by magic, a beam of light drew an exit in front of Jiang Chen.

“Many thanks for your help, senior!” Delighted, Jiang Chen immediately threw himself inside the gate. The exterior of the pagoda immediately appeared in his sight.

He took in a deep breath. There was a heavy weight on his chest, as if he’d lived through ten years in a flash, yet he was strangely exhilarated.

I’m back. He’d returned in less than an hour!

Even the Vermilion Bird stared in stupefaction when he reappeared inside the young lord residence.

“Kid, did you learn the art of travelling through spacetime?” That would be a shocking feat, out of reach even for all of the ancient powerhouses.

Many of them had a rudimentary understanding of such arts, but to directly cross space and time was beyond an empyrean powerhouse’s ability. Even higher existences would find it beyond difficult.

Jiang Chen smiled. “Of course not. It’s just some ancient art. Do you think I’m an existence above empyrean masters? Why would I worry about a trivial Order of Wind and Cloud if so? Senior, what is the enemy up to now?” he asked, changing the subject.

“Nothing for now. Perhaps they’re waiting to hear about your arrival in the Ninesuns Sky Sect before launching a full-on assault. They’re very slippery. You must be very careful this time.”

Jiang Chen nodded gravely. The divine creature wasn’t being overly cautious. The Order must have made ample preparations to dare attack Veluriyam, while he had little time to plan. This was a thorny problem indeed.

It was fortunate the Order hadn’t attacked yet. There was time yet for everything.

“I’ll get ready first.” He immediately secluded himself.

The first order of business was to reawaken Big Stone and his brothers. It hadn’t been long since he’d used the secret art on them. They weren’t entirely asleep yet, making his task much easier.

The four stone golems quickly revived safe and sound. Inspecting himself from head to toe, Big Stone was relieved to see he hadn’t lost what little strength he’d previously recovered.

“Savior, we back in Veluriyam yet?”

“We are. Big Stone, I had no choice but to use the secret art. I need you the four of you against the Order’s overwhelming strength.”

Big Stone thumped his chest in excitement. “Don’t worry, what’s a small Windy Order? Brave warriors of the Stone Golems fear no one!”

“Right, don’t worry. We’ll charge at the front and flatten everyone in our path!”

Jiang Chen didn’t doubt their fighting spirit. They were born for war.

“Great, this young lord likes to see your enthusiasm. Don’t worry, ample opportunities await you in the coming fight!”

There would be no steamrolling his enemy like he’d done against Pillzenith. A fierce, bitter battle would take place this time. His current opponent far exceeded the former Pillfire in strength and cunning, while he had fewer men than against the northern alliance.

In Bluesky, at least the Skysword Sect and the Celestial Cicada Court had been at his side. They hadn’t fought, but their mere presence had been intimidating enough.

But he felt no fear. The worst would be for the Order to shy away from confrontation. On the contrary, he would welcome a head-on clash with open arms. He could understand his enemy’s hidden aces then. To know thyself and know thine enemy, and thou shall win a hundred battles without a loss.

In Veluriyam, Jiang Chen wasn’t without his own cards.

First, the advantage of terrain. This was his home-ground.

Second, he was aware of the enemy’s plans, but they were still in the dark about his. They were in for a rude awakening.

Third, with the golems and the Goldbiter Rats at his side, he wouldn’t be hurting for manpower!

Even if he couldn’t eradicate his enemies outright, he was confident he could teach them a profound lesson.

Of course, he had on clear goal above all else: to get rid of the so-called supreme lord. This man was the core reason why the Order had risen so high so fast.

To think he’d brainwashed so many human cultivators to his side in a mere few years, even titans like Sabledeep and Everviolet! The young lord couldn’t but admire the man’s skills. The supreme lord was a formidable adversary!
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Encirclement to Attack Reinforcements


Protector King Devourcloud was quite the snitch. He quickly reported that Scourcloud had obtained a spirit beast, despite how trivial it was.

Unhappiness clouded the supreme lord’s paranoid mind at the news. He soon visited their area and found Peerless.

“Lord Scourcloud, I hear you’ve obtained a spirit creature?” Despite his calm tone, his manners radiated superiority.

Peerless had anticipated everything and instantly feigned astonishment.

“That’s true, my lord. It’s merely an impudent, common beast. I’ve already fused it with my consciousness and made it my contracted beast.” He brought forth the Goldbiter Rat.

The supreme lord took a glance. “You shouldn’t fool around with a creature of unknown origin. Be more careful next time.”

“I will,” Peerless replied with a bow.

“Then we’re done here. Since you’ve already tamed it, keep a close eye on it. Don’t let it run around and expose our whereabouts.” There was little else the supreme lord could say, since nothing seemed untoward.

“Understood,” Peerless agreed respectfully. A vulgar rat wasn’t enough to raise the supreme lord’s suspicions, no matter how distrustful he was.
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“Jiang Chen should have arrived in the Ninesuns Sky Sect by now. Ready yourselves, we’ll attack in a day or two!”

“We hear and obey,” the crowd replied deferentially, Devourcloud included.

Back in the camp, Elder Peng asked, “Seventh Master, what happened?”

“A spirit creature, nothing important. Devourcloud is too eager for petty achievement.” The supreme lord had his own opinion about the protector king’s enthusiasm. Among the eight lords, the man was prone to making a fuss out of nothing. He was also quick to flatter and take credit for himself.

Elder Peng smiled. “That’s precisely the type of men we can use. At least, he isn’t likely to stab us in the back.”

That was quite true. The supreme lord agreed with a sigh. “Sadly, what I need is genuine skill, not flattery. Devourcloud is too crafty for his own good. If only he had the strength to match!”

Elder Peng nodded. “Seventh Master, we should beware of Veluriyam’s defenses. I’ve learned of a Vermilion Bird defending the place.”

The supreme lord turned grave. “It was torpid and about to die the last time I saw it. Why is it still alive?”

“Ancient divine beasts have tenacious vitality. I’m afraid we won’t be rid of it so easily.” Elder Peng exclaimed.

“Elder Peng, what should we do? That’s not an easy foe to handle.” The supreme lord seemed to fear nothing in the world, yet he tensed at the mention of the ancient creature. Thankfully, it was already at death’s doorstep. Otherwise, what he knew of the divine bird was enough to make him turn tail and leave without a second thought.

Even with the two elders’ assistance, an ancient, divine beast was too difficult an adversary. They didn’t lack for strength, but ancient creatures were simply on an entirely other level. Even among them, Vermilion Birds, as one of the four divine beasts, were peerless existences. His forebearers would have had no choice but to retreat against a Vermilion Bird at full strength.

“In its condition, the bird’s fighting potential must be at less than ten percent. It failed to kill a mere human in Agarwood Valley, although it was one who’d borrowed the celestial demon lord’s arts and treasures,” Elder Peng advised.

Elder Mo nodded. “There’s nothing to fear. It’s a spent arrow at the end of its flight.”

“As to the golem warriors, they’re simple minded. They’re no threat to us without Jiang Chen by their side,” Elder Peng added with a smile. “Ultimately, everything depends on Jiang Chen. Seventh Master, I have an idea. Once he learns Veluriyam’s under attack, he’ll rush back no matter the cost. If we set up an ambush…”

A delighted grin appeared on the supreme lord’s face. “You must have read my mind. I was considering this very idea. Elders, do you think it’s feasible?”

“It should be, as long as we’re prepared.” As ever, Elder Mo stayed curt and concise.

Elder Peng stayed silent for a moment. “It won’t be so easy. Jiang Chen will definitely take the golems with him. Then again, what’s our House Xiahou good at, if not surprise attacks? Do you remember how we caught those men at Agarwood Valley with the Soulless Powder of Wind and Cloud?”

The Exultation Pill was a specialty of their house, used to control other cultivators, while the Soulless Powder was a medicine specifically in mental attacks. It was invisible once scattered in the air, tasteless and formless, but as soon as someone breathed it in, his consciousness would sink into a coma and be captive to its poison.

“Elder Peng, do you perhaps mean...?” The supreme lord’s eyes shone bright.

“In war, one ought to pit one’s strength against the enemy’s weakness. If Jiang Chen is willing to risk his golems’ lives and orders them to charge straight at us, we’ll be the ones to suffer!” Elder Peng replied.

They couldn’t afford casualties, while golems didn’t fear harm or injury.

The elders and protector kings were disposable. They were more than enough to cope with human sects and cultivators, but even if they were to swarm the golems, they’d stand little chance against the empyrean warriors.

The golems hadn’t recovered fully, but no matter how weakened, they would prove too tall an order. Only the supreme lord and his two retainers, Elder Mo and Elder Peng, could withstand them.

It seemed that the three descendants of Myriad Abyss Island would need personally go into action against the exotic creatures.

However, a dangerous frontal clash against the rugged stone warriors was definitely not in their best interest. Their strategy had always first and foremost to play dirty.

The supreme lord mumbled to himself for a long while, then cackled eerily. “Alright, let’s do so then. We’ll surround Veluriyam and bait out our real prey. What do you think?”

What did he mean by that?

Simply encircle Veluriyam, but rather than a no holds barred offensive, they would lie in ambush for their genuine prey: Jiang Chen.

“The seventh master is wise. All the other dominos will fall by themselves once we capture him!” Elder Peng snickered.

“Elder Mo, what do you think?” The supreme lord turned to the other elder.

The later stayed silent for a long moment. “It can work, but we need to arrange for everything properly. We can’t let word leak out.”

“Of course. Secrecy is key. Our plan would be for naught if exposed. Alright, it’s so decided. Tomorrow morning, I’ll order an assault on Veluriyam and have them surrounded!”
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Early the next morning, he summoned all of the elders and protector kings. “Gentlemen, our time has come. The army is to set off and besiege Veluriyam.”

“Simply besiege?” Someone immediately reacted.

“Encircle first, fight later! I have my own plans. Don’t be too anxious, just comply with my commands.” The supreme lord naturally wouldn’t expose his intentions at this stage, or it would be the death of his plan.

Be good tools and surround the city. You’re of no use against Jiang Chen himself in any case.

In fact, his distrustful nature wouldn’t let him use them either. A Jiang Chen admirer might be mixed in the crowd and disrupt the plan at a crucial time, thereby alerting the enemy.

“I trust I don’t need to state Veluriyam’s importance? With the city in our hands, we’d be in control of the entire human domain. Our Order will become the one true ruler of mankind!

“Before joining me, have any of you stood at such a height and looked down on the mass of all the heroes in the world? What authority did you have among your kind?

“None! Because Veluriyam and Pillfire have always been the ones to dictate everything. If not them, then the eight first rank sects! You are mere wandering cultivators, pawns, and second-rate characters in their eyes! But are they truly stronger than you? What right do they have to occupy such a lofty position and treat you with disdain? Don’t you want to stand above them? Don’t you want to look down at them and repay them in kind for all the humiliation you’ve suffered under their yoke?”

One had to say, the supreme lord was truly gifted when it came to riling up a crowd. Each of his men felt their blood boil. Whether a protector king or an elder, no one had ever attained the status of humanity’s top figures.

They had been either wandering cultivators or led mediocre lives in their sects. In brief, none of them had ever wielded absolute authority. No matter how high their cultivation, they had to defer to their superiors. But today would be the prelude to a new dawn. How could they not rejoice?

Even Peerless couldn’t but secretly praise the supreme lord’s eloquence. The man was indeed extraordinary to inflame the crowd in so few words.

“Jiang Chen, I hope you can come back in time. The supreme lord is much more fearsome an opponent than Pillzenith ever was.” He could only endure in silence for now. Before a critical opportunity presented itself, he couldn’t discard his current identity!
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Swaggering and Bravado


The Order’s army finally tore away the clothes they’d hiding in, baring their fangs and unleashing their lofty aura. The frightening momentum dimmed the celestial bodies and eclipsed the land, awing Veluriyam into shock and trepidation.

The Order had launched its attack!

The dreadful news spread like wildfire throughout the city.

Perhaps this force’s numbers didn’t rival the former northern alliance, but the quality was far and beyond. Each soldier was an elite with absolute strength. Peak great emperors like Pillzenith had been the highest level in the northern alliance, but the empyrean rank supreme lord was personally leading the charge this time!

A genuine empyrean master had finally arrived. The dawn of a new era had arrived! After ten thousand years, great emperors no longer reigned supreme in the human domain!

With his cultivation, the supreme lord rivaled the entire northern alliance all by himself. Moreover, he’d brought along a pack of tigers and wolves. More importantly, Veluriyam was weaker than during the previous war, because events were all too sudden!

As everyone knew, the young lord was currently traveling to the distant Ninesuns Sky Sect. The city was currently without clear leadership. Jiang Chen was the city’s backbone. Without him, who was to lead the resistance? Who could contend with the matchless supreme lord? Shock spread throughout Veluriyam.

In the young lord residence on Sacred Peafowl Mountain, many had yet to learn of Jiang Chen’s return. He’d ordered a lockdown on the news to avoid letting the enemy get wind of his presence. The element of surprise was the key to victory in this war.

“Ole Gold, I haven’t forgotten your clan’s contribution in the previous battles. You’ll be my surprise force this time. When all’s said and done, I’ll give you your just reward.” Jiang Chen took care to summon the rat king and warn him ahead of time.

After so many years at the human’s side, the rat king was keenly aware following the young lord had been the smartest choice of his life.

He’d enhanced the rat tribe’s bloodline through various methods, increasing their strength at least tenfold. Thanks to resources provided by the young lord, the rat king’s own power had soared to the point it could now easily match an advanced emperor cultivator.

But of course, personal strength had never been the tribe’s forte. Rather, they relied on their fertility and numbers. This was a peerless asset in large-scale battles, whether offensive or defensive, and also the greatest reason why the young lord so valued the tribe.

Ole Gold was confident its tribe was even more useful in war than the true dragon clan or the white tiger clan, at least for now.

After all, Long Xiaoxuan and Little White were alone, while the Goldbiter Rats were legion. Before the two matured, they couldn’t display their innate superiority in battle.

Now is the most crucial time for establishing our importance in the young lord’s mind. When Long Xiaoxuan and Whitey mature, our tribe might have fewer opportunities to contribute.

Indeed, this was the best time window for his kin.

“Young master, don’t worry. Just like with the northern alliance, our hard teeth will make quick work of the Order! It’ll be a sumptuous meal!” The rat king made a bloodthirsty gesture, its face set in a fierce scowl.

Jiang Chen laughed in spite of himself. The rat tribe usually cowered inside its nest. It was rare to see Ole Gold strike such a ferocious pose. The string of victories and the tribe’s continued growth must have increased the rat king’s confidence.

But he still warned, “Ole Gold, don’t take our enemies too lightly. They’re nothing like the northern alliance, so stay sharp.”

“Don’t worry, young lord. They must be arrogant because they’re backed by empyrean cultivators, but it means nothing to our numbers. We’ll teach them the meaning of a rat tide!”

The formerly timid rat king had become surprisingly bold of late.

Jiang Chen smiled appreciatively at the change. “Ole Gold, have your descendants keep their eyes open and report anything suspicious!”

“Understood.”

As the tribe matured, it had also become increasingly flexible. Many outstanding geniuses had emerged, growing into strong and skilled rat captains. They couldn’t match Ole Gold yet in strength or seniority, but the speed and momentum of their growth was a delightful trend.

“Order our allies to take their men and retreat to the core area. There’s no need for them to stick to an impossible defense.” His command reached all the other factions.

Everyone believed him absent, but an order from Sacred Peafowl Mountain still represented his will. Many allies had been ready for a fight to the death, but immediately sounded the retreat once they received the word.

They were too weak to contend with the enemy. Any resistance, no matter how brave or unyielding, would be hurling an egg against a rock. So no matter how fiercely resolute they were, they naturally wouldn’t choose suicide given the choice.

“Defend the inner city, protect the pagodas!”

The army quickly understood the intention behind the command. They were to gather and safeguard the city’s most crucial assets. The pagodas, in particular, were Veluriyam’s sacred totems. As long as they stood tall, Veluriyam’s legacy forever survived!

The Order of Wind and Cloud pressed on, showing little interest for the factions they met on the way. It had its eyes set on the heart of the city. With inexorable impetus, they laid siege to the city’s core less than half a day later.

“Supreme Lord, do you see these buildings so tall they pierce the clouds? These are the three Veluriyam Pagodas. The main pagoda is the tallest one, while the other two are the auxiliary martial and pill pagodas. Together, they are Veluriyam’s sacred totems.”

Many people scrambled to inform the supreme lord, eager to fawn upon him.

The supreme lord’s serene gaze landed on the buildings. In truth, he was deeply stirred by their densely ancient atmosphere.

“Such an aura! Worthy of ancient constructions indeed. What an eyesore it is for lowly humans to occupy such a holy land!” His tone brimmed with an overweening sense of superiority.

The Pagodas constituted the ancient Veluriyam Sect’s sacred land. He couldn’t repress his greed when he thought of the ancient inheritances undoubtedly stored within.

“Supreme Lord, should we attack right now, or…” Devourcloud asked for instructions.

He and Scourcloud had spearheaded this war. Bluntly put, they were to open a bloody path for the rest of the army.

“We’re in no hurry. Let’s wait first.” The supreme lord smiled leisurely. All of a sudden, his figure blurred as he shot in the sky. Standing on a ball of divine light, a mysterious cloak fluttered about him, making him seem even more mysterious and impenetrable.

“Listen to me, you of Veluriyam.” His faint voice spread from the sky. “By the will of the heavens, this supreme lord shall take control of the human domain. Henceforth, your city is ours. Submit and prosper, or resist and die!”

What?

His indifferent voice had been far from a shout, yet it rumbled like thunder, reaching the ears of every cultivator in every corner of the city.

Devourcloud didn’t miss the opportunity to flatter his liege. “Our supreme lord is an empyrean master! His advent is foreordained by the heavens. Why aren’t you submitting yet?”

Veluriyam’s great emperors hadn’t evacuated yet with the rest of the men. They’d stayed on Sacred Peafowl Mountain instead. At this moment, all of them were gathered together.

The young lord’s presence was still a secret. Even they weren’t in the know, so as the city’s young madam, Dan Fei, had become the de facto temporary leader.

“Young madam, with the enemy at our doorstep and the young lord still far away in the Ninesuns Sky Sect, we are in dire peril.” Petalpluck sighed. “Did the young lord leave a master plan with you before leaving?”

Dan Fei calmly said, “Have the skies collapsed? Why are you so anxious?”

Her sharp eyes fell on the supreme lord standing high in the clouds outside the mountain. Surrounded by a crowd of strong sycophants, his majestic aura seemed unparalleled.

“Is that the Order’s supreme lord?”

Coiling Dragon nodded. “No one’s seen him before. But with his prestige, I assume no one would dare impersonate him.”

Dan Fei narrowed her almond-shaped eyes, her voice clear as crystal, “If he’s so secure in his victory, why is he parading about for us to see? Why hasn’t he attacked yet? Can any of you tell me this?”

The great emperors looked at each other. The young madam’s composure surprised many of them. They’d seen Huang’er before and had very much admired her self-possession and the broadness of her vision.

Emperor Peafowl’s adopted daughter also seemed outstanding in that regard. At the very least, she was far steadier than the great emperors.


64


Sudden Betrayals on the Brink of Battle


Coiling Dragon ranked last among Veluriyam’s great emperors, but on Sacred Peafowl Mountain, he was the most well-regarded one. “Young madam, could he have some hidden agenda?”

“If this supreme lord is as strong as he pretends to be, he should be more than willing to duke it out in the open. Why use small tricks to lure Jiang Chen away, then come here and strut around? That’s the mindset of the weak. Allow me to be blunt. He’s simply scared of the young lord!”

The great emperors nodded after some reflection. Would this supreme lord fear taking the young lord head-on if he possessed overwhelming strength?

Before Coiling Dragon could reply, Ji San had already charged outside the mountain’s gates. There, he sneered. “Supreme Lord of the Order, why are you acting like a thief and hiding from our young lord? The entire world knows you’re afraid of him. Who are you trying to impress here?

“Why do you hide in a cloak and conceal your face if not for a guilty conscience? Are you ashamed of yourself?”

His taunts and barely repressed snickers triggered a sea of jeers from Veluriyam’s cultivators. Collective boos and hisses halted the supreme lord’s momentum.

The supreme lord clenched his teeth in anger. “Who’s willing to lead the charge and capture this mealy-mouthed kid in my stead?”

“Your subordinate will!” For Devourcloud, the brat was an easy prey. His talent wasn’t bad, but his cultivation was still lacking due to his young age.

“Very well. Devourcloud, you go,” the supreme lord responded quietly. “Scourcloud, back him up.”

“At your orders.”

Devourcloud snickered as both of them set off. “Daoist Scourcloud, please bring up the rear and be mindful of ambushes.”

“Don’t worry, you’re safe with me around,” Peerless replied calmly.

With a cackle, Devourcloud turned into a blue blur and shot at Ji San like a bolt of lightning.

Laughing mischievously, Ji San took a few steps back, returning to the protective formation covering the young lord residence, fearless in the face of Devourcloud’s fearsome rush.

“Kid, resign yourself to death!” Devourcloud had never failed when it came to crushing the weak. He was an absolute expert in that regard. With the gap in strength, the kid couldn’t escape his clutches.

However, the Nine Sparks Petalstorm formation suddenly came alive when he approached its boundaries. An invisible ball of air, a blinding, rainbow light crashed into the great emperor and hammered him back!

His speed was too great to stop in time and the formation’s power too stunning. Caught off-guard, he lost balance and suffered the full brunt of the backlash. He could only groan helplessly as he bounced backwards.

The supreme lord’s face darkened at the scene. He swore quietly, “Trash!”

How could a protector king be so easily thwarted? The man was far too lacking in battle awareness. Even a child could have spotted such an obvious barrier. But fine, even if he’d missed it, how could he have been so defenseless?

Such a level of fighting prowess was sorely disappointing.

At that moment, Peerless’ figure blurred and shot towards Devourcloud, presumably to rescue his companion.

The supreme lord thought little of it. Even Devourcloud himself believed Scourcloud was trying to slow him down and lessen the impact. But when the man reached him, a cold light swept across his neck before he could react, accompanied by an explosion of murderous intent.

Everything happened in the blink of an eye. Apart from the supreme lord, no one else could see clearly what had transpired.

In the next moment, Devourcloud’s massive head flew in the air, separated from the rest of his body. His eyes remained open in death, full of shock and grievance.

His killer was naturally Emperor Peerless.

After dispatching the protector king in one blow, Peerless’ figure fell towards Sacred Peafowl Mountain.

The scene struck everyone speechless. Even the supreme lord was stupefied. He fixed Peerless with a glare, murderous rage overflowing from his eyes.

“Scourcloud, you! How dare you betray me?!” To think such a scene would occur right before the start of hostilities!

He’d made a show of strength to boost his army’s morale, but Peerless’ move immediately reversed the tide. His vanguard had been killed or turned traitor. Wasn’t this rolling up to his enemy and slapping his own face for their amusement?

Peerless tore off his mask, revealing his true, sinister-looking visage.

“Betray?” He smiled coldly. “I am Sacred Peafowl Mountain’s venerated guest elder Mo Wushuang, and proud of it! I never surrendered to you in the first place, so how could I be a traitor?”

Emperor Peerless!

The sudden turn of events struck Sacred Peafowl Mountain with shock, especially his dao partner, Madame Yun. Trembling at the familiar voice, she recklessly charged down the mountain and threw herself in his arms.

“Brother Mo, you’re back. You finally came back!” She patently suffered quite a lot during these years.

“Yu’er, I’ve made you suffer all these years.” Peerless sighed softly. “Do you blame me for doing this?”

She gently stroked his wounded face, crying with joy. “Brother Mo, I’m simply happy to have you back. Even if you turn into the devil, I’d follow you to the deepest abyss of hell. What are little wounds like these?”

Despite his endless scheming, the supreme lord was too young to have ever imagined the scene before his eyes.

“Mo Wushuang, Scourcloud... Good, very good! I’ll remember you! Once your city falls, I’ll teach you what it means to betray me. Is that your woman? You better pray I don’t get my hands on her.”

He gnashed his teeth, fuming at the loss of two right-hand men. Just then, two bloodcurdling shrieks rose from his camp.

Two Celestial Stars clad fell from the clouds without forewarning, closely followed by two figures that shot towards Sacred Peafowl Mountain at alarming speed.

These two were naturally the Jiao brothers.

They’d been angsty for their share of the action after seeing Peerless switch sides. They’d mounted a sneak attack on the Order’s ranks, killing two elders before slipping away.

Thankfully for the supreme lord, his face was concealed beneath his cloak. Otherwise, his expression would’ve surely been spectacular at the humiliation of this one-two punch.

“Finally! It was long in the making, but I’ve finally vented some!” Back on Sacred Peafowl Mountain, Jiao Yun removed his mask and revealed his true identity.

“Apologies, Supreme Lord of the Order, us brothers won’t be keeping you company any further. Hahaha, remember, our moniker is the Jiao Brothers of Mt. Huai!”

“Haha, bring it if you want revenge. Too bad you won’t have that opportunity to!” Jiao Feng gave free rein to his taunts.

The supreme seethed. “Fools! Two bit players! Do you think your loss and betrayal means anything to me?! Revenge? With the Exultation Pill’s poison coursing in your veins, you’ll be begging for a swift death in three months at most!”

Peerless remarked indifferently, “Three months? Even If I had only three days to live, I wouldn’t spend them as your subordinate.”

The supreme lord shouted, “Idiot! Am I any worse than a trivial young lord from Veluriyam?”

“Of course you are. Take a good look in the mirror. In what aspect can you rival the young lord?” Jiao Yun also steeled his heart and disregarded the threat of the Exultation Pill.

“Let’s see how you talk big once I raid your city and capture the brat alive.” The supreme lord’s anger abruptly morphed into cold resolve. He’d finally come back to his senses. Bickering with these men was beneath his noble self.

“Men, by my command, no one is allowed inside or outside Veluriyam from now on. Kill anyone who tries!”

“Yes, my lord!”

“Mo Wushuang, do you think the mountain’s restriction can keep you safe? For me, this formation is completely useless! Today, I’ll have you realize how base and weak you people are!” The supreme lord’s anger had driven him to unleash his power.

The atmosphere became oppressive as the aura of an empyrean master suddenly flared. Like the calm before the storm, air currents around him grew restless as the very air seemed to boil, shrouding the entire world in his aura.

But at this time, a fiery shadow suddenly shot in the sky above Peafowl Mountain like a blazing meteor, soaring to the heavens. It was the Vermilion Bird!

Its body twisted and warped, growing larger and larger, soon covering the sky in radiant glory. Its divine aura clashed with the supreme lord’s presence, both crazily vying for control of the heavens and earth as they ignited the very air!
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Beating Someone at His Own Game


The supreme lord bit his tongue. The city’s Vermilion Bird guardian had been partly why he hadn’t ordered an immediate assault. He feared the golems even more, but the ancient bird had been the one to appear instead. The turn of events both startled and disquieted him.

Why was the Vermilion Bird so recklessly expending its energy when so close to death? Wasn’t this accelerating its own demise? This was highly startling.

The golems’ absence also disquieted him. Had they all followed Jiang Chen to the Ninesuns Sky Sect? If so, it didn’t bode well for Elder Peng and Elder Mo’s ambush. There were eight stone brothers after all.

They might not have recovered their full strength and couldn’t match the two elders in individual fighting prowess potential. But even with the advantage of surprise, two elders against eight golems was a tall order.

Hopefully they can capture Jiang Chen quickly with the Soulless Powder! The supreme master was now regretting his decision. With the two elders by his side, he wouldn’t be forced to personally take to the frontlines.

“Vermilion Bird, why do you serve lowly humans in your decrepitude, of all things? Don’t you think it’s the ultimate disgrace for one of such divine lineage?” The supreme lord attempted to appeal with both reason and emotions.

However, the ancient bird only spoke the ancient beast language. It could understand the human’s meaning, but didn’t take it to heart.

True, the human domain’s current strength didn’t warrant the protection of such a noble, divine existence. But an insistent voice deep in its heart told it the city was worth defending, even with its life, for no other reason than Jiang Chen!

It couldn’t see through the young man, but it had a hunch that the young man could bring about an opportunity for rebirth! Such was its instinct as an ancient divine beast. For that reason, it turned a deaf ear to the supreme lord’s arguments. It had vast experience and a firm will. How could a few simple sentences sway its resolve?

Its indifference unsettled the supreme lord. Even an empyrean expert would crumble from the first blow against an ancient Vermilion Bird at its peak. If it was willing to stake its life and ignite what little life essence it had left, he had no confidence he would emerge the victor.

“Senior, Veluriyam isn’t worth sacrificing yourself for. Why not join me instead?” His voice took on a beguiling rhythm. “I can tell you’re nearing the end of your life. You have less than a century left to live. You require a place suitable for your rebirth!”

Being from Myriad Abyss Island, he was knowledgeable about the Vermilion Birds’ characteristics.

His words cut deep into the bird’s greatest weakness, sending a ripple across its heart. However, it immediately realized this man was no upstanding or reliable partner. The human’s words couldn’t be trusted.

“Senior, the spirit veins in this domain are depleted, its lands barren. It can’t sustain your rebirth. But I know of an infinitely better place! I can even take you there.” His glib tongue didn’t produce the desired effect. Rather than weakening, the divine beast’s aura thickened even further.

The ancient bird knew well that it couldn’t trust the man. Even if he was speaking the truth, he might still end up enslaving it, making it his contract beast. The fellow could scarcely conceal his intense desire to conquer and dominate. To partner with him would be to make a deal with the devil.

“Jiang Chen, I’m barely holding on here. I can intimidate him at most, but if you don’t make it back soon, I don’t have enough lifeforce left for an all-out fight…” Though its determination was too firm to be shaken, it could only deter and delay the enemy.

It could only deter and delay the enemy. No matter how firm its determination, its aged carcass wouldn’t endure an intense fight.
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“Young lord, just as you thought, there’s a group hiding along a road we must pass. Two among them are especially terrifying. My descendants don’t even dare go near them. No living creature comes out alive from an area ten miles around them!”

At the border between Veluriyam and the Ninesuns Sky Sect, the rat king kept Jiang Chen abreast of the situation as his descendants continually transmitted new information.

Traveling light, Jiang Chen and the eight golems had arrived quite a while ago and had been biding their time, waiting for the rat clan’s intelligence.

What would he have done in the supreme lord’s shoes? Given the man’s craftiness, an ambush on the way back from the Ninesuns Sky Sect was certainly on the menu. So he’d decided to try his luck.

It’d only been pure conjecture, but if he had been wrong, he would’ve slipped back to Veluriyam and fought the Order head-on. However, it seemed he’d hit the mark. He could now spring his own surprise attack on the enemies and lay waste to their schemes.

“Young lord, there aren’t many of them. We think they must have arranged a poison formation in that area. It must be why we haven’t seen any animals come back out alive.”

“A poison formation?” A sudden thought occurred to him.

He recalled the many cultivators that had been waiting outside Agarwood Valley. When he’d come out, all of them had vanished. Moreover, he hadn’t found the beginning of a clue on site.

There had been a few marks left at most, but nothing that had indicated a fierce struggle. It now seemed clear they’d been captured by the Order. How had the Order accomplished such a task with nary a trace?

Lost in thought, Jiang Chen remained silent.

“It seems the Order relies on more than empyrean powerhouses. They’re also experts in poison. Otherwise, it would have been impossible to capture so many men this easily!”

All the pieces of the puzzle finally fell into place.

“Why rely on poison? It means they aren’t as overwhelmingly strong they’d like us to believe. Why use such slow methods otherwise?” Using cold logic, he hypothesized the enemy’s strength.

“They must be afraid of something. Hm, now that I think of it, that supreme lord must have been hiding in the secret realm and seen everything. Otherwise, why would he have sent so many impostors to Upper Eight Regions’ sects to rally the northern alliance against me? He must know I’ve obtained the Primosanct Sect’s inheritance, and even about the golem brothers and Senior Vermilion!”

This must be why the Order had always been reluctant to face him outright.

It was strong without a doubt, but not strong enough to subdue eight primordial era golems. Given the supreme lord’s ambition, he wouldn’t have wasted time with such roundabout strategy.

The mention of poison suddenly gave the young lord an idea. Scenes of previous battles suddenly emerged in his mind, especially the battle at Cloudshatter Range in Great Scarlet.

Back then, the Veranda master had submitted to Demon Emperor Bloodmalva and deployed the demonic miasma. The Golden Cicada blood had rendered Jiang Chen immune to poison, but he’d feigned weakness to encourage a direct attack from the Veranda master, then instantly killed the latter with a sudden counterattack.

That plan was perfect, if I say so myself. Why not use it again?

“Use the Order’s own plans against them…” He suddenly couldn’t stop this train of thought. “Big Stone, I have a plan. Are you brothers willing to give it a try?”

The golem replied straightforwardly. “Savior, you saved us. Our lives are yours. We’ll do whatever you tell us.”

Jiang Chen explained his plan. The golems beamed with excitement, but Big Stone was soon crestfallen. “Savior, we golems are strong, but we aren’t immune to poison.”

Jiang Chen smiled. “But you don’t need to worry about that.”

He summoned the Thundercloud Cicada. After many years of evolution, the cicada’s strength had greatly improved, reaching an entirely new level of existence. As a result, its bloodline had also been strengthened.

The Cicada howled at the prospect of giving away eight drops of blood. “Big brother Chen, aren’t you too cruel? You’re going to suck my little body dry at this rate.”

Jiang Chen laughed. “Just how much have I asked of you over so many years?”

Indeed, he hadn’t asked much of the critter until now. Hence, despite its wails and shrieks, the cicada still complied after playing coy for a while, obediently handing over eight drops of blood essence. “A drop a year. I’m playing dead for the next eight years. Big brother Chen, just forget about me in the meantime!”
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Nets Above and Snares Below


After receiving the Golden Cicada bloodline, Jiang Chen bestowed the eight drops upon the golem brothers.

When the Stone Golems had first seen the diminutive and cowardly Cicada, they’d first been dismissive. That prejudice was quickly discarded for wide smiles when their savior told them the blood would make them impervious to poison.

In the primordial age, apart from tremendous brute force in fights, Stone Golems hadn’t been particularly strong in any other area. Opponents with specialized skills could run circles around the strong golem warriors. Poison, in particular, was something the tribe had been very wary of.

Back then, races adept at poison had littered the ground, bringing a world of hurt to the Stone Golems. They were naturally delighted when they heard that refining the Golden Cicada bloodline would put this weakness to rest, once and for all.

The process didn’t take too long.

“Savior, do us brothers really not have to be afraid of poison in the future?” Big Stone was still a little uneasy at the prospect.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “Are you still worried?”

Big Stone scratched his head and smiled honestly. “If our savior says it’s so, then it must be so.”

“Don’t worry, there’s not that many poisons in the world that can overcome a Golden Cicada bloodline.” Jiang Chen refrained from talking in absolutes. Though it was a strong bloodline, everything had its counter. Incidentally, the young lord also knew what the Golden Cicada’s was.

The golem brothers had now received a boost to their fighting capabilities. They were used to simply brute forcing fights, so the cicada’s bloodline would be highly useful protection in the future.

Jiang Chen then set his mind to the task of brainstorming battle strategies.

Over on Veluriyam’s side, Elders Peng and Mo had set up nets above and snares below, waiting for the young lord to return from the Ninesuns Sky Sect. They didn’t have many with them, but all were elites and deeply trusted men of the Order. These were all confidantes that the young master had brought from Myriad Abyss Island.

“Elder Peng, Elder Mo, we’ve arranged scouts at the appropriate locations. We’ll have firsthand notification as soon as Jiang Chen shows up,” a one-eyed man reported in respectfully.

Elder Peng smiled. “Very good. By my estimation, Jiang Chen’s group should be here no later than three days. He’ll come back with everything he has to reinforce his city.”

Elder Mo nodded as well. “The child values relationships. This is his weakness.”

“It doesn’t matter. He’s just a mundane brat who’s exhausted most of his luck to get to this point. The future of the Divine Abyss Continent falls to Myriad Abyss Island after all.”

The one-eyed man suddenly interjected, “Elder Peng, what if that Jiang Chen doesn’t take this road?”

“He has to, this is the fastest way to Veluriyam. He’ll have to take a long detour if he doesn’t come this way. The value of an army lies in its speed. He won’t waste needless effort like that. He probably wishes that he could instantly transport all of his men back home!” Elder Peng had a deeper understanding of Jiang Chen since he’d collected a great deal of intelligence about the young lord during this time.

Elder Mo however, added in, “We still need to be mentally prepared for the possibility.”

“Elder Mo, you too think that Jiang Chen won’t take this route?” The other elder smiled merrily. “How about we make a bet? Jiang Chen will certainly rush back at top speed when he hears the news and will certainly come down this road. There’s no doubt about it.” Elder Peng was highly confident.

Elder Mo shook his head. “No. I too think there’s a 90% chance that he will pass by here. However, we must be prepared for exceptions.”

“There won’t be.” Elder Peng gave further orders to his men. “Make your preparations, it’s harvest time! Remember, capture them alive. Our supreme lord needs more manpower, and while these cretins of the human domain aren’t worth much, they’re the strongest the region can offer at the moment. It’d be a waste to kill them.

“Especially Jiang Chen! Keep him alive at all costs! He possesses many secrets and we need him to resolve them!”

Taking the young lord alive was absolutely not because the Order treasured talent. They just wanted the treasures that Jiang Chen possessed. There was no fear about the valuables getting away if they had control over their owner, but miraculous pill recipes like the Emperor Supremacy Pill and Pinecrane Pill needed the boy to give them up himself. If he was killed out of hand, it was highly likely that the recipes would be lost.

Such wanton waste was something the Order never wanted to see.

“Stop worrying, Elder Mo. Nothing will go wrong.” Elder Peng could tell that his counterpart was still preoccupied.

The elder sighed softly. “I’m not worried, I just feel that something’s amiss.”

“What’s amiss?” Elder Peng laughed heartily. “With our plans, the human domain would be far too scary if anything still crops up after our plans. And be honest, is this domain really that frightening? Look at the Heavenly Dragon Sect, the Ninesuns Sky Sect, and the so-called behemoth Pillfire City. This is no longer the human domain of the ancient times, there’s no need to scare ourselves like this. These worthless trash have utterly embarrassed all of our ancestors!”

Whether it was the inhabitants of Myriad Abyss Island or the human domain, all shared ancestors from the ancient age.

Elder Mo had much he still wanted to say, but he wasn’t at liberty to say much else under the circumstances. There had to be an extent to the amount of cold water one poured out. Too much and it would impact troop morale, leading to grave consequences.

He changed the topic instead. “Elder Peng, will the supreme lord be able to handle his side?”

Elder Peng pondered for a moment. “That Vermilion Bird is at the end of its tether. The supreme lord can absolutely contend with it and not come off worse in the fight. The question now is that we don’t know how many Stone Golems were left in Veluriyam Capital.”

“With Jiang Chen’s cautiousness, he certainly left a couple.”

As they spoke, the one-eyed underling hurried back to them. “Elder Peng, Elder Mo. Four giants are coming from Veluriyam at an exceptionally fast speed.”

“Four giants?” The elders looked at each other and recalled something at the same time.

“Can it be the Stone Golems?” Elder Peng wondered in a solemn tone. “Anything else? Any specifics?”

“Not yet. The four giants move at a terrifying speed and momentum. They seem like they want to challenge the heavens themselves.”

“It must be the Stone Golems.” Elder Peng concluded with certainty. “Are you sure there’s only four?”

“Just four, that I’m sure of.”

Elder Peng fell silent for a moment and abruptly chuckled after a light flashed through his eyes.

“Elder Peng, why are you laughing?” The other elder found this development strange.

“Elder Mo, this is a good thing. Don’t you think it’s strange that the Stone Golems are coming from Veluriyam?” Elder Peng couldn’t stop chuckling.

“Not at all. They must be guarding Veluriyam, so why is it odd they’re coming from there? I rather worry about our master instead.”

“Stop worrying over nothing, our master will be fine. It’s even better that the Stone Golems have left. If my guess is correct, these four must be worried that Jiang Chen will meet with an accident along the way, so have come out to meet their young lord. This means that Jiang Chen only has four of them by his side, and these four approaching are here to meet him! It looks like Veluriyam has already deduced that our master is just surrounding them and plan on attacking their reinforcements instead!”

Elder Peng’s speculation did indeed make sense.

Elder Mo also nodded after some thought. “Yes, that makes sense. It looks like Veluriyam isn’t the average mediocrity after all.”

“Hmph, of course not. Why else would our master go to such trouble and care in his plans? This faction is his only concern!” Though Elder Peng disliked Jiang Chen and Veluriyam Capital, he had a very high opinion of the faction. “Alright, everyone take your positions. We’re going to run into Stone Golems from Veluriyam before we see Jiang Chen from the Ninesuns Sky Sect. This is a warm up!”

Elder Peng cackled darkly. “This is possibly an opportunity for us! If the Stone Golems end up in our hands, House Xiahou’s position on Myriad Abyss Island will climb even further! This will give us even more resources when challenging the rest of the world in the future!”

Stone Golems were a strong race from the primordial times. Inhabitants of Myriad Abyss Island knew about this to a certain extent. Elder Peng had quite an appetite.

Elder Mo’s expression shifted slightly as well, plainly infected by his colleague’s enthusiasm. Taking the Stone Golems for themselves and returning them to their peak power would make them a frightening existence in Myriad Abyss Island! Just how frightening would House Xiahou be then?

“Everyone get ready, haul in the nets and get ready for four fat fish first!” Elder Peng called out excitedly. This was one hell of an appetizer!

The four Stone Golems were barefoot and had strapped heavy weapons to their back. They were charging forward like they were back on a primordial battlefield. Each one of their strides matched several of a human’s and were powered by extreme speed. They charged forward like four currents of vicious tidewater.

“Hook, line, and sinker!” Joy dawned in the elder’s eyes.
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Who’s Smarter than Who?


A hundred miles, fifty, thirty, ten…

The four stone golem braves expanded from small dots to big blots before Elder Peng’s eyes. It took only a few moments before they arrived on the ambush site. Though the golems were still on the outskirts, they were nevertheless already enclosed in the trap.

“Keep your calm. Don’t move before I give the word!” Elder Peng was a Myriad Abyss Island expert through and through. His calmness in the face of overwhelming joy bore testament to his status as an elder of House Xiahou. The closer the goal was, the more rational he became.

He knew very well the frenzied strength the stone golems possessed. If they were discovered now, that would be no benefit to the Order.

As the golems had only just entered the area of the ambush, the Soulless Powder of Wind and Cloud hadn’t taken full effect yet. Given their incredible combat prowess, it was unwise to fight the golems before they were put out of commission.

Someone backed into a corner often entered a maddened state of mind. In particular, self-destruction for common ruin was frequent. An explosive finale before death was certainly something to be wary about. There was no need to make things harder for oneself.

Elder Peng waited for the four stone golems to notice that things were awry.

Soulless Powder wasn’t a fast-acting poison, but an imperceptible and invasive kind. Anyone afflicted by it would lose the ability to resist without even noticing. When they did, it would be too late.

This was also why they had been able to capture so many cultivators at Agarwood Valley’s entrance. Not that they didn’t have the raw strength to do so – instead, the goal had been to reel them in without a fight. That was unlikely without the poison.

The Soulless Powder had been extremely efficient to that end.

Poisons were unique in that anyone could be susceptible to them, regardless of whether the victim was spirit or empyrean realm. An unwary cultivator was also a dead one.

In ancient times, countless capable men were slain by strange and curious toxins. Because of their wide applicability, poison use was a perennially popular discipline spanning from time immemorial all the way to the present. Moreover, poison-related heritages were also popular.

Everyone held their breaths. No one dared make a peep, that they might unwittingly startle the four stone golems and alert them ahead of time.The ambush site was very large and the poison dispersed over an immense area. The Goldbiter Rats had steered clear of it ten miles out because of this precise reason. No living thing could survive it.

Time passed little by little.

Elder Peng’s joy mounted with each ticking second. He could see the four stone golems gradually slowing down. That meant the poison was already beginning to affect them. When signs of their intoxication became clear, it meant the poison had progressed very far along.

Elder Mo glanced at his colleague. Elder Peng inclined his head a little, signalling that his fellow should wait a little more.

It was at this time that the stone golem brave running at the forefront slowed his step. A distressing shriek came out of his mouth. He seemed to utter something to his fellows, who responded with the same kind of unintelligible language. They were evidently roused over something.

Elder Peng was utterly jubilant. He knew that the four golems had finally realized they were poisoned. It was time for the trap’s jaws to snap shut.

“Go!” With a wave of the elder’s hand, the Order’s men shot out from the darkness one by one. They formed a circle a hundred meters or so out from the four stone golems.

The ambush party wasn’t large in size. There were only a few dozen here. However, Elders Peng and Mo were clearly a cut above the rest given their empyrean expertise. The remaining were uniformly great emperors. Their average ability far surpassed their human domain brethren.

Myriad Abyss Island produced remarkable people indeed. These were the core forces of the Order of Wind and Cloud, the supreme lord’s hidden trump card.

The human domain experts he’d gathered into the Order of Wind and Cloud – the eight Protector Kings, thirty-six Celestial Stars, and seventy-two Earthly Fiends – they were only a portion of the Order’s full strength. These men present today were the real elites he’d brought from Myriad Abyss Island, the men that gave him a backbone in this wide world.

The four stone golem brothers affixed these people with angry, wide-eyed glares. All sorts of weird noises came from their mouths.

Elder Peng snickered. “Stop shouting. Speak normally.”

Of course the golems were only acting. Acting was their natural weak point because of the tribe’s penchant for honesty, which meant that the brothers couldn’t exactly do a stellar job.

Pretending to be poisoned, angry, and fearful in the absence of any actual poison was a tremendously tough job.

Jiang Chen had kept their limited acting skills in mind during the planning for this particular play. The only thing he’d asked of them was to shout loudly at the right time. Eschewing speech in favor of incomprehensible shouting made things much easier and much more plausible.

Elder Peng smirked when he saw the four golems’ fury.

Thump, thump, thump, thump!

Their gigantic bodies toppled to the earth amid incensed shouting.

The elder could no longer hold back his brazen laughter. “Elder Mo, we’ve landed four big catches today. The Order’s fortunes are unrivaled, no?”

Elder Mo nodded, but he did utter a word of caution. “Elder Peng, the shouting from those four just now sounded pretty strange.”

“Anyone would do strange things upon finding himself poisoned.” Elder Peng didn’t seem to mind all that much. “Come,” he waved, “let’s get a closer look.”

The four stone golem braves were splayed on the ground, groaning.

Elder Peng approached them, coming to a stop before one of them with a kick. “How does the Soulless Powder taste, you big oaf?”

“Coward!” The stone golem in question cursed.

“What a shame. The Primordial Stone Golem Tribe, fallen in servitude to some petty brat. Hilarious, truly!” As the victor today, Elder Peng found it easy to gloat. “Now you see. Neither Veluriyam Capital nor Jiang Chen can give your tribe a bright future. You only have one way forward, and that is with the Order of Wind and Cloud!”

“What is Order? I’m not joining!” The golem called out.

“Tsk, tsk. The Order of Wind and Cloud is destined to rule the human domain in the future. The supreme lord is a high-born aristocrat from Myriad Abyss Island. How can these dogs of the human domain compare?”

The giant furrowed his brow, seemingly hesitant about something.

“You four are just the appetizer,” Elder Peng said coolly. “When Jiang Chen comes back from the Ninesuns Sky Sect, he will become my prisoner too. Remember, no one in the human domain can stand against the supreme lord. Not Jiang Chen or anyone else!”

Elder Mo moved his mouth when he heard his fellow elder’s words. However, he didn’t say anything in the end. Still, he felt that something wasn’t quite right about this. But what? He couldn’t say exactly.

The burly man sighed. “Ok, we give up. Antidote.”

Elder Peng chuckled. “The antidote? Sure, that’s easy enough. However, you must swear your loyalty first. I can’t trust you otherwise.”

“We swear.” The golem nodded. “I, Third Stone, do swear…”

The elder was glowed with pleasure. Once an oath was given, the four stone golems could never betray them.

It was at this moment that something extremely unexpected happened.

The wheezing giant bounced up from the ground like he had been injected with adrenaline He threw his titanic body at Elder Peng with lightning speed.

This rapid shift in circumstances caused made the color drain from the elder’s face and his heart to sink. His reflexes were quick enough to allow him to dodge out of the way in the nick of time. Unfortunately, the other three chose to strike in the next second.

Thump! Thump!

Elder Peng was able to dodge the first attack, but not the second or third. The stone golems had just executed one of their secret techniques, the ‘Flying Boulder Leap’. It was a remarkably potent attack that treated the user’s body as a meteoric object, combining strength and speed into a single blow.

Indeed, the impact might as well have been a meteor from outer space. Even an empyrean expert like Elder Peng suffered tremendous internal injury after being smashed several times over. He coughed up an excessive amount of blood.

“This isn’t good!” Elder Mo understood the gravity of the situation when he saw his colleague being hit. He was upright enough to attempt to escape alongside his wounded comrade as a cloud of light.

A few more forces surged towards his back from outside, cutting his plans short. The sheer threat behind them was enough to apply a heavy weight to the elder’s entire body. The possibility of fatality was almost certain.

Given the danger they were in, Elder Mo could no longer rescue his colleague. He veered instinctively, choosing another direction to hurtle away in. Getting Elder Peng out of there was impossible. Escaping with his life was the top priority.

He felt more than slight regret at what had happened; the strangeness of it all hadn’t escaped him, but Elder Peng had been too insistent on his own strategy, so much so that there hadn’t been an opportunity to interrupt.

It seemed that his instincts were correct after all. Elder Peng’s optimism had been false!

“I must escape to inform the supreme lord!” Elder Mo had only one thought on his mind now. He had no energy to take care of his fellow elder.

The disabled Elder Peng was happy to see Elder Mo shooting towards him. The other elder was more than likely on his way to bring him out of this bind. Uninjured, Elder Mo was more than capable enough of bringing a rider along on a one-way trip out of this place.

He hadn’t quite expected the other elder to suddenly swerve and leave.

In the midst of his shock, a powerful aura blasted into being behind him. A cleaver of an axe slammed down into the earth. There was a scattering of light. Both the elder’s body and soul were sliced into two, blood and guts spilling everywhere!
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The Slaughter Begins


Lingering slivers of fragmented thoughts flickered into Elder Peng’s brain before his body broke into a million pieces.

The stone golem brothers who’d looked like they were on death’s door were full of vigor again. Their gargantuan forms prowled all over the place, reaping the lives of those around like them like sheaves of wheat. These men were elite experts from Myriad Abyss Island, but the golems were at a decisive advantage.

The maddened slaughter cut down great emperors left and right.

Though Elder Mo had escaped in a relatively safe direction, the pressure behind him hadn’t abated. Suddenly, the hurtling elder froze in his tracks. Panic flashed through his eyes. A giant like the ones he’d just fled from had leaped right into his way, an oversized weapon in his hefty hands. The golem smashed his weapon down with intimidating, world-shaking force.

“An ambush!” Elder Mo drew a sharp breath, making to turn once more. In his brief moment of hesitation, however, several more figures came from every direction.

“Where are you going, old man?” A mocking voice came from the side.

Whoosh whoosh whoosh whoosh!

Four shadows appeared in midair. It was the four other stone golem brothers, Big Stone leading the charge. Elder Mo was trapped!

The four brothers had thoroughly locked down the area. The elder felt four veritable mountains bearing down on him, blocking exit through any means. Blanching, he tried to dash away. Unfortunately for him, it was far too late.

The four brothers left no openings. They were walls of tough solid stone, and there was no crack for him to escape through.

“How can this be?” Elder Mo was thoroughly shocked. How were all eight stone golem brothers be at Veluriyam Capital. None of them had gone to the Ninesuns Sky Sect with Jiang Chen?

Was Jiang Chen so arrogant as to not bring both the Vermilion Bird and the eight stone golem brothers? Wasn’t he afraid of a confrontation with the supreme lord?

Or had he predicted that the Order’s main force wasn’t at Ninesuns in the first place? But, if that was really the case, why had he gone to Ninesuns at all?

Elder Mo felt pain shoot through his heart when he thought of this. A terrifying thought flickered through his mind. “Did Jiang Chen calculate all this? Is he not at the Ninesuns Sky Sect at all, maybe? Was his expedition there a smokescreen? A smoke bomb to deceive us with?”

A chill ran down Elder Mo’s spine. If that was the case, then Jiang Chen was a fearsome foe indeed. The Order had distracted from their actual goal in order to launch a sneak attack on Veluriyam Capital, but its opponent had guessed everything beforehand! Jiang Chen had been lying in wait for them all along!

The elder’s heartbeat raced with unspeakable horror.

It was at this time that the four stone golem brothers approached. “Where are you going, old man?” Big Stone cackled.

Elder Mo’s face colored again. He pushed his consciousness to its limits in order to find a ray of hope.

“Don’t bother, there’s no way out.” It wasn’t one of the golem brothers, but a different voice from afar.

The elder’s pupils contracted violently once more. He glanced toward the source of the sound to see a perfectly relaxed Jiang Chen sitting atop a slope not far from here.

“You… you’re Jiang Chen?” Elder Mo suddenly recalled something.

“You’re a keen one. I heard that other old fart boast earlier that you were from Myriad Abyss Island, hmm?” Jiang Chen looked back at the old man with a half-smile.

Elder Mo was utterly exasperated. He’d already felt Elder Peng self-reporting their origin was unwise. He simply hadn’t considered it too much, given that victory seemed to be within their grasp.

But exposing that information was much more likely to draw trouble now. After all, there was a taboo over the entire island that its cultivators weren’t supposed to arbitrarily enter the human domain without permission.

This time, more than a handful of people had trespassed illegally. The sheer number of experts who’d come amounted to essentially a personal army. If Myriad Abyss Island got wind of this, House Xiahou was sure to be censured, or worse.

Though he was unnerved, Elder Mo outwardly harrumphed. “What Myriad Abyss Island? You’re talking nonsense! I’m a hermit of the Upper Eight Regions. Jiang Chen, if you want to lead the human race, you must give us older cultivators sufficient respect!”

Jiang Chen burst out into laughter. The old man was lying through his teeth.

“If you really were seniors of the human domain, I would respect you. Unfortunately, you aren’t, and neither is anyone in the Order of Wind and Cloud. Tell me, which faction are you from?” His tone was even-handed.

Elder Mo was unwilling to admit to anything. “Jiang Chen, your disrespect to us hermit seniors alone is enough. What is with the ‘Myriad Abyss Island’ excuse? Who doesn’t know about the lack of communication between Myriad Abyss and the human domain?” He appeared to be defiant unto death.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “I was planning to give you a chance to live if you admitted to it. Given that you refuse to talk even when your life is on the line, you can go to hell with the other old fart!”

“Kill him!” Jiang Chen’s command was cold and cruel. He had been provoked to the point of no return. The actions of the Order of Wind and Cloud had put one foot too many over the line. Without information from Emperor Peerless and the Veluriyam Pagoda as a relay point, both he and his city would’ve suffered a catastrophic loss.

If he really had rushed back from Ninesuns and fallen into the midst of this ambush, the eight stone golem brothers and his other subordinates would have all succumbed to the trap.

Without the Stone Golems, Jiang Chen would’ve had only one choice under the encirclement of two empyrean experts and a couple dozen great emperors: to use his spacetime seal to flee into the Veluriyam Pagoda.

But even if he had managed to escape with his life intact, the others wouldn’t have had that kind of luck. What chance of victory did he have against a powerful Order by himself, even if he’d managed to return to Veluriyam Capital?

He was thoroughly alarmed by the extent of the sect’s conspiracy. Moreover, he had a natural hostility towards Myriad Abyss Island. Huang’er’s suffering at being taken away and Elder Xi’s pride had frustrated him to no end. Especially against those hostile to him in the first place, Jiang Chen had no compassion to spare for anyone from the island whatsoever.

Elder Mo knew well that his only choice today was to fight to the death.

Jiang Chen’s execution order was countered by the elder’s wholehearted effort to match the four golem brothers in frenzied battle. His objective wasn’t to win, but find an opportunity to flee.

However, Jiang Chen had already settled on the battle plan. He knew that Big Stone and his brothers were recovering comparatively slowly. They weren’t even a fifth of their peak strength yet.

In one on one combat, no single brother was Elder Mo’s equal. Things became more even when it was two on one.

Four on one? Clear advantage for the numbered side. This was the kind of tactic Jiang Chen enjoyed.

Of course, Elder Mo was able to hang on to a reasonable degree. Elder Peng had died so quickly because of an ambush. The suddenness of the strikes had grievously wounded him.

Elder Mo was perfectly healthy and at his prime. Even four golems united would have some trouble taking him down quickly.

Thankfully, the four other golems were able to shift some of their attention over after mowing down a group of the great emperors.

In no time at all, six stone golems were involved in the assault on Elder Mo. The remaining two continued their pursuit of the scattered great emperors under Jiang Chen’s orders.

Jiang Chen’s Holy Dragon Bow didn’t lie idle, either. His closed door cultivation had yielded a significant increase in cultivation level, but he’d also developed the crowning treasure of the Primosanct Sect a fair bit.

Currently, he was pairing the power of the bow with his Evil Golden Eye’s lock-on ability to snipe great emperors who were being hunted down by the stone golem brothers. The experts in question fled every which way in impotent panic.

Each person Jiang Chen confirmed in his sights meant that someone died to an arrow from the Holy Dragon Bow. As the most prized treasure of the ancient Primosanct Sect, the bow was powerful indeed!

He didn’t need to take any breaks in his firing. Eight elites from Myriad Abyss Island were dead in no time at all. Of course, Jiang Chen had enough self-awareness to know that he would have very little success in facing these experts head on.

He was having such an easy time because of the immense pressure the stone golem braves were exerting. The great emperors were too preoccupied with running to perceive the other threats to their lives. This gave Jiang Chen plenty of opportunities to take pot shots.

Under the scope of the Holy Dragon Bow, the great emperors fell one by one. He was revitalized upon each kill. It was the first time he was able to kill so many great emperors so quickly and easily.

The surrounding area was filled with corpses in the blink of an eye.

If any cultivator from the human domain had borne witness to this, they would’ve been chilled to the bone. After all, the people that had died were all great emperors!

Experts like that in the human domain were fearsome anywhere, guaranteed to be at the top of their class.

“Third Stone, don’t overdo it. Leave a couple alive!” Jiang Chen was perfectly happy to kill indiscriminately, but he didn’t forget himself. The old man was evidently of no use when it came to information. He could only hope to capture a couple alive in order to extract it from them instead. He wasn’t interested in being targeted without knowing who the mastermind was.
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House Xiahou


As a rule, the Primordial Stone Golem Tribe didn’t understand how to leave survivors. Their favorite pastime in combat was to crush their opponents with violent force. This was especially true when they had the upper hand. They relished demolishing each and every enemy in their path.

As such, they couldn’t quite come to grips with Jiang Chen’s order to capture some prisoners. Still, they had to try their best to comply.

Two great emperors ended up being the lucky ones. The hammer and mace hurtling towards their heads a moment earlier suddenly swerved, the weapons’ butts sweeping into them instead. The amount of trauma delivered was immensely different from a no-holds-barred overhead smash.

The only possible consequence of the latter was a head smashed like a watermelon. A hard tap with the handle involved incapacitation and maiming at worst.

Thump, thump. The two elite cultivators fell to the ground, relieved of further fighting ability.

“Savior, here you go.” Third Stone was evidently dissatisfied with having to spare two of his prey. He tossed the incapacitated cultivators before Jiang Chen in a heap before taking off with a roar in renewed pursuit.

Jiang Chen grabbed both incapacitated cultivators, dumping them into a corner.

“Alright, speak up. Are we doing this the easy way or the hard way?” He had no interest in wasting words. He didn’t find torture particularly palatable, but he would resort to it if he had to.

“Pah, kill me already. How could warriors from Myriad Abyss Island beg for mercy from a lowly human domain cultivator like you?” A short-haired man who looked thoroughly moody had spoken. He didn’t appear to be a well-tempered individual, and retained arrogance even as a prisoner.

Jiang Chen burst out into laughter. What a fool. Did he not realize his place as a prisoner? What was he trying to prove?

Jiang Chen didn’t want to waste time talking. This kind of foolhardy person was sure to have an equally stubborn personality. It was a pipe dream to expect cooperation from someone like that.

Without further ceremony, he summoned both Long Xiaoxuan and the Astral White Tiger. “Here you go, some food.”

The two spirit creatures were tremendously excited to get some fresh air. They set upon the hard-headed cultivator ravenously. And though vitality was escaping from the corpses strewn everywhere, it wasn’t doing so briskly. Even carrion was superb nourishment for Long Xiaoxuan and the White Tiger.

The ferocity of Jiang Chen’s pets caused the remaining prisoner to blanch in terror.

“Do you want to be like him? Or are you going to cooperate?” Jiang Chen’s tone was frigid.

This prisoner was different from his dead comrade. The lack of color in his face was proof enough that this man didn’t have nearly the same sort of resolve.

“If you do, I may let you live.”

“Really?” This was instantly attractive to the prisoner, who asked after some hesitation.

“Do you think I like telling jokes to worthless strangers?” Jiang Chen smiled coolly.

The prisoner thought about it. “I can tell you everything I know, but… I’ll need an oath.”

“You won’t get an oath, but I never break my promises. I’ll let you live, but you must still suffer through some kind of punishment.”

“Pun… punishment?” The prisoner stuttered.

“Okay, you know about my offer already. It’s up to you whether you divulge your information, but my patience is limited.” Jiang Chen looked serenely in the other directions. “There are more still alive right now. Maybe they’ll be more interested.”

Those afraid of death tended to be characterized by that fear.

The prisoner shuddered and nodded. “Alright, I’ll talk! I hope you keep your promise and let me live, though. I guarantee that I will cast off my current identity and never return to Myriad Abyss Island ever again!”

Jiang Chen shrugged. He didn’t much care about the prisoner’s futures, to be honest.

“Yes, we do come from Myriad Abyss Island.” The prisoner inclined his head with quite a bit of certainty.

“Is that it?” Jiang Chen’s tone took a turn for the chillier. “Do you think that the fact you come from Myriad Abyss Island is at all useful to me?”

Terror flashed through the prisoner’s eyes. “W-we…” he muttered, “we come from House Xiahou on Myriad Abyss Island.”

“House Xiahou?” Jiang Chen’s face darkened when he heard that name. Some less than pleasant memories resurfaced in his mind. He could not and would not forget them. Huang’er had told him very clearly that this was the house of her mortal enemy.

It was quite a bit stronger than the House Yan that Huang’er belonged to.

The prisoner nodded. “Yes, House Xiahou.”

“So, the so-called supreme lord of the Order of Wind and Cloud is someone from House Xiahou?”

“Yes, he’s the seventh master of the house. Among the younger generation, he’s the third-best genius! Still, the most promising is definitely the third master.”

“Third Master? What’s his name?” Jiang Chen inquired emotionlessly. The mention of a ‘most promising’ genius reminded him of Huang’er and the bastard that wanted to use her as a cultivation vessel.

If his estimations were correct, said bastard was none other than the foremost genius among House Xiahou’s younger generation… this third master, in other words.

“He… his name is Xiahou Zong. On Myriad Abyss Island, he is also often called Third Master Zong.”

Third Master Zong?

Jiang Chen committed the name to memory. This was an enemy he was fated to face, possibly in the near future.

“The supreme lord of the Order is the seventh master? What’s his name?” He asked upon taking another deep breath.

“Xiahou Jing. He is quite prominent within House Xiahou too. Without Xiahou Zong’s absurd talent, he would be one of the best contenders for the house’s inheritance.”

“So Xiahou Zong isn’t doing well within his house?” Jiang Chen followed the prisoner’s line of thought with a half-smile.

“Well, not quite that. House Xiahou is very rich and powerful, enough to raise several geniuses in tandem. Because Xiahou Jing is slightly inferior to his brother, he knows he doesn’t have much hope of becoming the heir. That’s why he decided to make this dangerous maneuver of sneaking into the human domain to seek his fortune.”

“Seek his fortune?” Jiang Chen frowned. Wasn’t the human domain significantly worse off than Myriad Abyss Island at present? What fortune was there to seek? Did Xiahou Jing have brain damage? Things were likely more complicated than he had first thought.

The prisoner nodded, then went into more detail to placate Jiang Chen. “I’m not very high up in the hierarchy, so I don’t know many secrets, but I did hear that this trip was made to find something very precious. Getting hands on it is supposed to be more valuable than inheriting the whole of House Xiahou. That was why Xiahou Jing took this risk.”

“Risk? If he came to the human domain covertly, who could threaten him?” Jiang Chen was stating only the plain truth. He had no intentions of putting down the human domain.

If those from House Xiahou hadn’t done anything too exciting or explosive, no one really would have been able to threaten them.

“The real threat comes from the others on Myriad Abyss Island,” the prisoner smiled wryly. “Since ancient times, there’s been a rule that the island’s descendants aren’t permitted to enter the human domain. Although the two hundred thousand years time limit is almost up, the restriction hasn’t been explicitly lifted. Because of this, it’s forbidden to head to the human domain without permission. If no one presses charges, it’s fine, but many people would be quite happy to take advantage of this lapse in protocol. If all of them band together, even a faction as big as House Xiahou would be in trouble!”

Jiang Chen instantly understood.

No wonder Elder Shun had been punished so severely and unable to leave the island again. There must have been others who’d hounded him over it.

Jiang Chen felt indescribable worry whenever he thought of Huang’er’s plight.

“Let me ask you this, how much do you know of the conflict between House Xiahou and House Yan?”

“Oh, I know all about it, I do,” the captive answered hurriedly. “House Yan’s Miss Huang’er has returned to Myriad Abyss Island. I heard that she has a tough attitude. She would prefer to die rather than become a cultivation vessel for Third Master Zong.”

“How is she doing?” Jiang Chen asked with concern.

“We subordinates only hear about the masters and misses through hearsay. I don’t quite know for certain. I’d assume though, that she wouldn’t be able to defy the third master on account of her parents still being imprisoned. Third Master Zong isn’t planning on using her yet, because his cultivation isn’t quite there. When it is, I don’t fancy her chances…”

This person clearly didn’t know about Huang’er’s foray into the human domain or Jiang Chen’s relationship with her. He was completely unrestrained in his discussion.

After all, Huang’er’s affair was limited to high-ranking members of the house only. It was reasonable for Xiahou Jing to have known, but it would be a stretch to expect the same of a grunt like the captive.

Jiang Chen’s face was purple. He was most worried about Huang’er. She was far away on Myriad Abyss Island, so he couldn’t help her even if she wanted to. From what this guy was saying, Xiahou Zong was stronger than Xiahou Jing.

If Xiahou Jing was empyrean realm, Xiahou Zong was sure to be higher than that. Even if they were similar in cultivation level, the latter was surely more talented than the former. An opponent like that was very hard for the current him to deal with.

“How strong is House Xiahou on Myriad Abyss Island as a whole?” Jiang Chen asked again.

“Myriad Abyss Island is a huge place. I’m pretty unimportant, so I don’t actually know its extent. From what I know through rumors, Myriad Abyss Island is said to be limitless, with countless islands, factions, and kingdoms. There are ten divine kingdoms on Myriad Abyss and House Xiahou is located in Eternal Divine Kingdom. In that divine kingdom, the house is among the top ten factions there!”

Ten divine nations? Countless kingdoms and islands?

The Eternal Divine Nation?

For Jiang Chen, all this information was new. However, it did give him a cursory preview about how Myriad Abyss Island functioned. He’d heard a few tidbits many years ago from Huang’er as well – though she hadn’t gone into much detail at the time. Jiang Chen committed all of what he’d heard to memory.
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An Unparalleled Shot


Jiang Chen wrung quite a bit more information about House Xiahou. The man wasn’t able to go into details, but he had quite a good overview of the clan.

The young lord struck the man in the dantian with his palm after he was done.

“Half of your cultivation in return for your life. I believe that’s fair.” After knocking the man out, Jiang Chen threw him aside, and left him to fend for himself.

Losing half of one’s cultivation was still better than death.

Jiang Chen was in a better mood now that he’d finally gathered intelligence on his enemy. However, he still couldn’t help but scowl when he was reminded of House Xiahou.

On the bright side, the people behind the Order of Wind and Cloud had finally been exposed.

The Order had ever been in the shadows while he was in the light. He’d no choice but to watch from the sidelines as the sect cast its shadow upon the entire domain. Grasping their background had boosted his confidence by a long mile.

House Xiahou! I don’t care how prominent you are in Myriad Abyss Island! If you harm a single hair on Huang’er’s head, I’ll bury all of you myself!

Jiang Chen wasn’t a ruthless tyrant, but neither was he a pushover. He would never show mercy to those who crossed his bottom line.

If Huang’er was harmed in any way, he would destroy this blasted clan and wipe them off the face of the Divine Abyss Continent!

Meanwhile, Elder Mo could barely hang on against the combined attacks of six golems.

Third Stone and Forth Stone were almost done with the stragglers as well. The dozen or so elites stood no chance against the two brothers.

“It’s time to end this.” Jiang Chen picked up his bow with a cold glint in his eyes. This time, his sights were set on Elder Mo.

With his current abilities, he shouldn’t be able to fatally wound the elder. In fact, Jiang Chen wouldn’t even be able to fend for himself in a direct face-off.

However, the old man was hanging by a thread, while the young lord burned with rage and killing after learning about the Order’s background. His emotions affected the Holy Dragon Bow as well. Unknowingly, his affinity for the bow had developed to the next level.

Without a doubt, this was a fantastic development. Only by increasing his affinity with the bow could he uncover its true potential and might.

His mind was calm as still water as he nocked an arrow to the bow. The Evil Golden Eye and his consciousness also harmonized into the same rhythm.

The bow burst into a deafening dragon roar when the arrow was let loose. Jiang Chen was so inspired and emitted a dragon howl as well.

For a brief moment, the bow seemed to have released all of its hidden potential. The arrow was a meteoric beam of light that could pierce through the sky, sun, and moon!

It arrived in front of Elder Mo in the blink of an eye.

Horror ran down the elder’s spine when he noted approaching doom. Unfortunately, he was pinned down by Stone Golems and didn’t have any leftover strength to deal with the arrow.

Horror and terror flashed but for an instant as the arrow pierced through his head, leaving a gaping hole in its wake!

His body instantly petrified as though a spell had been casted on him. Even his soul was destroyed before it could attempt escape.

The shot was so frighteningly powerful that Jiang Chen was rendered speechless by it. It was the most powerful shot he'd ever made in his life and wholly unintentional! That he’d actually managed to pierce a hole in an empyrean expert’s head was entirely inconceivable!

He was merely sixth level emperor, a hair away from seventh realm. A cultivator of his level could never deal this kind of damage to an empyrean expert, even if said expert was standing stock still. But not only had he caused an injury, he’d taken the elder’s life!

He also keenly recalled that, in that moment, a deep rage had rampaged inside his sea of consciousness. His arrow was made even more powerful because of it, but he was succinctly aware that this strength very likely came from the seal inside his mind.

The seal had always been present and protected his mind from outside harm. It’d thwarted multiple attacks on his consciousness, saving his life over and over again, but this was the first time it’d ever reinforced his attacks.

It hadn’t done so in a direct manner, but Jiang Chen was certain that it had everything to do with his unnatural, sudden burst of strength.

The stone golem brothers exchanged glances. They were clearly flabbergasted by what had just occurred. They’d joined Jiang Chen’s side and addressed him as their savior, but they were well aware that he was only emperor realm.

Logically speaking, such a cultivator could never pose a threat to someone like Elder Mo. After a long battle, the brothers also knew full well that the elder wasn’t an easy target.

And yet, their savior had miraculously pierced a hole in the enemy’s head!

Even simple-minded creatures like the stone golems could understand the significance of this. This was clearly far beyond the boundaries of common sense.

Thud! Elder Mo’s body kicked up a plume of dust as it crashed onto the ground.

“Brother Long, Xiao Bai, don’t let empyrean life essence go to waste!” Jiang Chen yelled.

Long Xiaoxuan and Xiao Bai were already furiously absorbing Elder Peng’s life essence. They jumped for joy and dug in when another fresh dish was served.

“S-savior! That was an incredible shot!” Big Stone finally came back to his senses and led his brothers back to Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen smiled playfully. “It was just an accident. I don’t think I can pull off such an incredible shot again.”

He wasn’t being humble. There were many unexpected factors and coincidences that not even he had foreseen in that shot. It might not be possible to be in the same zone again. However, it did leave a lot of inspiration that surged through his mind. I… I feel that I might break through!

“Big Stone, keep a look out! I’m about to break through!”

“...” Big Stone and the others were completely speechless. As one of the great primordial tribes, they’d seen and experienced all kinds of things. However, they couldn’t help but gape at the speed of their savior’s growth. How could he be having another breakthrough already?

Guided by inspiration, this ascension was relatively quick and effortless, taking only a few hours.

Advanced emperor realm! Jiang Chen was absolutely delighted and utterly surprised. This was the most effortless and comfortable breakthrough he’d achieved so far in the emperor realm! Most previous progress had come as the fruit of tireless labor, But this time, it’d shown up at his door by itself!

Like an unannounced visit from a long-anticipated friend, happiness had come too suddenly and was so very pleasant.

Advanced emperor realm is such a wondrous leap! My body has become much stronger than before. As expected, a battle of this caliber is most beneficial!

Jiang Chen didn’t dilly-dally after his breakthrough.

Cleanup was mostly done at this point. Long Xiaoxuan and Little White ended up gaining the most out of the fight. As if they were competing, the two spirit creatures were making breakthrough after breakthrough.

The Stone Golems couldn’t help were equally impressed with the divine creatures. In their era, true dragons and white tigers were equally as strong, if not stronger than Stone Golems. Yet somehow, the two beasts had also become Jiang Chen’s companions.

Well, not strictly companions, but more like followers.

“Big Stone, you and your brothers have achieved a great merit. Your achievements today will not be forgotten.” Jiang Chen praised them greatly.

Big Stone laughed guilelessly. “It’s all thanks to you, young lord. The battle was over before I could even break a sweat! The folks from Myriad Abyss Island are too weak!”

“That’s because they fell for our plans and were ambushed. The battle would be a lot more arduous otherwise.” Jiang Chen answered solemnly

Jiang Chen wasn’t looking down on his own forces. In a direct face-off, Elder Mo, Elder Peng, and their team of elites would definitely put up a strong fight.

Unfortunately, they’d fallen for the young man’s tricks and had been completely wiped out!

The golem brothers chuckled. They stood by their opinion that the enemy was too weak.

“Alright, we mustn’t delay matters any further. Our departure from Veluriyam Capital is still riddled with risk. The situation at the capital might sour if we continue to linger here. Let’s return.” Jiang Chen’s plan had been extremely successful, but it also put Veluriyam in danger. Having the Vermilion Bird protect the city by itself was extremely risky. But thankfully, in eliminating Elder Mo and Elder Peng, he’d wiped out nearly half of the Order!
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Jiang Chen Returns


It hadn’t taken long for Jiang Chen to eradicate the enemy’s shock troops, even accounting for his breakthrough to seventh level emperor realm.

Meanwhile, the supreme lord, also known as Seventh Master Xiahou Jing of Myriad Abyss Island, was mired in a deadlock against the Vermilion Bird. He hadn’t ordered the assault yet, wary as he was of the ancient beast. His threatening confidence was nothing but bravado.

The bird hadn’t provoked him any further, as if aware of his intentions. The standoff suited it fine. It had little desire for an all-out fight given its physical condition.

“Senior Vermilion, give way and I promise to find a place suitable for your rebirth.” Xiahou Jing tested the bird’s resolve once more.

However, it was immune to his tricks and merely circled the sky above Sacred Peafowl Mountain in silent disdain.

In truth, the supreme lord was stalling for time as well, calculating how long it would take Elder Mo and Elder Peng to capture Jiang Chen and bring the boy back alive. With the young lord in his hands, the city would crumble without a fight.

But it’d been a long time already. No matter how slow Jiang Chen was traveling, he should be back soon. Why had there been no word yet?

Xiahou Jing stayed staunch despite the sneaking suspicion, but as time trickled by, his doubts slowly morphed into anxiety.

It’s been too long. Did he abandon Veluriyam after hearing of our attack to start afresh somewhere else? The possibility wormed its way in his mind. If so, it would bode ill for his plans.

Impossible. Isn’t the kid supposed to be loyal to his friends and true to his loved ones? How could he leave so many of them to die?

It seemed hard to believe. Nothing he knew of the young lord suggested he would make such a choice. But if not, there should’ve been news already. What was taking so long at the border?

Meanwhile, all great emperors were assembled in Sacred Peafowl Mountain.

The siege was a sharp sword looming over their heads, but the passage of time had slowly eased their anxiety. In particular, the return of Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers had greatly boosted their morale.

“Brother Mo, playing the undercover agent must have been rough on you. Do you know where the supreme lord comes from?” Coiling Dragon voiced a question everyone was curious about.

Mo Wushuang’s face was grim. “He probably isn’t from the human domain.”

“Oh? How can you tell?”

“It’s very simple. If he were, he would at least somewhat consider mankind’s future. But personal schemes and ambitions are the only things on his mind. His every deed exposes his origins. He must be an outsider here with some ultimate motives!”

Sadly, that was merely a guess. Even as a lofty protector king, Peerless had learned very little about the supreme lord in all these years.

“An outsider?” Coiling Dragon frowned. “Is he a demon?”

Peerless muttered, “That was my first guess as well, but that shouldn’t be the case. For one thing, he would have used demonic arts to control us and not poison. Not to mention, his highest priority would’ve been to free fellow demons rather than single-mindedly strive for rule over the human domain.”

“Poison? Is that how he controls you? Then…” Coiling Dragon froze. “He spoke the truth about the violent poison inside you?”

Peerless remained impassive. “Yes, that’s true. It’s imperceptible once dormant, but extremely virulent once it erupts. Even so, how can we betray our own? Jiao Yun, Jiao Feng, do you have any regrets?”

Jiao Yun cackled. “Regrets my ass! I’m not an upright man, but I have little desire to help them ruin our domain! Their Order is the scourge of humanity!”

Jiao Feng nodded. “That supreme lord acts so jumpy when it comes to the young lord. He’s definitely afraid! And I’m sure the young lord will find a way to remove the poison.”

Everyone nodded in agreement as if it was obvious. Anyone else might be stumped, but they had blind faith that the young lord was omnipotent when it came to pill-making.

Coiling Dragon nodded. “There’s no poison in the world he can’t cure.”

Emperor Void sighed softly. “Despite his aggressive posturing, the supreme lord doesn’t seem anxious to storm the city. He seems to be waiting for an opportunity, even playing for time. Gentlemen, shouldn’t we be worried?”

“Why so?” Coiling Dragon puzzled.

“What’s the reason behind his patience? He must be plotting against young lord Jiang Chen! Just think about it. The young lord will certainly rush back if he hears of our situation. If the enemy has an ambush set up along the way…” Emperor Void didn’t dare contemplate the consequences.

The great emperors turned grave. Without Jiang Chen, everything was meaningless.

Mountaincrush chuckled. “The young lord isn’t easy prey. With the stone golems by his side, even the Order will find him a tough bone to chew.”

“True, he has nothing to fear in an open fight. But Daoist Peerless just mentioned they are adept with poison…” That was the core of Emperor Void’s worries.

The atmosphere suddenly turned stifling. Clearly, even these great emperors were in the dark about Jiang Chen’s secret return. But just then, Dan Fei offered leisurely, “It should be soon.”

Soon?

The crowd froze. What did she mean? Was the young lord coming back soon? Why did Madam Dan Fei sound so at ease? Wasn’t she worried at all?

Dan Fei suddenly stood up and addressed them. “Gentlemen, young lord Jiang Chen should be back soon. Everyone get ready. You might be in for a pleasant surprise in the battle to come”

As if on cue, the Vermilion Bird crowed with happiness in the sky. Startled, the crowd rushed outside.

Xiahou Jing stiffened. He could perceive the strangeness of the bird’s cry. Was it merely illusion? Or was that elation he heard? What was the bird so happy for?

“Hm?” His cold gaze suddenly fell somewhere afar. His consciousness could feel a new powerful force coming closer. He secretly beamed with delight. Are Elder Mo and Elder Peng finally triumphantly back?

The prospect galvanized him.

However, his joy didn’t last long. His expression soon turned into a frowned, because he couldn’t spot the two elders’ familiar figures.

“Jiang Chen!” His heart palpitated when he discovered the newcomers’ identity. How could that be? How had Jiang Chen returned safely from the elders’ trap?

Had the brat made a detour?

The supreme lord immediately saw red. The plan had been perfect! He’d never considered the possibility that the ambush could fail. So why was Jiang Chen fine and dandy?! Moreover, the eight massive golems at his side seemed full of vigor and eager for a rumble.

“Jiang Chen? You?! How is this possible??” His low, fuming voice almost turned into a roar.

Jiang Chen flew in the sky above Veluriyam, his soaring figure prompting jubilant celebration in the entire city.

“The young lord is back!”

“Haha, we’re saved!”

“I knew it. The young lord would never discard the city or abandon its people!”

“Long live young lord Jiang Chen, long live!”

The young lord’s appearance breathed new life into the city, instantly dispelling the morose atmosphere and infusing new hope into the inhabitants.

Jiang Chen took in the supreme lord’s figure beneath a fluttering cloak and snickered at the pretentious posturing. “Supreme Lord, you don’t even have the courage to show your true face, how dare you try to rule over the entire domain? What a joke!”

The supreme lord snorted. Jiang Chen’s return left him full of doubts, but in his heart of hearts, he didn’t take the young man too seriously.

The ones he feared were the golems standing behind the young man. Without the shock troops led by the elders, it would be difficult for him to withstand all eight brothers by himself, even with all the men at his disposal.

“Jiang Chen, shouldn’t you be at the Ninesuns Sky Sect? What, did you miss Veluriyam so much you rushed back to die?” Uncertain of the situation’s ins and outs, the supreme lord tried to pry information out of his opponent.
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The Start of the Counterattack


“To die?” Jiang Chen laughed despite himself, derision seeping from his voice. “Are you that confident you can kill me and conquer my city?”

Xiahou Jing proudly said, “Why wouldn’t I be? You’re just a mundane brat with better luck than most.”

“True, I come from the mundane world. And what about you? What noble identity lies beneath your mask and cloak? Too bad you’re a coward afraid of revealing his face.” Jiang Chen mocked to his heart’s content. “I know where your sense of superiority comes from! Sadly, it’s a mere joke in front of me.”

“You’ll see very soon who’s the real joke!” Xiahou Jing sneered.

“Oh? Do you still have an ace in the hole?” Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “I have eight great golem warriors. If all of them attack you at the same time, how likely are you to win?”

Despite his brave front, Xiahou Jing paled imperceptibly. With Elder Peng and Elder Mo back, he was confident he could cope with the golems. But to fight eight golems all by his lonesome? That was asking for trouble. Even his life might be forfeit!

With a wave of the hand, Jiang Chen ordered, “Big Stone, this supreme lord seems to be looking down on us. You brothers teach him a lesson!”

Big Stone grinned. “Hehe, let’s do this!”

The eight golems turning into streams of light locked down an area several dozen miles around Xiahou Jing.

The latter gasped. Jiang Chen’s presence had thrown all his plans into disarray. He’d planned on delaying until the elders came back. But the brat just had to order the golems to attack so decisively without leaving him any leeway. Even retreat was no longer an option now.

As one of the greatest geniuses of Myriad Abyss Island, his reserve of energy and fighting capability surpassed Elder Mo and Elder Peng, even if his cultivation was below theirs. After all, he held many trump cards from his clan.

So, though startled, he showed no fear. He threw Jiang Chen a withering glance. “Kid, remember, this is the difference between us. You’ll forever be an ant relying on his subordinates, while I’m a true genius. I’ve built everything from scratch with my own hands!”

Jiang Chen replied indifferently, “Trying to show off? From scratch? Then what about the empyrean masters at your side?”

Xiahou Jing stiffened. “What do you mean?”

Jiang Chen smiled mysteriously. “And what of the dozens of great emperors? Do these elites not count either? Doesn’t your superiority stem from these men?”

Xiahou Jing blanched, shocked to the core. This was his greatest secret, one that even the protector kings and elders weren’t aware of. This was the ultimate trump card he’d brought from Myriad Abyss Island.

So how did Jiang Chen know them? If he’d taken a detour on the way back, how would he know about Elder Peng and the others?

Unless...

A terrifying possibility suddenly crossed his mind. Had the two elders been defeated?

But even so, they should have returned ahead of Jiang Chen. Why were they late when Jiang Chen and the golems were already back?

“Xiahou Jing, stop daydreaming. You won’t be seeing your shock troops again anytime soon.” Jiang Chen’s words smashed into the supreme lord’s chest like a giant hammer.

The face behind the mask turned pallid. Won’t be seeing them any time soon? What did that mean? Were the two elders… dead?

Impossible!

No, no! With the elders’ strength and the Soulless Powder, it was impossible for Jiang Chen to escape unscathed! What on earth had happened?

Xiahou Jing turned frantic. Secure in the knowledge he’d planned for every possibility before coming, he’d enjoyed the feeling of holding everything in his grasp. He’d been confident he could conquer Veluriyam without shedding a drop of blood.

But nothing had gone as expected.

Not only had Elder Mo and Peng’s elites been of no threat to Jiang Chen, but they might even have been wiped out!

It was enough to drive a man mad if true. He’d created the Order of Wind and Cloud by himself and made it the unparalleled existence it’d become. However, using enslaved human cultivators might have been a shortcut to power and fame, but carried with it inherent dangers.

He needed a personal force he could trust and build on, and that precisely the elites led by Elder Mo and Elder Peng.

“Jiang Chen, don’t ever forget you’re a mundane dog! I don’t know what kind of luck allowed you to escape safe and sound, but you’ve used it all up now!” Xiahou Jing was a tad hysterical.

Jiang Chen smiled contemptuously. “You better worry about your own luck. You barely made it from that place. If you’re to return utterly routed, what do you think will be the fate awaiting even if you do survive? Remember, you’ll be less than a dog’s fart if your surname isn’t Xiahou!”

The young lord added viciously, “But your name doesn’t bloody matter today! Xiahou Jing’s bleached bones will be buried in Veluriyam!”

The supreme lord shook all over when he heard his name uttered in public. His eyes brimmed with incredulity. How had Jiang Chen so easily discovered the identity he’d worked so hard to keep secret?

Disorientated, his head swam. Jiang Chen even seemed to know much more about him than his name.

Are Elder Peng and Elder Mo… Xiahou Jing finally panicked. Did his most relied-upon elites die just like this?

How on earth did Jiang Chen do this? Xiahou Jing stared in utter disbelief. Had the brat killed them all despite the elders’ power and the Soulless Powder? Impossible!

But when facing Jiang Chen’s confident smile, he could no longer scrounge up a single shred of confidence.

Seeing that events had taken a turn for the worse, he shouted decisively, “Listen up, men of the Order! Attack Veluriyam! When we’re the city’s masters, all the secret arts and pill recipes are yours to plunder. All the treasures and women are waiting for you to take! Make Veluriyam’s cultivators your slaves! Attack! Show them what you’re made of!”

In fact, he cared nothing about Veluriyam. He’d only inflamed his men to create enough chaos to shield his exit. But how would Jiang Chen give him such an opportunity? He pulled the Holy Dragon Bow taut.

Streaks of light shot forward. Whoosh whoosh whoosh!

They struck three Celestial Stars in quick succession. The elders’ bodies spontaneously exploded, becoming fleshly paste that sprayed everywhere.

All three elders had been great emperors, even if they had been mere initial stage ones. The crowd burst out in raucous cheers at the instant kills.

“So amazing! Long live young lord Jiang Chen!”

“Young lord Jiang Chen, young lord Jiang Chen!”

Even Jiang Chen himself was stunned. The bow was displaying more and more of its potential as it bonded with its master.

After reaching seventh level emperor realm, perhaps he could’ve injured or killed a great emperor with an ambush.

But with the leap forward in his strength and cultivation after his breakthrough, added to a greater understanding of the bow, allowed him to feel how much more formidable the weapon had become. He’d felled three great emperors in three shots!

The Order’s followers, including the Celestial Stars and Earthly Fiends, were a ragtag bunch of misfits. Apart from a minority of zealots, very few had joined the Order voluntarily. They were brave when they held an overwhelming advantage, but their morale was easily broken, especially in such a situation.

Three great emperors had been killed instantly. And the eight golems hadn’t even attacked yet! Anyone who preserved their fighting spirit still was either the supreme lord’s die-hard supporter or brain-damaged.

Of course, these cultivators’ brains still functioned!

Under the Holy Dragon Bow’s threat, most had already slowed their advance, even hiding in the crowd, unwilling to lead the charge.

Xiahou Jing shouted in exasperation, “What are you hesitating for? Charge, damn it! He only has so many arrows, how many total do you think he can kill? Charge, conquer Veluriyam, you’ll be heroes! Those who cower, do you still want the antidote? Do you still want a better future?”

Smiling faintly, Jiang Chen watched the man mix promises with threats. “Xiahou Jing, what are you shouting for? Are you expecting anything out of this mob? Future? Do you think you still have the luxury of talking about the future?”

As his words fell, he leisurely aimed the bow straight at Xiahou Jing.

The latter froze. Despite all his skills and power, his consciousness shrank back as the might of the Evil Golden Eye landed on him, trembling as the terrifying invasiveness rippled across his mind.
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Continued Unexpectedness


As an expatriate from Myriad Abyss Island and a genius of House Xiahou, the seventh master had never taken the human domain’s cultivators particularly seriously. His elite entourage, led by Elders Peng and Mo, far surpassed them in quality. Even Jiang Chen was just an unreasonably lucky brat to him.

In truth, Xiahou Jing fundamentally despised Veluriyam’s young lord. However, his consciousness was being disrupted by a glare from the youth’s Evil Golden Eye.

Cold sweat beaded down his back.

Being targeted from afar by the Holy Dragon Bow made his hair stand on end. In that moment, an incomprehensible thought popped into his mind: Jiang Chen was able to threaten his life!

It was a possibility only because of the stone golem brothers’ encirclement, but even that should have been a far stretch.

In Xiahou Jing’s understanding, Jiang Chen was only some emperor realm expert. The difference between them was night and day.

He went so far as to believe that if Jiang Chen were a native of Myriad Abyss Island, the brat wouldn’t be worthy to tie the young master’s shoes. But his conceptions were being shaken by reality.

“I need to get out of here!” Xiahou Jing felt his thoughts slip deeper into absurdity by the minute.

It was at this time that Jiang Chen gave the command. “What are you waiting around for, Big Stone? Take him out!”

Anyone else from Myriad Abyss Island might have been spared. Jiang Chen was no extremist on most days after all. But an opponent from House Xiahou was destined to be his mortal enemy. There was no need to hold anything back. The more of them that died, the better!

The eight stone golem brothers cooperated to form a terrifying stony field. It was as invincible as a fortress of solid rock.

Xiahou Jing’s repeated attempts to break out met with continuous failure.

“How can this be?” He knew how strong the Primordial Stone Golem Tribe was supposed to be, but actual combat revealed the extent of their true strength.

Perhaps a single one of the stone golems was weaker than him. Indeed, they were probably weaker than Elders Mo and Peng. But a combined attack of multiple golem brothers changed the game completely.

Becoming one with his spear, Xiahou Jing drilled his weapon again and again, but spirals of demolishing air blasted in every direction in complete vain.

The stony field had been set up by eight brothers of the Primordial Stone Golem Tribe as a unified entity. Because of this, the defense was one unified system as well. Once formed, it required someone twice as strong as the eight brothers combined to break.

“Water-Rending Strike!” Xiahou Jing’s ferocious attacks pounded upon the field. Unfortunately, nothing he did seemed to be of any use against the bind he was in.

“Star-Shattering Pierce!” He changed his tactics, continuing to press the attack. It was no use!

The stone golems’ stony field was far stronger than he had anticipated. No matter what method Xiahou Jing resorted to, he failed to make a dent in it.

Jiang Chen stood aloft, Holy Dragon Bow brimming with aggressive intent. His Evil Golden Eye charged up, locking onto Xiahou Jing with unmistakable intensity. He was waiting for a chance to inflict a fatal blow on his enemy.

The stone golem brothers brandished their heavy weapons about, landing blow after blow upon Xiahou Jing. In theory, the latter would have had a hard time remaining unscathed against the former’s powerful attacks.

Alas, the young master from Myriad Abyss Island seemed to have activated some sort of talisman, increasing his defense by several levels. He was hit again and again by the stone golem brothers, but a strange force allowed the blows to slide right off with minimal harm.

“As expected of a genius from House Xiahou. He has some pretty remarkable treasures.” Jiang Chen had fought many people since becoming a cultivator, but all his previous opponents paled before his current one – the once-domineering Emperor Pillzenith included.

Xiahou Jing was unmistakably the strongest of them all.

Jiang Chen had witnessed the golem brothers’ fighting ability before. Against Elders Peng and Mo, they hadn’t even mobilized as all eight. Both elders had fallen under reasonably ignoble conditions.

The fact that all eight brothers working in tandem wasn’t able to defeat Xiahou Jing was telling in itself. He was pressed, but far from beaten.

The eight stone golem brothers had terrifying battle presence. Every attack was imbued earth-moving impetus that showcased the golems’ brutality.

Still, Xiahou Jing was able to maintain relative safety in the situation. He was a far cry from being severely hurt.

“Xiahou Jing isn’t necessarily much stronger than Elders Peng and Mo were, but his treasures and trump cards allow his combat prowess to surpass his subordinates.” Jiang Chen now had a better understanding of his enemy’s capabilities. But he didn’t despair. Treasures that increased one’s fighting ability were temporary.

As long as the eight golem brothers kept up the attack, Xiahou Jing would go down sooner or later.

As for Jiang Chen himself, he stimulated his consciousness constantly in search of a breakthrough.

He was searching for the sensation he’d felt when killing Elder Mo. If he could find that inspiration once more, this next attack would be even more fearsome than the one that had slain the elder.

He hadn’t yet achieved seventh level emperor realm when killing the elder. Because he had stepped over an important threshold, his harmony with the Holy Dragon Bow had also been drastically improved.

This was helpful both to his offensive potential and his search for that spark of inspiration.

This arrow would certainly surpass his last. But actually getting there was easier said than done.

Jiang Chen’s consciousness whirred without stopping. The chain seal within was reacting a little with each prod.

Suddenly, a potent power burst forth from the seal. It manifested itself as an unnameable will, granting Jiang Chen a burst of insight.

Whoosh!

The arrow was as fast as a comet, bearing down its target in the blink of an eye!

Jiang Chen felt emptied after firing the shot, but his mind was extremely satisfied. He had a hunch that Xiahou Jing was sure to be hit if everything went well.

Moreover, it was sure to shatter the runic defenses on his body. Those talismans were the only reason the eight stone golem brothers’ heavy blows weren’t able to finish the fight.

Everyone from Sacred Peafowl Mountain held their breath when they saw the fearsome missile.

Some were surprised, others overjoyed, yet others disbelieving. However, all of their expressions morphed into shock in the next moment.

Just as the arrow was about to arrive at its mark, a storm of violet bolts materialized in the air. They snaked about like electric serpents in the clouds, bizarrely tethering onto the arrow.

The arrow tried its best to charge forward, but the violet lightning did the same to force it to remain under their control.

Jiang Chen had scarcely recovered from his own surprise when a giant hand came out of the clouds as well. It slammed down upon the stony field’s exterior with baffling momentum.

Boom!

Both field and surrounding space were ruptured by the mysterious force despite their resilience.

Xiahou Jing’s reflexes were quick enough for him to transform into a streak of escaping light, slipping through the cracks of the fractured aura.

Jiang Chen’s heart sank. Though another arrow was nocked on his bow, he could no longer find the same frame of mind to fire it.

Before the eight stone golem brothers had time to react, Xiahou Jing had activated a glyph and fled far, far away.

With that, the giant hand that had inexplicably materialized slowly disintegrated.

This precipitous change in circumstances had taken place in the span of a few breaths. When everyone realized what had happened, Xiahou Jing was nowhere to be found. As for the giant hand that had disrupted Jiang Chen’s plans, who knew what was behind it?

Jiang Chen’s Evil Golden Eye was wide open and alertly searching. “Who was responsible for that?!” He was blue in the face. “Disrupting Veluriyam business on Veluriyam land… are you brave enough to show yourself?!”

He was beside himself with fury. If not for this unexpected intervention, the arrow would have at minimum severely wounded Xiahou Jing. With any remotely serious injury, there would be no escape for him from the eight stone golem brothers.

The violet lightning and disembodied palm had clearly come from the same person. What was more, his energy signature didn’t seem demonic. Who exactly was this interloper?

It couldn’t have been an expert from House Xiahou. If it was, such an expert would’ve shown himself a long time ago. Why would he have waited until the present?

Given the newcomer’s lack of affiliation in that regard, Jiang Chen was all the more enraged by the unwanted interference. He was irreconcilable enemies with the entirety of House Xiahou. He couldn’t accept Xiahou Jing’s escape from under his nose!

But there was no one that appeared in the air.

As Jiang Chen sulked, an aged voice came from the ether. “Young man, learn some mercy.”

The voice was imposing and full-bodied, as if it came from someone in a superior position.

“Who are you?” Jiang Chen retorted coldly. “Do you understand that the fortunes of humanity hinged on today’s battle? Don’t you think you went too far with your ignorant meddling?”

“Calm yourself, young man. If you care about the fate of humanity, then you should know that killing someone from Myriad Abyss Island will only bring disaster to the human domain!” There was a hint of reprimand to the voice. It seemed to be taking Myriad Abyss’s side.
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Berating an Empyrean Cultivator


Jiang Chen was incensed.

The voice sounded well advanced in years, but the young man was indescribably disgusted with the self-satisfaction in its seniority.

“If I don’t kill him, do you not think a foreign hyena like him will bring disaster to the human domain? The Order of Wind and Cloud’s ambitions are quite peaceful, I’m sure!” Jiang Chen’s tone carried plenty of righteous passion. “If you have the power to interfere, then you are no ordinary person. Why not show yourself? Let me know who you are.”

Though he didn’t know where this interloper had come from, Jiang Chen’s rage wasn’t likely to subside. He hated people who didn’t mind their business, especially when they interrupted at the most inopportune times.

“You have quite a temper for one so young. There’s no need to ask where I’ve come from. I’ve lived in the human domain for more than ten thousand years. I think I know ten times more about the human domain’s affairs than you.”

Ten thousand years?

Jiang Chen’s heart beat a bit faster. The expressions of the great emperors from Veluriyam Capital changed greatly.

A secluded expert? One that lived in the human domain? An empyrean expert?

There had always been rumors that the human domain did have its own empyrean experts, though they preferred to remain hidden rather than conduct business in public.

Some said that the experts were uninterested in mundane affairs. Others claimed that this was because spirit qi was scarce in the human domain. Yet others said that the experts were unwilling to expend their mortal lifespans on trivial matters.

There was a large variety of conjecture about the topic. However, no one had seen a real, live empyrean expert in the human domain for at least three thousand years.

The voice’s existence hinted at its identity as a secluded expert of the human domain. Any existence that had lived for more than ten thousand years was sure to have surpassed great emperor realm into a higher form.

It was the first time these great emperors had ever come into contact with someone like that.

Jiang Chen paused a little, then snickered. “From your tone, you sound like an empyrean senior of the human domain, hmm?”

“What? Junior, do you still think you can call the shots here? Do you think your actions represent the fortune and future of humanity? I can tell you that you think too much of yourself!” The aged voice was somewhat mocking. It appeared that its owner had a bit of attitude toward Jiang Chen.

Veluriyam’s young lord was far from pleased to be treated with condescension. He responded with raucous laughter.

“What are you laughing about, junior?” The voice reprimanded with some annoyance.

“What am I laughing about?” Jiang Chen turned frosty instantly. “Is that what you’re asking about? I’m laughing about the fact that you lack wisdom in your old age! All you know is to use your age to your benefit!”

“You’re courting death!” The disembodied voice’s volume intensified. The wind picked up and the clouds roiled.

The eight stone golem brothers rushed to Jiang Chen’s side and surrounded him to protect their savior.

Jiang Chen was unafraid of the sudden weather change. He’d seen all kinds of turbulence in his previous life and he wasn’t going to let a mere empyrean expert scare him.

“Such an awe-inspiring show from an empyrean expert!” Jiang Chen sneered. “Alas, it appears you were absent when Demon Emperor Bloodmalva of the blood demons was rampaging about. You were also absent from the scene when the celestial demon lord broke free of his seal. And if I may ask, where were you when the Southern Celestial Tribe smashed past the Boundary Stele? What about the devastation that the Order of Wind and Cloud has wrought upon the people? Have you done anything about the danger that the Boundary Stele in the northwestern wastes is in right now?”

Jiang Chen was absolutely furious. He had no inborn hostility to the voice, but he was enraged by the foolishness of the speaker’s actions. He was actually disgusted more by this voice than by Xiahou Jing.

Xiahou Jing was a locust from Myriad Abyss Island, come to the human domain to ransack and destroy it.

But this supposed empyrean senior of the human domain had appeared at the wrong time for all the wrong reasons. He’d ruined Jiang Chen’s perfect plans. Most irritating of all was that he was abusing his old age to rebuke Jiang Chen from a self-satisfied position!

If the voice really was an honorable senior with morals as polished as Emperor Peafowl’s, Jiang Chen would give him plenty of respect. But he was far from the shining example he considered himself to be, but he was quite affecting the tone and posture of a great senior.

This utterly disgusted Jiang Chen. Moreover, the young lord had missed an opportunity to kill Xiahou Jing because of the voice’s interference. How could Jiang Chen simply accept the situation?

He had worked very hard for humanity’s fortune and future, expending every effort for others’ sake. This so-called empyrean senior had done absolutely nothing in several of humanity’s crises, but chose to come out swinging with his cane at the most inopportune time.

If he did dare come forth, Jiang Chen wouldn’t hesitate to spit on him.

The voice was noticeably exasperated by the young man’s words. It went silent for a long while before it could muster up a resentful reply. “Alright, brat. Alright! How many years has it been? I didn’t expect that a few thousand years later, there would be such a high-achieving human junior who dares talk like this to me!”

“If you’ve hidden yourself for a few thousand years,” Jiang Chen retorted with some frustration. “Shouldn’t you have freed yourself from the shackles of mortal affairs? Why are you meddling and sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong? You didn’t come out when responsibility was required, so don’t come out and pretend to be a savior now. At least figure out what’s happening before you try to save the world.”

The voice was clearly agitated. “Good, good, very good! I’ll remember what’s happened today, brat. One day I’ll teach you the consequences of not respecting your seniors!”

Jiang Chen shrugged. Insubstantial threats didn’t bother him one bit.

“Why one day? Today’s perfect. Do your worst and I’ll take the brunt of it. What else are you scared of if you help even invaders escape?” He didn’t know why, but Jiang Chen had the urgent need to pull the old codger out of his hiding hole and give him a good beating. He wanted to cut the voice’s pride down a notch.

“Hmph. I have more important matters to attend to. I’ll let you live for a few more days.” The voice disappeared into the distance like rolling thunder.

Jiang Chen’s Evil Golden Eye pierced the remote skies, his eyes full of killing intent.

It was at this time that the others swarmed out from Sacred Peafowl Mountain.

“Members of the Order of Wind and Cloud, kneel! Those who don’t will die on the spot!” Jiang Chen glared coldly at the now listless grunts.

These ordinary Order members were largely human domain cultivators. Now that their supreme lord had fled in panic, anyone that had the ability and mind to run had already fled. Those that hadn’t lacked the sufficient spirit to fight to the death.

As such, there was a wave of kneeling at Jiang Chen’s command. There was no room for modesty or egoism before the grimness of death. They’d already lost all sense of self-respect when they joined the Order.

“Jiao Yun, Jiao Feng, tell me which of these joined the Order of their own volition and which were coerced into it. The former is to be executed on the spot and the latter let go, depending on circumstances.” Jiang Chen had no desire to execute every former Order member.

Many had been strong-armed into their ranks. Those left at Agarwood Valley’s entrance a few years ago, for example: Emperor Peerless, the Jiao brothers, and others.

There was no need to seek any kind of reckoning against these people. Their hearts had never been to the Order in the first place. They were just victims of the circumstances.

It was at this time that Madame Yun approached him with reddened eyes. “Sage brother Jiang Chen, I’ve never asked anything much of anyone. But this time, I have to make a desperate request. Please, save my dearest Mo!”

Jiang Chen was shocked. He hurriedly took the lady’s arms. “Madame, please relax. As my good brother’s wife, you are free to ask anything of me at your leisure.”

But Madame Yun was inconsolable.

To the side, Emperor Peerless was a little embarrassed. “Excuse the lack of decorum, young lord Jiang Chen. Women are sometimes a bit more emotional than polite.”

“Ah, please explain what is exactly wrong, Old Brother Mo.” Jiang Chen quickly replied. “Your wife’s sadness means this is no small matter.”

“The supreme lord of the Order of Wind and Cloud fed the Order’s members a certain ‘Exultation Pill of Wind and Cloud’,” Coiling Dragon followed up. “It’s a potent poison, and victims may be hard to save after it acts.”

Jiang Chen tensed when he heard this. “Old Brother Mo.” He glanced at the man. “And what happened to your face?”

Emperor Peerless chuckled. “Nothing much. There’s no need to mention it.”

“Young lord, Brother Mo is a righteous man,” Coiling Dragon advised. “His loyalty to humanity and Sacred Peafowl Mountain are well-tested. He did that himself to avoid detection from those familiar with him, so that he could stay hidden within the Order.”

“It was something that couldn’t be helped, really,” Emperor Peerless smiled wryly. “The Order gathered many human experts together. Even wandering cultivator giants like Emperors Everviolet and Sabledeep joined up. Many of them know me, hence this unfortunate plan. Plus, the special bloodline abilities I’ve been cultivating lately masked much of my original martial dao. The two combined meant that I was able to successfully fool them.”

Jiang Chen was both affected and respectful when he heard what the emperor had relayed.

“Old Brother Mo, Madame Yun. Don’t worry. I’ll find an antidote for the Exultation Pill. I may not have full confidence in other areas, but I can cure pretty much any removable poison!”

Emperor Peerless wouldn’t have believed this of anyone else. After all, he knew firsthand how fearsome the Exultation Pill was. However, the fact that Jiang Chen was the speaker convinced him a great deal.

“My friends, the impression I got from the voice before was that it belonged to an empyrean expert in the human domain. Do any of you know what secluded experts we have?” Jiang Chen hadn’t forgotten about the events that had just happened.

The appearance of secluded expert made him even more anxious than before. The situation in the human domain was becoming more and more complicated.

After crushing the northern alliance and slaying Pillzenith, Jiang Chen had thought the situation here to be within his grasp. It seemed that he had been too naïve.

The rise of the Order and the appearance of a hermit empyrean expert… all signs pointed toward things in the human domain gradually coming to a boil.

Jiang Chen swept his eyes across everyone before him. Unfortunately, he gleaned no useful information from what he saw. Evidently, most of the human domain thought hermit experts to be too far beyond their own realms of expertise…
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Antidote


The turning point of the battle had been when Emperor Peerless passed crucial information to a certain Goldbiter Rat.

Everything had proceeded virtually perfectly from that point on. Alas, the disruption of the supposed human empyrean expert had ruined everything. What should have been a bang-up ending turned into a questionable whimper.

“On my orders, all who joined the Order must renounce their allegiances. If any are set in their erroneous ways, they will be branded traitors to the human race!

“Moreover, make it known in the entire human domain what happened in the battle here. Especially the fact that the supreme lord of the Order fled with his tail between his legs. The bulk of the Order is no more. Let the world know that the presumptuous Order of Wind and Cloud has nothing more than the illusion of strength!”

Though Jiang Chen hadn’t managed to kill Xiahou Jing, Veluriyam Capital was undisputedly the winner today.

Xiahou Jing had gotten out alive at the end of the day, but his most valued accomplices had been exterminated. Because of the Order’s catastrophic loss, it would be significantly harder for him to gather a new group of human cultivators together under his banner.

Jiang Chen wanted to avoid the possibility altogether. That was why he had to warn the human cultivators who lacked a bottom line by announcing his victory to the world.

To tell the truth, Jiang Chen despised those who willingly joined the Order. If Xiahou Jing had been a human senior expert, it was understandable that others would join him.

But it was ridiculous to thoughtlessly worship someone with unknown origins and a penchant for delusion. Jiang Chen wondered whether they had any brains at all.

The Order’s defeat had taken Xiahou Jing’s personal subordinates out of the equation, but it did have many auxiliary main forces remaining.

Out of the eight Protector Kings, the six that hadn’t come with him had been busy with other tasks at the time. In theory, these key members of the Order were still alive without much injury. Moreover, these people were under the control of the Exultation Pill. They would likely be forced to comply with the supreme lord’s further orders.

“Old Brother Mo, come with me for a moment.” Jiang Chen picked out his sworn brother and took him toward a secret room. “Old Brother Mo, you’ve suffered quite a bit for the past few years. I have many ways to restore your original appearance with no side effects, of course. However, I do need to research the Exultation Pill of Wind and Cloud. I might need a sample of your blood…”

Mo Wushuang chuckled. “No need for all that trouble. I have a bit of the pill with me.” Saying this, he produced a quarter of a pill like performing a magic trick.

The Exultation Pill of Wind and Pill was as large as a lychee, so the quarter-pill that the emperor possessed was reasonably sizable.

“The Order periodically gives out antidotes as well as new Exultation Pills. I l found an opportunity to keep behind a quarter of a pill. Because of the amount, I wasn’t detected.”

The sect was perpetually kept on high alert. Typically, any sort of under-the-table behavior was forbidden.

However, Emperor Peerless had been skillful enough to receive this risky payoff. Hiding a quarter of an Exultation Pill had certainly been quite dangerous.

Jiang Chen was overjoyed. “Very well done, Old Brother Mo. This will make everything much easier. I’m even more sure of my success than I was before!”

He hadn’t done that many serious things in his previous life of a million years. The most he had accomplished was learning pill dao. He learned every kind of pill dao heritage there was, regardless of its perceived social status or faction origin. His scholarly talents from back then had allowed him to navigate pill dao with ease.

The young man was confident that the Exultation Pill would pose no challenge to him in light of his studious nature.

“Young lord,” Emperor Peerless sighed. “I can’t remember how many times you’ve saved my life. This is quite embarrassing.”

“Not at all, Old Brother Mo. Without the huge risk you took in passing the news onto me, Veluriyam Capital would have been faced with a life and death situation. My gesture to you is minor compared to the grace in your actions. Who else could’ve done what you did? Who can destroy their own face and lie in wait behind enemy lines for another’s sake?”

Jiang Chen had already a deep appreciation of his sworn brother’s integrity before this. The matter of the Order had only proven all the more that Mo Wushuang was someone extremely trustworthy, with robust morals that withstood trial.

Emperor Peerless didn’t think as much of it. “Many cultivators could’ve done the same, I’m sure. Destroying one’s face did require a bit more courage and cleverness though.”

“Regardless, you are a great hero of humanity, Old Brother Mo. There would’ve been grave consequences if Veluriyam had been taken by the Order.”

Jiang Chen wasn’t being humble. He was grateful to the great emperor from the bottom of his heart. His family and foundations lay within the city’s walls. If anything had happened to them during his absence, he would’ve regretted it for the rest of his life.

Having a fragment of the Exultation Pill on hand lightened much of Jiang Chen’s workload. He was able to forgo a multitude of complex procedures because of it. Instead, he could directly analyze the pill’s contents.

Jiang Chen had his unique methodology when it came to analyzing pills. He knew of a plethora of ways and applied what he felt was the most appropriate to his circumstances.

Time waited for no man.

Jiang Chen was in a very big hurry to figure out the characteristics of the pill in order to formulate an antidote. The antidote wasn’t only useful for saving Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers; but had another use as well.

His reliability when applying his skills was as remarkable as ever. After four days in seclusion, Jiang Chen was able to decipher the Exultation Pill’s medicinal properties and find a recipe that applied appropriate countermeasures. Even Emperor Peerless hadn’t expected such rapid research and development from the young lord.

The Jiao brothers were overjoyed. “I’ve always said that young lord Jiang Chen could remove our poison!” Jiao Feng exclaimed.

The trio were much happier after being freed of the Exultation Pill’s shackles.

The return of the three great emperors increased the strength of Jiang Chen’s forces as well. Veluriyam’s young lord was in need of any and all manpower. The timing for Emperor Peerless and the Jiao brothers’ restoration was impeccable.

“Old Brother Mo, do you think that the people who followed the Order were pressured into it by the supreme lord’s aura, or because of the toxicity of the pill?”

Jiang Chen wanted to know the answer to this very badly.

Emperor Peerless thought about it for a moment. “Well, it depends. Some people must have felt compelled by the effects of the pill, but others went with the supreme lord willingly, lured by promises of an empyrean opportunity.

“Of course, most were pressured into it as you said. Coercion was sadly an effective tool.”

“What if I announced my antidote to the world? What kind of effect would that have then?” Jiang Chen asked.

Emperor Peerless’s expression froze. He furrowed his brow in thought for a moment before slapping his thigh. “That would be a wonderful thing! If the antidote is made available to the public, I think that many stuck with the Order would leave!”

Jiang Chen nodded. “The ones coerced into it in the first place are the only ones who’d be given the pill. The die-hard loyalists wouldn’t need them anyway.”

He’d already considered the topic when developing the antidote. Hearing Emperor Peerless’s conclusion only assured him.

Antidotes were only difficult during the development stage. Mass production was trivial once that was over with.
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Xiahou Jing was lucky to have escaped alive. Filled with anger and hatred, he took it out on many of his current subordinates. Without his most loyal retainers and the Elders Peng and Mo, his future in the human domain looked much dimmer than before.

“That petty, vile thief Jiang Chen! That bastard! As long as I still draw breath, killing you will be my goal!” Xiahou Jing couldn’t control his rage whenever he remembered his shameful loss.

“Pass on my order. All Protector Kings in the outside world should return to headquarters without delay!” Xiahou Jing was quite anxious. Without his trump cards, he was unsure what the future held.

Without his subordinates from Myriad Abyss Island, he could only rely on followers from the human domain. If he couldn’t steady the hearts of these people, the Order would crumble in an even shorter time than it had risen in.

However, trouble always came in pairs.

“Supreme Lord, Veluriyam Capital has spread the news about the Order’s crushing defeat. They claim that our forces were almost entirely wiped out and that you…”

“What about me?” Xiahou Jing’s face darkened.

“You… you ran away with your tail between your legs…”

Xiahou Jing was irate enough to cough up blood. He forced himself to calm down and continued on. “Tell me, what other terrible news is there?”

“There’s… there’s more. The young lord of Veluriyam says that all the cultivators under heaven will be branded as traitors if they stay loyal to the Order. Those who wish to renege on their mistaken allegiance can receive an antidote to the Exultation Pill.”

“What?!” Xiahou Jing couldn’t sit tight any more. Where had Jiang Chen gotten an antidote from?

His exclusivity to the antidote was key to his current control over the Order!

If the antidote was disseminated into the world, he would have no more cards available to play. He couldn’t even maintain a semblance of calm now. His brows were furrowed deeply. “It’s only been a few days. That brat must be making things up! He has to be!”

Still, Xiahou Jing couldn’t stay cool despite knowing that.

The Order wasn’t in the best of shape after its painful defeat. Xiahou Jing could just imagine the numerous executives that would take this as an opportunity to leave him behind!
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Like-minded Villains


Just as Xiahou Jing feared, the entire Order collapsed once news from Veluriyam reached it.

Other than a small core of high-level, die-hard followers, most members became restless. The boldest among them surreptitiously left Unbounded Mid Region to head for Veluriyam. And of the protector kings and elders still at large, more than half went underground, never to return.

However, Emperor Everviolet wasn’t one of them. He wasn’t that dedicated to the supreme lord, but he’d already burned all his bridges with Jiang Chen.

Others might seek a better future away from the Order. But if he were to leave, could he go to Veluriyam and beg the young lord for an antidote? That would be inviting humiliation onto himself. Not to mentioned, he’d joined the Order on his own initiative.

“There’s no need for distress, my lord. Most people are fairweather friends in the martial world. We can’t count on them for the sect to grow!” In fact, Everviolet was rather excited. He had his doubts about Xiahou Jing himself, but he was willing to stake all his chips on the young man after learning of his origins.

This supreme lord comes from Myriad Abyss Island. Even if he’s failed this time, who’s to say he can’t turn thing around? That was now Everviolet’s fond wish.

His spirit at its lowest, Xiahou Jing was comforted by Everviolet’s words.

“Protector King Shockcloud, they say only the strongest grass can withstand the storm. It seems that you’re the one most deserving of my trust.” Xiahou Jing generously doled some encouragement of his own.

This was the right move to make! Everviolet burst with joy.

“Supreme Lord, we didn’t fail not due to lack of strength, but because of strategy. We underestimated Jiang Chen. That bastard Mo Wushuang was a determining factor as well.” He gnashed his teeth at the mention of Peerless.

After several days of analysis, he’d come to the conclusion Peerless had been the one to create a chink in their armor and light the fuse of their defeat. Xiahou Jing also fumed when he heard the two words “Mo Wushuang.”

“That bastard’s always done as he pleased. He pulled a fast one even on me. To think he was Jiang Chen’s man all along!”

Everviolet snorted coldly. “I have no idea what he was thinking. Flocking to Jiang Chen? He even looks quite the loyal dog. That said, he’s a strange one to have stayed under our noses for so many years without exposing his identity. To think he changed his martial path! I’m familiar with his martial style, but even I was completely duped.”

Xiahou Jing exclaimed, “More frighteningly, he didn’t hesitate to disfigure himself. It speaks volumes about his resolve!”

Despite his anger, he couldn’t but admire Peerless in that aspect.

A grim, murderous glint flashed in Everviolet’s eyes. Back in the day, he’d ranked far above Mo Wushuang among the six wandering titans, overshadowing the latter in both strength and prestige. There’d be no question about it.

But now, Peerless was well on his way to eclipsing Everviolet! He couldn’t accept that the outcome of the battle had been influenced by someone who used to be inferior to him in every respect.

“Shockcloud, we’ve suffered a great deal this time, so I need to consider our future plans carefully. In the meantime, you’ll be in charge of the consolidation effort.”

“Consolidation?”

“Just as you’ve said, we don’t need those fairweather followers. Those left will form our true, most reliable core! We need to make every single one of them feel like they belong. How will we prosper without cohesion?”

Xiahou Jing remained rational despite the crushing defeat. Confront Jiang Chen head-on was no longer an option for the foreseeable future. Lying dormant was the wisest course to take.

Someone outside suddenly reported, “Supreme Lord, there’s a visitor who wants a word with you. He calls himself your savior.”

Savior? Xiahou Jing immediately thought of the person who’d intervened in the battle and created a small gap in the golems’ stone field, giving him a chance to escape.

It wasn’t wrong to call the man his lifesaver.

In fact, Xiahou Jing had been puzzling over the matter. Who had it been? Many possibilities had crossed his mind. It might’ve even been an esteemed senior from Myriad Abyss Island. If so, would the senior bring tales of his disgrace back home?

He’d fretted over the possibility. Now that the “savior” had come to find him, he could no longer postpone the face-to-face. The time for reckoning had come.

“Invite him in!”

Xiahou Jing composed himself and remarked to Everviolet, “Shockcloud, I have high hopes for you. If some of you can become empyrean masters, you might be the first among them.”

In spite of his delight, Everviolet remained outwardly humble. “It’s my honor to be of use to my lord. Your subordinate has few abilities, but thanks my eye arts, I’m rarely wrong about people. Supreme Lord, you’re destined for great things. Your future is limitless.”

With silver hair and a white beard, the guest seemed old but exuded an unfathomable aura. After taking place in the seat of honor and sipping the proffered tea, he sighed with emotion. “The Order’s supreme lord, a guest from Myriad Abyss Island… Heh, it can’t have been easy establishing such a foothold at your young age. Sure enough, Myriad Abyss Island is this continent’s true holy land.”

Not batting an eye, Xiahou Jing cupped his fist and asked, “Friend, words aren’t enough to express my thanks, but you’ll have to excuse my shamelessness. May I know your honorable name and background?”

“This old man is named Shu, given name Wanqing,” the guest casually introduced himself.

“I am honored to make your acquaintance.” Xiahou Jing cupped his fist again. “Daoist Shu, do you have any advice?”

Shu Wanqing stroked his long beard with a faint smile. “I merely came for confirmation.”

“Oh?” Xiahou Jing blinked but refrained from inquiring.

“I’ve heard that the supreme lord is a young man from Myriad Abyss Island?” Curiosity and indifference seeped from the old man’s voice in equal measure. Not too eager and not too tepid, he spoke with just the perfect tone.

“Is that very important to you?” Xiahou Jing asked calmly in response.

“You could say it’s important, or you could say it isn’t.” Shu Wanqing chuckled. “Tell me, you must have exhausted all your cards in this defeat?”

“What of it? Fellow daoist, did you come to mock me?” Xiahou Jing suddenly turned frosty.

The old man chuckled leisurely. “Why would I have helped you if so? I could’ve helped the bastard Jiang Chen subdue you. He’d even have owed me a favor then, don’t you think so?”

Xiahou Jing’s expression eased. “Fellow daoist, there’s no need to beat around the bush. Please say your piece.”

Shu Wanqing knocked on his chair’s armrest and thought deeply for a long time before responding, “I came to propose cooperation.”

“Cooperation?” Xiahou Jing blinked, taken aback. “What kind? Pardon my wariness, but I don’t even know where you come from.”

“That’s no great secret. I was born and bred in the human domain. When I ran free in the world seven thousand years ago, those so-called peak experts in Veluriyam hadn’t been born yet!” His voice brimmed with ambition, a tone often belonging to those possessing unbridled arrogance and unrestrained by mundane morals or ethics.

“So you’re from the human domain?” A possibility came to Xiahou Jing.

“Correct. What? Do you think I’m not qualified to work with you since I’m not from Myriad Abyss Island?” Shu Wanqing’s tone also turned cool.

Xiahou Jing didn’t grow angry. He laughed instead. “Of course not. I’ve just never envisioned a day I’d happily cooperate with someone from the human domain.”

“Everything is relative. Should people at our level be bound by mundane bias? I’ve always done as I pleased. Every man for himself, and the devil take the rest!”

Xiahou Jing slapped the table and laughed heartily. “Well said! Daoist Shu, let’s hear what kind of cooperation you have in mind!”

Every man for himself, and the devil take the rest!

This was the cruelest yet bluntest truth of the martial world. Untold cultivators lived by these words, possessing no bottom line and no morality whatsoever. As it turned out, both Xiahou Jing and Shu Wanqing were cut from the same cloth.

“Myriad Abyss Island is the holiest of holies for cultivators like me. But you, Supreme Lord, left it for the human domain. Pardon my rudeness, but they say a man doesn’t get out of bed without benefits at stake. You must have your own reason for coming here. As for me, I’ve become indifferent to mundane affairs after living for so long. What I seek is the supreme dao.”

“Alas, the human domain is too weak for the supreme dao of a man of your caliber. Myriad Abyss Island is the place you seek.” Xiahou Jing surmised.

Shu Wanqing nodded solemnly. “Correct. I have no desire to involve myself in whatever you’re after. However, I can help you against Veluriyam. As payment, I require a pass to Myriad Abyss Island!”
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The Northwestern Wastes


It was plain to see that Shu Wanqing had tossed aside all notion of morality and decorum in his age. When that occurred, a man like him would become a terrifying presence.

He was willing to ignore all that happened in the human domain to conserve his lifespan and energy. No matter what disaster or calamity befell it, he felt absolutely no emotional disturbance.

A faint smile hung on Xiahou Jing’s face as he unabashedly observed Shu Wanqing’s expression. Their gazes clashed, each attempting to probe something out of the other.

Shu Wanqing’s was perpetually calm. He reacted very little to the hatred towards Veluriyam emitting from the younger man.

“Your heart is steadfast, Daoist Shu. Why should the path to the supreme dao be denied you?” Xiahou Jing’s comment was an unknown mixture of mockery and politeness.

“Thank you for the undeserved praise,” Shu Wanqing smiled.

“You are a straightforward man, Daoist Shu. I won’t beat around the bush then. It’s a crime for someone of your talents to remain in the human domain. Myriad Abyss Island would make a much better home for you. It’s not that I’m throwing my clout around or anything, but I can guarantee your admission there. You may find it possible to enter with your own strength, but Myriad Abyss is a bit too mysterious for the human domain in general. Usually, there are only instances of people from the former visiting the latter. The reverse is essentially impossible without having the coordinates.”

Shu Wanqing sighed in deep agreement. “I’ve tried it before, but each of my previous attempts ended in failure. There were a few times I came quite close to death, so my desire to do so faded after a while. If you hadn’t appeared, I wouldn’t have shown myself in the world once more at all.”

For empyrean experts, taking even a single step into the mortal world cost them a great deal.

They had to live cowardly and conservative lives in order to guarantee they could preserve their lives, wasting no energy on what was unnecessary.

“How many more secluded masters are there in the human domain, daoist? Ones like you, I mean,” Xiahou Jing mused.

He had always known that there were sure to be secluded experts in the human domain. The exact number though, was much more up in the air.

“How many exactly? It’s hard for me to answer that myself,” Shu Wanqing sighed. “Every year yields a different answer. I knew of six a few thousand years ago. Now? Who knows how many are still alive now?”

In the human domain, someone who had broken into empyrean realm were limited by available resources – both material and spirit energy. As such, their lives were only double that of great emperor realm experts here. This was one of the reasons that empyrean experts had been nonexistent for many years.

Xiahou Jing laughed, quickly following up. “Is there any way to contact them?”

Shu Wanqing’s reply was cool. “Did you want to recruit them, Supreme Lord?”

Xiahou Jing made no attempt to deny it. “I don’t want to see empyrean experts languish in this coarse environment,” he laughed.

“There is no need to make those plans. Just because I’m willing to cooperate with you doesn’t mean they will do the same. Perhaps some are contrary enough to be angered by your attempts to stir things up here in the human domain. They will then attempt to thwart your plans at every quarter. If you are not worried about that, you go ahead and try.”

Not all empyrean experts had the same nature.

“Hahaha, you are a direct man indeed, Daoist Shu.” Xiahou Jing roared with laughter, but no longer brought up the matter of other empyrean experts. He turned to something different. “Do you have any ideas about the cooperation you mentioned earlier?”

“I will lend only my strength. It is up to you to craft any stratagems required.” Shu Wanqing was as straightforward as ever.

The death of Xiahou Jing’s retainers, Elders Peng and Mo, meant that there was a void of power he desperately needed to fill. Shu Wanqing’s appearance shored that up perfectly. He would be a fool to not grasp this opportunity. After all, he didn’t have the shamelessness to return to Myriad Abyss Island to ask aid.

If House Xiahou knew how poorly he had done here in the human domain, his lofty status within the house would crash into the ground. As such, there was no reason for him to miss out an empyrean expert like Shu Wanqing at this time.

Moreover, the fact that Shu Wanqing had been able to break the stony field alone showed his immense strength. He was probably stronger than the elders had been.

Xiahou Jing thought about things for a moment before coming up with an idea.

“Daoist Shu, if you are an empyrean expert of the human domain, cultivators all over the realm will surely flock to you if you send out the call. Even if they don’t do so immediately, at least they won’t support Veluriyam instead. If we pair that with a bit of brutality, every faction will fall beneath our boot. Once Veluriyam Capital’s arms and legs are cut off, it will be trivial to take Jiang Chen on.”

“Why make it so complicated?” Shu Wanqing frowned. “On a larger scale, it seems to be a fight between the Order and Veluriyam. But really, it’s just a spat between you and Jiang Chen. As long as we can deal with the city’s leader, everything else will follow.”

In his age, Shu Wanqing preferred to head directly for the goal rather than engage in anything too complex. Dealing with Jiang Chen was a precise, efficient maneuver. Without him, Veluriyam Capital would no longer be a problem.

“It’s not that easy to deal with him,” Xiahou Jing smiled wryly. “Do you think I haven’t thought of doing that? I’ve already assigned him sufficient importance, but what did I get in the end? The deaths of my two closest empyrean retainers!”

He clenched his teeth as he said this. Sparks of anger flew out of his eyes. Clearly, he still held the loss of the two elders very dear.

“That scoundrel himself isn’t very strong. He has eight Primordial Stone Golem Tribe warriors, which is probably his strongest asset. He has a Vermilion Bird as well, but it’s at the end of its rope. I assume it’ll be dead before long.”

Xiahou Jing was filled with resentment for the bird as well. He’d lured it with many promises and gifts, but it had remained totally impassive toward him. It was a thoroughly dishonorable experience.

“According to what I know,” Shu Wanqing suddenly intoned emotionlessly, “this isn’t the first time you’ve fiddled with Boundary Steles. The one broken at Agarwood, the one in the northwestern wastes this time… the Order of Wind and Cloud is behind this, is it not?”

He appeared to have complete knowledge of these things.

Xiahou Jing was a bit surprised. “You know so much despite being a hermit?”

“Your line of thought is correct,” Shu Wanqing stated. “Once the Boundary Stele in the northwestern wastes is shattered, the Embittered Savage Tribe will invade with an army. Veluriyam Capital will be hindered by the new distraction and there will be increased opportunities to deal with Jiang Chen!”

There was no hint of compassion or guilt in Shu Wanqing’s voice. Xiahou Jing marveled at his lack of empathy. It seemed odd. He had made contact with many other human domain experts, and those people had harbored a degree of care for the land even after joining the Order. Most cultivators especially couldn’t accept the breaking of the Boundary Steles.

As an empyrean expert, Shu Wanqing should have been a leader and elder among humanity. Why was he so uncaring in this regard?

Did he have no sense of belonging to this domain, to his race?

How much enmity did he harbor in his heart to reach this level?

“Daoist Shu, if I may ask, will you really be able to stand by and idly watch while the Embittered Savage Tribe invades?” Xiahou Jing couldn’t resist inquiring.

“And why not?” Shu Wanqing replied even-handedly. “Every step I’ve taken thus far has been over a mound of bones. The heavenly dao was never prepared for those with extraneous things like compassion. Only those with a heart of stone is fit to receive it. Who cares who lives and who dies, be they human or otherwise? What grace have I received from them, that I should worry over their lives?”

Xiahou Jing clapped, laughing. “Good, good! No wonder Daoist Shu was able to reach empyrean realm, while those pursuers of false dao in the human domain languish as great emperors unto their deaths. Everything has a reason behind it. That means that Jiang Chen will only be able to get to great emperor at most. I wonder what the Primordial Stone Golem Tribe sees in him?”
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In the northwestern wastes, the head of the Moon God Sect was at her limit. Her pretty eyes were bloodshot and her elegant face pale.

“Sectmaster, rest for a while. I’ll fill in for a bit.” The second sectmaster wasn’t as fatigued as the main sect head, but she was plenty tired in her own right.

She cursed as she said this. “Those bastards of the Upper Eight Regions… are they really men?! We sisters have held this place down for so long. Where are our reinforcements? Are they going to let us die here?”

The main sect head sighed softly. “Don’t complain, sister. The Order of the Wind and Cloud is set on harming the entire human domain. Perhaps it has already fallen into a great war. The lack of reinforcements is understandable.”

Because they were in the northwestern wastes, their knowledge of what had happened in the outside world was delayed. It was difficult just to survive here, not to mention repair the Boundary Stele. They lacked Jiang Chen’s methods to do so, so they were finding it quite taxing to perform the same task.

As time went on, they felt their strengths falter. If there was no change to their situation, the Boundary Stele would crumble within three to five days at most.

Once it did, the human domain would no longer have any defense against the Embittered Savage Tribe. Sensing the blood in the water, that bestial tribe would come rushing in.

Or perhaps they were already mobilizing on the other side.
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The battle between Veluriyam and the Order increased the former’s fame to even greater heights. The announcement of the antidote to the Exultation Pill meant that many who had capitulated to the Order surged into the capital instead.

Jiang Chen didn’t absorb these defectors into Veluriyam’s own forces, but those that wanted the antidote were required to make a vehement oath not to work for the Order ever again.

These hadn’t felt much of a sense of belonging to the sect in the first place. They had only bent their knee due to being captured. As such, they didn’t oppose this oath at all. Everybody was a winner in the end.

“Young lord, these cultivators are the elites that remain of the human race. Why not make them part of Veluriyam to strengthen our forces?” Coiling Dragon was perplexed. This was the perfect time to attract talent and open up recruitment.

“How many cultivators did we deploy in the fight against Emperor Pillzenith? What of our sortie against the Order?” Jiang Chen smiled.

Coiling Dragon considered this before cracking a wry smile. “That’s true. With the Goldbiter Rats, we’re not at all pressed for manpower.”

“That’s not my consideration. Veluriyam doesn’t need these fairweather troops. In the world of martial dao, many are placed in harsh conditions and go where the wind blows. I sympathize with their plight, as long as they retained some sort of bottom line. That’s why I gave them antidotes in the first place. Ruthless criminals like Emperors Pillzenith and Shura are the ones truly beyond redemption.”

“However, just because I can forgive them does not mean I’m happy to share the same air with them, much less trust them with any important tasks.” This was Jiang Chen’s principle.

He didn’t kill innocents and he was able to commiserate with them, but he wasn’t going to be friends with them. The cultivators that had joined the Order weren’t at all suitable for Veluriyam.

Veluriyam was strong not because it had some kind of advantage in numbers. Compared to the Pillfire of yesteryear, it was actually disadvantaged in both resources and great emperors.

But it came on top in the end, easily crushing Pillfire and the northern alliance’s conspiracy in the process.

Had that been because of numbers? Not at all.

Elite soldiers were better than a horde of untrained peasants. Every person Veluriyam took in had to pass Jiang Chen’s rigorous testing before he allowed them into his inner circle.

Currently, people like Petalpluck were being gradually sidelined in favor of newcomers like Coiling Dragon.

Time and time again, tribulations had proven that though Emperor Petalpluck wouldn’t betray Veluriyam Capital, he didn’t possess the kind of resolution needed to suffer through turbulent situations. At the end of the day, people like him had different ideals than Jiang Chen.

Thus, though Emperor Petalpluck was nominally the second great emperor after Emperor Peafowl, Jiang Chen’s esteem of him had sunk lower and lower.

Against Pillfire’s northern alliance, Petalpluck had expressed pessimistic thoughts and belittled Veluriyam.

Against the Order of Wind and Cloud, he hadn’t taken sufficient responsibility. In terms of contribution, he could not be compared to Emperors Peerless and Wellspring.

Peerless had gone undercover and disfigured himself to deliver crucial news at a key moment, allowing Jiang Chen to deliver a brutal counterattack. Wellspring had served to distract the Order’s forces elsewhere.

Jiang Chen’s philosophy with subordinates was thus: in order to become a member of Sacred Peafowl Mountain’s inner circle, one had to be of the same mind with him. Emperors Peerless, Wellspring, Coiling Dragon, and Void all exemplified this fact. The Jiao brothers were included as well.

Though Sacred Peafowl Mountain could definitely use a few more experts, he wasn’t going to relax his personal standards for them. He preferred frugal expertise to an excess of incompetence.

“Young lord, Miss Qingxuan is here.” Xue Tong came in from outside the door.

Jiang Chen knew instantly what she had come for. He’d been making arrangements for it these past few days.

Xu Qingxuan entered with worry on her face. “Brother,” she said with some concern. “It’s been quite a while and there’s no news from the northwestern wastes. I’m worried about master and…”

Jiang Chen was conflicted himself. Should he go to the northwestern wastes himself?

If he’d managed to successfully kill Xiahou Jing prior without the interference of the mysterious human hermit, Jiang Chen would’ve had no hesitation whatsoever.

But Xiahou Jing had fled with his life intact, and the mysterious hermit expert only added to his concern. If the Order made a renewed attack during his departure, what was he supposed to do then? Veluriyam couldn’t sustain continuous damage.

Most importantly, Jiang Chen suspected that the northwestern wastes’ Boundary Stele was beyond repair.

It wasn’t so easy to fix one. The one in Agarwood VAlley had been bolstered by the Primosanct Sect’s resources. The spirit stones and other miscellany had guaranteed that the process would be successful.

Would the same be present in the northwestern wastes? Jiang Chen was doubtful about that. The realm around a Boundary Stele wasn’t a simple formation or restriction.

As the demarcation of the boundaries between the races, it cost an insurmountable amount of work and resources to construct.

The Nine Sparks Petalstorm Formation around the young lord residence had already cost him an astronomical sum. But compared to what a Boundary Stele expended, it was virtually nothing. Due to Jiang Chen’s previous repairs on another Boundary Stele, he knew very well what it required.

“Brother, say something.” Xu Qingxuan stomped her feet anxiously. Just like Jiang Chen, she valued relationships very much so. Both the Moon God Sect and her master were dear to her.

“I respect the Moon God Sect’s responsibility in this time of trouble, Qingxuan. However, the battle cost us a lot of time. I assume the situation has only gotten worse in the northwestern wastes. I don’t know if it is possible to repair the Boundary Stele there, and we must prepare for the contingency that it’s not.”

“Impossible to repair?” Xu Qingxuan’s face became pale. “Then… the Embittered Savage Tribe…”

Her eyes radiated despair when she thought of the coming eternal nightmare with the Embittered Savage Tribe. The Moon God Sect lay foremost in the path of the invaders.

“Fortune and misfortune are both fated, and the latter sometimes can’t be avoided. I’ve thought about a great deal these past few days, Qingxuan. I’ve worked tirelessly for the sake of the human race and its future, but what did I receive in return? The primary troublemakers haven’t been the demons I was most worried about.”

Xu Qingxuan looked puzzled. She couldn’t quite understand what Jiang Chen meant.

“In the secret realm in Agarwood Valley, human experts joined the celestial demon lord without hesitation. When I came out from there, Pillfire had organized the northern alliance to wage war upon me. After that was done, a so-called Order of Wind and Cloud rose up from nowhere. When the Order was about to be destroyed, a human hermit expert showed up to save it… I can’t deal with being led around like that! They’ve practically got me by my nose.”

Xu Qingxuan began to understand now.

“In the end, these troubles are being caused by humans and our internal struggles! I’ve been wondering whether I’ve done too much. Most people in the human domain have no sense of danger, and are completely irresponsible and spineless in these trying times. Perhaps the arrival of the Embittered Savage Tribe will be a good thing for humanity!”

Jiang Chen’s words were filled with indignation. These were the conclusions he’d drawn from mulling things over recently.

The human race had enjoyed peace and quiet for far too long. The hot-bloodedness of its ancient ancestors had all but disappeared. A race like this required baptism through fire and blood in order for it to come to its senses. Otherwise, it would be stuck forever in its current muddled state.

He’d acted as a caretaker for the past few years, dealing with trouble wherever it arose. But the human domain was like a straw hut. It leaked everywhere, and worsened rather than improved over time despite his efforts.

He doubted whether his efforts had any point to it at all, given the direction things were going on a grand scale.

To the side, Wellspring suddenly spoke up. “Young lord, your words have reminded me of a quote from an ancient master, recorded in an equally ancient text.”

“What is it?” Jiang Chen asked curiously.

“That ancient master participated in the demon-sealing war in his day. He said that war has the power to both raise up or destroy a race. He made a comparison too. Even a flock of sheep on a prairie is made more hot-blooded and wary by the appearance of a wolf pack. War is not what usually destroys a race, but peace and ignorance.”

Jiang Chen slapped his thigh when he heard this. “Well said!” his eyes brightened. “This ancient master was a wise man. He and I think the same.”

He’d been toying with that idea in his head for a while now. He’d been worried about the demons and other factions’ invasion of the human domain and a massive loss of life.However, if the people he was fussing over were unconcerned and oblivious themselves, did they deserve his protection and exertion in the first place?

Emperor Peafowl’s influence had directed his thoughts before; a man who was more powerful should shoulder more responsibility.

But his mindset was beginning to change these days. For the current incarnation of the human race, a war could stir up this stagnant puddle of water.


79


The Boundary Stele Is Shattered?


Xu Qingxuan had a lost look in her eyes.

“Brother,” she murmured, “do you mean that you’ve given up on defending the northwestern wastes’ Boundary Stele? Then the work that my master and the rest is doing… is wasted? Was it wrong to risk their lives to fix it?”

“It’s hard to assign right and wrong to many things in the world,” Jiang Chen sighed. “Qingxuan, I won’t ignore what’s happening in the northwestern wastes. I simply said what I was thinking about the matter. I also wanted to let you know that it may be wise for humanity to prepare for war – a single one, or multiple. The human domain is approaching dusk, and a period of darkness is yet to come.”

He wasn’t applying any pessimism to the matter. Instead, he was speaking from a higher perspective. The current human race was riddled with holes and problems. Even if he were ten times stronger, he wouldn’t be able to patch everything up.

Wellspring, the man most closely aligned with Peafowl’s ideals, sighed. “I must say that my thoughts are changing as well after all these changes. In the past, I’ve always thought that us cultivators at the top must bear the burden of the rest of the world. We are the only ones that can, really. But if the rest of our people has not yet awakened to the danger around us, can we really fight with only the strength of a few?”

“We must at least preserve our own strength. Only then do we have a hope of turning the tide.” This was Peerless’ opinion. He had learned quite a bit from his experience lying low in the Order. The sight of so many human cultivators pressed into loyal service without knowing the origins of their supreme lord shocked him. They hadn’t seemed to care if he was evil or not.

Jiang Chen nodded. “As the leader of the human race, Veluriyam will take up the mantle when necessary. However, we must also preserve our own forces and heritages. Only then can we think about saving the rest of the world.”

This was his biggest takeaway from the fight against the Order.

Without Peerless’ communication, Veluriyam would’ve very likely suffered a catastrophic loss it could never recovered from. If something like that did happen to his family and friends, what good was vengeance later?

Revenge wouldn’t restore his loved ones.

Having said this, Jiang Chen went on. “I know what I’m going to do for the northwestern wastes. I’ll make a trip myself. If the Boundary Stele there can be repaired, I’ll do my best to do so. If not, I won’t force anything. My primary directive will be to save any survivors.”

“Yes. Where there is life, there is hope.” Peerless nodded in agreement.

“I will make haste without delay and set off today. Old Brother Hui and Mo, Emperors Coiling Dragon and Void, please keep things here in Veluriyam under control. If anyone intentionally spreads damaging rumors, punish him severely. In times of chaos, harsher measures are required. Don’t hesitate to apply them when necessary,” Jiang Chen instructed his friends. “I will ask our good senior the Vermilion Bird to hold down the fort. Four of the stone golem brothers will also remain.”

After fighting the Order of Wind and Cloud, Jiang Chen placed greater value in keeping Veluriyam secure.

Going to the northwestern wastes wasn’t as easy as returning to Veluriyam. The spacetime seal could only be used for a one-way trip, and moreover it only had a single usage remaining. The next time back to the Pagoda would be his last.

After making the required arrangements, Jiang Chen left quietly once again without informing anyone. His actions were under the scrutiny of all. No one was benefited by him being too public about his goals.

Thankfully, the human domain didn’t pose much of a threat to him aside from the Order’s remnants. Every hostile faction in the northern Upper Eight Regions had been destroyed.

The ones that remained were in an alliance with Veluriyam. Therefore, Jiang Chen didn’t need to be concerned with much aside from local Order members. Plus, his veneer of secrecy helped to avoid problems as well.

Secrecy aside though, if the destruction of the northwestern wastes’ Boundary Stele had something to do with the Order, then his trip would be within their expectations too. But presently, the Order didn’t necessarily have the ability to ambush him even if its members knew about his itinerary. It would cost them a great deal to do so.

The removal of Elders Peng and Mo from the equation meant that Xiahou Jing had no manpower available, at any rate.

Jiang Chen’s journey was entirely smooth. He reached the territory of Tilted Moon Upper Region in three days. The northwestern wastes were a wide patch of desolate, infertile land.

After entering the region, he could feel the tangible pressure in the atmosphere. A sense of impending war filled the air. A small spark would be enough to ignite the place.

“The threat of the Embittered Savage Tribe is quite intimidating indeed.” He remembered how he’d appreciated the region’s culture on his first visit. The region’s residents had brimmed with optimism, enjoying life to the fullest.

This time, he noticed that even the most optimistic of people smiled a great deal less. While he was here, Jiang Chen found it natural to go visit an old friend. The Third Master Jing he had met all those years ago – alongside Emperor Peerless’ foster son, Gu Xintang – were now important members of Tilted Moon’s society.

The third master was overjoyed to see Jiang Chen at his door.

“There’s no need for too much fuss. I’m here on a secret operation,” Jiang Chen instructed.

Third Master Jing held back his overflowing joy. “Young lord Jiang Chen, I’ve been tremendously worried about you during this time. I was relieved by the news that you had defeated the Order and came close to killing its supreme lord. I was guessing that you’d come around now.”

“You guessed I would come?” Jiang Chen was a bit surprised.

“Heheh, you are a very loyal person. There’s no way you would abandon Tilted Moon and the Moon God Sect for Holy Maiden Qingxuan’s sake.”

Jiang Chen sighed softly. “How are things in the northwestern wastes?” he asked.

The third master put away his smile. “Things are getting worse over there,” he related somberly. “Contact from the Moon God Sect there has all but ceased. It seems that nothing living can survive over there.” He then realized the error in his speech and quickly rectified, “Of course, the sectmaster and the others are capable enough to be fine, I think!”.

Jiang Chen nodded. “Time is of the essence. I won’t bother you any longer. I’ll head to the northwestern wastes right now. I just hope that I can make it in time.”

Third Master Jing stood up, solemnly bowing to Jiang Chen thrice. “Young lord, I would like to thank you for your righteous actions on behalf of everyone living in Tilted Moon.”

“That’s a little too much to say, my friend.” Jiang Chen hurriedly helped him up.

Third Master Jing shook his head, his tone firm. “Not at all. Perhaps the rest of the world is used to you saving them, young lord, but you don’t actually owe them anything. All that you’ve done is for the public good! In the current human domain, there are very few men who can say the same. We of Tilted Moon won’t take your hard work for granted.”

Jiang Chen’s lips quivered, but he said nothing further on the subject. Instead, he patted Third Master Jing on the shoulder. “Take care of yourself, and prepare for the worst.”

Third Master Jing shook when he heard this. He wanted to ask more, but Jiang Chen had already drifted off.

The young man found his way to the northwestern wastes with the help of a map.

The wasteland was an endless desert, full of sand and not much else. As appropriate of a desert and other such things of that nature, there was very little spirit qi in the air, nor were there any signs of life nearby.

“The northwestern wastes are indeed quite desolate.” Jiang Chen and company were having a hard time moving forward because of the conditions. Their pace was noticeably affected.

Any energy they expanded couldn’t be replenished through drawing on the surrounding environment. Instead, they had to rely on herbs and pills.

“This is a lot of trouble for you four, Big Stone.” Jiang Chen felt some distress when he saw the panting golems. Because of the lack of energy in the air, those with a higher level of cultivation required more upkeep to stay fit. That was why Jiang Chen had brought more than enough pills for them to recover.

“The ancestors were immensely daring to have constructed a Boundary Stele in these wastes.” The poverty and bleakness of these wastes was teaching Jiang Chen a lesson in the hardships the ancients had had to endure to build a defense here.

As he said this, the young man felt the earth shake a little. He thought that he was hallucinating at first, but the earth shook once more after a few more steps, a bit more vigorously than the last.

The shaking turned into a recurring event, cascading in intensity.

Jiang Chen hastily sent a few Goldbiter Rats out. “Go on and scout ahead. See what’s happening in front of us.”

Because there was no spirit qi here, Jiang Chen couldn’t send out a swarm of Goldbiter Rats. He sent out only a few of the particularly clever ones. A few moments were enough for them to return.

“Young lord, there’s enormous shaking a hundred plus miles out from here. Something related to a restriction. It should be the fabled realm around a Boundary Stele, a real impressive sight to behold. But…”

“But what? Say it straight.” Jiang Chen frowned.

“But…”

Before the rat could finish, Jiang Chen stumbled almost to his knees. A string of rumbling echoed at his ears—a series of destructive thunderclaps that caused the air to explode.

In the next moment, the ground shook like the tides, wavering in intensifying succession. It was as if the order of heaven and earth in this area had been thrown into disarray. A frightening thought flickered into Jiang Chen’s mind.

“This isn’t good. The Moon God Sect’s people are in danger!” Aside from Xu Qingxuan, there were only a few that Jiang Chen admired from that sect: the main sectmaster and Holy Maiden Xu Shan.

He didn’t know the others and cared even less about them. However, they were risking their lives to repair the Boundary Stele. Jiang Chen couldn’t simply abandon them to their fates.

“Big Stone, we have to hurry.” Jiang Chen rushed ahead, anxiety fueling his step.

Though the lack of energy here meant that it was extremely taxing on picking up speed, Veluriyam’s young lord unreservedly charged ahead nevertheless.
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The Embittered Savage Tribe


“Hahaha! Finally! We’re through!”

“How many years has it been? We’ve finally broken through the damn border! Will this be a new age for our tribe?”

“My brothers! The succulent pigs in the human domain have grown fat and are waiting to be slaughtered! Hahaha!”

“Tsk tsk! Is this the human domain our ancestors told us about?”

“Humans! Tremble in fear. Your masters have arrived!”

With the breaking of the Stele, the realm that emanated from it collapsed at a speed visible to the naked eye. Like mountain ranges continuously collapsing, the despairing sight ground on.

Color drained from the faces of those of the Moon God Sect. Horror and anxiety flooded their beautiful eyes. Even the head sectmaster was stunned despite her usual calm demeanor.

Countless shadows swarmed furiously through the collapsed rubble like a school of carp leaping over the waters. There seemed to be no end in sight. It was as if the place beyond the boundary was hell, while the human domain was heaven.

There were clear physiological differences between them and humans.

Their shoulders were broad and burly, paired with a waist that was as thick as a bear’s. They were a head taller than most humans and naked from the waist up. Their muscles seemed to have been poured from bronze, well-defined and filled with explosive strength.

From the waist down, they either wore kilts made out of animal skin or odd-looking wraps of leaves, branches, or bizarre ornaments. Moreover, tattoos covered their faces, making them seem even more foreign. Even the shapes of their heads were completely different.

Some were bald, some had shoulder length hair or braided hair, while others wore strange ornaments on top. However, the biggest difference was without a doubt their skin tone. Perhaps due to geographical and environmental reasons, their skin was mostly bronze or darker in color.

Their noses were also an eye-catching characteristic. It was extremely big and seemed to take up a third of their faces. They were an extremely recognizable race.

They were the invaders! There was no doubt of it!

Their chiseled muscles, maddened eyes, and brazen actions were clear indications that they were war-hungry barbarians. Batch upon batch of them followed.

The Moon God Sect was surrounded in the blink of an eye. The three sectmasters had only brought a few trusted disciples to the border. Their numbers didn’t exceed thirty.

In comparison, over tens of thousands of savages from the Embittered Savage Tribe had swarmed through the border in a few breaths. The Moon God Sect was completely surrounded before they even had time to escape.

“Haha! Such fortune! To think that so many beauties were waiting for us just beyond the Boundary Stele!”

“Tsk tsk! Our ancestors didn’t lie! The women of the human race do seem soft and tender!”

“Hahaha! I finally understand why our ancestors are so obsessed with the human domain! Just look at them! There’s nothing to complain about!”

“They all seem so exquisite! We’re in for a treat!”

At least a dozen layers of the barbarians had surrounded them. Lust and desire was written all over their faces. They would've pounced on the women already if their leaders hadn’t stopped them. Even still, they were aching to make a move.

“Ooo! Ooo! Ooo!” The warriors of the tribe stood shoulder to shoulder and danced while muttering strange chants. They were clearly celebrating with song and dance. The more excited ones even stroked their crotch and leered.

From the Moon God Sect’s point of view, there seemed to be no end to the savages. The younger and more timid disciples were thoroughly terrified and hid behind the sectmasters. Unfortunately, they were surrounded from all sides. No matter where they hid, ran, or scampered, lascivious grimaces greeted them.

The warriors howled ceaselessly and made various lewd gestures at the women. Some even tore apart the scant cloth at their waist and swung their private parts at the humans. They were as vulgar as one could be.

The female disciples could only respond with endless shrieks. They covered their eyes, humiliated and terrified. The head sectmaster was an experienced warrior. “What are you panicking for?! Maintain your composure!” She yelled.

The exhortations from their leader helped the shrieks slowly die out. However, the disciples were still white as ghosts. Clearly, their fear hadn’t lessened one bit.

The three sectmasters exchanged glances and transmitted silently to all of the sect members present. “We will cover you while you retreat. Remember, try your best to escape, but if you don’t…” The head sectmaster shifted her gaze at the leering barbarians. “You know what to do!” She warned coldly.

The disciples trembled. They understood what the sectmaster was implying. They were to take their own lives if they couldn’t escape. Death was better than being ravaged by the beastly barbarians!

The second sectmaster was next to speak. “As cultivators, why are you acting like the common womenfolk? What was the purpose of all your training if all you do is tremble in the face of danger?”

The second sectmaster had always had a short temper. She feared absolutely nothing and was the calmest in their current precarious situation.

“I will lead by example! If I’m defeated, I’d rather implode than be tarnished by these savage beasts!” Her voice was filled resolve and integrity.

The head sectmaster nodded. “That’s how it should be. I will do the same!”

Their conversation calmed the disciples down. Calm prevailed and the girls looked at their current predicament in a new light.

However, Holy Maiden Xi Yuan burst into an angry tirade. “Isn’t junior sister Qingxuan smart?! She’s having the time of her life at Veluriyam Capital. How can she be at peace living like a princess while our lives are threatened? The second sectmaster’s love for her has gone down the drain!”

She felt the world so very unfair.

Xu Qingxuan ordinarily received the highest treatment among all of the youth in the sect and was widely regarded as the foremost holy maiden. Many worshipped her as a goddess.

And yet, she was swanning around in Veluriyam while the sect was risking their lives in the harshness of the northwestern wastes. The disgusting faces of the Embittered Savage Tribe made Xi Yuan want to throw up. It was no wonder that she was filled with hate and resentment.

The second sectmaster’s visage turned ice-cold. “Are you stirring up trouble? And now, of all times?”

On the brink of death, Holy Maiden Xi Yuan no longer felt the need to hold herself back. “Second sectmaster, this junior isn’t stirring up anything! These are merely my heartfelt words. If junior sister Qingxuan truly cares about the sect, why doesn’t she come to our aid when she clearly knows the northwestern wastes are endangered? Isn’t her brother the young lord of Veluriyam Capital? Why doesn’t she ask him for help?”

Her complaints did make some sense and riled up many of the younger disciples, making them consider Xu Qingxuan a traitor.

The second sectmaster flew into a rage. “You’ve always been jealous of Qingxuan and afraid to express it! So you no longer see the need to hide your true feelings, is it? How do you know that Qingxuan didn’t ask Jiang Chen for help? Do you know who won the war between Veluriyam and the Order of Wind and Cloud? Are you even aware of the current state of affairs in the human domain?”

She might’ve not been a highly educated and cultured person, but she knew very well that her disciple was anything but an ingrate. Thus, she couldn’t stand to let her true disciple be slandered by Xi Yuan.

Xi Yuan had more to say, but she was disrupted by the head sectmaster. “Shut up! How can you afford to think about that given current circumstances? Do you think we don’t know what kind of person Qingxuan is? If it weren’t for her, do you think Veluriyam would’ve cared to propose a polite alliance with us?”

This was the unbridled truth. If it weren’t for Xu Qingxuan, Jiang Chen could very well have led an army and taken his mother by force. In fact, he could’ve destroyed the sect with a flick of a finger, given his strength and resources!

Not even Pillfire City was a match for him, let alone the Moon God Sect.

“Qingxuan isn’t like that! Nor is young lord Jiang Chen! They must have their reasons for not coming to our help!” Holy Maiden Xu Shan rebutted.

While they were talking, the Embittered Savages suddenly opened a path to allow a few figures to walk in.

One of them was very tall and stocky. He was dressed differently from the others and had on much more luxurious tattoos and accessories. The armor on his shoulders, chest, and waist was exquisitely crafted. One could easily tell that he was a noble.

He didn’t share the same crude brutishness as the other members of his tribe. He had neatly braided hair, an enormous pair of dangling earrings, and didn’t have any overly conspicuous tattoos on his face. It was clear that he was of a different status than the others. Moreover, he didn’t seem very old.

He was escorted by four cultivators, two middle-aged and two even more elderly. The entourage seemed to have a different status from the others as well. Their attire was leagues better the common barbarians. However, they were all protecting the young noble and extremely respectful towards him.
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The Gunuo Village


The young man’s eyes were sharp and savage, like hawk or a falcon’s. He gave off a predatory aura of dominance. The three sectmasters of the Moon God Sect were shaken by his very look. It was as if he’d taken a full look at their bodies, and there were no secrets to be hidden from him.

“Wami, wami!” The Embittered Savages shouted in unison. This was evidently a gesture of respect. No one from the Moon God Sect knew what the word meant, but the expressions of the Savages showed that it was an honored title of some sort.

The young man smiled slightly, obviously used to this kind of treatment. He raised both hands a few degrees into the air and waved them about a little. The Savages’ cultivators began to shriek, dancing about in frenzied response. Some whistled, others shrieked, some stomped, clapped, and still others did all kinds of strange acts.

The Embittered Savage Tribe is as crude as they say, flashed across the hearts of all those from the Moon God Sect. They were surrounded by a group of these barbarians. To be captured and manhandled by them was a fate worse than death. Many of the younger female disciples resolved to commit suicide if they were captured.

However, the young nobleman among the Savages loosened the attitude of a few of the disciples.

If it was just him… The girls that thought this involuntarily blushed. It was a life and death situation, and yet they were thinking such strange things… How embarrassing!

The young nobleman strode slowly closer with a light step, bringing his features into focus.

Aside from the trademark large nose, he was significantly more handsome than the rest of his tribesmen. His keen eyes especially held something intrepid and daring to them, giving off an overpoweringly masculine aura.

The fact that he was an enemy aside, that kind of look was enough to capture the hearts of countless inexperienced little girls.

“I didn’t expect that my Embittered Savage Tribe would be able to step foot on human territory again after the ancient times. How surprising,” the young man suddenly spoke. His voice was deep and rich, and he conversed in the human tongue. However, it did carry an unmistakably alien accent that made it sound much rougher and more exotic.

Most importantly, his tone was so magnetic that it instantly lowered the guard of many of the younger female disciples. It was as if a man with such a resonant, charming voice couldn’t possibly be evil.

The young man’s eyes were full of conquest as he swept them across the Moon God Sect faces. His expression was colored with some humor to it. At least a third of it was flirtatious, another third admiring.

Clearly, he was astounded by these women’s appearances. As an aristocrat of the Embittered Savage Tribe, he enjoyed its best resources and prettiest women. That was an obvious, foregone conclusion. However, only after seeing these female cultivators did he realize that all his previous women were complete trash!

“I finally understand why my forebears always had the human domain on their minds. My darlings, if I may ask, are all the women of the human domain as splendidly beautiful as you? Your radiance is almost heavenly.” The young man’s words bordered on the flippant. He gestured in attempted stylishness.

Holy Maiden Xi Yuan was apparently so charmed by his mannerisms that she was brave enough to reply. “No way! You’re lucky, running into the Moon God Sect…”

“Shut up, Xi Yuan!” The sectmaster found the girl’s response unbearable. This wasn’t the time to be a ditz! This young man obviously had malicious intentions!

The main sectmaster was somewhat forlorn. Though these disciples were reasonably talented, the Moon God Sect didn’t allow its students to experience much of the world in general. Thus, they were disadvantaged when social situations came to bear, and became ignorant to the point of not realizing the danger behind this young man’s apparent politeness.

Holy Maiden Xi Yuan was truthfully extremely unhappy about being scolded by the sectmaster multiple times. She didn’t dare to act out of line in front though. Instead, she pursed her lips sullenly.

The young nobleman was sensitive enough to notice this. “Adorable little girl,” he smiled gently, “don’t worry. Feel free to keep talking. I guarantee that as long as you’re polite with me, I will be the same. I’ve always been like that, you know.”

Holy Maiden Xi Yuan was at a bit of an impasse. She was naturally drawn toward the barbarous nobleman, but the sectmaster’s rebukes loomed over her menacingly. She pressed her lips, her eyes aglow with thoughtful animation. She was obviously raring to go.

The young nobleman suddenly glowered at the main sectmaster. “You, shut up!”

He turned to an old man nearby. “Gu Qi, if she talks any more, seize her and strip her, then hand her to the Gunuo warriors!” His prior affability had turned into a demonic countenance.

“Yes, Prince Gu Tianqing.” The old man named Gu Qi replied with a cupped fist salute. He grinned devilishly at the Moon God Sect’s head as he said this, emanating his aura into the air all around. Panicked, she felt a potent despair creep up on and control her. She was helpless before it.

This invisible aura filled her with hopelessness. “Empyrean, this must be an empyrean expert…”

The sectmaster felt like she had fallen into a frozen abyss. She’d had some delusions about putting everything behind her and hacking a way out before, but when the barbarian leader came onto the scene, she realized that it wasn’t so easy to break free of the encirclement.

Gu Qi’s display of power caused her spirits to plummet. The enemy clearly had people on their side with sufficient strength to overwhelm them. The Moon God Sect was outclassed here.

If they’d been limited to great emperors, the main sectmaster was confident enough to stand even against the likes of the late Emperor Pillzenith. But to her despair, an empyrean expert led their attack!

Such a cultivator wasn’t someone she could stand against even if she threw away her own life. To put it bluntly, he stood on a completely different level than her. How could a great emperor compare to an empyrean expert? The difference was as vast as heaven and earth.

“Alright.” The young man – the prince of the Gunuo Village of the Embittered Savage Tribe – spoke once again. His voice was back to its old, magnetic self. He beckoned at Holy Maiden Xi Yuan. “Come out and talk a bit more, little girl. I promise that no one will be allowed to get mad at or scold you.”

The holy maiden was a bit hesitant at first, but the come-hither wave had an indescribable allure to it. She couldn’t help herself. Her brain paths were fried. She walked with eyes glazed over towards the youth.

“What are you doing, Xi Yuan?” A young fellow disciple of hers instinctively reminded.

The prince of the Gunuo Clan glowered. He casually grasped at the air, sending an invisible force across space that elevated her into an invisible hand. A moderate rip was enough to tear all her garments clean off. Every inch of her body was exposed to the air.

This exciting scene ripped through the tens of thousands of other Savages. They yelled and shrieked with various strange sounds.

“You may have her. She’s all yours.” Prince Gu Tianqing tossed her nonchalantly into the crowd.

Her shrieks of suffering soon began to sound after the Savages swarmed in.

“You better not move. I don’t mind sending more to join her. Our warriors are quite thirsty, I assure you.” Gu Tianqing seemed to have two masks he could freely swap between.

The main sectmaster looked mournful, but she restrained her other disciples’ impulses. She wasn’t cold-blooded. Rather, she knew that any resistance at the present moment would only bring more pain to them.

“You can talk now, little girl.” The savage prince was back to his previous tone and expression. A somehow mesmerizing sense of captivation seeped back into his speech.

The blush on Holy Maiden Xi Yuan’s face extended all the way to the nape of her neck. Gu Tianqing was fatally attractive, enough to make her mind to lose focus and her heart tremble in desire.

With a light wave of the prince’s hand, the holy maiden snuggled right up to his broad chest. His manly musk only plunged her deeper into the pit of passion.

“Tell me what you just said in more detail, little girl. What’s with the Moon God Sect? How about humanity as a whole, hmm?” Gu Tianqing’s sizable hands groped the holy maiden like it was the most natural thing in the world. Electricity sizzled through the girl’s skin wherever he touched. She softened all over, ecstatic with pleasure.

Her eyes were as dazed as her mind. “We’re all from the Moon God Sect. Those three are the sectmasters. I’m one of the sect’s holy maidens, and there are a few others. The rest are the sect’s elite disciples. The Moon God Sect is one of the strongest sects in the human domain, full of beautiful girls. The Upper Eight Regions form the core of the human domain, and it holds eight first rank sects. The Moon God Sect is one of them, but there’s another one with similarly beautiful girls in the southeast… the Celestial Cicada Court…”

Holy Maiden Xi Yuan was paralyzed with bliss. Her heart was high in the clouds, and her inhibitions had been cast aside. Hints of a lustful nature was being summoned from her very bones. She desperately wanted Gu Tianqing to take her right now!

The hints of a self-satisfied smile played at Gu Tianqing’s lips when he saw the holy maiden’s cooperation. He was quite happy with his abilities of conquest.
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A Precarious Situation


Holy Maiden Xi Yuan was one of the Moon God Sect’s weakest-willed disciples. Prince Gu Tianqing on the other hand, evidently practiced some sort of seductive art. It was unlikely that the main sectmaster herself would be able to resist his wiles, much less the irresolute young holy maiden.

Moreover, the prince had a sharp eye for people. He could see from a single glance that Holy Maiden Xi Yuan had the most indecisive dao heart of her peers. Even better was the fact that she was ruinously pretty. That was the primary motivator for Gu Tianqing’s choice.

It was as he’d expected. A little bit of trickery was enough to make her completely loyal to him. Holy Maiden Xi Yuan’s continuous disclosures about the human domain were passed onto the barbarous prince. The several experts beside him shifted from surprised to joyful to brimming with cheer.

They’d never dreamed that the human domain of their ancestors’ dreams was so weak. Their strongest experts were only peak great emperors? Empyrean experts were essentially legendary?

This caused a great deal of excitement. Though their tribe didn’t have it easy in their daily lives, cultivation was nevertheless one of their favorite pastimes. The Embittered Savage Tribe didn’t have a ton of empyrean experts, but it did have a few. In comparison, the human race was virtually useless!

They’d never thought that this would be the case. The sole reason for their attack on the Boundary Stele and invasion was because their ancestors had yearned for this territory so much. The picture they had painted of it had simply been too enticing.

The sheer amount of resources, spirit veins, pretty women, method tomes, weapons, pills… the list went on and on. The Embittered Savages couldn’t match a tenth of that wealth. In the description of their ancestors, the human domain was like heaven. It was a place where all of their dreams would all be fulfilled!

Alas, the Boundary Stele realm had stopped them ever since ancient times. Even the strongest of Savages had no way of breaking through.

Until…

The Stele loosened itself with the passage of time! The strongest of seals and the most sturdy of fortresses couldn’t last against the inexorable march of time and the turning of the seasons.

Thus, the Gunuo Village that lived closest to the border was the first to discover this fact. This was why they had managed to enter ahead of their competition; they’d been the closest to this superbly attractive paradise.

Gu Tianqing was no simple brute. Though he enjoyed fondling Holy Maiden Xi Yuan’s body, he also paid a lot of attention to the content of her words, gleaning whatever useful information he could out of them.

“Aah!” The holy maiden yelped in pain. Gu Tianqing had squeezed her with too much force just now, almost enough to make her flesh burst.

“You said that the human race has someplace called Veluriyam Capital. That’s the leading faction here? There’s a kid named Jiang Chen who’s hard to deal with?” The prince had overreacted because he’d heard something important.

Holy Maiden Xi Yuan’s face was pale at the sensation. She could only muster up the energy to nod after a while. “Yes. Jiang Chen is both wily and annoying. If you want to deal with him, Your Highness… I have an idea.”

“What’s your idea?” Gu Tianqing was back to his charismatic self. He caressed the holy maiden lightly, apparently quite tender.

The holy maiden was lost in the depths of passion. “If I tell you, you have to promise to protect me all of my life. You can’t let other people be mean to me!”

“Haha, of course. Do you take me for some unkind buffoon? Tell me your idea. As long as it’s good, you will be handsomely rewarded.”

Holy Maiden Xi Yuan giggled, having made up her mind. She pointed at the second sectmaster. “This old woman is Jiang Chen’s sister’s master. Last time, one of Jiang Chen’s enemies captured her and threatened him with her. A hostage swap was made to save that old woman. If you want to deal with Jiang Chen, you can do the same thing. I’m sure Jiang Chen will have trouble with this!”

The holy maiden’s words stunned everyone from the sect. They’d never thought Xi Yuan to be so shameless as to publicly betray the Moon God Sect and plunge the second sectmaster into trouble!

The second sectmaster glowered. “Despicable bitch! Absolutely despicable!” she couldn’t resist cursing. “If I knew you were going to do something so shameful, I would’ve killed you myself. The Moon God Sect wouldn’t have suffered your indignity then!”

The main sectmaster’s face was bloodless. “The only thing we can do is to destroy ourselves. I hope that the remnants of the sect will not forget their heritage, and there will eventually be descendants of our inheritance.”

Her tone was filled with pessimism. She knew that it was impossible to escape misfortune today. Her greatest wish was that those still at headquarters could distinguish themselves through this troubling time, creating a new, stronger Moon God Sect in the future that ensured the continuation of their heritage.

Gu Tianqing saw the other women of the Moon God Sect color at the suggestion. It seemed that this Holy Maiden Xi Yuan had hit the mark. He tilted the holy maiden’s chin upwards and gave a hearty pat to her rear. “Not bad, not bad. I like you quite a bit. I will certainly grace you with my splendor later. You may look forward to it. Hahaha…”

His tone darkened as he said this. “Gu Qi, I must bother you with this next task. These women are too pretty to be wasted in death. If you and the other experts can work together, you should be able to take most of them alive. Remember, your prime objective is to prevent them from committing suicide!”

Now that he knew the human domain’s strength, there were no inhibitions to his lust.

If the Gunuo Village didn’t take advantage of the weakness of these humans by raiding their lands in advance of everyone else, that would have been a real shame. They wouldn’t be able to prevent the other village from doing the same, once they noticed the human domain being open to the Savages.

They say that the early bird deserves the worm, and the late receives the dredges.

As the earliest bird on the scene, the Gunuo Village had an insurmountable advantage. The prince would be a fool if he didn’t use that to the fullest. These women were undoubtedly the biggest spoils of their first foray into the human domain.

They were even more expectant of what this place held now. If there were women like this everywhere – slightly lower quality was acceptable too! – that was more than enough to drive them all into a renewed frenzy.

These savage warriors of the Gunuo Village were incredible fighters. Their primal needs were as developed as their muscles. Therefore, they were extremely enthusiastic about the prospect of pretty women.

Old Gu Qi nodded, chuckling as he perused the sectmasters and others. “A piece of advice: you’d best forget about resisting. With your beauty and charm, I guarantee you won’t be passed around or discarded. You’ll be given appropriate roles. But if you do foolishly resist and the prince gets angry… then it’s harder to say where you’ll end up. Best take to mind what happened to that little girl, hmm?”

The young disciple had been carried off by several dozen warriors. There was not a peep from her now. It was obvious how miserable of a fate she’d suffered.

Everyone from the Moon God Sect was terrified. The aura that old man Gu Qi invisibly exuded was simply too potent. Its strength was overwhelming.

The second sectmaster suddenly shouted. She produced a blue, frosted blade in her hand. “Don’t listen to their lies! The Embittered Savage Tribe is a race of uncivilized barbarians. They haven’t evolved much further than mindless beasts. Their promises are untrustworthy!

“How can the holy cultivators of the Moon God Sect be tainted by these savage animals? I swear on my position as a sectmaster that we will only fight to the death today. I would rather die than let myself be sullied!” She swept her weapon at the Savages near her as she said this.

This unexpected attack from a great emperor cultivator produced formidable results. Four Savages were decapitated in a single flash, having not reacted in time.

The second sectmaster’s act kindled the hot-bloodedness of the other female cultivators. The main and third sectmasters drew their weapons as well. “Disciples of the Moon God Sect, hear our command. Today, we fight to the death for our dignity! Whoever turns tail and run is a traitor to the sect and eternally damned!”

“To hell with them!”

“We won’t let savages dirty our purity!” Indeed, they would’ve preferred to marry completely ordinary human male cultivators than be violated by these uncultured brutes. Dirty and base gestures as well as immensely ugly appearances had elicited a psychological disgust on the subconscious level.

Their zeal angered Gu Tianqing. As the prince of the Gunuo Village, he naturally didn’t want anyone to defame his tribe. “Gu Qi, take down these tramps. I’d like to see how much resistance remains when they’re all moaning beneath me!”

The old man nodded, creating a stream of spatial fissures via a series of overhead grabs.

Radiant brilliance swirled in the fissures, creating tornados of dimensional chaos that stirred up the fabric of space. They whirled towards the Moon God Sect’s contingent, sowing immediate disarray among their ranks.

The weaker female cultivators were instantly incapacitated when touched by the attack. They had no strength left to commit suicide, much less fight back.

Thankfully, the three sectmasters staunchly held on. They formed a triangular defense matrix, protecting the majority of their disciples from the invaders. However, that Gu Qi’s first strike had been enough to force them into a precarious situation. They were candles in a storm, liable to be snuffed out at any moment!
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A Miraculous Arrow


Gu Qi’s expression was frigid as he watched the final struggles of the three sectmasters. He sneered at their stubbornness to resist unto death. “Our ancestors were absolutely right. The humans are a weak race.” A man of his cultivation had the absolute right to treat the three women with disdain.

“I’m not interested in bullying women. Surrender yourselves, or you’ll be subjected to a far worse fate once the prince becomes angry.”

The second sectmaster was livid. “A barbarian isn’t worthy of asking us to surrender!”

Gu Qi snickered. “You’re certainly the most stubborn of everyone here. Very good. I’ll make an example out of you first.”

Saying this, he unreservedly transformed into a burst of wind, hurtling toward the Moon God Sect’s setup. He was completely unafraid of the defensive matrix. He was very confident in his abilities and also had a crushing cultivation advantage.

Seeing that Gu Qi was heading for them directly, the sectmasters panicked. They focused on their teamwork, striking in unison with their weapons. They were great emperors used to fighting alongside one another. In fact, this was a regular area of practice for them.

Combining their strengths allowed them to hold their own against even the likes of Emperors Pillzenith or Peafowl. Unfortunately, that was still insufficient before Gu Qi.

There was a strange air current around the old man that made their attacks slide right off him. Gu Qi cackled menacingly, his bony palm almost touching the second sectmaster’s chest.

It was in that instant that something came out of the blue…

As Gu Qi’s palm was about to make contact with the second sectmaster’s breast, his ears twitched in anticipation of something. His face colored. His heart palpitated at the undeniable sense of danger. His instincts brought him in a sudden leap backwards.

In the next moment, a fearsome arrow shot out from nowhere. Its trajectory had ignored all principles of space, but it’d only managed to graze him thanks to his timely dodge.

A terrifying killing intent brought cold sweat beading down Gu Qi’s back. He was sure that if he hadn’t jumped back, the arrow had more than enough power to kill him on the spot. Despite his expertise, his proud expression was replaced with one of jittery astonishment.

The arrow grazed Gu Qi’s body, but wasn’t content to stop there. Residual force propelled it to pierce through a series of further targets. A row of Gunuo warriors were slain almost defenselessly by the arrow’s propulsion. It only began to subside after reaping more than a dozen lives.

The arrow disappeared in another flash. This bolt out of the blue awed every tribesman bearing witness.

“Protect the prince!” Gu Qi shouted. He jumped in front of Gu Tianqing to shield him with his body before everyone else. The other bodyguards originally involved in attacking the Moon God Sect ignored that task in favor of defending their master as well. Gu Tianqing was well-protected by bulwarks of flesh and blood.

These Embittered Savages respected Gu Tianqing a great deal. They didn’t care about any potential personal harm, forming a wall with their own bodies around their prince.

The Moon God Sect was ignored for the time being. The head sectmaster was decisive enough to notice this. “Look for an opportunity to retreat!” she transmitted.

She led the pack in cutting a way through, tasking the second and third sectmasters with bring up the rear.

“Everyone, follow closely!” she called out. As a first rank sect, the Moon God Sect’s disciples were disciplined enough not to be overwhelmed by joy. A retreat was organized in a very orderly way.

But Gu Tianqing wasn’t going to let these female cultivators escape under his nose. “Stop them!” he shouted furiously.

Because the Savages had the advantage in numbers, another batch of several tens of thousands pounced at the Moon God Sect at the prince’s command. As the sect was in the center of the things, there were many layers of savages surrounding them. It wasn’t going to be easy to break free from the encirclement.

Without an opponent that tipped the scales as heavily as Gu Qi though, the head sectmaster saw a sliver of opportunity despite the fearsome crowd. She wove a net of snow-white blade auras, dancing like a coiling serpent. Everywhere she went, swathes of savages were cut down.

Though the Embittered Savage Tribe was fierce, its normal cultivators had a long way to go compared to a great emperor like the head sectmaster. Only a small minority of the Gunuo experts had the ability to utterly overpower her.

If not for the throng of savages, the three sectmasters’ unified effort would have been more than enough to carve a path out.

However, these Gunuo cultivators were incredibly audacious. The high casualty rate didn’t faze them, nor did it throw their ranks into disarray. The ones who died were immediately replaced by their peers.

At this time, another arrow flashed forth from empty space.

Thump, thump, thump!

It stole away lives like a deity of death, bringing carnage and blood wherever it travelled. The lives of the savage warriors were snuffed out in droves. Furthermore, these arrows always struck in the most crowded places. The head sectmaster received a multitude of opportunities and openings because of this.

Even the usually brave and fierce Embittered Savages began to express some confusion. This two-pronged attack was rather difficult to deal with. If they were allowed to focus on fighting the Moon God Sect women, their numbers and courage could crush their adversaries through brute force. But they couldn’t manage the deadly arrows that came from outside.

These arrows were no common ambushes. Each missile carried immense might behind it. A single arrow was enough to kill a large group of Savages. Because these aliens enjoyed tempering their own bodies, their defensive ability was quite robust.

Alas, it was no help at all against these arrows. Their bodies were as fragile as pieces of paper when matched against the missiles, and a single wound from an arrow ripped a victim right open.

Gu Tianqing was supremely upset when he saw this as well.

“Who’s launching these sneaky attacks and interfering with my business?” the savage prince was completely upset. “Gu Qi, leave me. Seek out this deceitful bastard!”

As someone deeply loyal to Gu Tianqing, Gu Qi could do little other than incoherently mutter and hesitate. He wouldn’t comply with the prince’s demands.

“Your Highness, your safety is more important. These arrows are very scary. They’ll pound even the slightest sliver of weakness. I absolutely cannot leave you.” Gu Qi was very stubborn. No matter how much Gu Tianqing pestered him about fighting, he would only agree to remain as the prince’s most faithful guard and protector. The old man’s hawkish eyes sought the source of the arrow.

Gu Tianqing’s fury was manifest in his reaction. “A capable man should show himself. What courage does it take to ambush people from the unseen? Humans are a base and reviled race alright!!” His anger had been thoroughly kindled.

Whoosh!

There was no answering voice from the aether. Instead, another arrow shot forth.

The arrow seemed to be able to accurately lock on to him. No matter how well the other cultivators surrounded him, its killing intent was not in any way diminished by their defense.

“Protect the prince!” Gu Qi and a few other bodyguards activated their defensive treasures, forming several bastions around Gu Tianqing.

Boom!

This combined effort from multiple experts was barely enough to block the arrow. Upon failing to reach its mark, it disappeared in the breeze.

“Moving an object through the cracks of space with mere mental effort… this opponent must be knowledgeable with spatial techniques!” Gu Qi was rather astonished at this wondrous sight. If not for the potency of their defense, the results would have been catastrophic.

Gu Tianqing’s own strength was perfectly sufficient, but this lethal arrow was the closest he’d come to mortal peril. Cold sweat formed all over his body.

He’d thought he could roam uncontested in the human domain, especially after Xi Yuan had related certain information. He had been almost certain of the Embittered Savage Tribe’s advantage over the human race. But it seemed that his prior optimism had been a bit too blind.

“Stand fast. Each arrow must cost a lot of energy. I don’t believe that he can keep firing!” Gu Tianqing shouted loudly to his subjects.

Gu Qi echoed this sentiment. “The arrows are weakening already. Stay in formation and don’t panic!”

“Anyone who captures a cultivator from the Moon God Sect will be rewarded eighty million spirit stones. Anyone who captures a sectmaster, three hundred million!”

The sizable bounties were more than enough motivation for some. There were always those who valued money more than their lives. Moreover, the arrows’ kill counts had been minuscule at best compared to the size of the Embittered Savage’s army.

The head sectmaster was gradually opening a way up out of the encirclement. Unfortunately, she discovered upon getting about halfway that these savages had become more ferocious due to the price on their heads. No matter which way they charged, more swarmed forward to replace the cultivators they killed.

“Head Sectmaster, we can’t kill enough people to get out of here.” The third sectmaster was slightly depressed. “Does the arrow just now mean reinforcements are here?”

She desperately wanted that to be true. She found the density of the savages before them a painful thing to contemplate.

“Get them, get them!”

Savages welled like an inexorable tide. The ones that did this time weren’t ordinary cultivators of the tribe, but captains and leaders as well. Many were half-step great emperors. Coupled with their numbers advantage, this meant that the three sectmasters were matched to a certain extent.
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A Hair Away from Disaster, Reinforcements Arrive


The head sectmaster’s chest tightened. The onslaught of Embittered Savages had increased in number and ferocity.

“Give it your all! We can almost break through, just a little more!” She shuddered at the fate awaiting her if she were to be captured.

“Buahaha, these wenches are pretty spirited. I like that type! Brothers, charge! If you can take one alive, the prince might give her to you!” A commander viciously slashed his saber at the head sectmaster as eight half-step great emperors charged out and swarmed the third sectmaster.

Not even the prospect of death could stop the Embittered Savages. These barbarians’ ferocity on the battlefield was their most defining trait. This reckless style was also the Moon God Sect’s greatest nemesis.

After all, the sect was comprised of women who took great pains to maintain their poise and elegance. They couldn’t match the enemy in brutish savagery. Hence, despite a clear advantage in cultivation, the three sectmasters became flustered once surrounded, enabling the barbarians to fill the previous breach and tighten the encirclement.

The head sectmaster bit her lip, full of bitterness. “Is there truly no way out today? Shan’er, get ready. We’ll put our lives down on the line in a moment to cover for you all. Rush into the gap the moment you see it, understood? You’ll need to try your hardest whether you successfully flee or not,” the head sectmaster transmitted to Xu Shan.

She was searching for an escape route.

Holy Maiden Xu Shan sent back anxiously, “Master, I haven’t been your disciple for long, but a teacher for a day is a parent for life. We’ll die together at worst. Don’t worry, the Moon God Sect won’t perish today!”

“Fool! Who will rebuild the sect if all of you die here? Shan’er, you’re blessed with a unique constitution even young lord Jiang Chen admires. Don’t you know the responsibility you carry on your shoulders?” The head sectmaster usually possessed extraordinary poise, but she now shook with anger. Their sacrifice would be for naught if Shan’er didn’t understand.

Naturally, her fighting suffered when conversation diverted her attention. An enemy blade slashed an inch away from her shoulder. Despite her fast reaction, the tip cut a long bloody trail on her arm, dyeing her clothes red.

“Master!”

“Head Sectmaster!”

But her clear eyes became firmer instead. She shouted crisply, “Number two, number three, today is the day we sacrifice ourselves for our sect! Are you ready?”

The second sectmaster replied, her tone steadfast, “More than ready! As long as I can kill a few more of these bastards, it’ll be all worth it!”

“Awooo, awooo!” Seeing the sect on its last legs, the Embittered Savages roared like beasts, trying to intimidate the women and destroy the last shred of their fighting spirit.

Several half-step great emperors charged forward madly, backing the head sectmaster into a tight corner with their increasingly frenzied attacks.

“Shan’er, prepare yourself. My final move will be your only chance to escape. Remember, don’t let my efforts be wasted!” Her staunch voice brimmed with unyielding resolve.

Xu Shan couldn’t hold back her tears. Her master had chosen self detonation in order to create a path for them!

A serene, enlightened smile appeared on the head sectmaster’s lips, as if finally relieved of all mortal burdens once her decision was set. It was at this moment of life and death when intense shaking travelled from the sky. On the verge of her ultimate attack, the sectmaster looked into the distance.

She saw four enormous figures as tall as several men rumbling their way like miniature mountains. They crashed into the crowd like tigers, killing everything in their path. No one and nothing could stand in the way of their destructive power.

A speck of hope suddenly rippled through the sectmaster’s utter despair. “Reinforcements? Has someone really come to our rescue?”

“Friends from the Moon God Sect, hurry and make your escape.” A familiar voice, deep and masculine, giving off an instant sense of security.

Jiang Chen!

Everyone shook with uncontrollable joy. His voice was the most blissful melody to their ears.

Many had had reservations about him in the past. The second sectmaster in particular had been deeply hostile. To her, he’d stolen her disciple from her. And today, she’d been ready to face death with equanimity, but hope and joy now bloomed again!

For some reason, all felt they really would survive the day when they heard his voice!

A true dragon danced in the sky, wreathed in chaotic currents of wind. It approached on the tops of clouds, its momentum seeming to swallow the earth and heavens. A man perched majestically its back, bow and arrow at the ready, radiating the awe-inspiring aura of a god descended from the heavens.

The mere sight of someone resting his butt on a dragon was enough to strike the Moon God Sect dumb. Even the Embittered Savages stared in disbelief, their eyeballs almost popping out.

Like unstoppable machines, the golems mowed through all of the cultivators below as they moved closer to the Moon God Sect group.

Though far short from their full strength, the four brothers made short work of the Savages. The half-step emperors who’d been so threatening against the sectmasters crumpled like paper.

The brothers squashed them dead with a singular slap, crushed them with one stomp, grabbed the invaders and tore them in half, or simply cleaved them squarely in the middle with axes.

No one could withstand their onslaught.

These giants were surely subordinates that Jiang Chen had sent to help them! The scene delighted the Moon God Sect and reignited their fighting spirit. With a fierce desire to live, they erupted with a fighting strength hard to imagine.

An opening finally appeared in the Embittered Savages’ siege. Drenched in blood, the head sectmaster sent her disciples to safety while she waved her weapon and brought up the rear.

Big Stone stretched out his enormous hand and grabbed her like a small doll. “You leave too!”

As if bound in tight chains, she couldn’t move an inch in his hand, only recovering her freedom after he threw her outside the encirclement. She flipped in the air before landing, caught by a group of disciples.

“Head Sectmaster…”

“Master!”

After their narrow escape, the sect members’ faces were a mixture of happiness and lingering fear. Seeing them still of a mind to prattle, Jiang Chen couldn’t resist shouting, “What are you waiting for? Dinner?”

His irritation jolted the head sectmaster back to reality. She saluted him from afar. “Young lord, my sect owes you yet another favor.”

Then, well aware they would be a hindrance, she waved her hand without tarrying. “We leave!” The Moon God Sect fell back at lightning speed.

Flustered, Gu Tianqing shouted, “Stop them!”

The fatty meat had been so close he could almost taste it. What a pity it was to let them get away! How could he allow it??

“Your Highness, these four giants aren’t so easy to deal with.” Gu Qi observed the four golems brothers with his brow creasing in worry.

Gu Tianqing blinked. “What do you mean?”

“Judging by their aura and their fighting prowess, they aren’t great emperors but empyrean masters. And my gut tell me they aren’t going all out yet!”

Seeing the four giants as free as tigers amidst a herd of sheep, disquiet gnawed at Gu Qi.

But they weren’t the most frightening threat. Rather, it was the young man riding the dragon high in the sky, and his divine bow, and his arrows...

Without a doubt, it was the same person who’d ambushed them earlier. His cultivation was nothing to write home about, but the bow exuded an aura impossible to ignore. Gu Qi had the intense premonition that with that bow and those arrows, the young man was fully capable of killing them no matter his cultivation. In fact, he might be the four giants’ masters!

Therefore, the old servant stayed cool-headed despite Gu Tianqing’s impatience. He could catch up to the Moon God Sect if he were to act now. He might even capture all of them alive in one fell swoop.

But he didn’t dare leave. His first duty was the prince’s safety. If something were to happen to his master, everything would become meaningless.

The women became smaller and smaller in their eyes, turning into black dots that finally vanished from their sight. The golems continued their rampage unabated, visiting disastrous losses upon the Gunuo Village’s ranks.
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A Stern Warning


Gu Tianqing was furious. In his arms, all color had drained from Xi Yuan’s face and she trembled like a leaf when she saw his expression.

“Bitch! Didn’t you say that the strongest warrior in the human domain is only great emperor? Who are the golems? And who’s the youth riding the dragon?” Gu Tianqing bellowed harshly with smoldering eyes. Clearly, he believed that he’d been duped by Xi Yuan.

The holy maiden was pale and frightened. “Y-your Highness, t-that’s Jiang Chen, the leader of the human race…” she stuttered.

She’d just betrayed the Moon God Sect, so it was only natural that she’d feel some guilt when she saw Jiang Chen. She was afraid that he’d target her. With her current abilities, there was no way she’d survive an arrow. Moreover, Gu Tianqing’s men would never be so gallant as to protect her.

Xi Yuan was fraught with worry as she didn’t have an affiliation with either side. She could easily end up as Jiang Chen’s target for revenge or Gu Tianqing’s punching bag. A sense of dread flooded her heart. She would’ve made a safe retreat by now if she’d just obediently stuck to the sect.

For some reason, she’d always been afraid when seeing Jiang Chen. It seemed like he was capable of anything and everything.

Gu Tianqing was taken aback when he heard Jiang Chen's name, but quickly regained his composure. Even though he was hot-tempered, a Gunuo prince like him was no idiot.

“Gu Qi, which of you will take his head off for me?”

Gu Tianqing was accompanied by five personal guards, the strongest of which was Gu Qi. The other four were only half-step empyrean, but they were much stronger than the common great emperor.

The five personal guards were extremely conflicted when they saw the meandering true dragon in the sky. Their defense would absolutely weaken if they went after Jiang Chen. What if the attacker was trying to lure them away? If they went after him, he could turn around and put an arrow through the prince's head!

“Your Highness, Jiang Chen has come prepared. It's better that we don't make any careless moves until we understand what he's up to. His abilities have yet to reach the stage of perfection, but the bow in his hands is nothing to scoff at.” Gu Qi was rather confused. He'd never been in such a peculiar situation until he met Jiang Chen.

The youth wasn't yet a great emperor, but he somehow had the strength to threaten an empyrean expert's life. This was highly baffling. As a personal guard, his primary task was to ensure the prince's safety. Fame and glory were only a second thought.

Gu Tianqing also understood that his command put the guards in a difficult spot. He was aggrieved. As someone who’d just transcended to the great emperor, he was the most respected figure among the youths in the village. Yet despite his stature and cultivation level, his life was being threatened by someone even younger than him! It was a great blow and challenge to his pride.

Even though it was the opponent’s bow that threatened his life, he couldn’t help but feel exasperated.

Jiang Chen didn’t plan to fight to the death with the Embittered Savages. When the Moon God Sect retreated to a safe distance, he sounded the signal. The four golems instantly recognized the sign for retreat.

The brothers were already at the end of their ropes; this was the northwestern wastes after all. The ambient energy here was practically nonexistent. Fighting in this environment was actually torture. Feeling the anguish, they immediately ended their rampage and retreated to the outskirts.

They weren’t the only ones feeling the pain. The barbarians were also greatly affected by the lack of spirit qi, but it didn't take as big of a toll on their bodies as many of them had yet to reach empyrean realm.

Gu Tianqing instantly recognized what was going on. “Gu Qi, they seem to be retreating?”

Gu Qi nodded. “This is a wasteland with very low qi density. Even normal humans would find it difficult to live here, let alone cultivators with high energy demand. Those large beings probably don’t want to exhaust themselves!”

Despite his findings, Gu Qi was still reluctant to make a move.

Gu Tianqing was aching to leap into action, but Gu Qi didn't fan the flames and dumped a bucket of cold water over his liege’s head. “Your Highness, Jiang Chen absolutely has a number of trump cards hidden up his sleeves since he’s the leader of the human race. Perhaps now is not the best time to have a life or death battle.”

The prince was annoyed, but there was nothing he could do about it.

“Listen to me, Embittered Savages! If you don’t wish to die in a foreign land, now is the time for you to scamper back to your territory! Death awaits all invaders!” High up in the air, Jiang Chen emitted a dragon roar so powerful that it shook the sun and moon.

The mountains and rivers trembled as the sun and moon quivered. It rather sounded like the combined bellows of numerous dragons.

All of the barbarians, Gu Tianqing included, suddenly felt inferior and small. The sight of Jiang Chen riding a true dragon was simply too stunning.

Dragons were highly venerated beings in Embittered Savage culture. Prayers were offered to dragon totems as dragons were an integral pillar that’d kept the race going forward all these years. Thus, they were equally frightened as they were perplexed.

Did the humans possess dragon taming arts? How could a legendary beast, their target of worship, be reduced to a mere mount?

The invaders secretly heaved a sigh of relief after Jiang Chen disappeared from sight. The divine bow was a guillotine hovering over their heads. This terrifying threat was finally gone for now.

Gu Tianqing smashed an ill-tempered blow at the ground. Jiang Chen had played the prince’s entire army like a fiddle with a party of only five. He’d even had to watch his prey flee before his very eyes! Never before in his life had he been so humiliated.

“Gu Qi, that bastard truly deserves to die a thousand times over! How dare he make a fool out of me?! I will never let this go! How dare a peasant like him threaten our warriors? He’s just an opportunist that hides behind his legendary bow! How is he even worthy to be the leader of the human race?!”

Thanks to the human, Gu Tianqing had lost a lot of face. He needed to vent his frustrations to regain some balance. The sight of Xi Yuan hiding at a corner made his blood boil even more.

“Bitch! Come here!”

He beckoned the holy maiden over with his finger and slapped her viciously on the butt. “The information you gave us was wrong! How will I face my men if I don’t punish you?”

He grabbed her, set up an isolating formation to block off all eyes and ears, and did the unspeakable right then and there.

His rough handling scared Xi Yuan, yet also excited her a little.

She’d often fantasized about sexual relations while in the sect, but had been restrained by strict rules. Her fantasies could only ever remain as fantasies. Thus, she actually somewhat anticipated being violated by the foreign prince.
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Spurred by an innate desire to live, the Moon God Sect party ran away from the northwestern wastes in one breath, the incident still fresh in their minds.

The head sectmaster made a sweeping gesture. “Alright, we’re safe now. No need to panic, we’ll wait here for young lord Jiang Chen and his companions.”

Even though she’d crossed paths with death and was covered in her own blood, she remained as calm and collected as ever.

“Honored Master, let Shan’er tend to your wounds.” Xu Shan came over to treat the wounds.

“It’s only a flesh wound. No matter.” The head sectmaster didn’t seem concerned about her injuries. Instead, her concerned gaze was constantly set towards the northwest.

“Head Sectmaster, the army will not reach us in such a short amount of time. There’s no need to worry,” an elder comforted.

The head sectmaster sighed. “I’m not worried about the Embittered Savage Tribe. I’m worried about young lord Jiang Chen. My heart won’t be at peace if anything happens to our savior...

“The human domain can do without the Moon God Sect, but it can’t afford to lose Jiang Chen,” she added after a short pause. These were genuine words from the bottom of her heart, not mere pleasantries.

If it wasn’t for Jiang Chen, the human domain would still be a pile of loose sand. The current state of affairs was the result of his blood and sweat.

The second sectmaster nodded thoughtfully without saying anything negative. Her prejudice against Jiang Chen had finally vanished after this incident. Those who repaid evil with kindness were few and far between. Jiang Chen had already shown the Moon God Sect far more benevolence than he had to.

“He's back!” Joy filled the head sectmaster's beautiful eyes. Moments later, a clear dragon roar was heard from the skies.

Jiang Chen was still riding Long Xiaoxuan while the four golem brothers were running on foot.

The Embittered Savages weren’t after them. It was obvious that the barbarians had been backed against a wall. Now wasn't a good time for risky chases.

Xu Shan’s heart pounded when she saw Jiang Chen, her eyes filled admiration. The head sectmaster sighed gently. How could she not see Xu Shan’s blossoming feelings?

Unfortunately, Jiang Chen was unlikely to ever be interested in any of their disciples. The sectmaster approved of Jiang Chen greatly. If he took a liking to any of the holy maidens, she'd be more than happy to betroth her to him.

Unfortunately, that was very unlikely to happen. He already had a wife and a dao partner from Myriad Abyss Island. Why would a person of his stature be interested in anyone from her sect?
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A Hesitant Moon God Sect


“Young lord, we owe you yet another favor!” the head sectmaster exclaimed.

Descending, Jiang Chen saluted back with a cupped fist salute. “Honored sectmasters, now isn’t the time for pleasantries. The Boundary Stele is broken and the Embittered Savages are invading. The northwest will be embroiled in the fires war sooner or later. You must decide what the Moon God Sect is going to do sooner rather than later.”

The immediate danger had passed, but the Moon God Sect wasn’t out of the woods yet. The real difficulties were yet to come.

The head sectmaster sighed softly, glancing at the northwestern wastes. Her eyes were filled with a heartfelt wariness. She and her peers were quite grateful for their recent escape from the jaws of death.

After all, they had been fighting with the understanding of certain death. Only Jiang Chen’s timely reinforcement had saved them. It was difficult for them to take much of a hardline stance before him.

“I would like to return to the Moon God Sect proper before we discuss it further. Shall we speak there, young lord?”

“Please.” Jiang Chen nodded.

The Moon God Sect as a whole had sunk into a strange sort of panic. The three sectmasters’ return relieved that to a certain degree.

There’d been all sorts of rumors circulating during their absence. The people’s concerns and fears were numerous. These details were clearly visible to the sectmasters.

“Excuse the embarrassment, young lord.” The head sectmaster was none too proud of her people’s performance.

Jiang Chen waved a hand. “Not at all, sectmaster. Most sects in the human domain wouldn’t have been able to do what you all did. Some sects can’t even maintain an upright attitude before the likes of the Order, much less the Embittered Savage Tribe.”

It was true. The Moon God Sect had already displayed remarkable responsibility in this trying time. Perhaps another sect would’ve fled wholesale.

The head sectmaster was thoroughly despondent. Clearly, the results of the northwestern trip had let her down a great deal. As one of the eight first rank sects of the Upper Eight Regions, it had posed no resistance to the Embittered Savage Tribe. This was a big blow to her pride.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, how are things with the Order? The human domain has had many years of peace until now. Why are things changing so quickly recently? Is it just a sign of the times?” The head sectmaster was none too eager about this.

“Sectmaster, the human domain’s situation is fated to change. The Moon God Sect should make plans for itself sooner rather than later.” Jiang Chen knew it was hard for the woman to accept all of this at once. However, he wasn’t going to sugarcoat anything.

“Young lord Jiang Chen,” the second sectmaster frowned. “Veluriyam Capital is the leader of the human domain. As such, isn’t it your duty to lead all human experts in resistance to the bitter end? What do you mean by ‘plans’?” Her rationale was more palatable than her tone.

The head sectmaster looked expectant as well. “Yes, young lord. Veluriyam Capital has the strength. If other human heroes are called together under its banner, it’s quite possible to defeat the Embittered Savage Tribe. The Moon God Sect is willing to bleed to the last by your side.”

Jiang Chen sighed with a helpless smile. “I would like as much as all of you to station troops in the northwest and engage the Embittered Savages in a decisive battle. However, your remoteness may have prevented you from gaining an understanding of the situation in the rest of the human domain.

“The human domain is a straw hut that has leaks everywhere these days, allowing in the elements. The northwest is only one of these leaks. If my estimates are correct, the other Boundary Steles will be in danger as well. One can compare the human domain to a beat-up drum that anyone will eagerly thump. It’s quite likely that the Order could launch an alpha strike on Veluriyam Capital itself while I am busy with the Embittered Savages.”

The head sectmaster’s face colored. “The other Boundary Steles...”

Jiang Chen nodded. “Agarwood Valley has already been broken once. If not for my whole-hearted efforts to repair it, the Southern Celestial empyrean experts would’ve charged into the human domain already. The Boundary Stele in the northwestern wastes looks to be impossible to repair for the moment, so large-scale invasion from the Embittered Savages is only a matter of time. From what I know, there are a few other places in the human domain where Boundary Stele realms are situated as well. Of course, that’s not the scariest part… do you know where the Order’s supreme lord comes from?”

“Where?” The head sectmaster looked confused.

“Myriad Abyss Island.” Jiang Chen laid it out straight.

Every executive of the Moon God Sect drew a sharp breath. Myriad Abyss Island? Was it interfering in the situation here as well?

That meant the human domain was teetering on the brink of the abyss – at least, it was much more precarious than they’d first expected.

The head sectmaster couldn’t do much more than stand with eyes and mouth agape for a while. Finally, she sighed with some wryness. “So, the Embittered Savage Tribe’s invasion is unstoppable then?”

“That’s why I asked you to make a choice, sectmasters.” Jiang Chen couldn’t possibly put everything he had into the northwest just to assist the Moon God Sect.

“What are Veluriyam’s plans, young lord Jiang Chen?” The head sectmaster asked.

“To be honest, we’re planning on fortifying our holdings and gathering resources. Only with a well-defended base of operations can we come out of this mess alive. If we are forced to run all over the place, we will only be led by the nose by our enemies.” Jiang Chen was staunch in this perspective and attitude. Asking him to stake everything on the northwest was impossible.

The second sectmaster couldn’t accept this. “Do you mean that you’re going to ignore the human domain’s troubles, young lord Jiang Chen? Is defending Veluriyam Capital to be your sole objective for a while?”

Jiang Chen sneered. “What do you think Veluriyam should do then? Act like a firefighter and head wherever we’re needed?”

His tone turned frosty. “To tell you the truth, I wouldn’t have come here today if not for two reasons. One, because of Qingxuan’s heartfelt request; and two, because I respect your sense of responsibility. Talking is much easier than doing, but saving the world cannot be the sole responsibility of Veluriyam Capital.”

Jiang Chen was more than a bit put out.

The human domain’s factions hadn’t been exactly the height of friendliness towards Veluriyam. When Pillfire had still been around, it had been targeted several times.

“Please quell your anger, young lord Jiang Chen. The Moon God Sect respects Veluriyam’s actions a great deal as well.” The head sectmaster hastened smooth things over when she noted Jiang Chen’s unhappiness.

The young man’s reply was cool. “Head Sectmaster, both I and Veluriyam have done much for the human domain in recent years. We didn’t do it for credit or praise, but I haven’t been impressed with the behavior of the other factions either. Despite Emperor Peafowl’s and my own contributions, what have we been repaid with? Inciting civil unrest, attacking the capital, and open warfare and hostility in general. The rise of the Order of Wind and Cloud was instantly supported by a multitude of experts, who then turned their spears toward Veluriyam Capital… I can say that my city has never let the human domain down even once over the years. But what have you done for us in return apart from drag us down?

“Is a human domain like this worth my Veluriyam Capital protecting? Is it worth me risking my life time and again?” At least of half of Jiang Chen’s speech was frustrated venting.

The head sectmaster and the others looked mildly disconcerted. He wasn’t entirely wrong. Under Pillfire’s influence, most factions in the human domain had leaned towards antagonism towards Veluriyam. Some could even have been called outright belligerent. It was unreasonable to ask Veluriyam to do more, given this.

“There’s a saying, young lord Jiang Chen, that goes something like this,” the head sectmaster sighed softly. “Only in times of unrest can a hero’s true character be proven. Veluriyam is pure gold that should not fear the refiner’s fire. The human domain’s other factions should agree that you are the only leader fit for them now, no?”

“Agree?” Jiang Chen snickered. “Only because they have no other choice. I have no desire to argue with you about this. Veluriyam Capital will fulfill its responsibility as the leader of humanity the best it can. However, present circumstances deserve a piece of advice. Don’t fall prey to naïve delusions, but understand the whole of the situation. The human domain from now on will only be worse off than it appears, never better. The slightest misstep can mean death from now on.”

The head sectmaster remained wordless.

The second sectmaster frowned. “Young lord Jiang Chen, aren’t you exaggerating? Even if the Embittered Savages invade, as long as everyone works together…”

“If it were only the Embittered Savage Tribe, then there would be no problem. The Southern Celestial Tribe and other unknown forces outside the other Boundary Steles however, make things a lot more uncertain. None of these factions are inferior to human forces. You’ve seen the Embittered Savage’s strength firsthand. The Southern Celestials have empyrean experts all over. The Order of Wind and Cloud comes from Myriad Abyss Island. And yet, all of these pale to the awakening demons.”

Jiang Chen had no reason to exaggerate. The human domain had no room for optimism right now.

“The demons?” The head sectmaster’s phoenix eyes narrowed. “Are the demons stirring?”

“I haven’t been in the world for long, but I’ve already encountered a demon lord and a demon emperor. This doesn’t include the demons I met in the desolate wildlands either. I just want to say that if the seal over the desolate wildlands is broken and the demons return to the world, the human domain will become an infernal carnival. It’s quite possible that all humans will be wiped out.”

The second sectmaster wanted to say something more, but the head sectmaster stopped her with a look. The latter was more clear-minded than the former.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, we’ve never known very much about the situation elsewhere because of our remoteness in the northwest. Please, enlighten us on what we should do from now on.” The head sectmaster’s tone was very humble.

There was no other way. Their short exchange with the Embittered Savage Tribe had illustrated her the gaping difference between them. To put it bluntly, the Moon God Sect’s chances of survival were minuscule without Veluriyam Capital’s protection. Unless they were willing to become slaves of an alien race, of course!
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A Most Difficult Decision


Compared to the single-minded second sectmaster, the head sectmaster hadn’t been thrown into total disarray by the fight just now. She knew that the Moon God Sect had to hear Jiang Chen’s ideas to ensure its survival. Respect and dignity had no place here. Without life, what dignity was there to speak of?

“Sectmasters, it’s not my place to advise the Moon God Sect. However, if you find these northwestern lands too indefensible to stay n the near future, Veluriyam welcomes you. Though other sects like the Sublime Chord Temple and Empyrean River Palace may be allied with us, I will decide on a case-by-case basis whether to take them in. The Moon God Sect’s responsible behavior at a crucial time at least tells me that our ideals are similar.”

This was all that the young man could offer. He couldn’t be more direct in his demand for them to join Veluriyam in their time of difficulty. Even if that was what he meant, it was inappropriate to be that blunt.

Moreover, he wasn’t so mean as to force them to join. It didn’t matter to him whether they did in the end. Veluriyam Capital wasn’t going to be fundamentally improved via the addition of an extra faction or two, and neither did the human domain just need a simple addition of manpower.

Jiang Chen had made things very clear. His help today had been offered on the basis of Xu Qingxuan alone. The Moon God Sect’s efforts at defending and repairing the Boundary Stele were a minor supporting factor.

He saw little reason to extend his stay. “Sectmasters, things are tough everywhere. I came here with the risk that the Order could attack Veluriyam in the meantime.” His intent to depart was obvious. “Now that the immediate danger has passed, I must return without delay. Whether you’re going to fight or retreat, you must make ample preparations. The Embittered Savage Tribe may have suffered a short-term loss, the fact that the Boundary Stele has been broken means they won’t wallow in loneliness for very long. I wonder how much of their forces were rallied against you today?”

The head sectmaster had an answer for this. “From what they said, that young man seemed to be the prince of a village called Gunuo. The Embittered Savage Tribe has many of these villages, and they are the elites.”

Jiang Chen’s expression was somber. “If that’s the case, the Embittered Savage Tribe is even more difficult to deal with. If the elites of a single village are a force to be reckoned with, the full brunt of multiple villages can only mean catastrophe for the human domain.”

The Moon God Sect’s executives were grave about this prospect. They had all realized the severity of the situation.

“Ah! The Embittered Savages and the Southern Celestials both have empyrean experts. There’s no reason for the human race not to have them!” The third sectmaster suddenly exclaimed.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “Who says the human race doesn’t?”

“Do we?” The three sectmasters collectively blinked. “Are you talking about… the ones Veluriyam Capital has, young lord?”

Jiang Chen waved in dismissal. “They are stone golems, not humans. I can definitively tell you that the human race has its own empyrean experts. I’ve seen one with my own eyes. Unfortunately, he has no intention of helping the rest of us. Instead, he rescued the Order’s supreme lord, and is liable to bring trouble down on Veluriyam at any moment.”

Though he didn’t know where that human hermit expert had come from, he disliked the man a great deal. An empyrean expert like him should have stepped forth to stem the tide when his race needed him, not cause trouble when it was needed the least.

Jiang Chen hated irresponsible troublemakers like him. “Alright. Time is of the essence, so I must be off.”

He made a cupped fist salute and readied to leave. Seeing Xu Shan with a sidelong glance, he smiled at her. “Holy Maiden Xu Shan, your Yin Yang Reverse Bloodline lives up to its fame. It hasn’t been long at all, but your cultivation has already advanced by leaps and bounds. You have a bright future ahead of you. When a new age arrives, the Moon God Sect is sure to stay ahead of the pack with a genius such as you.”

Having said his piece, the young man stepped into the air, drifting away on the wind.

The Moon God Sect’s heads looked at each other, conflicted in his wake. The youth they hadn’t taken seriously a few years back had become a man they now had to look up to.

The world was constantly in flux.

Despite her customary pride and hard-headedness, the second sectmaster found it difficult to tap into her usual obstinacy. Jiang Chen had become someone that she couldn’t even criticize behind his back.

“Head Sectmaster, what shall we do?” The third sectmaster was a bit lost, and her face reflected it. She – and the entire sect – was completely unprepared for the rocky road ahead.

“What do you think, number two?” The head sectmaster sighed softly.

“You decide.” The second sectmaster’s tone was unusually low. “I’ve realized over the years that my personality holds me back from important matters. It’s easy for me to get too emotional. If you listen to me, the Moon God Sect may very well fall into the abyss of destruction.”

It was rare for her to be so self-aware.

The leader of them all wore a bleak, woeful expression on her face. She gazed out over all the lands the sect encompassed, especially the Precious Tree with a soft, radiant hue around it. Emotion overcame her for the moment.

“Number two, number three, I don’t think we can keep hold of this place for the time being.” She stated sadly.

Though everyone had long guessed this result, the head sectmaster’s words nevertheless brought them to tears.

“Alright, that’s enough sadness. Young lord Jiang Chen has a point. Life and death hinges on a single decision. As the head sectmaster, I must bear responsibility to our forebears and ancestors as well as all of our disciples. We can take back our lands, but we won’t exist without our heritage. Therefore, my orders are as follows: everyone belonging to the Moon God Sect must pack up her bags and head south. We shall seek asylum with Veluriyam Capital!”

Seek asylum with Veluriyam Capital!

This command from the head sectmaster saddened the entire sect. However, no one was surprised by it. This was the only choice they had.

With the Embittered Savage Tribe at their gates, the Moon God Sect wouldn’t even have had this chance without Jiang Chen’s timely assistance.

Time waited for no woman. The Savages weren’t going to launch any immediate attacks after eating the loss; they were sure to gather information about Jiang Chen before proceeding in any kind of pursuit.

This gave the Moon God Sect a chance to withdraw.

When the Embittered Savages finished their preparations and invaded Tilted Moon a second time, it would be much harder for the sect to do so.

Withdraw!

It was easy to evacuate people and things. The hardest was the Moon God Precious Tree. Transplanting it was quite challenging. Thankfully, the sect had its secret methods in this regard.

But even so, there was some risk to taking the tree with them. Men were revitalized upon a move, but trees tended to die. It wasn’t going to be easy to take the ancient Precious Tree with them while preserving its vigor.
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Jiang Chen returned very quickly to Veluriyam Capital without delay.

Thankfully, the Order hadn’t come in the few days he was away. Things in the city had been stressful, but under control. His reappearance gave the city its spine and mind back.

Xu Qingxuan hurried over to ask him about his trip when she heard the news. She’d been very much set on going with Jiang Chen originally, but her brother had expressly forbidden it. Only with her parents’ patient pleas had her determination dispersed.

“Qingxuan, the Embittered Savages have broken the Boundary Stele in the northwestern wastes. Luckily, we arrived in the nick of time to save the sect from their entrapment. The Moon God Sect isn’t in any immediate danger, and I’ve analyzed the situation in the human domain for the sectmasters. As for their choice, I’m not in a position where I can make it for them.” Jiang Chen saw no reason to hide anything from his own sister.

Xu Qingxuan stomped anxiously. “Brother, you should’ve taken me! I would’ve absolutely convinced them to let their holdings go. If their students and heritage remain, what worry is there of not being able to retake the land?”

“No, I have to go talk to master.” Truthfully, Xu Qingxuan was worried most about her stubborn master. If she couldn’t take a step back and accept the facts…

The head sectmaster, on the other hand, could definitely make the best decision in light of all the information.

Jiang Chen shook his head. “No. If you go now, I don’t know what danger will end up getting you.”

Xu Qingxuan’s anxiety softened Jiang Chen’s heart. She looked like she was going to sneak out if he didn’t agree, anyway. “Okay. Write a letter, and I’ll have someone deliver it. Make everything you want to say clear in that letter. Will that be alright?”

The girl knew her brother wouldn’t permit her to endanger herself. This was the only reasonable solution.

“Young lord, the members of the alliance have returned from the Ninesuns Sky Sect. The heads of the various sects are asking to see you outside of Sacred Peafowl Mountain.”

“They’re back?” Jiang Chen blinked. “Send them in.”

The last time he’d ordered a domain-wide meeting, every first rank sect had been in attendance, aside from the defeated Heavenly Dragon Sect.

The fact that they’d all come back to Veluriyam Capital meant they had all sensed the delicacy of the human domain’s present circumstances.

The Great Yu Skysword Sect and Celestial Cicada Court had gone with Emperor Wellspring to the latter’s base prior upon detecting the Order’s infiltration. They had congregated at the capital this time as well, alongside their first rank peers. One could say that every major faction of the human domain had gathered at Veluriyam.

“Young lord Jiang Chen.”

“Congratulations, young lord Jiang Chen.”

“Felicitations on your complete victory over the Order of Wind and Cloud!”

“Veluriyam Capital is the only rightful leader of the human domain. The Order was just some boisterous upstart. It didn’t stand a chance!”

The sects and factions’ leaders saluted Jiang Chen when they saw him, all spewing words of courtesy and endearment. Evidently, Jiang Chen had been elevated even more in their eyes after his battle with the Order.
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The Moon God Sect Requests Asylum


Almost all of the factions that mattered in the human domain were gathered at Veluriyam Capital.

His expression stern, Jiang Chen’s gaze swept past everyone in the audience. “Ladies and gentlemen, what are your future plans?”

They’d formed an alliance the last time, but it hadn’t convened since his departure for the Ninesuns Sky Sect. With the rapidly changing circumstances, they might’ve had a change of heart. For him, indecisive fellows weren’t welcome in Veluriyam.

The city hungered for talent, but quality mattered far more than quantity. It was better to do without factions that only saw him as a temporary refuge, who were ready to abandon ship as soon as the tides turned. Thus, he needed to ascertain their true intentions.

Ninesuns’ Emperor Clearsky was the first to speak. “Young lord, battle didn’t break out at my sect in the end, but all of us have witnessed your righteous loyalty. It will be difficult for any sect by themselves to withstand the great changes upon us. Apart from you, who else is qualified to lead us all?”

He thumped his chest. “From now on, the Ninesuns Sky Sect is at your orders. May the heavens be witness to our oath and strike us dead if we betray you.”

He was clear-sighted enough to recognize that apart from Veluriyam, no other faction had the ability to withstand the upcoming dangers. The city was mankind’s last hope. Being the leader of a previously hostile sect lent his words greater credence.

The Skysword Sect’s Han Qianzhan laughed heartily. “Let me be frank. My sect already has a deep friendship with the young lord, and without his protection, I don’t think we can survive, unless we’re enslaved by another race.”

Su Huanzhen sighed softly. “My Celestial Cicada Court naturally has no objection to young lord Jiang Chen as our young leader. We’ll provide whatever assistance is in our power.”

The Eternal Celestial Capital had been eradicated, the Order had defeated and then absorbed the Heavenly Dragon Sect. Out of the eight first rank sects, only six were left. And among the six, three had clearly expressed their stance.

The Empyrean River palace master sighed softly. “Young lord, my sect was once close to Pillfire, but since we’re now allies, we’re naturally yours to command against foreign invaders. We have no second thoughts, this I do swear!”

Only the Sublime Chord Temple and the Moon God Sect were left. The Moon God Sect’s representatives hadn’t arrived yet, so the Sublime Chord Temple became the center of attention.

“We’re willing to obey the young lord,” the Temple also declared.

The remaining second rank and third rank sects naturally followed suit in the wake of the first rank sects.

A faint smile on his lips, Jiang Chen stayed noncommittal. He waited for everyone to say their piece before nodding. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m very grateful you all think so highly of me, but you’re mistaken.

“You speak of swearing loyalty and obeying my command. But in fact, Veluriyam’s forces are strong enough to stand tall even in these troubled times. Your first loyalty should be to your own conscience. Don’t feel compelled by the circumstances. I have no need for fairweather friends who will go where the wind blows.

“I like being blunt upfront.” Jiang Chen’s gaze seemed mild, yet it exuded a forbidding dignity. “You can stand here and talk to your heart’s content because we share a common identity. We’re all humans with the same ancestors, the same homeland, and the same mission. But if some of you have forgotten who you are or your own conscience, then please leave. Whatever your future endeavors are, I promise not to stop you.”

The crowd turned grave. Everyone realized he’d spoken from the heart.

“All of you are aware of the disunity infecting our domain. We’re busy either fighting or scheming against each other. But if we continue down that path, foreign invaders will carve us apart and send us to the depths of hell before we even face the demons.” His words hammered the crowd like heavy blows.

Indeed, many had fallen into the very vicious circle he’d spoken of. Every major faction busily schemed and undermined its peers.

But peace was now a thing of the past. Alien races had begun to stir, extending their clutches deep into the human domain. If nothing changed, humans would be easily divided, then picked apart one by one.

For example, the Order had pushed mankind almost to the brink of despair in a few short years. Now that Boundary Steles were breaking one after another, the threat of the foreign races loomed large upon the human domain.

Jiang Chen declared gravely, “I need to remind you all of something else as well. I’ve been to the northwest in the past few days and seen the Boundary Stele there completely broken. The Embittered Savages’ vanguard has already crossed into our lands. If not for my timely arrival, they would have captured the Moon God Sect’s three sectmasters, many of its holy maidens, and wrested control of the entire region.”

“The Embittered Savages… have they truly come?” Clearsky turned somber.

The audience’s expressions mirrored his. The tribe’s ominous reputation had persisted from antiquity until now. Anyone would pale at the mere mention of their name.

Han Qianzhan asked gravely, “Are they as fearsome as they used to be in the past?”

“Young lord Jiang Chen, you’ve fought them. What’s your assessment of their strength?” Full of questions, the crowd was keen to learn more.

“I’m not fond of alarmist talk, but none of the first rank sects in our domain could’ve withstood that simple advance party.”

All of the sect heads turned grim at the news. Even a first rank sect couldn’t withstand the advance party? Their strength hadn’t dwindled at all since antiquity?

“Some of you must think I’m exaggerating. No matter. You’ll have ample opportunities to face them in person.” Jiang Chen could read the skepticism written on some faces.

Someone outside the gates suddenly announced, “Young lord, the three Moon God sectmasters and several holy maidens have arrived outside Sacred Peafowl Mountain. They seek an audience with you.”

Jiang Chen blinked, then quickly understood. The Moon God Sect had finally realized they needed a protector and came to offer their allegiance.

“Good timing. Send them in.” He’d been worried no one could back him up with first-hand experience, but the Moon God Sect could now tell the rest of these fellows about the Savages’ viciousness.

Accompanied by Xu Qingxuan, the sectmasters and holy maidens quickly arrived at the scene.

Rather ashamed, the senior sectmaster said, “Young Lord, I haven’t had the opportunity to repay you for your life-saving grace, but here I am, troubling you again. Please forgive me.”

Jiang Chen smiled. “You’ve come right on time. All of the various factions happen to be gathered to discuss mankind’s future. You were the only ones missing.”

The senior sectmaster smiled wryly. “To think we would be last. Allow me to express my thanks. Without the young lord, I fear we’d never have had the opportunity to meet again.”

A heavy atmosphere descended upon on the crowd.

Su Huanzhen asked, “Head Sectmaster, since you’ve fought against the Savages, can you tell us exactly how strong they are?”

“How strong?” The senior sectmaster’s tone was bitter. “Courtmaster Huanzhen, that’s a sore subject for us, to tell the truth. I can’t tell you the full extent of their fighting potential, because they didn’t need to go to any effort to almost destroy us. If not for the young lord’s timely rescue, all of us would’ve already been disgraced.”

Lingering fear coursed through her at the memory of the battle.

Those in the audience looked at each other. Silence stifled the air; only the crowd’s urgent, oppressive breathing could be heard.

“Are the Embittered Savages truly this fearsome?” The Empyrean River Palace’s palace master’s tone was wry.

“We’ve only faced the troops led by one prince from one village, yet there were at least three empyrean masters among them.” The senior sectmaster sighed softly. “How many villages do the Savages number? How many empyrean masters do each of them possess?”

No one could answer.

In the end, everyone’s gaze landed on Jiang Chen. The young lord truly hadn’t been exaggerating. No matter how rich the heritage of a first rank sect, what use was it against empyrean masters? None of the factions could’ve withstood that advance party.
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The Magpie’s Nest Is Occupied by the Dove


The Embittered Savages was only one of the tribes situated beyond the Boundary Stele realms. There were many more of them besides the northwestern one. If Boundary Steles all over were broken and the aliens came rushing in, the human domain would be a cake to be divided up by others at their leisure.

The atmosphere became even more tense.

Han Qianzhan broke into sudden, hearty laughter. “What are you all getting so depressed for? So what if the Embittered Savages are a bit fierce? Didn’t they lose to young lord Jiang Chen? Same with the Southern Celestials! Their three empyrean experts slunk home with their tails between their legs, no?

“The overweening Order was also smashed into submission. Chaotic times breed heroes, and whenever the human domain is in danger, countless great characters rise up to save it from trouble. In the ancient demon-sealing war, humanity fought far more dangerous foes than these. The situations we were embroiled in back then were far more complicated too. We survived all that, didn’t we?”

Clearsky nodded as well. “Since he first made his way into the world, young lord Jiang Chen has enjoyed remarkable fortune. To be honest, we Ninesuns Sky Sect used to harbor quite a grudge against the young lord. After a while, I noticed that his rise was so meteoric as to be unstoppable and wisely made peace with him. Look at his achievements today. I can declare with certainty that the young lord will surely lead the human race out of its current quagmire!”

The heads of the two strongest sects had spoken, somewhat relieving the strain in the air.

Wellspring chuckled. “I used to be a wandering cultivator, so I can’t contribute much to the discussion. However, I have my own methods of judging a person’s worth. Young lord Jiang Chen is destined for greatness. If we’re to defeat the Embittered Savages, the Southern Celestials, and even the demons, it will be with the young lord at the helm. No one else.”

As one of the six wandering cultivator titans, Wellspring was just as prominent as most of the first rank sect heads. His words were equally convincing.

Peerless smiled serenely. “I won’t say much here. Young lord Jiang Chen has saved my life at least three times. I only want to say that from my years of laying low among the Order… its supreme lord is good at putting on a persuasive show, but he has no actual leadership to speak of. The Order is just a clown compared to Veluriyam Capital.”

The joint support of these two wandering cultivator titans was credible indeed.

Jiang Chen waved a hand, smiling himself. “I am a little embarrassed that you think so highly of me. That’s enough with the courtesies; now isn’t the time for them. Everyone here today who’s willing to fight to the death is my kind. Anyone who lacks the resolution to do so, please leave now. I guarantee that I will not stop or trouble you if you decide to do so!”

“We shall fight with young lord Jiang Chen to the bitter end!”

“Please lead us, young lord! We shall follow you with our very lives!”

“We would rather die standing than live on our knees!”

“How can we human cultivators become slaves to another race? We can’t let aliens trample our dignity!” The attendees felt their blood ignite. They shouted loudly, each trying to best the others in volume.

“A claim isn’t enough. The Ninesuns Sky Sect is willing to swear an oath!”

“Quite so! A blood oath that heaven and earth will utterly destroy you if you betray it!”

“Anyone who betrays humanity for alien invaders is less than an animal!”

“Exactly. The young lord has done so much for us humans. If we can’t stand firm on a point as minor as this, can we even count ourselves as human?”

“Who can lead humanity aside from young lord Jiang Chen and Veluriyam Capital? Who can stand against the alien races?”

All the factions requested the swearing of a blood oath. In doing so, the most hesitant individuals were revealed. The indecisive and reluctant were relatively few in number. Most sects were emphatic with their oaths.

Jiang Chen didn’t pursue the sects and factions who weren’t. Instead, he politely sent them out. The sects that remained were all adamant allies.

“My friends, if you’ve decided to stay, I recommend that you remove as much of your heritage and personnel as you can while things are still peaceful. According to my estimates, great chaos is going to descend upon the human domain very soon!”
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The Order swiftly received news of what had happened at Veluriyam Capital.

Supreme Lord Xiahou Jing was quite dejected. “Daoist Shu,” he sighed. “We’ve overestimated Jiang Chen’s high-handedness.”

“He’s truly shrewd,” replied Shu Wanqing coldly. “But you shouldn’t be too anxious. Even if he doesn’t gather forces to the northwest in a large-scale battle against the Embittered Savages, do you think the Savages will just leave him in peace? Right now, essentially every major sect and faction has withdrawn into Veluriyam Capital. If the Embittered Savages makes its way south unhindered, it will come upon Veluriyam sooner or later.”

Xiahou Jing was a bit jittery. “But then I don’t know how long I’ll have to wait.”

“Do you have any ideas?” Shu Wanqing inquired coolly.

Xiahou Jing sighed. “I have to come up with one to push them forward a bit faster.”

Shu Wanqing considered this for a moment before smiling strangely. “There are ways to do that. If someone important to that tribe were to be ambushed or harmed, they’ll surely be maddened. Given their natures, they’ll disregard everything else to engage in mortal combat with Veluriyam Capital.”

Xiahou Jing’s eyes lit up. “A great idea, Daoist Shu! Are you willing to perform this momentous task for the Order?”

Shu Wanqing chuckled. “It’s not impossible as long as I’m appropriately repaid for my efforts.”

A man of his age had little remaining convictions and morals. He sought profit first and foremost. He would do anything for the right price, even pierce the skies through.

“If you can pull this off,” Xiahou Jing mused, “I guarantee that I will give you a position on Myriad Abyss Island!”

“Truly?” Shu Wanqing intoned in a low voice.

“If I lie, may heaven and earth smite me!” Xiahou Jing responded seriously.

Travelling to Myriad Abyss Island was what Shu Wanqing most desired. He wanted to go to the legendary holy land of martial dao. He felt no hope for his future here in the human domain.

“Supreme Lord Xiahou, wait for my good news!” Shu Wanqing disappeared in a streak of light as he said this.

Watching the cultivator leave into the distance, a sneer curled at the corner of Xiahou Jing’s mouth. The lack of a backbone in this human empyrean expert made him look down on the residents of the human domain all the more.

“Jiang Chen, I don’t believe for a minute that you can revitalize the human domain as someone who’s not even a great emperor.” The young man from Myriad Abyss was filled with resentment whenever he mentioned his bitterest foe.
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In the northwest, Gunuo Village’s army of savages had been delayed – if not seriously hurt – by their combat against Jiang Chen.

On this day, scouts finally brought back more comprehensive information about the human domain.

“Your Highness, the Moon God Sect has retreated from the northwestern lands. Its ancestral holdings are totally empty and defenseless.”

“What?” Gu Tianqing blinked when he heard the news.

The reaction from his closest bodyguards was similar. They’d been adjusting and thinking of a battle plan for the past few days, calculating all kinds of eventualities related to a hard-fought battle.

Naturally, they’d made preparations to crack a hard nut. In fact, a request for help had been sent back to the village’s chieftain to ask for a few more capable experts.

Their wariness of Jiang Chen and the stone golem warriors was evident. Their current troops were more than sufficient to take on the Moon God Sect alone, but on the off chance that Jiang Chen had remained there for a decisive battle, they would have a very hard time winning.

This was the reason for their present delay.

Their reinforcements would be here very soon and the Savages would really move forward then. Who would’ve expected such shocking news about the sect’s activities?

The Moon God Sect had withdrawn!

Not only that, but the lands they’d ruled over were devoid of any resistance. These northwestern gates into the human domain were wide open, ripe for the Embittered Savages’ taking.

“Damn it!” Gu Tianqing realized that he’d been tricked by the Moon God Sect into missing his best opportunity. If the Savages had pressed the attack, there was no way the sect would’ve been able to evacuate so quickly. Alas, the short postponement of only a few days meant that the withdrawal had been leisurely.

“Has the Moon God Sect left anything behind?” Old man Gu Qi asked.

The scout shook his head. “Aside from their main doors, essentially every material good has been taken away. Not even one lowly servant or steward remains.”

Their flight had been extremely thorough!

Gu Tianqing gnashed his teeth. “Humans are slippery! Our ancestors were absolutely right. Not only that, but they have no spine! They’re running from a fight they know they can’t win. But they won’t be able to take this land with them! If the Moon God Sect’s former base is available, then we’ll take it for our own!”

In the absence of loot and plunder, some new land to live on wasn’t bad. The Embittered Savages needed their own base in the human domain anyway. They couldn’t emulate locusts by destroying everything wherever they went.

Without the support of logistics, an army that ventured too far into enemy territory risked being encircled and devoured.
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The Third Palace of Heritage


Though many factions had decided to join Jiang Chen and affiliate themselves with Veluriyam Capital, the young man didn’t forget himself because of this.

Veluriyam’s raw strength had unquestionably been improved by the addition of new blood. But with new arrivals came new logistics and issues of all stripes.

Jiang Chen gave authority to resolve these issues to Emperor Wellspring. A man of his talents and prestige could coordinate everything quite capably. He could take on a pleasant or harsh demeanor as necessary.

The young man’s own attention was focused on the Embittered Savages. His Goldbiter Rats gave him an unparalleled advantage in terms of gathering information. He was able to gain the knowledge he wanted from the frontlines rather swiftly.

“The Embittered Savages have occupied the Moon God Sect’s former grounds?” Jiang Chen was a bit surprised upon hearing the news. So the Embittered Savages were maintaining their composure!

They hadn’t rushed headlong into enemy territory after hearing about the Moon God Sect’s retreat. Instead, they’d opted for a more reliable approach in occupying the sect’s former grounds first.

From Jiang Chen’s point of view, the Embittered Savages were supposed to be descended from ancient savages. They were known for their single-track minded brutality, not strategic thinking! But it seemed he’d underestimated the tribe.

He recalled his battle in the northwestern wastes and remembered very clearly the defensiveness of the bodyguards around the prince. He'd made several attempts at assassinating the prince, but there’d been no opportunities to do so.

This detail revealed that these savage tribesmen were no mere brutes. Alas, Jiang Chen rather preferred to deal with mindless people. He found a measured, steady Embittered Savage Tribe much more annoying.

“Old Gold, tell your descendants to stay safe. The observations must continue. Any tiny bit of unrest in the human domain must be reported as quickly as possible.”

The Goldbiter Rats’ high reproductive abilities enabled scouts to be scattered all over the human domain. It was the greatest advantage that Jiang Chen presently had available to him. With the Rats as his lookouts, he could find out any changes anywhere and plan accordingly.

In actuality, Jiang Chen had hinted to the Moon God Sect to abandon its home for a secondary purpose. He hadn’t intended to throw the sect to the wolves, but to show weakness to the enemy. Sadly, the Embittered Savages hadn’t fallen for the ruse.

If Gunuo Village’s vanguard had become drunk on pride at the Moon God Sect’s perceived weakness and proceeded blindly, Jiang Chen would’ve chosen to set an ambush at an appropriate place.

It couldn’t be helped. Gunuo Village had chosen to take the safe route by taking over the Moon God Sect’s grounds. They were digging in for the long haul. This was significantly more troublesome than the alternative.

“Never mind that. It’ll take quite a while for the Embittered Savages to get to Veluriyam. I’m already advanced emperor realm, which means I qualify for the third palace of heritage. When in the second palace, Venerated Skysoarer told me that this was the minimum level of cultivation to stand a chance. Now I’m here, there should be no problem.”

This was something that had been on Jiang Chen’s mind for a while now. Given the current circumstances, he needed to head into the third palace to procure more assets as soon as possible.

Each of the Six Palaces of Heritage was superior to its predecessor. These palaces were the ultimate heritage of Veluriyam Pagoda. Venerated Skysoarer had also told him that the palaces were sorted into pairs of the same rank.

The first two palaces didn’t have much of a difference between them, but there was a much bigger one between the second and third. It was quite possible for an incredible opportunity to be contained in the third palace that would be unthought of in the second.

The fourth palace though, was probably similar to the third. But the fifth would naturally be a rank higher than both. Jiang Chen was ready to dive into the third palace. He was going to brave its depths!

Having settled on this idea, he summoned forth the stone golem brothers, the Vermilion Bird, and a few great emperors closest to him.

“My friends, I have a martial dao opportunity before me that demands a few days in closed door cultivation. It’ll take half a month if I’m lucky, and three to five months if not. No matter what happens in the outside world during this time, Veluriyam should ignore it and defend its own gates.

“If the Embittered Savages come, use your collective wits to delay them. There’s no need to rush into battle. Everything can wait until I come out of cultivation.”

How fast Jiang Chen grew would decide Veluriyam’s and even the human domain’s fate. Everyone was excited to hear about his breakthroughs in martial dao comprehension. The public had borne witness to the speed at which his skills had increased. Though the situation right now was less than ideal, there was still great interest in Jiang Chen’s recent developments.

“Young lord, you can’t neglect your martial dao growth no matter what happens. Don’t worry, the Embittered Savages aren’t invincible. Even if they reach our gates, we will have ways to fight them.

“We will obey your commands and take things slow and steady.

“Jiang Chen, I don’t respect that many humans, but you are one of them,” the Vermilion Bird declared. “Don’t worry, I promise that the Embittered Savages will not be allowed to infringe upon Veluriyam territory even if you are in seclusion. I was able to keep my oath to the Primosanct Sect and I will do the same for you. As long as I am here, those savages won’t set a foot on Veluriyam soil. I did not once bow to the ferocious demon race despite their strength. What can these worthless savages amount to? Go and cultivate in peace.”

Though the Vermilion Bird was proud, it still perceived humans as a race that had led the demon-sealing war of yore. What was an Embittered Savage Tribe worth?

They appeared quite violent, but they had been most insignificant in the ancient demon-sealing war. The demons hadn’t even visited their ancestral lands because of how sparse they’d had been. Frankly, the bird didn’t care for such a lackluster race.

“Don’t worry, Savior.” Big Stone thumped his chest. “We brothers don’t care whether they are embittered or happy savages. We’re better at fighting than anybody.”

Jiang Chen was reassured by the high morale of the defenders.

“Very well!” He grinned. “I haven’t anything to worry about given your concerted efforts.”

After making the necessary arrangements, he found a secret room and activated the spacetime seal. A passage opened, sweeping him into the third palace of heritage.

This was his second time here.

The last time he was here, both arrival and departure had been a thoroughly hasty affair. He had no impression of what had gone on here, and only remembered the guardian to be a senior with a lazier-than-usual voice.

Truthfully, it hadn’t been long since then. The only events that had taken place in between were the battle with the Order and the trip to the northwestern wastes. Nevertheless, he felt an indescribable pressure upon re-entry.

He vaguely remembered the guardian to be mildly displeased about being used as a shortcut. It seemed to be a personal affront. Though Jiang Chen had been let through in the end, he was worried he had left a bad impression.

When his footsteps resounded upon the palace’s floor, the scenery before him evoked a sense of familiarity. He’d taken note of a few things on his first trip, despite the relative haste.

At the time, the guardian of the third palace had said he would consider increasing the difficulty.

Jiang Chen wasn’t scared of a harder challenge. The only concern he might have had was about the guardian’s potentially peculiar nature. Someone really mean could intentionally nitpick and thus delay his progress.

Because war was waging outside, he wouldn’t be at peace even if shut in the third palace.

“Ah, it’s fine. Let’s just deal with problems as they arise. I’ve seen and weathered a lot in my previous million years of life. What can he possibly do to nitpick me with?” This thought calmed Jiang Chen down a great deal, dispelling his anxiety.

“Little kid, are you sure you’re not playing a joke on me?” The languid voice sounded at Jiang Chen’s ear, colored with a hint of displeasure.

Jiang Chen steeled himself. Though the voice sounded lazy, there was also a sense of authority imbued within. From the aura it contained, he could observe that this guardian of the third palace was higher in cultivation than Master P’eng and Venerated Skysoarer.

Jiang Chen offered a cupped fist salute. “Senior, I had urgent business when I came by last time. Now that the problem has been resolved, I came to apologize straight away.”

“Hmph. Your words are sweet enough kid, but I don’t see any contrition from you any more. You were a bit fidgety when you just entered, weren’t you?” It was as if the voice could read Jiang Chen’s mind. It perceived his thoughts with only the smallest of details.

Jiang Chen was taken aback, then embarrassed. He’d been highly uneasy about what would happen here. But he calmed down after thinking things through. The keenness of the guardian of the third palace was remarkable.

“Senior, I’m sure you wouldn’t want the person to get here to be a spineless coward or a trembling sheep, no?” Without emotional baggage, Jiang Chen became a lot more decisive and forthright.

The six palaces of heritage were a place to test the entrants’ talent and poise. It was highly improbable that the master of the Veluriyam Pagoda would have invited anyone narrow-minded to become a guardian for his palaces.

At least, that was what Jiang Chen personally believed. He was willing to stake his bets that this was the case.

The voice fell silent for a moment, taking some time to judge the daring youth. It had been countless years since the Pagoda’s construction, but very few had managed to make it to the third palace of heritage. Moreover, someone audacious enough to use the third palace as a shortcut like this youth was a first!

Moreover, the kid didn’t seem at all remorseful about his actions. He had no guilt whatsoever for his disrespectful actions last time!

There was something to this kid!

However, as the third guardian of the palace, he wasn’t going to elevate or castigate someone solely for this small detail.
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Honghou Palace


The atmosphere was a bit stifling. The guardian of the third palace was purposefully causing difficulties by not breaking the silence.

Well, Jiang Chen assumed as much, anyway. “Senior,” he saluted with a cupped fist. “I am the current head of Veluriyam Capital. May I know your name?”

According to the rules, the guardians of the palaces had to be fair to any challenging heirs…

Allowing for one’s specific tastes and interests, of course.

There was one basic matter that couldn’t be concealed — the guardian’s name. They were forced to answer this kind of query.

“You can call me Grand Marquis, young man.” The guardian of the third palace harrumphed.

“Senior Marquis.” Jiang Chen saluted once more. “Senior, I’ve found a few things out about the Six Palaces of Heritage during my journey so far. I’ve had good relationships with seniors Master P’eng and Venerated Skysoarer. I hope the same will be for the two of us. Please do excuse me for any discourtesy when I last came through.”

Jiang Chen knew that any issue Senior Marquis had with him would be because of what he’d done last time he was here. As a junior, there was nothing to be embarrassed about in offering a humble apology.

“Senior, things were pretty sudden last time. Myriad Abyss Island’s descendants attacked Veluriyam Capital. In ancient times, deserting cowards from the war populated the island. And now, their children’s children have come back to make trouble and stir up chaos. The past few years have seen the breaking of several Boundary Steles and the unrest of alien races around the human domain. Of greatest concern is that the ancient demons are attempting to make their way back into the world. The human domain is boiling over, so to speak.”

Jiang Chen sighed softly. “If that hadn’t been the case, I wouldn’t have come through in such a hurry. I’m finding myself a bit powerless in the outside world. I’ve also come to get some possible advice on how to deal with the present problems.”

Regardless of whether the other man enjoyed flattery, laying it on thick was never a bad idea.

Grand Marquis felt slightly mollified after hearing Jiang Chen’s explanation. He hadn’t actually been particularly angry about Jiang Chen passing through last time. He’d merely wanted to use it as an opportunity to test this young man.

How will he handle a difficult situation?

His even-tempered performance, serene and cadenced, was reasonably respectable. Thus, the picky Grand Marquis had his impression of Jiang Chen quite improved from their last meeting.

The young man no longer looked like an eyesore. He wasn’t just another one of those young geniuses that liked to embellish his strengths and deflect from his weaknesses.

“You said you’re called Jiang Chen?” Grand Marquis asked.

“Yes, indeed.” Jiang Chen bowed.

“You look like you’re only thirty. Someone of your age should be counted among your fellow young geniuses. How come you’re ruling over Veluriyam Capital? Has Veluriyam stooped so low that it needs youths to lead it?” Grand Marquis was beginning to wonder about the city’s current strength as a whole.

“I came upon the throne of this city by chance, senior…” Jiang Chen related the basics of the relationship between Emperor Peafowl and himself, as well as their mutual promise.

Grand Marquis’s tone softened once more when he was finished. “If you haven’t lied to me, kid, then you’re a pretty responsible guy. Not bad, making it to the third palace.”

His mood was clearly a lot brighter.

“Alright, the third palace is named after me. It’s called Palace of the Grand Marquis. Remember, you only have the right to receive the heritage here and pass on ahead if you pass my test. Are you ready?”

Jiang Chen knew that the third palace’s test wasn’t going to be simple. But since he was already here, he was long past being mentally prepared.

“Senior Marquis, I have no other way out. Veluriyam Capital is teetering on the brink between life and death, and the human domain is in a time of revolution. Give me victory, or give me death!” Jiang Chen’s tone was resolute.

“Very good.” Grand Marquis’s voice showed the briefest hint of admiration. “Keep in mind that the palace contains both trials and dangers. You may not have encountered anything life-threatening at the Skykun and Crimson Heavens Palaces, but that’s no longer true for this one. I can tell you clearly that geniuses have lost their lives here in the past.”

Jiang Chen’s heart beat a bit faster, then calmed. “I am willing to suffer any and all consequences for coming here. Please give me your test.”

“Honored Master P’eng and Venerated Skysoarer may not have mentioned me to you, kid. But you have the right to know this, since you’re here.

“I don’t intend to give you some kind of obstacle course. I only have two tests. One of them is for your consciousness. Your current level of cultivation means that it’s disadvantageous for you to be tested on the basis of raw strength alone.

“However, I only care about finding a genius with the best potential. I don’t care about what ultimate cultivation level you can reach. It’s fine if you’re a bit lower level as long as your potential is there. If you can convince me of that, you’ll pass. The second test… will come after.”

Jiang Chen nodded slightly. “I’m ready, Senior Marquis.”

A test for one’s consciousness?

He was very pleased as this was his strong suit. The strength of his consciousness far exceeded his cultivation level. He had the confidence to pass whether the senior tested for raw strength or available potential.

Grand Marquis noticed that spirit in the smile and found it mildly odd. The confidence to be found in the young man was a trait that the guardian quite admired. The old senior saw a bull-like tenacity in the young man before him, and it being backed up by genuine sureness was even more remarkable.

Many young men liked to pretend that they had courage and calmness in the face of calamity. True experts could largely see through any such facades presented to them.

Though the guardian marveled at it, he didn’t point it out. This young man is either destined for greatness or to be an absolute fool. May he be given a trial through the refiner’s fire. Will he turn out to be gold or pyrite, I wonder?

His consciousness created strange runes in the air. Suspended in space like a big screen, they created an unraveling veil. Once the process was complete, a number of images appeared on the surrounding walls. They appeared identical, as if formed from the same mold.

“Do you see these nine images, young man?”

Jiang Chen’s eyes looked keenly at the mysterious images. He took a deep breath and nodded. “I see them.”

“Very good. These nine images are a set, meant to be studied. However, only one is actually perfect. The other eight look close enough, but are all flawed in minor, different ways. So much so that some of the flaws are almost imperceptible. What you must do is find the perfect one and also identify where the other eight’s problems are.”

This was an insanely difficult problem to solve.

A quick glance from Jiang Chen revealed no differences whatsoever. Despite his sharp eyes, he found it hard to spot any telling flaws.

“Alright, then. You have two hours to accomplish that task. If you fail within that time, then that’s it.” There was no sympathy in Grand Marquis’s voice.

Jiang Chen braced himself, then nodded again. “I understand.”

If there really were differences between these images – with one and only one being perfect – he was sure he could find that one, wherever it was. He deployed the God’s Eye alongside the Evil Golden Eye, examining the images one by one with a focused eye.

It was obvious that there were profound mysteries imbued within these images. Jiang Chen felt his head spin upon looking closely at them.

These images are very potent! There’s something terrifying about their disorienting effects. Are they designed to confuse their viewers?

If his consciousness hadn’t been sufficiently strong, Jiang Chen’s mind would’ve been sent spinning by a single oscillation of the mystifying images. This barrier to entry cooled his head and spurred his patience.

He proceeded from there with more steadily. The chain seal in his consciousness ocean was coming to life like an awakening volcano.

This seal had been very helpful for Jiang Chen. It’d enabled him to achieve breakthroughs in his usage of the Holy Dragon Bow during several battles and inspired him with archery skills in general. The fact that it was roaring to life was a good sign. The seal was activating itself without conscious command.
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A Tale of Two Trials


As the chain seal in Jiang Chen’s mental sea stirred, his consciousness instantly grew fivefold more. Things previously fuzzy became crystal clear. The same applied to the nine diagrams.

When Jiang Chen had first inspected them, it felt that understanding was just within reach. He had a grasp of them, or maybe he didn’t.

But thanks to the chain seal’s formidable assistance, his mental acuity spontaneously reached an entirely new level.

As… I thought, this set of diagrams depicts a maze. It’s a Nine Labyrinth Formation.

Jiang Chen had finally set foot on the right track. The diagrams had seemed ordinary at first, but in fact they seamlessly came together to form a whole.

One amongst the nine wasn’t like the others simply because it had a way out, while the other eight led to dead ends. Once the diagrams were placed together, they formed a labyrinth. Challengers could be stranded forever in eight of them, whereas hope for life was present in only one.

“I see, I see!” Relying on his immense consciousness, Jiang Chen finally deciphered the core principle of the diagrams. His confidence soared.

Due to the high similarity between the diagrams, attempts made to differentiate their intrinsic natures based on observation alone would be made in vain. All were cast from the same mold. But now that he’d understood the profound mystery behind the whole, the diagrams took on a whole new meaning in his eyes. He was no longer flailing in the dark. The dead ends were now readily apparent to him; he simply needed to exclude them.

“Eight dead ends, one chance of salvation… These diagrams are really something else.” He wasn’t relying on simple observation anymore. Instead, he combined his active perusal with logical deductions.

Inspiration abruptly flashed through his mind. The Evil Golden Eye latched onto a diagram filled with penetrating and abstruse principles.

“That’s the one!”

The sudden insight filled him with an indescribable, mysterious sensation. In fact, such spontaneous enlightenment were also a kind of comprehension on the path of martial dao.

“Senior, I have the answer.” Turning into a stream of light, he rushed towards his choice, passing through it in the blink of an eye.

The scene in front of him blurred. The nine diagrams had vanished from sight, replaced by what’d greeted him when first stepping into the third palace, as if nothing had happened.

Looking around him, he exclaimed in silent awe. Everything had seemed so real, but it was all illusion! The Nine Labyrinth Formation is extraordinary indeed. I can’t help but wonder if it exists in truth.

At a realm at the crossroad of dream and reality; he couldn’t help but admire Senior Marquis’ astonishing accomplishment in this domain. There was a subset of cultivators that specialized in illusory arts. Their mastery in that domain was hard to fathom.

The so-called illusory arts weren’t always entirely imaginary. They manipulated the intersection of illusion and reality to confound their targets. Without a doubt, the senior was an expert in these arts.

The guardian’s astonished voice appeared from thin air. “Jiang Chen, this marquis now understands how you managed to reach the third palace.”

Jiang Chen remained modest. “My luck hasn’t deserted me yet.”

“Hmph, just accept my compliments. What’s this false modesty for?” The marquis snorted coldly. “You can count on one hand the number of people I’ve praised in my lifetime.”

Jiang Chen laughed, no longer so humble. “Senior, I’ve already passed the first trial. Can you tell me about the second?”

The first hadn’t been child’s play, but it hadn’t been all that arduous either. In fact, this was what had most surprised the marquis.

He knew well the diagrams’ ingenuity. If the challenger was really foolish enough to meticulously compare them one by one, he might not find the answer even after a decade.

In the ancient era, more than one of marquis’ enemies had fallen prey to the diagrams’ labyrinth, stranded inside until the hour of their deaths. If one couldn’t decipher their underlying principle, it would be no exaggeration to say one would be a victim a hundred times over out of a hundred attempts.

However, it hadn’t taken long for the young man in front of him to solve them.

This Jiang Chen might truly possess genuine potential. However, the marquis didn’t lose his composure despite his astonishment. The first trial was the easier one out of the two, just a mere appetizer. There would’ve been no need for the second if the first had been enough to foil the young man.

But after seeing Jiang Chen succeed so easily once, some anticipation crept in for the second trial’s outcome. Could this youngster truly succeed?

He hadn’t been very optimistic before, but he’d slowly become more and more fascinated.

Honored Master P’eng and Venerated Skysoarer both admire him and acknowledged his qualifications to challenge the third palace, so there must be something to this kid, right?

“Jiang Chen, you should prepare yourself. The second trial will be much more difficult.” The warning was a marked difference from his usual style.

Neither servile nor arrogant, Jiang Chen faced the senior, his eyes shining with intelligence. “I’m completely ready. I wouldn’t be here in the first place otherwise. Please begin.”

In truth, he was a little impatient.

Wasn’t this a little too easy? Testing his consciousness? The third palace seemed simply tailor-made for him.

The Skykun Palace had tested his speed instead. He wasn’t lacking in that area either, but it’d been somewhat of a challenge, more than the third palace at least.

“Pay attention now.” As the guardian’s voice rang faintly in his ears, the scenery in front of him changed abruptly once more in a dazzling light.

A tall rampart filled his vision in every direction. To be more precise, sculptures of every expression sat atop the high wall. The sculptures varied between majestic, dignified, teasing, solemn, eccentric, contemplative, furious, or gleeful…

The expressions were so vivid that it seemed the sculptures would come to life at any moment.

“Young man, do you see the Wall of Life before you? I’ve collected all of the human emotions, desires, and sins and placed them here as the masterpiece of my lifetime. I can be found within, as can everyone in the world…”

Indeed, the sculptures were so lifelike that nature itself seemed to have carved their miens.

“Jiang Chen, this wall contains Confounding Puppets. I can’t tell you the number for now. The Confounding Puppets are creations into which I’ve poured the essence of my lifelong study in the illusory arts. Each of them possesses thirty to seventy percent of my own powers.

“You need to find the puppets within limited time. Remember, you can scry and contact them with your consciousness, but you can’t touch them. You’ll pass if you can find three, but more would be a testament to the strength of your mind. The more you find, the greater your rewards might be,” the marquis faintly said.

There was little to differentiate the puppets from ordinary sculptures at first glance. The puppets contained a spark of their creator’s will and possessed certain intelligence and awareness. Ordinary statues also held a trace of their creator’s will, but they were devoid of self-awareness. Therein lay the key difference between them.

Jiang Chen nodded, keeping the senior’s instructions firmly in mind.

“You have only two hours.” The senior fell utterly silent after announcing the time limit.

Jiang Chen sat down cross legged. The space around him seemed sealed off, restricting the scope of his movements. He couldn’t approach the wall nor leave the area.

“Two hours, Confounding Puppets.”

His deep gaze locked onto the wall. He slowly extended his consciousness, looking for clues.

There were at least a hundred thousand carvings of every shape and form. For one with ordinary consciousness, finding the puppets out of the myriad of statues was as impossible as finding a needle in a haystack.

But Jiang Chen was no ordinary cultivator.

He was the reincarnated son of a celestial emperor, carrying with him a chain seal in his consciousness that perhaps housed the will and might of a celestial emperor. And the seal seemed to be reawakening as of late.

His mind was clearer than it had ever been. Through God’s Eye and the Golden Evil Eye, his consciousness shot towards the wall like a soul-piercing beam.

“Not this one… Not this one either…”

One by one, he excluded carvings as his gaze skipped over them. He had no choice but to use this simplest and most primitive method. However, he did so at a mind-boggling speed. With the power of the Evil Golden Eye and his consciousness, he could pass judgment the instant his gaze swept across a sculpture.
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Confounding Puppets


It was a stupid method, but the only one presently available. No other method was reliable enough; plus, Jiang Chen didn’t have the time to try them out.

As dumb as it might’ve been, the method also happened to be the most suitable because the chain seal in his consciousness slowly came to life in the process, flooding his mind with an astounding, formidable power.

He could clearly feel the intensity and clarity of his mind surpass its normal limits. His consciousness far exceeded that of his peers even in ordinary times, but the chain seal amplified it considerably. His consciousness had now fully reached empyrean realm. In fact, ordinary empyrean experts might not have anything on him.

The seal was just barely awake. But even not fully active, it had easily neutralized the mental attack from Elder Xi, Huang’er’s clansman. When he’d comprehended the nine Veluriyam Obelisks, he’d also relied on the chain seal’s spiritual protection.

Thankfully, Jiang Chen had some experience in the arena of detecting mental awareness. In the past, he’d faintly felt the life and will hidden deep within the stone carvings housing the golems’ souls.

Although the puppets were different, he could use the same approach today. Both had been hidden in the guise of stone carvings, and he likewise had to use his consciousness to scan for traces of sentience.

Suddenly, his eyes widened. A flash of light clamored in his consciousness, a hint standing out with fanfare.

“Got one.” He stared fixedly at a sculpture and left his personal mark on it before continuing the search.

Second after second, time trickled by as he proceeded methodically and solemnly. After the first came a second, then a third...

He successfully located three puppets after an hour, fulfilling the senior’s most basic requirement. But the guardian had mentioned the more the better. Anything above and beyond likely had a direct impact on his rewards from the third palace.

The first goal met, his state of mind steadied from there on. Everything else was an added bonus. More relaxed, his mood improved progressively as well. Under such conditions, half the effort brought double the results.

After two hours, he’d left marks on seven statues.

“Alright, time’s up.” The marquis’ detached voice sounded. “Kid, how many did you manage to find?”

Jiang Chen smiled faintly, replying leisurely, “My luck seems to have held. I found seven.”

“What?” The marquis froze at the answer. “Seven, you say?” Disbelief tinged his tone.

Without further explanations, Jiang Chen nodded in confirmation.

“Good, very good.” The marquis nodded. “Now activate your marks and let me confirm your words.”

In actuality, the marquis was rather taken aback. There were only seven puppets hidden on the wall among a myriad of sculptures. But Jiang Chen had spoken of finding all of them. How was that even possible?

Without further ado, the young lord activated the marks.

Ding, ding, ding!

Crisp tinkles sounded in their ears like a sweet melody. With a slight yank from Jiang Chen’s consciousness, seven puppets released blinding light, exuding a dazzling brilliance.

The marquis stared, dumbstruck, reduced to silent shock despite his proud seniority. The young man really has located all seven. A hundred percent accuracy! If he weren’t the trial’s supervisor, he would’ve suspected someone was helping the young man cheat.

But like he’d previously explained, he was the lone guardian of the palace. Everything inside was under his control, so he was the only one who could’ve helped the young man cheat.

Incredible, simply incredible. He marvelled privately. I’ve never seen such a peerless monster even among all the ancient heroes. Is it a simple coincidence? Or is the brat truly that much of a genius?

Indescribably stunned, words failed him for a long while.

Jiang Chen stood calmly at the center. He wasn’t privy to the marquis’ inner thoughts, but the current atmosphere gave him a good feeling.

I must have found all seven puppets. Otherwise, wouldn’t the senior have jumped at the chance to taunt me?

There could be only one reason for the prolonged silence: there was nothing to nitpick about.

Indeed, the guardian finally sighed after a long while. “Fine. Young man, I must admit you’re indeed entitled to your arrogance.”

A figure like the marquis wouldn’t soften his tone so casually. There was only one reason for his change of attitude: he was now sincerely convinced. The young man had thoroughly won him over.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “Senior, I was simply lucky. I happen to be more confident when it comes to matters of the consciousness. I must have been fated to come here.”

He wasn’t complacent despite his success.

The marquis nodded, his tone conflicted. “You’re right. Perhaps fate truly has a hand in it. In fact, perhaps there’s a shared destiny between you and all six Palaces of Heritage. With your cultivation, I’m surprised you were able to pass Skykun Palace. But three palaces in succession... I now understand why Venerated Skysoarer and Honored Master P’eng have taken a fancy to you.”

He no longer sounded as irritable as before. He still wasn’t as friendly as Venerated Skysoarer, but his instinctive dislike of the young man had disappeared. Jiang Chen’s attitude had earned his acknowledgment.

“Kid, it was actually a gentleman’s agreement when the Pagodas’ master asked me to guard the palace. No matter the reason, you’ve gained my approval by completing my trials. These diagrams for the Nine Labyrinth Formation and the seven Confounding Puppets are yours.”

The marquis was fair and impartial. The subjects of his trials were also the rewards in case of success.

Jiang Chen beamed. “Senior, isn’t that too great of a prize?”

The marquis snorted, his snappy tone from earlier returning. “Feel free to leave them behind if you think you’re undeserving. I won’t force you to accept them.”

Jiang Chen hurriedly lifted his hands and begged for forgiveness, afraid the senior would have a change of heart. “Please don’t. I didn’t say I don’t want them. The situation in the human domain is complex right now, I can definitely put these items to good use.”

The marquis snickered. “Alright, I’ve offered my congratulations and given you the rewards. Kid, you’re more interesting than the previous challengers. Perhaps I should keep an eye on you.”

His voice possessed a strange commanding power, turning the nine diagrams into incorporeal marks that landed on Jiang Chen’s sea of consciousness. The seven puppets also followed suit in the next moment.

Jiang Chen sighed with emotion. Each guardian for the Six Palaces of Heritage had their own temperament. This marquis seemed unreasonable, but stuck firmly to his principles.

“Alright, there’s nothing left here for you, so you can get lost. Oh, here’s the fourth palace’s spacetime seal. Same old applies!” He added an unprecedented remark. “There’s no big difference between the fourth palace and the third, but you better wait until you’re great emperor.”

Why had the marquis added such a sentence? It was impossible for Jiang Chen to pry the specifics from the senior for now, but from the latter’s tone, it seemed the fourth palace might be harder than the third.

Jiang Chen casually caught the spacetime seal. He’d become fond of these gadgets by now. Each of them represented a second chance of life, a gold medal of immunity from a death sentence.

As soon as he encountered a perilous situation, he could unconditionally teleport back to Veluriyam. The ancient senior who’d built the Veluriyam Pagodas was truly an extraordinary figure. Such incredible teleportation required a very high degree of skill and power.

“Alright kid, scram. I need my beauty sleep. Hahaha, I’m finally free of my obligations after all this time! Good luck kid, it’s up to you whether I can leave this place and feel the sun on my face again.” His mission was complete, the obstacle he’d guarded had been surmounted and his rewards doled out.

A force pushed Jiang Chen toward the transportation formation before he could react. He vanished from the palace in a flash of light, reappearing outside. Used to the Six Palaces’ style, he returned to the young lord residence under the cover of the night.
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A New Development


Jiang Chen had no issue evading the public eye in his own home.

Returning to his secret chamber, he sat down to peruse the diagrams resting in his mind. Different illusion techniques were depicted in each diagram, each symbolic of an incorporeal wall. They were a compendium of the Grand Marquis’ lifetime knowledge in the illusory arts. The senior’s faith in and encouragement towards his juniors was plain to see.

Heh. The Grand Marquis is such an interesting person. It’s obvious that he ardently wants someone to pass the his test, but he puts on such a detached and disinterested facade...

Jiang Chen studied the diagrams meticulously and slowly digested their teachings. Indeed, they were the essence of what the marquis had learned over the years.

He was equally as fond of the seven Confounding Puppets. The senior had meticulously crafted them with every fiber of his being. Every one of them exuded an immensely powerful aura and embodied great battle strength.

It reminded Jiang Chen of the Soldier Rosary Beads, two different items with similar usages. Countless salivated over the beads, and yet the puppets were plainly far superior to the beads. The Confounding Puppets must be one of the marquis’ greatest creations. I must make good use of them. They will serve me well.

The third palace trials had gone a lot smoother than expected. The rewards were so bountiful that it would take him some time to digest them all.

He entered closed door cultivation for a few days to consolidate his cultivation and further assimilate his new treasures. When that was done, he spent a few days in meditation.

His consciousness was in overdrive. The chain seal in his mind constantly fluctuated between dormant and active. This wasn’t exactly a bad thing, but it still prompted some wariness since Jiang Chen had no control over it.

The power and potential contained within the seal was simply too frightening. Even he didn’t dare forcefully investigate at this stage. The best thing he could do right now was follow his heart and let things run their natural course.

If the seal offered him assistance in times of need, he’d accept it with open arms. But if it lay dormant, he wasn’t going to force it into action.

Father, what secrets did you plant into my consciousness when destruction visited the heavenly planes? Is the seal truly a heritage from my past life?

Jiang Chen was filled with questions and a healthy respect of this unknown helper in his mind.

All in all, it took him fifteen days before he was finally ready to exit closed cultivation. Just as he’d promised, he spent as little time as he could in here.

“Young lord! You’re back already?!” The servants of the manor were surprised and elated to see that Jiang Chen had returned.

He swept his gaze across the crowd and saw nothing but worry and fret between their brows. “It’s only been half a month. What’s happened?”

Wellspring sighed. “Let me bring you up to speed.”

The others nodded in agreement. The wandering titan likely had the clearest grasp of the entire situation.

Jiang Chen’s re-emergence was a great source of morale and motivation, as each period of seclusion always resulted in enormous martial dao breakthroughs. The crowd assessed Jiang Chen to determine his cultivation gains, but they couldn’t see anything. It was like staring into the bottomless sea!

This dumbfounded them. They knew that Jiang Chen was powerful, but not to the extent where they couldn’t even size up his cultivation level! He’d surpassed all of them!?

“Let’s take things one at a time, everyone. Old Brother Hui, take as much time as you need.” Jiang Chen was a lot calmer and composed than before.

Emperor Wellspring sighed. “Young lord, you’ve only been gone for half a month, but someone snuck into Moon God Sect territory during this time and ambushed the prince of the Embittered Savages. According to the rumors, the prince suffered heavy injuries. It’s unclear whether he’s dead or alive.”

“Oh? Which hero was so brave and valiant?” Jiang Chen was confused. Wasn’t this good news? Why was everyone so anxious and worried? Or had the incident riled the invaders up and made them more aggressive in their conquest?

If that was the case, wasn't it just a simple matter of fighting fire with fire? Veluriyam was now a battle-hardened city. What was there to be afraid of?

“It would be good news if that was the only thing that happened. Unfortunately, the assassin declared your name and claimed that Veluriyam would uphold justice by defending every piece of human territory to the death. He even vowed full out war with the Embittered Savages!” Wellspring sighed.

Jiang Chen’s expression snapped to solemn attention. With his sharp wits, he’d instantly grasped the severity of the situation. Someone was framing him!

Worst of all, the ploy had been extremely effective!

Fueled by their hatred of Jiang Chen, the Embittered Savages deployed all of their main forces and marched towards Veluriyam. A fearsome enemy had set their sights on the human faction.

Also, by claiming that Jiang Chen was going to defend every city in the human domain, the culprit was able to hold the young lord’s strategies hostage. There had been in fact, quite a few territories that Jiang Chen had planned on giving up.

It wasn’t the cleverest of ploys, but effective all the same.

Jiang Chen didn’t have the military strength necessary to protect every city in the human domain. Even if he did, he would never do such a brash thing. The look in his eyes was frosty. “The culprit is truly a sly one, but do they really think that we will fall so easily?”

“The Order must be behind this!” Emperor Peerless grumbled angrily.

“That’s right. They are the only faction in the human domain that’s capable of such a thing!”

The Gunuo village had taken over Moon God Sect territory and established their headquarters there. Not even Jiang Chen was confident or daring enough to sneak into the sect’s former holy lands to ambush the prince.

He’d traded a few moves with the prince and understood just how powerful and disciplined the foreign prince’s bodyguards were. Their loyalty and competency were unrivalled. Assassinating the prince was actually an almost impossible undertaking!

Even with the help of the golem brothers, Jiang Chen's chances of succeeding were close to none. The real culprit must've been quite the master.

The crowd was righteously indignant, and the young lord too suspected the Order was the culprit. However, the current human was filled with all manner of aliens and foreign factions. Who could say for certain that the Order was the true culprit?

Perhaps another faction had emerged out of nowhere yet again?

The human domain was no longer isolated from the outside world. It was entirely possible that there was more to this.

“Who can it be?” Jiang Chen was filled with uncertainty.

The only thing he was certain of was the culprit’s motives. They were clearly manipulating the Embittered Savages into launching an all out attack on Veluriyam. It was a dastardly plan.

The Jiao brothers could hold their temper no longer. “Young lord, the Order has gone way too far this time. We need to swiftly get rid of them before the Gunuo army arrives, or they’ll surely become a thorn on our side.”

“Agreed. Young lord, the Order is a source of instability. How can two opposing factions exist in the same domain? It’d be perfectly fine if they were on the side of justice, but they’re not! They’re just as evil, if not more, than alien races!”

Indeed, the Order’s biggest threat was the fact that they were insiders. Humans. It was easier to fend against a thousand outsiders than a single person inside the home.

Jiang Chen was swayed by the suggestion.

Exterminate the Order of Wind and Cloud?

He simulated the possibility in his mind. The Order had suffered an enormous setback after the previous battle. Unless backup had already arrived from Myriad Abyss Island, their forces should still be rather lacking.

The mysterious hermit of the human domain was the only outlier to worry about. However, Jiang Chen simply couldn’t understand why the hermit had sided with the Order.

While he was deep in contemplation, news broke in from outside. “Young lord, breaking news from the northwestern wastes! Three armies from other Embittered Savage villages have arrived. Each carry a different flag!”

“Three other villages?” Jiang Chen was taken aback.

One Gunuo village was already enough to deal with. The arrival of three more armies meant that there was now four great armies in total! If they joined forces, they'd be more than enough to steamroll the entire human domain!

Veluriyam in its current state would have a very hard time defending against four combined armies. If the Order were to take this opportunity and add to the trouble, there’d be complete and utter chaos.

“Young lord, we can’t afford anymore delays. We need to make our move before the armies finish consolidating. This'll be our only chance to eliminate the Order!”

“Indeed. Once the four armies have arrived at a common consensus, they'll sweep through the entire human domain like a storm!”

“We can use this opportunity to eliminate the Order!”

“Agreed! They’re definitely the ones behind the assassination attempt. Those bastards! Why couldn't they just kill the prince decisively? Leaving him half dead is such a low move!” The crowd was riled up. They were waiting for Jiang Chen to give the order!
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Discussion of a Punitive Expedition


Everyone’s indignation at the Order also kindled Jiang Chen’s own fury. Though the human domain was in poor shape already, the Order had been so blind as to contribute further to the mess. He could bear its existence no longer.

“Friends.” Jiang Chen motioned downward with both hands, indicating for calm. “The Order has gone insane. It’s a blight upon the human domain. If I continue to allow it to exist, its activities will only grow more damaging with time. This is why I hereby announce today that we will launch a campaign against the Order of Wind and Cloud!”

There was mass excitement at his words. His audience positively glowed. Clearly, they were at the end of their patience with the Order as well.

“Young lord, the human domain is already in a rough spot. We shouldn’t create more problems for ourselves. If we become engaged in a bitter war with the Order and the Embittered Savages take advantage of that, then we’ll be fighting on two fronts…” Petalpluck was as conservative and old-fashioned as ever. His mandate was always to reduce the number of problems by avoiding involvement in everything.

However, no one agreed with him this time. Even Skysplitter, who was quite close to him, had stayed quiet.

Coiling Dragon snickered. “If not wanting to get stepped on counts as creating problems for ourselves, let’s just be doormats instead of people then! We’re not the ones looking for trouble here! The human domain won’t have peace as long as the Order is around!”

Petalpluck responded. “Their supreme lord comes from Myriad Abyss Island. He has a powerful background and equally powerful backers. It’s easy to crush the Order now, but what of the trouble that results from it?”

He was one step ahead.

“If we don’t get rid of the Order, the human domain won’t have a future at all,” Coiling Dragon fired back. “It’s hard to say whether Veluriyam will have one, either. Compared to this, what’s trouble down the line worth, hmm?”

Wellspring sighed as well. “Daoist Coiling Dragon is right. We are choosing the lesser of two evils. The Order has become a cancerous tumor upon the human domain. If we don’t remove it, it will even grow more malignant. As for the future…”

The wandering emperor went on coolly. “Myriad Abyss Island is not owned by House Xiahou alone. Justice will be served in the end!”

“That’s right. Are we supposed to allow him to do whatever he wishes just because he has some connections?”

“Uh huh! This is no laughing or trivial matter. If it were, we could simply steer clear of him. He’s trying to destroy our homeland and our heritage. That’s a grudge bitter enough to die for!”

“I support the campaign on the Order of Wind and Cloud!”

“And I!” General emotion in the room ran high. Those wishing for peace and diplomacy were almost entirely drowned out.

Jiang Chen inclined his head. “It looks like none of you can bear the Order’s antics any more. If that’s the case, prepare yourselves for battle. We march soon on my orders!”

Some preparations were naturally required for a campaign. Veluriyam’s experts were exceedingly numerous now. Setting aside empyrean realm, it had a shocking number of great emperors.

Its lineup consisted of the ones it’d originally had, plus the ones that had come from various major sects, and the ones who’d formerly been wandering cultivators. In fact, the city now had over a hundred of them, with that number increasing by the day.

Because these experts came from all over the world, a unified command was even more imperative.

After everyone else left, Jiang Chen kept back a few of his closest confidantes.

Wellspring smiled. “Young lord, I feel that the campaign against the Order doesn’t require any trumpeted announcements. Making such a big fuss over this will only allow them to put up defenses ahead of time.”

Currently, the Order was badly hurt. Without reinforcements, it lacked the ability to take on Veluriyam head on. If it used terrain to its advantage and turtled in a war of attrition though, it could drag things out for an undesirably long period of time.

Veluriyam wanted a swift, decisive victory. If forced to drag out the campaign and the Embittered Savage army arrived, it would be at an immense disadvantage.

Peerless thought for a moment before adding, “I feel the same way as Old Brother Hui. The few years I spent at the Order gives me an understanding that if we ambush them, we can exploit the many holes in its defenses. The apparent strength of the Order was entirely due to the momentum it had. Fundamentally speaking, it has many flaws.”

The viewpoints of the two men were quite similar.

Jiang Chen smiled slightly, glancing at Coiling Dragon. “What do you think, Coiling Dragon?”

The emperor chuckled, scratching his head. “Haha, I agree with my fellow daoists. It may not be optimal to announce our attack so publicly.”

Jiang Chen burst into laughter. “So your agreement earlier wasn’t heartfelt, huh? It was just to back me up?”

“Of course it was heartfelt!” Coiling Dragon hastened to explain. “I’m just beginning to see things in a different light thanks to my friends’ opinions here. Maybe a frontal assault wouldn’t be as good as an ambush.”

This was also true.

Jiang Chen returned his casual smile. “I entirely agree with you. I did that to hide my true intentions from my enemy!”

“Oh?” Wellspring’s eyes lit up. “Do you have another plan in mind, young lord?”

Jiang Chen nodded. “I will make a public announcement and openly prepare for a campaign. But discreetly, we shall take the Order by surprise!”

“Who will you send, young lord?” Coiling Dragon brightened.

“I won’t send very many. The main force is solely a diversion. I am planning to take the field myself!”

Jiang Chen’s daring suggestion elicited simultaneous cries of “no!” from Peerless and Wellspring. It was inappropriate for Veluriyam’s young lord to personally infiltrate deep behind enemy lines.

Veluriyam had plenty of soldiers and combatants. Jiang Chen’s hands-on participation didn’t seem necessary.

Jiang Chen had expected their opposition. “Old Brother Mo,” he smiled faintly, “do you think it’ll be possible to defeat the Order in a short amount of time using a more common and ordinary method?”

Peerless considered this for a second, then shook his head. “Maybe, but it would be very difficult. The supreme lord is from Myriad Abyss Island and has some methods available to him even I can’t fathom.”

“The Order’s main force has already been crushed. That organization now is nothing to be concerned about. I suspect the one responsible for the attack on the Embittered Savage Tribe is the human empyrean expert that came out of nowhere, rather than Xiahou Jing himself,” the young lord mused.

Jiang Chen grew solemn. “My goal this time is twofold. I want to not only take out Xiahou Jing, but the mysterious empyrean expert as well.”

The declaration rocked the group back on their heels.

“Empyrean expert? If he’s a human senior, why is he doing such despicable things?” Peerless was a little perplexed.

Wellspring sighed. “A senior cultivator with the talent to attain empyrean realm… and yet he is so selfish. He’s destroying his own roots and homeland. He’s not fit for his cultivation level!”

The wandering cultivator titan rarely criticized others, but he was truly angered this time.

He completely agreed with Jiang Chen’s hypothesis. As the supreme lord of the Order, Xiahou Jing couldn’t possibly have risked himself on the venture. It was highly likely that the empyrean expert had done it.

At least, the expert had more than enough motive to be in cahoots with Xiahou Jing given the current way of things. If they had indeed formed a pact of some sort, the Order was sure to cause more trouble for the human domain.

“Why does this expert debase himself so?” Coiling Dragon still couldn’t accept it.

He considered an empyrean expert to be someone above the pettiness of the world. A veritable immortal who worked and worried for the sake of the world. But this empyrean expert in particular completely defied his expectations.

Jiang Chen waved a hand. “I don’t care what his motives are. The fact of the matter is, he’s hostile to Veluriyam and doesn’t have a sense of belonging to his race. These two points are obvious.”

“If he’s found responsible, he cannot be forgiven despite being an empyrean senior.” Jiang Chen’s tone was uncommonly stern.

Everyone else nodded in assent. “Absolutely not. A human senior who stoops so low is much more harmful than most!”

Jiang Chen nodded slightly, then changed the subject. “Veluriyam currently has many great emperors. I can hardly count the number of ordinary emperors we have any more. Unfortunately, we are a pile of loose sand right now. Our strength is scattered and incoherent. If we’re engaged in a bitter battle, we’ll only be able to have each man fight for himself. This means we are easy to defeat. I do have an idea that we can consider though.”

“What ideas do you have, young lord?” As one of the foremost supporters of Jiang Chen’s every idea, Wellspring couldn’t resist asking about it.

“I know a few formations suitable for pitched battles. These formations will be able to induce increased harmony and synchronicity between the cultivators using them. Their battle strength will also be increased a great deal. For example, great emperors are essentially helpless before an empyrean expert. However, that won’t necessarily be true after harnessing the power of formations.”

These formations weren’t from the Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect, but ones that Jiang Chen carried in his own memory. He had trained a flock of Goldwing Swordbids to use such a formation back in a mundane kingdom. His eight followers then had also studied it.

The name of the particular formation was the Eight Trigram Assimilation Formation. Its largest advantage was that it was appropriate for cultivators of all levels, its strength depending on the composite of its users.

Back then, eight true qi realm cultivators had been able to fight against a spirit realm cultivator with it. The same applied here.

Great emperors who refined this formation to the fullest were able to fight evenly against an empyrean expert and were even capable of winning.

Veluriyam currently had no lack of manpower. It needed a proper battle plan instead. Jiang Chen knew that the cultivators gathered here came from all over the realm, which meant that all of them had their own habits and ideas. It was unrealistic to command them as if they came from a single sect and banner. How then was their fighting power to be maximized?

Thus, the Eight Trigram Assimilation Formation was essential.
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Pretending to Advance along One Path While Secretly Going Down Another


Jiang Chen apprised Peerless and Wellspring of the formation as well as his own thoughts.

Wellspring was complimentary of the idea overall. “Exquisite! It’ll make us all the stronger on the battlefield. Our current force is somewhat of a motley crew, but this will shape us into a focused and coherent whole.”

No one would turn down such a formation.

Peerless nodded in agreement. “Not bad indeed. It seems very feasible. But since it organizes people in groups of eight, we need to be meticulous about the assignments. How they complement each other and level of mutual understanding will be key. Otherwise, the formation will become a weak spot instead.”

Indeed, fighting alone would be better than bad cooperation. The formation’s greatest nemesis was the presence of a weak link, or worse, several of them.

“Old Brother Hui, you have undisputed status and prestige among wandering cultivators. Are you willing to divide them into groups?”

Wellspring responded firmly, “Naturally. I won’t shirk my duties!”

“I’ll handle the sects myself. Wandering cultivators are one thing, but sects are the real issue.”

Sect powerhouses were many, each of them a figure of import with great authority in their own sect. Whether they could be tolerant and adapt to each other was up in the air. The many elements of uncertainty in such a coalition were much more of a headache.

Peerless nodded. “There are definitely many things to take into consideration when it comes to the sects.”

“We need to thoroughly think it over. That reminds me. Are either of you starting to vaguely perceive the principles of heaven and earth?”

The Kunpeng blood both great emperors had obtained from the young lord was genuinely a possible gateway to the empyrean realm.

Wellspring had been close to peak great emperor to begin with; thanks to his progress in the last few years, he was now only half a step away from empyrean realm.

Of course, countless peak great emperors in the human domain had failed to cross this mere half a step in their entire lifetimes.

Peerless’ cultivation used to be slightly lower, but he’d obtained the Kunpeng blood earlier and was ahead of Wellspring in comprehending the bloodline. This compensated for his disadvantage in cultivation, so both had progressed roughly at the same pace.

They should now be close to reaching the heavenly principles. One step further and they might break through to empyrean realm in a flash of enlightenment, reaching a whole new level of existence. It would also be of momentous significance for the human domain.

After all, no new empyrean master had publicly appeared in the domain for many years. That the domain couldn’t foster any empyrean masters had become the general consensus.

But if it were to be proven false, it would launch the domain into a new craze of cultivation.

Peerless murmured, “Insight indeed seems to come much faster of late. Between heaven and earth, each flower, each tree, and each blade of grass seems filled with abstruse and profound principles.”

Peerless agreed. “Old brother, you feel that way as well?”

Jiang Chen’s eyes shone with delight. “It’s a sign that you’re close to the heavenly principles. This is good news. You need to latch onto such inspiration the moment it appears. Soon, it will multiply and converge with the momentum of a torrent, breaking your shackles and ushering you into a new level of existence!”

Upon comprehending the principles of heaven and earth, empyrean masters gained the acknowledgement of the heavens and an empyrean decree.

If one were to reach empyrean realm by refining someone else’s decree, he would forever be a cheap imitation. Whether in potential or real strength, they could never rival self-enlightened powerhouses.

The two great emperors had never experienced this process and seldom had any interactions with empyrean masters. For them, the empyrean concept was hazy at best.

But Jiang Chen was different. As the son of a celestial emperor, empyrean cultivators had only been fit to lace his shoes. All his servants, even his pill-refining pageboys, had been at that level.

Empyrean realm was the most basic prerequisite in the heavenly planes. Otherwise, one was just a babe who hadn’t learned to walk yet. Therefore, Jiang Chen wasn’t unfamiliar with it.

For some reason, both Peerless and Wellspring accepted his guidance as the most natural thing in the world. Neither found it suspicious.

“Gentlemen, persevere but don’t be impatient. Let nature take its course.” Jiang Chen offered but one piece of advice.

Preparations to subdue the Order of Wind and Cloud were in full swing when Jiang Chen secretly summoned the eight golem brothers. As usual, four brothers were to stay behind while the other four were to follow him to the Order.

When Veluriyam’s army was set to march, Jiang Chen had already left ahead of time with four stone golem brothers. He had two clear goals. First, eradicate the seed of future trouble that was Xiahou Jing. Second, find the human empyrean master.

Truth be told, Jiang Chen loathed the latter even more than the former.

Xiahou Jing came from Myriad Abyss Island, a descendant of deserters from the ancient demons-sealing war. He had little attachment to the human domain, so his villainous conduct was at least understandable.

But the human master had been born and raised in the domain. Instead of using his power for his homeland when things came to a head, he’d secretly wrecked destruction instead. How could that be tolerated?

Jiang Chen had conducted deep investigations of the Order, but once inside its territory, he could still feel the great changes that Xiahou Jing had brought to the bunch of misfits in a few scant years.

With more time and stable foundations, he truly might have gone on to achieve great things.
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On this day, Jiang Chen had slipped inside the Order via borrowing the identity of an Earth Fiend elder to observe the sect.

Thanks to his adept skills, he’d found an opportunity to kill an elder and take his place. An elder-in-waiting had low status and didn’t know many secrets, so there were fewer chances for the young lord to blow his cover.

The Order had been gravely wounded, but Xiahou Jing was a master when it came to controlling his followers. Despite the crushing defeat, his position was as unassailable as ever.

Jiang Chen combed the sect as he made inquiries about the supreme lord. His borrowed identity made his activities inconspicuous, but also gave him few opportunities to approach his target without a direct summons, to say nothing of killing the sect leader.

The man truly is a wily fox.

He had been on the lookout ever since slipping inside, but Xiahou Jing was still nowhere to be found. Thankfully, the young lord was in no hurry.

If Xiahou Jing hadn’t left the human domain yet, he’d show himself sooner or later. More importantly, Veluriyam’s army was already in motion, ready to march on the Order and assault its stronghold!

Let’s see this supreme lord hide once the army arrives!

Sure enough, Veluriyam’s main force crossed into Unbounded Mid Region two days later, heralding a great storm to come!
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Back from the northwest, Shu Wanqing was currently in Xiahou Jing’s secret chamber.

“Elder Shu, your trip was a great success. Veluriyam’s gone mad! They’ve mobilized the bulk of their troops and bark about eradicating us. I fear nothing and no one, but our forces have suffered too much lately to prevail in a frontal clash. What do you think? Do you have a good plan to extract us from their siege?” Xiahou Jing was as fearless as they came, but the opponent this time was the greatest of threats.

Shu Wanqing spat, “That Jiang Chen punk is bold enough. The Embittered Savages will soon put the domain to fire and sword, but he’s in the mood to deal with us?”

Of course he mentioned nothing about his ambush in the northwest, the one that’d caused all this trouble for Veluriyam.

“Daoist Shu, there’s no sense dwelling on this question. Jiang Chen is a decisive man. He seems determined to destroy the Order before facing the Savages! Hmph, does he really think a brat of his caliber can subdue us?”

Xiahou Jing thought little of the young lord still. The kid was merely an upstart, not even worth a second look were it not for the golems.

Shu Wanqing’s eyes lit up. “Supreme Lord, do you perhaps have a good plan in mind? Or an ace in the hole you haven’t used yet? I’m looking forward to it now.”

Xiahou Jing shook his head. “There’s simply no need for a direct confrontation. We merely need to delay them for ten days to half a month. The Savages will do the rest!” He was a smart man with a keen grasp of the broader situation.
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Each with Their Own Methods


“This is an order of the utmost importance. Hearken to me, Order executives. I have important news to announce. All executives at headquarters must report immediately.”

After the heavy losses in the last battle, only thirty percent of its original strength remained. The ranks of the eight Protector Kings, thirty-six Celestial Stars, and seventy-two Earthly Fiends had been measurably thinned.

Disguised among the Earthly Fiends, Jiang Chen was both excited and a bit expectant.

He had even split up with the four stone golem brothers. After some cosmetic efforts on his part, the brothers were hiding elsewhere in the Order’s headquarters. Only executives were allowed to attend a meeting of this nature, which meant that any followers were expressly barred.

Jiang Chen sat in his spot, completely silent and introspective. He didn’t make any small talk with the other Earthly Fiends.

Thankfully, there was enough pressure in the air to justify this. None of the executives dared display much excitement, lest the supreme lord be angered.

Jiang Chen observed the supreme lord with a sidelong glance. There was an old man near him with an oddly familiar aura.

I knew it. This so-called human hermit expert is in cahoots with the Order. Why is it so attractive to him? How can a human expert deign to align himself with such an ignoble faction?

Xiahou Jing’s eyes swept sternly across the congregation. “Everyone, Veluriyam Capital has overstepped its bounds. Its announcement of a campaign against us is living proof that it doesn’t know what’s good for itself, especially at this juncture. It’s heaven’s will that that city be destroyed. If you have any ideas to deploy against the enemy, feel free to speak your mind.”

Emperor Everviolet was the first to speak. “Supreme Lord, Veluriyam is at the apex of its power. I think we should take a more measured approach rather than facing them head on.”

“But how?” Everyone knew that, but was uncertain about how exactly it could be done.

“The key to Veluriyam lies with Jiang Chen. If that kid can be taken out, its army will crumble without a fight. The members of that rag-tag coalition will be virtually useless, and no one will be able to stop your plans of unifying the human race.”

At the end of the day, getting rid of Jiang Chen was top priority. However, this was also the most difficult thing to do. In the attack on Veluriyam last time, a perfect plan and opportunity had been squandered by a single mishap.

Jiang Chen waited in complete silence. It’s almost time.

In the midst of his thoughts, the chair under him shook violently, with the entire hall following soon thereafter.

“What?!” This tumultuous quake caused most to shoot to their feet in shock.

“Has Veluriyam Capital attacked?”

“Impossible! There’s no way its army is this quick!”

Boom!

The executives’ unsettled moods were worsened when the Order’s headquarters was wracked by another series of explosive sounds. Those were followed by screams and cries from all over.

The shaking beneath their feet intensified.

Not good! The supreme lord paled. A frightening suspicion had dawned as to what was happening. Someone was destroying the headquarters’ foundations!

How would the complex remain intact if its foundations were upended?

Boom, boom, boom!

Thunderous bangs echoed, each louder and more terrifying than the last. The same was true with the floor’s shaking.

Xiahou Jing himself could barely sit still. Even if they could relocate elsewhere, this would still be a tremendous blow to the Order.

“Shockcloud, go with a few others to scout things out!” he commanded.

Everviolet saluted with cupped fist and picked a few men. “Come with me, you lot.”

Jiang Chen snickered to himself when he saw the great emperor’s group leave. A mere handful like that was just cake for the stone golem brothers. He showed no outward signs of doing so, but showered praise upon the brothers in his heart.

When the Order’s fortress was besieged from the inside, its members would definitely panic. Once that happened, opportunities were sure to arise. Actually, Jiang Chen had an impulse to act immediately.

However, too many experts of the Order remained for him to move on instinct. It was better to wait a bit more. He had to repress his urges before the ideal window arose.

From the supreme lord all the way down to ordinary elders-in-waiting, every person of the Order had sobriety written on their faces. Their eyes radiated anxiety.

This completely unpredicted shaking had applied even more pressure on an already stressed Order. The atmosphere became even drier. The smallest spark could cause the whole place to burst into flame.

Everyone awaiting Everviolet’s report was greeted by the return sight of a disheveled great emperor charging in recklessly. He gasped out in horror. “Supreme Lord, this is terrible… terrible… Jiang Chen, he…”

“Jiang Chen’s here?” Xiahou Jing tensed.

“N-no… Jiang Chen’s giants… that kid, he hasn’t shown himself. His golems are destroying the foundations!” Everviolet’s bedraggled appearance struck everyone with a flash of unease.

The disruption in the great emperor’s typically dauntless behavior meant that the situation must be extremely bad.

“That scoundrel Jiang Chen is vicious indeed!”

The Order headquarters in Unbounded Mid Region wasn’t a long-term solution. However, a new location hadn’t yet been decided upon. This meant that the headquarters couldn’t be allowed to fall just yet.

“Xiahou Jing, you are a cowardly turtle. The young lord says that you hiding in your shell is fine. He’s not interested in poking you. But your low ways make the young lord very angry. There will be very serious consequences!”

“Veluriyam Capital will think you’re brave if you attack the Embittered Savages because you hate them. But you ambush their prince and direct the problem to Veluriyam. You deserve to die!” The stone golem brothers’ voices were uniformly coarse, but was incredibly penetrating with a magnetic quality to them. They didn’t have the linguistic intelligence to say all of that, but Jiang Chen had taught them what to recite beforehand.

Xiahou Jing’s eyes flared. Jiang Chen has gone too far!

“Daoist Shu…” he glanced toward Shu Wanqing.

The old empyrean expert was perfectly calm. “Supreme Lord, have you thought of this? If Jiang Chen’s golems are here in the Order’s headquarters, where could that kid be? If you head over now, you may be walking into a trap.” Shu Wanqing was wise enough to convince Xiahou Jing with his advice.

“Daoist Shu, what do you think we should do now?” The young man from Myriad Abyss Island mused.

“If we’d been planning to move elsewhere in the first place, this place being trashed would be of no consequence. However, if we show our lack of preparation in the face of Jiang Chen’s attack… you should know better than I what the consequences will be, hmm?” Shu Wanqing’s age contributed to a wealth of experience.

It was quite possible that if taken unawares by Jiang Chen, the Order would instantly shatter.

There was more news from the foot of the mountain at this time.

“Supreme lord, Veluriyam Capital’s army is three hundred miles from here. The city’s young lord, Jiang Chen, has sent a message.”

“What?!” Xiahou Jing was greatly upset.

“Veluriyam’s people say that they’re not interested in old grudges today. They only want the criminal responsible for ambushing the Embittered Savages and pinning it on them. And...”

The messenger glanced at Shu Wanqing fearfully, mumbling in his unwillingness to continue.

“It’s fine. Say what you have to say,” Shu Wanqing commented coolly.

“Go ahead. Daoist Shu is an understanding and straightforward man.”

The messenger nodded and worked up some courage. “Veluriyam knows that the one responsible for the strike e isn’t someone of the Order. Rather, it’s Senior Shu here. Your name isn’t known to them, senior, only the fact that you are a human secluded expert.”

“What else?” Xiahou Jing pressed.

“Jiang Chen says that as long as we give up the culprit, he will depart immediately. He promises not to account for our past crimes!”

The messenger didn’t dare look at Shu Wanqing as he said this.

Shu Wanqing cackled malevolently. “What a weak and despicable attempt to sow distrust. If you think me extraneous, Supreme Lord, I shall leave now. That is perfectly acceptable.”

Clearly, he was more than confident in his own abilities to not care about Veluriyam’s hunt.

“Despicable indeed,” Xiahou Jing sighed. “How could our relationship be so easily broken? Come. If Veluriyam’s men are here, how can I leave them alone? I must respond with a present in kind, no?”

Having said this, the supreme lord grinned strangely. “Protector King Gentlewind, bring forth those people that I told you to capture!”

“Yes, Supreme Lord.”

It didn’t take long for Gentlewind to return with prisoners in tow. They were none other than Ye Chonglou from Skylaurel Kingdom’s Precious Tree Sect, Tang Hong, and the rest.

“Daoist Shu, these people are all old acquaintances of Jiang Chen. If we sacrifice them on the field of battle, how do you think that kid will react?” Xiahou Jing sneered evilly.

“Contemptible knaves!” Though Tang Hong was bound, he was free to curse. “You villainous devils… You can’t beat Jiang Chen, so you’re resorting to these underhanded methods to give yourself an upper hand. Even if I have to commit suicide, I won’t let you use me as hostage against my senior brother!”

Ye Chonglou was thoroughly morose. Regret suffused his heart. “This is all my fault. If I’d withdrawn a bit earlier, we wouldn’t have been captured in the first place. Now, we’re being used as tools against Jiang Chen. Ah…”
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A Stroke of Brilliance


Given his position amongst the Earthly Fiend elders, Jiang Chen smoldered with rage when Gentlewind returned with the Precious Tree Sect captives.

The Order has no bottom line alright!

He’d already foreseen this issue and informed the Regal Pill Palace beforehand, but the Precious Tree Sect was in a mundane kingdom. Such factions were rarely ever dragged into the conflicts of the martial dao world.

But obviously, the Order didn’t have a whit of morals and laid their hands on the Precious Tree Sect anyway.

It was most likely one of Xiahou Jing’s subordinates who’d come up with the idea, because a man of his stature would never think to exploit a mundane sect. Moreover, the cunning foxes had targeted those closest to Jiang Chen, such as Ye Chonglou and Tang Hong! There was no way he could turn a blind eye to them!

The angrier he grew, the calmer he became.

Four Stone Golems were pummeling the Order’s foundations whilst Veluriyam’s army slowly encroached. The Order members were all anxious and jittery. There was no saying what they might do under these circumstances, and as such, no room for risky antics.

“Daoist Shu, care to join me for a walk?” Xiahou Jing smiled leisurely.

Shu Wanqing couldn’t wait for a good show. “Naturally.”

“Protector King Gentlewind, bring them along and keep your eyes on them. They’re so very precious to me right now.” Xiahou Jing ordered jokingly.

“Understood.” Gentlewind made a sweeping gesture and had his men take the prisoners away.

Jiang Chen followed the crowd without a break in cover, but a new plan was brewing inside of him. He’d wanted to take advantage of the disturbance to eliminate Xiahou Jing and Shu Wanqing, but his plans had been thrown into disarray when the captives appeared.

Veluriyam’s army had made camp at a distant three hundred miles away, but the Order was already on high alert.

Xiahou Jing and Shu Wanqing soon arrived at the frontlines.

“Greetings to the Supreme Lord.” The senior executives in charge of defenses filtered up to pay their respects.

“Let us forgo the formalities. Good work, everyone. I know that all of you are worried about Veluriyam’s army, but please believe in me and put your hearts to ease. Their army might seem large and intimidating, but their stay will not be for long as they cannot afford a drawn out battle. Unless they wish the Embittered Savages to raze their home, they will have to retreat without a fight if we hold out half a month!” Xiahou Jing smiled blandly.

“Moreover, I hold a few bargaining chips. Jiang Chen is the kind of person who refrains from shooting at the rat for fear of breaking the vases. He won’t act rashly.”

Xiahou Jing waved a hand and had Gentlewind bring over the captives.

“The people you see here are all from the same sect as Jiang Chen. That brat has always stuck to his loyalty. He won’t turn a blind eye to them if he doesn’t wish to become the object of scorn.”

The crowd’s apprehension was alleviated when they saw the captives.

“Alright, that’s all I have to say. Continue the hard work until Veluriyam’s army arrives. Make sure that the defenses are laid down perfectly. Remember, our pain is only temporary. We are destined to be the rulers of the human domain, because I am the one true lord of this land!” Xiahou Jing boomed with confidence.

His natural talent for theatrics was truly worthy of praise. The fact that he was from Myriad Abyss Island further added to his credibility.

The Order was much easier to control because of these reasons. Even though the faction was on the verge of collapse, there were still a lot of devotees that would listen to his every command. His background and origin were advantages that Jiang Chen lacked.

“Protector King Gentlewind, take your most trusted men and keep a close eye on them. They will be most useful when Veluriyam’s army arrives.” Xiahou Jing didn’t want to reveal the captives just yet. They were of utmost importance and there was no room for error.

The situation at the front was stable for now, but the golems’ siege on the Order’s foundations was still ongoing. Pieces of bad news continuously streamed in.

Xiahou Jing finally flew into rage. “That bastard Jiang Chen! His army stands three hundred miles away, yet he sends his golems to attack my foundations? Does he really think that I can't deal with those enormous fools?!

“Daoist Shu, those stone fools are Jiang Chen’s greatest trump card. If we eliminate them, Veluriyam will be a declawed tiger. Why don’t we join forces to take them out?”

Shu Wanqing smiled blandly. “As you wish.”

He’d already witnessed the tribe’s might with his own eyes and knew that they were still far from peak condition. Going up against one or two wouldn’t be an issue. But his chances of getting away were close to nil against all eight. However, it was clear that only four had come this time. The others must be defending the Capital.

There wasn’t much to fear in that case, so he accepted Xiahou Jing’s invitation without any hesitation.

Xiahou Jing ordered three protector kings and a dozen elders to accompany then. The rest were left at the forefront of the battleground.

Though Jiang Chen had disguised himself as an elder, he wasn't selected because of his low rank. This was without doubt the best scenario that could’ve happened.

After Xiahou Jing and the others left, he immediately excused himself in the name of patrolling. He headed in the direction that Gentlewind had disappeared in.

It only took him a moment to track down the protector king. The captives were being held in Gentlewind’s abode, a highly secure location.

Jiang Chen might have located his target, but didn't rush in headlong to save them. This was Order territory. Brash actions should only be a last resort. If the sect was alerted of his presence, he could easily make it out alive, but the same couldn’t be said of the Precious Tree Sect captives.

A stroke of brilliance suddenly flashed across his mind.

He found a remote corner and disguised himself as Emperor Everviolet, also known as Protector King Shockcloud.

Jiang Chen had encountered Everviolet multiple times before and was rather familiar with the emperor’s bearing. Moreover, he could also the imitate the Everviolet Eye Technique very convincingly thanks to his mastery in other eye techniques.

After putting the finishing touches on his disguise, he swaggered into Gentlewind’s abode.

“Who goes there?!” When Jiang Chen showed himself, Gentlewind’s subordinates alertly blocked the path. They were extremely cautious, even towards Everviolet.

“Protector King Shockcloud? What noble errand brings you here?” one of them asked warily.

It made no sense for Shockcloud to visit so soon after they’d gone their separate ways.

Jiang Chen was naturally prepared for this since he’d been so daring as to disguise himself as Everviolet. An authoritative golden light appeared in his gaze.

Hearts raced when the crowd met his eyes, and they grew short of breath as well. Those who met his gaze were immediately flustered and short of breath.

“The supreme lord ordered me to. Need I explain more? Where is Daoist Gentlewind?” Jiang Chen answered blandly, imitating Everviolet’s tone.

It was easy enough for a cultivator to imitate another’s speech, and even more so for Jiang Chen, who had a natural talent when it came to imitation.

As expected, the guards were overawed by Jiang Chen’s aura. Shockcloud wasn’t someone they could afford to offend.

“P-please wait a moment, Sir Shockcloud. We will inform Protector King Gentlewind of your visit immediately.”

Low-level subordinates like them naturally wouldn’t dare delay a protector king’s errand.

Gentlewind found Shockcloud’s unwarranted visit a little surprising, but immediately strode out to receive his guest.

“Daoist Shockcloud, we just parted ways! What brings you here?” Suspicion tinged Gentlewind’s tone.

“Hmph! It’s because the Veluriyam rats are causing too much disturbance! The supreme lord is worried that they might come for the captives, so I was ordered to help you!” Jiang Chen added a bit of contempt. “My eye techniques have always been used in combat, but I’ve been assigned guard duty! That’s just my luck, huh!”

Alarm bells in Gentlewind’s heart stopped clanging with this response. Jiang Chen’s behavior and manner of speech was completely in-line.

He chuckled amiably. “Heh. With Daoist Shockcloud’s help, nobody can hope to approach us. The supreme lord is wise.”

He was more than happy for another helping hand, especially someone like Shockcloud who could share some of his burden.

Shockcloud grasped various heaven-defying eye techniques. There was nothing in the vicinity that could possibly escape his eye! Gentlewind thanked his lucky stars

“Daoist Shockcloud, please do come in!” He was the epitome of hospitality.

“Hmph!” Jiang Chen didn’t break character. Based on his analysis of Everviolet, high irritation was the most appropriate way to react in this situation.

Gentlewind’s abode was immensely opulent and luxurious, but the defense systems were quite mediocre. This was the clearest illustration of the Order’s shallow foundations.

The more Jiang Chen observed, the more elated he was. The more flaws there were, the more opportunities he'd have!
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Another Unexpected Turn of Events


Gentlewind’s residence wasn’t without its defenses, but they seemed average at best. The defenses could serve as an early warning system or delay ordinary enemies, but were far too lacking to subdue anyone.

However, the supreme lord had dispatched several Celestial Stars and Earthly Fiends in assistance, making the place secure enough.

“Daoist Shockcloud, I’ve always valued your keen observations. Since the supreme lord’s sent you here, please feel free to point out the deficiencies in my layout.” Gentlewind offered a warm welcome.

Jiang Chen feigned indifference as he asked, “Where are the prisoners?”

Gentlewind smiled. “Follow me.”

Without batting an eye, Jiang Chen followed the protector king past several detours before reaching a dim area.

“They’re in there. The energy of the surroundings is completely sealed off, so no matter how great Jiang Chen’s powers are, he won’t be able to locate them,” Gentlewind chuckled.

Jiang Chen nodded. “Well done. The supreme lord was right to leave the matter in your hands.”

He mouthed endless praise, but his mind searched urgently for a solution. He was no longer so impatient now that he’d found the captives. His cover would hold as long as Shockcloud didn’t show himself.

“Daoist Shockcloud, please take a look and see if there’s anything’s lacking. I heard the brat is as slippery as the devil. Like a fly, he can smell the faintest stink from miles away.” Gentlewind seemed very admiring of Shockcloud, his goodwill audible in his voice.

Jiang Chen’s eyes shone inwardly. What a good opportunity! But he also swore. Bastard, how dare you compare this young lord to a fly??

Though anxious, he remained outwardly impassive, else he would arouse the other’s suspicions.

“Let me see. This place is fine indeed. There’s no need for groundless fears. Hasn’t Jiang Chen only dispatched a few giants? These oafs might be good in a reckless fight, but they’re useless with more subtle tasks. Not to mention, the supreme lord and Senior Shu have already gone to suppress them.” Jiang Chen’s voice and manners were strikingly similar to Everviolet’s own.

Gentlewind nodded. “I’ll take a look outside first while you investigate. We must make sure everything’s in order.”

Jiang Chen repressed his delight. Is this fellow going to leave me here all by myself?

The Order’s foundations were indeed still shaky. Most protector kings came from the wandering world and lacked the discipline of true great factions. Otherwise, no matter how trusting he was, Gentlewind wouldn’t have left someone else alone with captives he was responsible for overseeing.

Jiang Chen barely kept his joy in check and nodded curtly. “Alright, you do you, don’t mind me.”

Glance at the lightly closed gates, he knew the prison lay beyond. But he didn’t jump into action. Instead, he crossed his arms and feigned a casual inspection of the area.

Gentlewind had left, but who was to say he wasn’t hanging around in the shadows? This was the enemy’s domain. It wouldn’t be difficult for them to monitor every area.

Jiang Chen silently weighed up all of the possibilities.

What should I do first? Rescue them or kill Gentlewind and his group?

He could easily dispose of the protector king and his men thanks to the Nine Labyrinth Formation and the Confounding Puppets. Each puppet was empyrean realm. After a period of exploration, he’d gradually acquainted himself with their uses.

He was almost guaranteed to kill these men, but the odds of doing so without sounding the alarm became a measly sixty percent. He was in someone’s territory after all. Who was to say there was no trump card hidden within?

Would the supreme lord assign Gentlewind to this important mission if the protector king was incompetent?

Time elapsed minute after minute as Jiang Chen pretended to observe the place, slowly inching towards the gates.

But just as he was ready to push them open, his heart throbbed inexplicably. The sudden sensation caused the chain seal in his consciousness to blaze with a sudden, intense sense of danger.

Strong and abrupt, this strange sense of crisis had come when success had seemed so close at hand. The hand that’d almost reached the gates stilled as his figure turned into a beam of light that shot outside.

However, he suddenly screeched to a halt halfway through, his feet seemingly rooted in place.

Whoosh, whoosh! The next moment, countless restrictions emerged one after another all around him. Countless runes from a formation wriggled in the air like so many locusts.

Jiang Chen felt as though he’d plunged into a frozen lake.

“Hahaha, this is what they call bringing about your own ruin.” A proud laugh suddenly reached his ears. He immediately recognized Xiahou Jing’s tone.

Why is he here?

Jiang Chen’s heart sank. Had he been played?

Many figures followed each other inside the palace: Xiahou Jing, Shu Wanqing, Shockcloud, as well as many powerhouses of the Order. Almost half the sect’s elites were gathered inside.

Two Shockclouds, one true and one fake, came face to face without warning.

Everviolet’s violet gaze shot at Jiang Chen, trying to pierce the latter’s disguise with the power of his eyes.

Responding tit for tat, the Evil Golden Eye’s formidable light shot forward.

The clash of the two eye arts created vortexes of energy shocking the very air. Everviolet’s entire body tensed. The great emperor felt ill at ease by the powerful attack, as if almost frozen by the Evil Golden Eye’s riposte.

“Tsk tsk, is that what they call the final struggle of a trapped beast?” The supreme lord brayed with laughter. “Jiang Chen, you actually snuck inside my sect. Everything went according to my plan! Tsk tsk, do you think your small tricks can fool me?”

Jiang Chen’s chest tightened when he saw his opponent’s pleased face. He had indeed fallen into a trap.

Everything had been an act from the beginning. To be more precise, interlinked ploys had followed one another until he’d jumped in with both feet into their trap!

Yet, despite precarious situation, he became strangely more coolheaded. True, he was dismayed at being duped, but not the point of being scared stiff.

Jiang Chen nodded, his face serene. “Xiahou Jing, this young lord’s underestimated you. That said, did you arrange so many ploys simply to corner me?”

The proud Xiahou Jing laughed boisterously. “You finally understand, but it’s a bit too late. How else would I have caught a sly fox like you?”

“Does that mean the Precious Tree Sect’s captives are also impostors?”

Xiahou Jing smiled lazily. “I know you want to test me and find out whether I’ve truly captured these Precious Tree fellows. But too bad, do you think I’ll tell you?” He flashed an infuriating smile, “But I have to admit you have some skills. Your talent for disguise is out of this world. If not for our earlier schemes to lead you here, you might truly have fooled me.”

Gentlecloud also had to commend the young lord. “Your disguise was truly perfect. I knew from the start you were a fake, but there were times when I wondered, is it the true Protector King Shockcloud? Did the supreme lord really send him?”

The crowd laughed uproariously. They worshipped Xiahou Jing even more so. With such a supreme lord, the Order had no need to confront Veluriyam’s main force.

Jiang Chen was nothing in comparison to such a leader. Hadn’t he been easily defeated by a simple scheme?

Shu Wanqing cackled evilly. “Kid, do you remember your foul mouth and lack of respect for your elders back in Veluriyam? Who has the last laugh now?”

The old man had forcibly interfered and ruined Jiang Chen’s plans to kill Xiahou Jing. In the throes of rage, the young lord had cursed him to his heart’s content. The specifics didn’t matter, but the old man had always kept the grudge close to heart. How could he let a human junior scold him so?

He’d thought long and hard how to erase this extraordinary disgrace, and the opportunity was finally in front of him today.

Jiang Chen’s ice-cold eyes bore into him. “You must be the cowardly human hermit? I heard them call you Daoist Shu? Someone who’s forgotten his roots like you will never be more than a shitty, cowardly turtle even if you live to be ten thousand years old. So let me ask you, what gives you the right to show off in front of me?”

He was pulling no punches. The fellow had obviously submitted to the Order. Lackey was written all over his face. The mere sight of him was enough to infuriate the young lord.

His face red, Shu Wanqing almost blew his top despite his seniority.

“What? You know to be angry? What gives you the right to be? You have no shame despite your age, are you going to feign pride and self-respect now?” Jiang Chen swore roundly.
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Jiang Chen’s Displays His Might


The fuming Shu Wanqing snickered cruelly. “Kid, is this you giving up all hope and saying to hell with everything? Are you trying to make me mad enough to kill you outright and spare you further torture? How naive! Do you think I’ll let you off so easily?”

He bristled with vicious venom. There should’ve been no irreconcilable hatred between them, but he just hated the young man. The mere sight of Jiang Chen prompted unspeakable disgust.

For that reason, he’d lowered himself and assisted the supreme lord of the Order, even risking an ambush on the Gunuo village’s prince to incite an invasion.

In fact, though he’d never admit it, he was simply jealous of a brat becoming mankind’s leader and shining brighter than him. An empyrean master like him ought to be the one acclaimed as humanity’s leader!

He was indifferent to mankind’s fortunes, but since he’d come out of seclusion, the domain ought to naturally have revolved around him. He didn’t want to shoulder humanity’s future, but Jiang Chen wasn’t allowed to either.

A youngster taking on the role when an empyrean master wasn’t? What would the whole world think? It was simply a slap to the face for empyrean powerhouses everywhere.

One had to say, the empyrean expert was truly a twisted state of mind. He himself refused the responsibility, but no one else could steal his thunder and stand in the limelight.

Jiang Chen stayed indifferent, but his lips curved in a small contemptuous smile. This so-called hidden human expert was a thorough disappointment.

He’d been hopeful. A domain so vast ought to have a few hidden masters. But Shu Wanqing had instantly doused all of his hopes. If every hidden master was like him, then Jiang Chen hoped for all of them to quickly enter the cycle of reincarnation.

Xiahou Jing stepped forward and fixed the young lord with a deep stare.

“Jiang Chen, you defeated me last time. Today, it’s my turn to defeat you in my own territory. That makes us even, but you owe me the lives of many close aides. We need to carefully settle this account.”

When it came to hatred for Jiang Chen, he felt much more strongly than Shu Wanqing. Rather than simple loathing and ostracism, his was a true blood feud.

“And how exactly do you plan on doing that?” Jiang Chen was the picture of serenity.

“How about I put your head on a pike and parade it in front of your army?” Xiahou Jing snickered.

“You wouldn’t dare.” Jiang Chen shook his head. “How is your mob going to contend with the Embittered Savages with me gone?”

Xiahou Jing laughed out loud. “The Savages? Who says I have to face them?”

Jiang Chen’s eyes slowly narrowed into slits. “So you’ve come from Myriad Abyss Island simply to destroy the human domain without a care for mankind’s survival.”

“Right on the money. As a descendant of glorious forebears, I represent mankind’s true lineage. You’re just sons of ancient rejects. How will humanity right itself and flourish once more if you don’t die off?” Xiahou Jing flushed with excitement.

“True lineage? Is that what you call a bunch of cowards and deserters? What a joke.” Jiang Chen shook his head. “Drop the nonsense. Show me what you’ve got.” The young lord’s eyelids drooped as if his situation wasn’t all that precarious.

Xiahou Jing almost exploded at the sight.

“Brat, looks like you don’t know to repent even when at death’s doorstep!” In fact, he hadn’t intended on bickering. His goal was to capture Jiang Chen. It would have been child’s play to kill him, but he was far more valuable alive.

Xiahou Jing threw Shu Wanqing a glance. The latter immediately caught his drift and stepped forward. With a slight shake of the foot, his figure blurred into eight Shu Wanqings in the blink of an eye.

“Brutal Mirror Image?” Jiang Chen saw straight through the old man’s tricks with the Evil Golden Eye. Even so, the mighty aura of an empyrean master suddenly pressed on him with the weight of a mountain. He could barely breathe.

“Kid, time to learn how weak you are!” Shu Wanqing’s voice seemed to echo from every direction. An empyrean aura was as if a profound force of heaven and earth in full control of all matter.

Strands of consciousness shot at Jiang Chen’s mind. Shu Wanqing clearly wanted to assault both his target’s body and his soul, destroying the junior without a fight.

But would Jiang Chen succumb so easily?

He was fully prepared. When Shu Wanqing launched his mirror images, he’d raised his hands and spewed forth odd beams of light from his palms that became the unrolling of magnificent painting scrolls the next moment.

The mysterious scrolls opened in the air, growing boundlessly, infinitely, creating layer upon layer of intersecting space.

“What’s going on?”

The scene blurred. When the Order’s men came to their senses, they found themselves in a strange nothingness. They’d been drawn into a staggered space formed by the scrolls and built into the superposition of many labyrinths. The alien space had become a dimension of its own with no entrance or exit, seeming to extend to the end of the universe.

Like lost lambs, the crowd paled, their eyes flashing with inexplicable fear.

Shu Wanqing had been no exception, but he’d quickly quashed his alarm thanks to his experience. Now calm once again, he shouted in warning, “Don’t panic! This is a space formation, an illusion that confuses our senses!”

Xiahou Jing remained collected as well. He ordered, “Stay calm, all of you. Don’t wander off on your own or you might be ambushed by the kid!”

In an entirely unfamiliar dimension, what other outcomes could there be if they were to run all over the place? He was too clever to give in to fear and play into his opponent’s hands.

Everyone gathered together around Xiahou Jing and Shu Wanqing as if by tacit accord, forming a protective ring around them.

His eyes sharp, Shu Wanqing spread his consciousness outwards, searching for the slightest flaw that could offer an escape road.

“Daoist Shu, what’s with this formation? Can you figure anything out?” Xiahou Jing was at his wits’ end despite his vast knowledge.

Shu Wanqing responded lowly, “The scrolls create dimensional labyrinths. They all seem identical and it’s impossible to tell them apart. Tut if we don’t, we’ll be trapped inside forever.”

“Is there no other way? For example, can we break out by force?” Xiahou Jiang champed at the bit. He’d planned on capturing Jiang Chen moments ago, but the situation had been overturned faster than he could blink. The hunters had become the prey. This sudden reversal was impossible for him to endure.

Standing outside the formation, Jiang Chen didn’t allow them any respite.

Holy Dragon Bow in hand, he deployed his own consciousness. A ray of light surged from the chain seal in his mind, guiding his arrow as it whistled through the air like the roar of a dragon and punctured a Celestial Star’s head in a geyser of blood!

The man died before he could react.

Several elders nearby paled with fright as the body toppled down with a thump. The elder’s death was an enormous psychological blow, making them realize in despair just how fragile human life was, and how easily it could be snuffed away.

“Next!” Jiang Chen’s voice rumbled in the air. The Holy Dragon Bow fired again.

Arrows shot forward like meteors. Whoosh whoosh whoosh!

Three of them flew in succession this time, like waves propelling each other forward with increasing momentum and tremendous firepower.

The Order had been prepared, but the premises was truly too narrow for all them crowded together. Those caught in the middle had no leeway to move out of the way!

Pfft, pfft!

A protector king dodged an arrow out of pure luck, but the two elders at his side were struck at almost the same time. Just like the previous elder, one arrow was all it’d taken to reap their lives!

Four arrows had harvested three lives. Seeing such a terrifying development, the elders scattered in every direction like frightened birds.

Even Shu Wanqing shouted, “Everyone spread out. Create some space! The closer you clump, the more targets you’re giving him and the more likely you are to be hit!”

With so many gathered together, even a blind shot would easily find a mark. The logic was easy enough to understand.

Even without his warning, the elders had already begun to scatter outwards on their own initiative. Clever people sought shelter with their neighbors to use as meat shields, while fools ran into each other like headless chickens.

Panic and chaos engulfed the scene.

Xiahou Jing seethed while Shu Wanqing’s face darkened. How could either of them endure being made fools of by a young man?

“Supreme Lord, this can’t go on or the kid will pick them off one by one!” Shu Wanqing cared little about these people’s survival, but the arrows seemed powerful enough to threaten his own life. The specter of death might close in on him if this were to go on.

He wouldn’t have been afraid of a few arrows under normal circumstances. But they were now trapped like caged beasts. The conditions and terrain were both to their disadvantage.

They would truly be done for if they didn’t find a way to escape, and fast!
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The Confounding Puppets Whirl into Action


Jiang Chen was very excited. This spiralized dimensional labyrinth was none other than the Nine Labyrinth Formation he’d received from the third of the Six Palaces of Heritage, Palace of the Grand Marquis.

Once deployed, the Nine Labyrinth Formation created a nine-fold maze capable of locking down an enormous patch of space, losing anyone present within.

Jiang Chen was innately sensitive to formations. Moreover, the Nine Labyrinth Formation had an affinity with him. His use of it took even an opponent like Shu Wanqing by surprise. The formation’s mysteries were not to be understood in any short span of time.

After all, this was an ancient treasure, the pride of the Grand Marquis who’d previously owned it. When Jiang Chen wasn’t limited by his own cultivation level, he would be able to trap someone many times stronger than Shu Wanqing once he used it at peak strength.

The young lord had turned the tables by taking the initiative. He stood commandingly outside the formation, dismantling the opposing force within moments through the power of his Holy Dragon Bow. The Order’s cultivators scrambled to flee in every direction.

This was the kind of effect Jiang Chen wanted. If they were together, it would be very hard for him to do anything to them. However, their retreating backs made much easier targets.

Jiang Chen’s goal was none other than Protector King Gentlewind. Rather than killing the protector king, he wanted to take the other alive.

With a flourish of his hand, Jiang Chen sent a ray of light into the Nine Labyrinth Formation, dispatching a humanoid puppet.

Jiang Chen had obtained seven of these Confounding Puppets from the third palace. Each puppet was a crowning achievement of the Grand Marquis, and embodied his will and power. Any individual puppet contained thirty percent of his ability. The strongest of them, seventy percent.

Jiang Chen could scarcely believe how strong these puppets were himself. He’d heard Master P’eng and Venerated Skysoarer talk about how different the third palace and its treasures would be. Nevertheless, the sheer value of the Nine Labyrinth Formation and Confounding Puppets took him off guard.

He could only make use of two of them at most, even with the fullest measure of his own exertion. And the two weakest, at that.

But in actual combat, a Confounding Puppet couldn’t match up to a real empyrean expert. After all, puppets remained constructs regardless of how much will they had been imbued with. This meant that they required a human hand behind them and couldn’t act autonomously.

Under Jiang Chen’s control, the Confounding Puppet morphed into the guise of Everviolet.

He had disguised himself as Everviolet in order to trick Protector King Gentlewind, but had fallen prey to the other man’s trap instead.

He was trying the same trick a second time.

Gentlewind had been separated from everyone else for a long time now. Currently, he was panicked and clueless. His head felt strangely chilly out of fear of Jiang Chen’s life-reaping arrows. They could very well be planted into the back of his head at any moment.

The protector king had more than enough reason to be afraid. He had been the mastermind and executor of the previous trap. It was quite likely Jiang Chen would assign him the majority of the blame.

“Daoist Gentlewind, over here…” Everviolet’s voice echoed by his ear in his throes of dismay. Gentlewind hurriedly glanced over to see the great emperor waving to him not far from here.

“Daoist Gentlewind, that kid’s archery skills are worrisome. We’re both his worst enemies and will absolutely be taken down separately if we’re apart. Why not put our backs against each other so that we have an extra person to rely on? This way, we can at least guarantee not being flanked. How about it?” Everviolet made an extremely reasonable offer.

Gentlewind wanted more than anything for a lifeline in the midst of his hysteria. This was a crucial moment for survival. They had every basis for sound cooperation, and neither man needed to fear being sold out by the other.

Doing so was tantamount to sacrificing one’s own safety.

Gentlewind darted over to stand by Everviolet with his back turned. Confidence instantly flourished after the two men stood together.

“Daoist Shockcloud, that kid is beyond comprehension. What method or ability is he using? Or perhaps a heaven-defying treasure of some sort? Why does he have such an overwhelming advantage over us?” Gentlewind found it rather perplexing. Just like Xiahou Jing, he couldn’t quite accept reality.

They had been on the cusp of triumph. Jiang Chen had been a beast caught in a trap; there was no possibility of a reversal. However, what had happened next had dumbfounded everyone. Thus, Gentlewind was both startled and resentful.

He was answered not with Everviolet’s words, but a paralyzing jolt in the small of his back. In the next moment, he felt his own body go limp. He collapsed to the ground with an incoherent thought.

This ‘Everviolet’ was a Confounding Puppet in disguise. Under Jiang Chen’s control, the puppet placed Gentlewind on its back, then disappeared in the formation in a burst of light. All had happened without none being the wiser.

When Gentlewind came to, he noticed that he was outside the formation. Joy filled his heart for a split second before he realized that he was probably not in a situation that warranted it.

As expected, Jiang Chen’s face appeared before Gentlewind, making the man blanch.

“We meet again, Protector King Gentlewind.”

Jiang Chen’s tone was cool, but his Evil Golden Eye carried a kind of killing intent that was almost militant in nature. It seemed to pierce Gentlewind’s very soul. The protector king felt like his soul was being cut by countless razors.

“Ah, I have nothing to say. I’m the loser today.” Gentlewind wanted to feign nonchalance.

Jiang Chen smiled placidly. “Really? My spirit beasts will appreciate the nutrition then. You’re a great emperor, aren’t you, Gentlewind? Good eating, as they say.”

The protector king’s face changed color once more.

“What do you want to do with me, Jiang Chen? Kill me if you want. Why toy with me like this?” Gentlewind was worn thin.

He didn’t actually want to die, but he was worried that pleading for his life would anger Jiang Chen. Making such a misstep would likely cost him any hope of getting out of this relatively intact. Besides, Jiang Chen would just look down upon him. This conflicting mentality bothered the protector king.

“Stop pretending.” Jiang Chen shook his head emotionlessly. “The fear at the corner of your eyes betrays your heart. It’s normal for humans to fear death, so there’s no need to hide your own nature. You’ll have a chance to live, but it’ll be up to you to grasp it.”

Jiang Chen didn’t hold such people in high regard, but he had killed more than his fair share of them. He’d taken this particular one alive for a different purpose.

“You want to know the truth behind those Precious Tree Sect people, right?” Gentlewind was clever enough to immediately understand what Jiang Chen wanted.

Jiang Chen smiled coolly, but neither confirmed nor denied it. If Gentlewind was smart enough, he would spill the beans of his own volition. If not, Jiang Chen had plenty of ways to make him do so, though with significantly less courtesy.

Gentlewind sighed. “Never mind. It’s understandable that I’d lose to you, young lord. If you can easily play with the supreme lord and Senior Shu Wanqing, an errand runner such as I cannot possibly win.

“I’ll tell you everything. We did capture and secretly imprison a few from the Precious Tree Sect. The supreme lord suggested we use it as bait to hook you in, which everyone agreed with heartily. Many people know that you are adept at laying low and hiding yourself, so much so that they were worried you’d infiltrated the Order itself. Thus, there was a trap for you from the start. The fact that you were able to escape unscathed from the trap we prepared was totally unexpected, though.”

Gentlewind sighed at this point. He felt completely defeated given the circumstances. There was no way they could’ve made better plans than these.

“Where are those prisoners?” Jiang Chen was uninterested in hearing his lamentations. He headed straight for the important part.

“I’m keeping them in another jail,” Gentlewind supplied honestly. “That place was just where we set up the deathtrap.”

Jiang Chen finally understood all.

“How devious of you,” he harrumphed. “If I hadn’t intuited that it was a bad idea to head straight in, I would have been incapacitated by an even more powerful restrictive formation behind the door, hmm?”

Gentlewind sighed. “Victory and defeat were decided by a single thought. Your win was well-deserved. If you’d blundered into opening the door, the outcome would have been very different.”

It was as he had said. There had been a powerful restrictive formation behind the door, waiting for Jiang Chen. If he hadn’t been wary about a possibility like that, it would have been easy for him to bungle the whole affair.

Once he was held in place by a restrictive formation, no method would be able to save him.

“Lead the way to the prisoners and you’ll live. If the Precious Tree Sect’s captives are still alive, perhaps you can live as well. If not, then you’re done for.” Jiang Chen’s voice was cool and dispassionate. His care for the Precious Tree Sect’s members was without question.

Gentlewind didn’t play any tricks this time. He was sincere in his escort. They came very quickly into another jail area.

This jail contained several people from the Precious Tree Sect as well as Ye Chonglou himself. They were all close to Jiang Chen. These captives had lost all hope after being kidnapped and had anticipated the worst. Jiang Chen’s arrival was a scene beyond their wildest dreams!
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Severely Injuring Shu Wanqing


Protector King Gentlewind was a very astute man. He removed the restrictions on Ye Chonglou and the rest without prompting, bringing out the antidote to their ailments as well.

“Let me see that,” Jiang Chen interrupted coolly when he saw the antidote.

Gentlewind compliantly provided the medicine. “I guarantee there’s nothing wrong with it,” he swore. “If there is, let me be smited by heaven and earth!”

His life depended on present performance. Gentlewind didn’t dare attempt anything rash. He only wanted to seek Jiang Chen’s forgiveness and favor.

Jiang Chen gave the old tutor and the others a once-over before nodding. “You can take it. The antidote is real.”

The Precious Tree Sect members were quite embarrassed. “Young lord Jiang Chen, we always cause trouble for you.”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Why say such things, lordmaster? This is a season filled with many problems. I don’t think you should go back to the sect for the time being. Come to Veluriyam’s young lord residence. That place is well-defended and safe. You won’t have to worry for your lives.”

The old tutor was very pleased. “Why would we refuse an invitation to the young lord residence? Tang Hong, be sure to thank your Brother Chen!”

Tang Hong was a big and stocky man. He was almost twice the size of some regular folk — not as gigantic as a stone golem, but exceptional enough.

“Thanks, Brother Chen.” The big guy scratched his head. He was a straightforward, simple guy who’d first met Jiang Chen through a quarrel.

But since their days at the Precious Tree Sect, the gap between Jiang Chen and himself had grown bigger and bigger. This had made their relationship become more distant as well. Right now, he felt mildly inferior to Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen patted on the shoulder. “Ole Tang. You’ve wasted a bit of time in the mundane kingdoms. A man of your talents should have gone to Veluriyam instead!”

He regretted that hadn’t brought Tang Hong there earlier. It had been out of a worry that the Precious Tree Sect would think too much about things. After all, the sect saw him as its best heir. If Jiang Chen were to take him away so recklessly, wouldn’t he be perceived as out of line?

But the current situation was more than clear enough. The smaller sects and factions had to join their larger peers or retire out of history. Failing to choose one meant that they would be destroyed. No one would be spared in this world-engulfing tide.

This was the simplest of reasons. No one man could stand alone against the rest of the realm.

The Precious Tree Sect had actually kept quite a low profile. They weren’t easily noticeable among the mundane kingdoms. Who would’ve expected the Order to be so pervasive? It had captured them at such a crucial time.

Thankfully, Jiang Chen had been there to help them out.

“Now’s not a good time to talk. Hurry and be on your way. Take my Progeny Feather Medallion and find Veluriyam’s army. I’ll send others to protect you on the way.”

They were still in Order territory; Jiang Chen’s Nine Labyrinth Formation was the only thing holding its executives in place. If they did manage to free themselves, they would be a serious threat.

Summoning his Goldbiter Rats, Jiang Chen tasked them with escorting the Precious Tree Sect people to safety as quickly as possible.

Protector King Gentlewind, in the meantime, was as honest and humble as a quail before Jiang Chen.

“Never mind. You don’t need to die, but you’ll suffer a bit.” As Jiang Chen said this, Gentlewind collapsed to the floor.

Rather than killing the man, Jiang Chen dumped him into a corner before returning to the field. This time, his goal was Xiahou Jing.

However, when he approached the Nine Labyrinth Formation, shock coursed through his heart. Shu Wanqing was almost out!

Currently, Jiang Chen could only make use of a sliver of the formation’s true power. Therefore, he couldn’t entirely ensnare an expert of Shu Wanqing’s level yet. Allowing Shu Wanqing to escape now would be as fatal as giving amnesty to a bloodthirsty criminal!

But without the four stone giant brothers by his side, Jiang Chen could only use his Confounding Puppets in order to hold any ground. Give his cultivation level, he could only use two at the same time. He would have a very hard time facing the empyrean expert.

Jiang Chen guessed that Shu Wanqing was at least third level empyrean realm. Slightly stronger than Xiahou Jing, who was only second. Though he was still minor empyrean realm rather than mid, the difference between empyrean levels was marked and significant.

It was extremely difficult to bridge that kind of difference without being a special sort of genius.

Nearing his formation, Jiang Chen wordlessly fired an arrow within at the nearly-escaped Shu Wanqing.

The empyrean expert was focused wholly on a way to break through when he suddenly felt a lethal force coming from behind. In that instant, he barely evaded enough to escape the brunt of it.

However, Jiang Chen's archery was legendary. Another two arrows arrived almost simultaneously behind the first. Shu Wanqing's movements were immensely swift, but the missiles were even faster than that.

Pfft!

A vicious-looking arrow embedded itself into Shu Wanqing's thigh. The empyrean expert howled in pain.

The Holy Dragon Bow's power was unmatched. A single arrow was enough to incapacitate more than half of his capabilities.

Shu Wanqing’s shrill shriek drew the others’ gazes. Sweat beaded on the empyrean expert’s forehead. He dragged along his lame leg, dodging as a streak of light into the crowd. Though he was officially disabled, he was still incredibly fast if intent on escaping.

Jiang Chen held onto his Holy Dragon Bow without firing any more. Firing the bow in rapid succession required a great deal of energy. He didn’t want to waste his limited stamina on pointless strikes.

These Order executives were all experts, but they weren’t worth his effort. He would target Shu Wanqing and Xiahou Jing alone. The latter was wily enough to know that things had gone quite bad given the former’s hasty fluster. He dodged briskly in emulation of Shu Wanqing’s rhythm.

Clearly, both the empyrean experts and the others were wary of Jiang Chen’s killing arrows. For the time being, they were trapped beasts within the Nine Labyrinth Formation.

“Daoist Shu, didn’t you say you’d almost found the exit?” Xiahou Jing couldn’t resist asking after catching up.

Shu Wanqing snapped back unbridled fury. “If you’d backed me up, I would’ve found the exit long ago for everyone!”

His heart quailed. This was the first time he felt a personal threat from this human youngster. Before now, he’d solely been hostile towards the young lord. He’d never considered it possible for Jiang Chen to be able to threaten him in any concrete way. But now, he was forced to admit he’d underestimated the youth.

The disturbing injury on his leg wasn’t something that would heal in the short term. The destruction of these arrows extended deeper than the flesh into his tendons and meridians. Most worryingly, his bodily operations had been affected.

If the wound wasn’t treated in a timely manner and allowed to worsen, he’d be even more disadvantaged.

“You see what’s happening, Supreme Lord? If things are allowed to spiral out of control like this, we’ll be cut down like wheat, stalk by stalk. That’s hardly an exaggeration.” Shu Wanqing’s expression darkened, as did his tone.

Xiahou Jing’s facial muscles twitched slightly. He could see as well as everyone else that even Shu Wanqing had been grievously hurt. The young man from Myriad Abyss felt himself to be weaker than the human domain expert. This meant Jiang Chen had more than enough ability to threaten his life!

“Daoist Shu, what shall we do? Do you have any good ideas?”

“Hmph, I do! I’ve found the approximate location of the exit, but that kid’s arrows are nigh unstoppable. I need your people to shield me.” Shu Wanqing was brutally truthful.

In other words, he needed meat shields to stand in the way.

It wasn’t necessarily effective, but it was much better than facing Jiang Chen’s arrows head on.

“Must that be done?” Xiahou Jing mused.

He didn’t care for the lives of his subordinates, but such an order was difficult to make in the first place. If he did, these Order executives would leave him, making the Order would be an empty shell of its former self.

If his followers no longer wished to follow him, the Order could very well close any time.

His hesitation angered Shu Wanqing. “You don’t want to? Then let heaven decide our fates! I’m hurt, but I can protect myself with no problem. We’ll see who dies first!”

Xiahou Jing was very conflicted. He knew only the two empyrean experts could find a way out. The others couldn’t possibly carry out such a feat. But if they were to face Jiang Chen’s arrows, how could they concentrate at all?

This was a quintessential impasse.

Xiahou Jing chose to be blunt. “Friends,” he shouted, “you heard what Daoist Shu said! We have to find the gap in this formation if we want to get out of here, but only Daoist Shu and I have a chance to do so at all. Thus, we need someone to protect us, which is an extremely dangerous proposition. If I were to delegate this to any one of you, you would be dissatisfied with me, but it must be done. What do you think I should do?”

The atmosphere became very heavy.

Everyone had been plotting for self-preservation after hearing Shu Wanqing’s declaration. Still, it was hard to deny that the supreme lord had a strong argument. This was the only solution. Without doing this, it was probable that Jiang Chen would harvest the lives of everyone in the end.

“Supreme Lord, we have to risk our lives if this is the only strategy.”

“Let the heavens decide. We should draw lots!”

“Yes, let’s draw lots. Whoever’s drawn must do his duty!”

The Order executives couldn’t come up with a better way to decide. They were forced to rely on this most primitive of methods to determine the unlucky bodyguard.
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Continued Misfortunes


Drawing lots was an extremely primitive solution. Thankfully, there were more than enough here to pull it off.

Xiahou Jing nodded after a head count. “We’re missing a few, including Protector King Gentlewind. Has anyone seen him?”

Everyone shook their heads. They’d been set on escaping the chaos prior; what energy did they have spare to keep an eye out for others?

“Never mind that. If no one’s seen him, he is probably dead.” Xiahou Jing couldn’t care much more than that. “There are twenty-four of us here. Aside from Daoist Shu and I, there are twenty-two of you. You will be numbered from one to twenty-two. Numbers one and two will be up first, three and four close behind, and so on. If nothing unexpected happens, one and two will protect us until we’re done. Of course, the later numbers can help us mitigate any dangers noticed! Does that sound fair?”

This makeshift method was reasonably fair. These Order executives discussed it among themselves for a few moments before deciding this was largely acceptable for everyone.

Everyone gathered together and drew lots. The randomization process proceeded apace.

In no time at all, the numbers were assigned. A protector king and Celestial Star were chosen. The unlucky louts paled when they realized their unfortunate fates. Had they really been chosen as the first sacrifices?

Numbers three and four were extremely grave too. Clearly, neither was thrilled with the high-pressure role of being the first backups. If harm befell the two before them, they would need to brave the front lines at any time.

The emotions of five and six were comparatively more stable. Still, there was some worry between their brows. This was true for seven and eight too.

Outside the formation, Jiang Chen could easily guess that the executives had gathered together to discuss a strategy. He was in no rush to attack. He sat cross-legged in place to recover his qi.

His continuous attacks with the Holy Dragon Bow and usage of the Confounding Puppets meant that he had expended a lot of energy. He was able to get only some of it back after modest recovery.

It was at this time that he received a piece of excellent news. The four stone golem brothers were coming toward here, having heard his summons.

At the same time, Veluriyam’s army was advancing inexorably in preparation for an all-out attack. All of this was greatly reassuring for Jiang Chen.

He didn’t mind the Order’s desire to drag things out at all. The Nine Labyrinth Formation was adept at sapping their strength.

Shu Wanqing especially had been, at minimum, crippled by the Holy Dragon Bow. If his wound didn’t heal in time, Jiang Chen would have an even better chance at hunting him down.

There was a sudden clamor of noise from outside. The Order’s members surged towards this direction as well. The stone golems’ earthshaking presences were the catalyst that drove them onwards.

Jiang Chen immediately perceived that the four stone golem brothers had arrived. He was overjoyed. Their arrival meant that his forces on hand were significantly bolstered. It was perfect timing, since he had a use for fresh troops in the slaughter of his enemies.

Big Stone strode over rapidly, his huge legs thundering. Order members fell like dominoes wherever he went, swept to the ground in swathes.

“Savior, we are here!” Big Stone’s furious roar was a clap of midday thunder, deafening enough to raise a figurative roof off the rafters.

The stone golem was superbly excited to see Jiang Chen. They’d been worried for their benefactor’s well-being during their assignment to destroy the Order’s foundations, since splitting up had been required.

Big Stone grinned at the sight of Jiang Chen safe and sound. “Where are the Order bastards, Savior? Where they hiding?”

Jiang Chen smiled smoothly, pointing to the formation. “They’re all stuck inside.”

Big Stone was completely lost. He couldn’t make heads nor tails of the nine scrolls of mazes suspended in midair. From the outside, they were just pretty pictures. Someone unversed in formations wouldn’t be able to see inside, much less understand its mysteries.

Jiang Chen instructed rather than explained. “Big Stone, you and your brothers should be on high alert. There are two empyrean experts inside the formation. I shot one of them in the thigh, so he’s kind of badly wounded. Still, he should be more of a threat. The other one is the Order’s supreme lord. He’s younger and comparatively weaker than the old guy, but he’s not to be underestimated either.”

“Good to know where they are,” cackled Big Stone. “We brothers are looking for a fight! The supreme lord is empyrean realm? Perfect. We fight him!”

Just as the stone golem brothers had joined up with Jiang Chen, the Order members outside came to the field when they heard the supreme lord was trapped here.

Order members swarmed all around. However, with the golem brothers’ hindrance, these people were unable to approach at all. Any that made the attempt were cut down in droves. There was blood and bodies and death everywhere, a gory sight to behold.

The Order hadn’t been composed of staunch warriors from the start. Moreover, since it was so young, its members felt little loyalty and duty to it.

After several charges that led in only death, terror prevailed in the crowd. The ordinary Order members began to flee, no longer interested in their supreme lord and protector kings. If they couldn’t save even themselves, what point was there in worrying about others?

Jiang Chen took a deep breath, reaching for his Holy Dragon Bow again. This time, his prey were Xiahou Jing and Shu Wanqing. He could no longer suffer them to run amok. He had had enough of being stabbed in the back.

“Hmm? What are they doing?” Looking inside, he found the Order executives’ formation a bit odd.

They had apparently been reduced to a team of expendables. They shambled on ahead, while Xiahou Jing and Shu Wanqing lingered behind.

“Tsk tsk, those two are really pompous. Making the executives stand in front of them as meat shields to save their own lives?” Jiang Chen saw with a single glance how irresponsible these two supposed empyrean experts really were. They were using their subordinates as human shields against his arrows!

He held such behavior in disdain, knowing that Shu Wanqing was scared of the Holy Dragon Bow.

“That old bastard seems to have found some clues as to the function of the Nine Labyrinth Formation. He’s probably using these people to protect himself in order to find the exit and escape.” A different kind of thought flashed across Jiang Chen’s mind. “How can I let him do as he wishes?”

He raised the Holy Dragon Bow, then lowered it. His enemy’s cowardly method meant that the bow could only get through six or seven targets before his strength failed. He didn’t have a ton of energy in reserve, and squandering it this way was an absolute waste.

He decided to send another Confounding Puppet in to muddy the waters. A single thought was all that was needed; the puppet disappeared into the formation without a trace.

The puppet disguised itself as Protector King Gentlewind in a few moments. It clutched its chest, limping in Xiahou Jing’s direction.

“Supreme Lord,” a hoarse voice called out.

“Protector King Gentlewind?” Xiahou Jing was shocked. “You’re not dead?”

Under Jiang Chen’s control, the Confounding Puppet shook its head, sitting down as if out of energy.

Xiahou Jing thought dispassionately that the man was heavily injured. “Sit and rest a while,” he said coolly without sympathy. “While we find a way out from this trap, save up some energy for the final charge!”

His tone clearly indicated to the protector king that each man was going to need to fight for himself. The Confounding Puppet sat down cross-legged, nodding without reply.

Xiahou Jing’s attention wasn’t on ‘Gentlewind’. His full focus was with Shu Wanqing and any breakthroughs he could make. Shu Wanqing was their biggest hope at the moment.

“Supreme Lord Xiahou, this formation is a dimensional ability that isn’t really complicated. This vast space is composed of many images, trapping us within a limited patch of space that merely seems unlimited.” Shu Wanqing was garnering more success the harder he looked.

“Where’s the exit then?” Xiahou Jing couldn’t help asking.

“Don’t be so hasty. I’m puzzling things out. These identical images have given us many incorrect ideas… Don’t interrupt me. I’m on the cusp of a spark of inspiration.”

People tended to be especially focused on the verge of a breakthrough. It was precisely then that the cross-legged ‘Protector King Gentlewind’ shot up in a streak of light.

Wham!

‘Protector King Gentlewind’ had become a tornado. He swung a heavy punch into the small of Shu Wanqing’s back.

The empyrean expert had been wholly focused on observing the formation. He’d never expected an ambush from behind him! There’d been no one there a moment ago.

Thump!

This punch of despair smacked Shu Wanqing with devastating force. His entire person convulsed as if a vital acupoint had been hit.

Wah!

A mouthful of fresh blood was vomited out alongside last night’s dinner.

The Confounding Puppets’ individual offensive strengths could not come close to matching their maker the Grand Marquis, but a single concentrated blow from them was nevertheless astoundingly potent against opponents caught off-guard.

Shu Wanqing hadn’t had the remotest inclination to defending against this kind of attack!

The punch landed squarely, creating a depression at its point of impact. He found it difficult to breathe given the repeated severe injuries.

Xiahou Jing paled as well. He stared at Gentlewind in shock, unable to recover himself for a long while. It wasn’t until the ‘protector king’ began to attack Shu Wanqing once more that he snapped back to reality!
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Inching Closer Step by Step


“Gentlewind! Have you lost your mind?!” Xiahou Jing broke out in loud curses.

The puppet was fully capable of simple speech at Jiang Chen’s current mastery level, but long conversations were still too draining. He’d rather hurl a few more punches at his target instead.

However, Shu Wanqing still had the strength to react even after taking multiple heavy hits. He leaned into the motion of his body falling and wriggled away like a fish.

The formation instantly fell into disarray.

“Protect Daoist Shu!” Xiahou Jing yelled fiercely as Shu Wanqing was his only hope of getting out alive. Without further ado, he charged at the puppet and went toe to toe with it.

The puppet’s battle style was very straightforward and brutal. It was dishing out punches and kicks with no wasted movement.

Xiahou Jing sucked in a breath of cold air as they exchanged moves. He couldn’t believe that “Gentlewind” was so powerful! They were equally matched! Moreover, his opponent kept going at him like a suicidal maniac that didn't possess any concept of self-preservation!

The intensity and recklessness left him breathless and overwhelmed. Soon, he found himself on the back foot, alarm bells ringing loudly. His mind was in shambles. The plans and schemes that he'd so meticulously thought up were falling apart. When had Gentlewind switched sides?

Also, how had he made such a giant leap in martial dao and completely changed his martial style? He almost seemed like a different person!

...a different person? A frightful thought suddenly flashed across his mind. Can the real Gentlewind have been switched out?

The mere thought of it sent shivers down his spine. How could an imitation look so similar to the real thing?

Can it be Jiang Chen?

Impossible! He’s not even a great emperor yet! How can he possibly stand toe-to-toe against a second level empyrean master?

But if not him, then who?! How many capable subordinates does that bastard have? Why does this one feel like he’ll fight to the death?

While Xiahou Jing was kept preoccupied, Jiang Chen activated a second puppet and transformed it into another member of the Order.

With all the chaos and mayhem going on in the background, it slipped into the crowd unnoticed.

The senior executives of the Order had formed a human barrier around Shu Wanqing as per their supreme lord’s orders. They were to keep him safe at all costs.

Shu Wanqing sat in a meditative position. His injuries were grave and serious. They could be life-threatening if he didn’t treat himself in time. Sadly, the second puppet wasn’t so kind to give him that opportunity.

“Y-you!! Why are you here?!” One of the senior executives finally noticed the puppet.

“Didn’t you die to an arrow already?”

“He’s a fake!”

Unfortunately, the discovery was made too late. The puppet charged the human barrier, created an opening, and hurled a ferocious punch at Shu Wanqing.

Shu Wanqing was exasperated. He’d been extremely unlucky today. First, he was injured by a seemingly endless strings of attacks, and now a difficult foe had come for his life.

He of all people knew that this was no time to be distracted, but his leg was maimed and his back heavily mutilated. He could barely muster half of his potential. Naturally, he struggled against his opponent.

“What are you imbeciles waiting for? Hold him down!” He yelled angrily. He’d begun to regret his decision to become involved with an organization filled with mindless trash. The events of today were the greatest humiliation he’d ever suffered in life.

It was utter chaos. A group of senior executives ran in to help after hearing Shu Wanqing’s cries, but there wasn’t much they could do in a battle between empyrean masters. They charged in valiantly, only to be blasted away by one of the two’s aura.

Shu Wanqing was on the verge of going insane. He had a deep understanding that he was going to die if this continued. He raised his head towards the sky and bellowed. “Jiang Chen! That’s enough! Killing me won’t net you anything!”

He was both frightened and angry. It was more than obvious that Jiang Chen was resolved to kill him.

He’d survived and remained hidden for tens of thousands of years, longer than even tortoises. For what had he suffered all this for and why had he refused to show his face in public? All for the sake of longevity! Because of that, he couldn’t help but tremble that his life was about to be forfeit.

Jiang Chen had gone too far. Was the brat really going to ruthlessly kill his senior? Perhaps this was time for a proper conversation with the kid.

“Jiang Chen, if you kill me, you’ll invite the combined wrath of the hidden empyreans! You should know that we are a very tightly-knit group. They may not help me while I’m alive, but know that if you kill me, someone will definitely give you trouble for it. I have countless friends and many of them are empyrean masters! Do you really want to kick the hornet’s nest? Can Veluriyam even withstand the assault from a group of empyrean experts?”

Shu Wanqing was clear with his threats.

Unfortunately for him, Jiang Chen never did respond well to threats. He chuckled easily. “Shu Wanqing, back when we were at Veluriyam, you told me smugly that you’d take me down a notch. Look at you now. Is this all there is to an empyrean master’s pride?”

Jiang Chen genuinely had a very low opinion of Shu Wanqing. He’d seen his share of vile filth over the years, but the sight of secluded expert still made his stomach roil.

Shu Wanqing was exasperated after hearing Jiang Chen’s response. His wounds were growing ever more serious while the puppet encroached ever closer. He was in a panic and all a-fluster, his life in terminal danger at any moment.

“Jiang Chen! Don’t you push me into a corner! There will be consequences far greater than anything you or your capital can handle!” Shu Wanqing shrieked desperately.

Jiang Chen smiled as though he was watching a comedy. “My capital has been through so many things that others say it couldn’t handle. But every single time, it came through just fine.

“We managed just fine when Pillfire tried to suppress us.

“We were completely fine too when the Order stirred up trouble!

“So what makes you think that we can’t you being an accessory to a tyrant’s crimes?

“The Embittered Savages? They too will fall against us! Even if the sky were to collapse, we will carry the burden upon our shoulders! Look at you still trying to wriggle your way out of the situation with a glib tongue? Aren’t you a little too old to be so naive?”

Jiang Chen clearly wasn’t going to spare Shu Wanqing.

Boom!

The Nine Labyrinth Formation was withdrawn. The illusory realm vanished before the crowd’s eyes. They’d just heaved a collective sigh of relief, but pupils contracted violently in the next second when they noticed that four golems were charging at them from all sides.

“Those who kneel shall live, and those stand shall die! This is the final mercy I will show to the members of the Order! Obey or die!” Jiang Chen shouted.

His voice was filled with dominance. Any remaining bit of fighting spirit departed from the senior executives of the faction at the sound of his voice. One by one, they abandoned their weapons and armor and plonked to their knees.

Out of twenty-two, eighteen had knelt. Only four were brave enough to stand with teeth clenched, sneering coldly, or emotionless.

Everviolet broke out in loud curses. “Cowards… cowards, the bunch of you! We are so many! We could’ve put up a fight! But alas, alas!” He turned into a ball of purple light and attempted to flee to safety.

But how could he possibly succeed before an empyrean master’s might? Big Stone grabbed at the air and created a prison of air that trapped Everviolet, dragging him to a halt in midair.

“Forget it, forget it. A loss is a loss.” This came from another protector king — specifically Emperor Sabledeep of the wandering titans.

Sabledeep had made a deep study of the arts of life and had been tempted by the supreme lord into joining the Order. He hadn’t done anything particularly evil all along, but neither had his support wavered like some of the others. Add to that the supreme lord’s promise of an empyrean opportunity — that had been enough to win his steady loyalty.

But looking at the situation now, none of Xiahou Jing’s promises had come true and the Order was now on the brink of collapse.

As for Shu Wanqing, he refused to believe that any of this was happening. He was an empyrean master! An elite of the human race! In his eyes, he was a dragon amongst men.

Secluded experts like him had always viewed the greater population as their subjects and looked down on them from the lofty perspective of superiors. Who would’ve thought that the masses he’d dismissed would produce such a perverse genius that could so unequivocally threaten his life?

He refused to accept any of this and was also incredibly depressed. “I can’t just die like this. I need to find an opportunity to break out! I have to do that even if I’m heavily injured!”

Jiang Chen instantly understood the subtle undercurrents when he noted the unusual behavior from the empyrean master. “Big Stone, you brothers keep him down no matter what. Don’t give him a chance to breathe!”

A centipede still continues to wriggle even when dead. Shu Wanqing wasn’t really dead until he’d breathed his last!
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To the Victor Goes the Spoils


Shu Wanqing was undeniably powerful, but Jiang Chen was no slouch either. He had noticed an inkling of the expert’s intent very early on.

The four stone golem brothers swarmed up, not giving the old man another chance to do anything else. The other Confounding Puppet was sent to deal with Xiahou Jing.

The Order’s supreme lord found it reasonably easy to deal with a single puppet, but two was much more difficult.

No, I can’t be kept here like this. I must retreat to fight another day! Shu Wanqing’s agitation demonstrated the hopelessness of today’s situation to Xiahou Jing. He had to make a run for it!

Now was the perfect time since Jiang Chen’s Nine Labyrinth Formation was inactive.

Just as that thought came into his head however, the formation whirred back to life. The annoying pocket maze dimension appeared before their eyes once more.

Xiahou Jing regretted his indecisiveness a great deal. He had very likely missed the only chance at escape just now.

Shu Wanqing also despaired at the reappearance of the formation. He had many secret methods that gave him a reasonable probability of fleeing. Now that the space was locked down though, he would need another ability to break the formation itself before he could escape.

His raw strength was useless here.

The din of battle sounded from outside.

Jiang Chen probed outward with his consciousness, then grinned. Veluriyam’s armies had effortlessly broken past the Order’s defense. The city’s main force had completely occupied the Order’s territory!

Experts filled in one by one.

“Young lord!” Peerless and Wellspring came in ahead of the pack.

The other great emperors followed closely behind as quickly as they could. They were very excited to see Jiang Chen again. Truthfully, they’d been a bit concerned about the plan for Jiang Chen to sneak into the Order solo.

Only when they saw the young lord once more did they realize that all their worries had been for naught. Jiang Chen wasn’t only unharmed – he was very much at ease.

When Veluriyam’s armies arrived and the Order’s headquarters was fully secured, the only objective that remained was to exterminate all resistance.

“These are the young lord’s orders. The heavens look favorably upon life. Anyone currently a member of the Order who wishes to redeem themselves need not die. However, an oath must be sworn to refrain from betraying humanity or fighting against Veluriyam Capital forevermore! Betraying one’s own race for an alien one is especially forbidden. May heaven and earth take those that break their vow!”

Jiang Chen wasn’t some kind of cold-blooded murderer. He had killed enough to intimidate the rest. Moreover, he firmly believed that the inhabitants of the human domain would no longer dare be hostile to Veluriyam after this battle. After all, there were no longer any worthy opponents in the entire domain.

His orders averted a bloody slaughter. However, he did execute a small group of die-hard fanatics without hesitation. Meanwhile, the battle in the Nine Labyrinth Formation waged on.

Shu Wanqing was at the end of his rope.

“Jiang Chen, you’ll regret this! You’ll regret this for sure. If you kill me, there will be other secluded experts who will take revenge for me upon Veluriyam!” Shu Wanqing’s resentful voice lingered in the air above the battlefield.

Jiang Chen smiled coolly. “Other experts? It’s been many years and more dangers than I can bother counting for the human domain, but not a single one of these supposed secluded experts have shown up. Isn’t it a good thing that your death will draw more of them into the open? I always appreciate an eye-opening experience.”

Jiang Chen’s words took away Shu Wanqing’s last breath. He collapsed to the ground, unable to gasp for more air. Animosity combined with his severe injuries caused him to die on the spot.

Jiang Chen immediately summoned Long Xiaoxuan and Little White.

“Here’s your chance!” The corpse of an empyrean expert was a sumptuous feast for the two sacred beast cubs.

Xiahou Jing was frightened to death by Shu Wanqing’s collapse. “Jiang Chen, Brother Jiang Chen!” he clamored incessantly. “I have something to say!”

“Take your time with it. No need to take your last words to hell, hmm?” Jiang Chen replied impassively.

Xiahou Jing became distressed. “Brother Jiang Chen, I opposed you out of utter foolishness. I didn’t know how great you were. I fully admit my naivete now. It was completely stupid of me to struggle against a genius that occurs only once every ten thousand years!

“I know where I went wrong. Please, let me live. Don’t worry, if you allow me to leave, I’ll go back to Myriad Abyss Island straightaway. Plus, I’ll intercede with my third brother on your behalf!

“You know, your cultivation partner Miss Huang’er will become my third brother’s cultivation vessel soon. You don’t want her to die so pathetically like that, do you?” Xiahou Jing talked a pretty convincing talk.

However, Jiang Chen heard only the ugly barks of a loser in his death throes.

Intercede with his third brother?

If Xiahou Jing was important enough to be able to succeed on that front, why would he have left Myriad Abyss Island in the first place? Clearly, he wasn’t having a good time back home, especially in the competition against his third brother.

Xiahou Zong wasn’t necessarily going to take note of a single word from Xiahou Jing, regardless of topic.

Thus, Jiang Chen was unswayed by his offer. Such promises made for the sake of living had little meaning or surety.

“Listen up, Xiahou Jing. I can forgive the others, but your actions have crossed over my bottom line again and again. Even if you promise that I’ll become king of Myriad Abyss Island tomorrow, I would still kill you today every time!” Jiang Chen’s judgment was cold and emotionless.

Xiahou Jing roared in frustration. However, the four golems, done with Shu Wanqing, were there to surround and attack him. Xiahou Jing had to fight one against six.

None of the six combatants was noticeably weaker than him. Most importantly, he was within Jiang Chen’s formation. His previous exertions had weakened his combat ability by several degrees.

After all, even the strongest human genius had a body of flesh. Mortal men weren’t invincible.

Desperate fury filled Xiahou Jing when he heard this. He wanted more than anything to duke it out with Jiang Chen face to face with all he had. His shrieks were suppressed time and again.

The Order of Wind and Cloud’s prestige was peeled away layer by layer. Under the assault of four stone golems and two puppets, Xiahou Jing didn’t even have the chance to self-detonate before being slain.

“This is Xiahou Jing’s storage ring, young lord.” Big Stone was a clever boy. He grabbed the ring off of the dead body, delivering it to Jiang Chen.

At the same time, Long Xiaoxuan transformed into human shape and delivered a different storage ring. This one belonged to Shu Wanqing.

Jiang Chen unceremoniously took the rings from his companions.

“My friends from Veluriyam!” he shouted. “The wealth of the Order’s executives will be confiscated, whether their owners are dead or alive. The great emperors may divide up that portion of the spoils. The others who came today will receive the general resources we collected. I hope you understand that we came here to mete out justice, not commit banditry. The loot we’ve obtained today was the fruit of the Order’s underhanded machinations. I hope none of you will forget this fact.”

It was very wise for Jiang Chen to give a portion of the Order’s ill-gotten gains to the others.

He didn’t want to leave the wrong impression though. In general, robbery was not to be encouraged.

The Order was hardly comparable to most factions, and Veluriyam wasn’t a city of thieves.

After Xiahou Jing’s death, the Order was finally no more.

“Young master Chen, Xiahou Jing’s body…” Long Xiaoxuan licked his lips.

“I have another use for it. That’s enough, now. You’ll get indigestion if you eat too much at once.” Long Xiaoxuan and Little White had consumed plenty of nutrition today.

Jiang Chen wanted to give Xiahou Jing’s body and bloodline to the Goldbiter Rats. They were arguably one of the biggest contributors to today’s victory.

Appropriate rewards were beneficial to garnering increased devotion from the Goldbiter Rats. Just like the sacred beasts, the rats were also his indispensable allies. They were even more important, perhaps, than Long Xiaoxuan, and obviously much more so than the almost infantile Little White.

Jiang Chen’s decisive maneuvers had finally removed the thorns in his side. The young man knew that his dispatch of these two empyrean experts would create a problem in his future.

After all, slaying two cultivators of such high level was no laughing matter. Shu Wanqing was a pinnacle of wandering cultivation, but Xiahou Jing’s background was too prominent to ignore.

A senior expert who’d once reigned supreme and a descendant of a great house of Myriad Abyss Island…

Their deaths would no doubt cause greater waves later on.

“Don’t worry, young lord. Maybe Shu Wanqing’s threats were entirely baseless. Plus, we don’t know whether Myriad Abyss Island actually cares about Xiahou Jing or not. Why hadn’t they sent more people otherwise, given how strong his house is?”

“I don’t regret my choices, regardless of how much trouble they cause later on,” Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “If I hadn’t killed them, we might not even be able to weather this oncoming storm.”

He was unexpectedly broad-minded.

In actuality, Jiang Chen looked down on both the secluded experts in the human domain and Myriad Abyss Island’s descendants. Neither party had the responsibility mandated to an expert.

“My orders are as follows: the army embarks on the morrow back to Veluriyam Capital. No former Order members will be accepted into our ranks!”

The fact that he had spared their lives was more than merciful enough. He had no interest in taking in these unprincipled people. It would be personally irresponsible to do so.

A battle that hadn’t been particularly difficult was finally concluded. Veluriyam Capital had swept the Order’s ragtag troops clean.

Jiang Chen summoned the king of the Goldbiter Rats. “Ole Gold, do you want this empyrean expert’s body? This is guaranteed to be the best of the best!”

The rat king was overjoyed. This wasn’t the first time he had received this kind of gift, but this particular instance was a pleasant surprise nonetheless.
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An Empyrean Decree


The rat king’s surprise was understandable. An empyrean body’s life and blood essence were extremely potent nourishment.

Xiahou Jing had earned himself a pitiable fate. A genius of House Xiahou of Myriad Abyss Island had died ignobly in a foreign land, his corpse unable to escape desecration. His misdeeds meant that this conclusion was well-deserved.

The rewards of this battle had been tremendous.

Jiang Chen toyed with Xiahou Jing and Shu Wanqing’s empyrean decrees, wondering how to divide them up.

Each empyrean expert’s understanding of the heavenly dao created a personal decree through refinement. A great emperor without much hope to break through would have a very good shot at ascending to empyrean realm with such a decree in hand.

Therefore, these two ownerless decrees could very well mean the creation of two new empyrean experts. These, plus the ones from Xiahou Jing’s subordinates – Elders Peng and Mo – meant that Jiang Chen had four empyrean decrees on hand.

How to distribute them needed to be carefully considered.

Wellspring and Peerless didn’t need them any more. They had the kunpeng bloodline, which meant they were more than likely going to break through at some point. There was no need to waste decrees on them.

Moreover, empyrean decrees had the disadvantage of locking one’s cultivation achievement at the previous owner’s. It was virtually impossible for any higher martial dao achievements. For example, since Shu Wanqing had been third level empyrean realm, someone that succeeded his empyrean decree could at most get to third level as well.

Breaking through third level would be a hundred times harder than doing so as an empyrean expert in one’s own right.

Of course, this was a non-issue for the majority of great emperors. Those experts would take more than ten lifetimes to break through on their own strength; it was unlikely they would be able to break through to further empyrean levels.

If Jiang Chen were to publicize these four decrees, countless great emperors in the human domain would be driven mad with desire. These empyrean decrees were more attractive than everything else. The Pinecrane and Emperor Supremacy Pills paled before the potential a decree offered.

Wasn’t the Pinecrane Pill used for extending one’s lifespan past a great emperor’s? But if one could simply ascend to empyrean realm and gain a huge chunk of lifespan, what was the point of struggling with a pill for a fraction of that?

A single empyrean expert would only produce a single order in their lifetime. Empyrean experts were rare specimens in the human domain. An old codger like Shu Wanqing never showed himself in public if he could help it.

“Old Brother Mo, Old Brother Hui, who under my banner do you consider worthy of an empyrean decree?” Jiang Chen found it hard to decide.

He had a few possibilities in mind: Void and Coiling Dragon, for starters. Alas, neither of these great emperors was peak great emperor, which meant it was far too difficult for them to refine the empyrean decrees.

Most importantly, they were Jiang Chen’s direct subordinates. He didn’t actually want them to make use of the decrees. Because of their closeness, he wanted them to achieve empyrean realm through their own ability. Only then could they have better futures beyond that.

“Young lord, we must be careful about this. These decrees may cause unwanted problems to arise in the people’s hearts. When some invariably feel that your distribution of them is unfair, internal strife and all kinds of other problems will ensue.” Wellspring was a wizened old man, able to see further than most.

Peerless nodded as well. “If you give them out to your closest great emperors like Void and Coiling Dragon, no one will say a word about it. Other great emperors with greater seniority in Veluriyam though, may talk behind your back… Petalpluck and the others. As for the wandering great emperors and ones from the other sects, they’ve only temporarily joined up. They wouldn’t dare expect a decree, unless you have plenty of orders to go around someday.”

Jiang Chen smiled. “I have the same hopes for Void and Coiling Dragon as I have for you two. I want them to break through on their own merits. Coiling Dragon especially so. I consider him capable of real greatness.”

“Oh?” Wellspring’s eyes brightened. “What kind of greatness, may I ask?”

“He is a descendant of a true dragon bloodline and I have a true dragon right here. When Brother Long reaches empyrean realm, a single drop of dragon blood could turn Coiling Dragon into an overwhelming draconic warrior! There’s no problem with his compatibility. True dragon blood is perfect for him.”

Peerless and Wellspring traded an understanding look. The method of their own breakthroughs was kunpeng blood.

The bloodline belonged to an ancient sacred beast, the kunpeng. In ancient times, such a bloodline rivaled true dragons’ in prominence. The only difference was that kunpengs tended to be less prestigious and thus less well-known as well.

Peerless applauded with laughter. “Very good, very good! You seem to have planned for absolutely everything, young lord. What can possibly prevent the human race from flourishing?”

Wellspring stroked his whiskers with a smile. “This was why I joined the young lord, my friend. He is a genius chosen by heaven. Any time the human race experiences a tempestuous era, all kinds of geniuses spring forth out of the woodwork, heralding in a new eras. So it is with young lord Jiang Chen. Under his leadership, humanity will enter into a new age. A new path will be open to us as a result of this catastrophe!”

The two had both sensed the heavenly dao and were only one step away from empyrean realm. This meant that they were superior in terms of heart and mindset to other great emperors.

Even the Ninesuns Sky Sect’s Clearsky and the Skysword Sect’s Han Qianzhan – these two esteemed masters – were inferior in this regard. Despite the fact that they were both near peak great emperor, Peerless and Wellspring had transcended higher.

Among the six wandering giants of yore, Everviolet was clearly lower in level compared to Peerless. In the last battle, he had been captured alongside the other Order executives.

Saying this, Jiang Chen smiled. “Have Everviolet and Sabledeep accepted their lot at all?”

Wellspring couldn’t help laughing out loud. “Everviolet is a stubborn man. He sticks to his choices. If he had been friends with you from the beginning, young lord, he would have supported you unto death. Unfortunately, fate didn’t allow that to happen. He followed Pillzenith in the past, and his hatreds there spurred him to join the Order. Now that his two masters have both lost to you, he has little to live for anymore.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “His arts of the eye are quite remarkable. I value his genius enough to show him leniency. As long as he swears never to betray humanity again or work for alien races, he may go free.”

After killing Shu Wanqing and Xiahou Jing, his mood had significantly improved. These tangential supporters no longer seemed so necessary to kill.

“Much obliged for your mercy, young lord. I’ll release him in a bit,” Wellspring smiled.

“Sure, I’ll come with you when that happens. What about Sabledeep?” asked Jiang Chen.

“Sabledeep has no record of doing evil under the Order’s banner. Rather than saying he joined the Order, it may be more accurate to say he was beguiled by its supreme lord. Ah, he usually cares a great deal about his reputation, so these happenings have been a tremendous blow to him. I trust that he can recover in due time. If he is sufficiently comforted, I see no problem in winning him over to our side. He is fundamentally pure of heart.”

Wellspring’s magnanimity was such that he didn’t add insult to injury for either of his former fellows.

“Daoist Sabledeep is indeed an authentic man,” Peerless chimed in. “He’s obsessed with martial dao and a deeper comprehension of life. He does lack somewhat in social graces, but his integrity should not be questioned.”

“If that’s the case, take me to him.” Given his recent string of successes, Jiang Chen was quite enthusiastic. He had an assembly of capable subordinates already, but his appetite for savants was undiminished.

Sabledeep was dressed in white from head to toe. There was no mote of dust upon his garments, producing an almost otherworldly effect. His eyes were clear, with an indescribable depth.

“Daoist Sabledeep, young lord Jiang Chen is here to visit you,” laughed Wellspring.

Sabledeep’s eyelids drooped. “How do I deserve such a visit? I am an utter failure. Daoist Hui, Daoist Mo, I know you must have interceded for me before the young lord. But, my crimes…”

Jiang Chen chuckled. “But I heard quite the opposite. In the Order, Sabledeep had a perfectly pristine record as to reprehensible acts. Why be so hard on yourself? I’m going to spare the courtesies and cut to the chase. You must be disappointed, now that Xiahou Jing’s promises to you have disappeared along with his life. However, I can promise you much the same, with one key distinction: I always make good on my promises. Wellspring and Peerless can bear testament to that.”

Wellspring was very pleased when he heard what Jiang Chen had to say. “Daoist Sabledeep, the young lord is a man of his word. Brother Peerless and I have already begun to sense the heavenly dao. Empyrean realm is only a matter of time for us. Didn’t you join the Order solely to ascend to a higher level of existence? Why must you be so foolish as to avoid the closest source of help?”

Sabledeep’s entire body shook. His eyes radiated incredulity. “Y-you…” he stuttered. “B-both of you have sensed the heavenly dao already?”

The great emperor had been equals with Wellspring and Peerless once. In fact, he’d been ranked higher than the latter. Hearing that they’d both come closer to the heavenly dao made him rather upset. It wasn’t really envy, but he was hardly in a good mood.

“Daoist Sabledeep, you should’ve heard what kind of man the young lord is. Right now, he’s the only one the human domain can rely on, one way or another. Who else is worth joining? You can’t shove your head in the sand, nor can you succeed through self-preservation alone! If you were willing to cooperate with Xiahou Jing, why not accept young lord Jiang Chen?”

Sabledeep was looking more and more persuaded.

There was one last obstacle in his own heart to overcome. Wasn’t shifting his allegiance so quickly a display of disloyalty? But it seemed that Veluriyam didn’t care about that and was being very sincere!
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A Stunning Move


Sabledeep’s internal obstacle was dissolved by Jiang Chen’s sincerity. “I was foolish one when I joined the Order,” he sighed softly. “And I may be again, if I refuse Veluriyam today. Young lord Jiang Chen, I am willing to be an ordinary soldier in your service – if you’ll have me.”

“Haha, that’s the Sabledeep I know!” Wellspring roared with laughter, delivering a resounding clap onto his fellow emperor’s shoulder. “Brother Sabledeep. You, Brother Peerless, and I – we’re birds of a feather. Why should we be separate in the first place?”

Peerless nodded as well, becoming emotional. “Let us all follow behind young lord Jiang Chen and accomplish something truly amazing! The human domain is on the verge of total collapse. We are in chaotic times. It would be pathetic for us to be concerned only with our own lives. We should be looking to accomplish great things and strive for something on a larger scale! Not for the sake of being recorded in history, but for being true to our own hearts, no?”

The three old friends traded glances, then collectively chuckled.

Now that the internal demons hindering these cultivators had been dispersed, what came next was much easier.

Jiang Chen avoided disturbing their reunion. Once they’d largely finished catching up, he turned to Wellspring. “Old Brother Hui, shall we take a walk while Old Brother Mo remains here with Emperor Sabledeep?”

Wellspring knew what he had in mind. They walked out side by side. The treatment for Everviolet was much worse than for Sabledeep.

Jiang Chen’s subordinates were strict when it came to discipline. Sabledeep had a pristine record and the care of Peerless and Wellspring, which meant that he had been treated as an honored guest.

Everviolet had been taken down by the stone golem brothers. If not for Jiang Chen’s instructions, he might have lost his life then and there. Therefore, he was treated as a high-profile prisoner.

Right now, Veluriyam Capital’s forces were still at the Order’s former base. They planned to head back to the city after two days of rest. Thus, Everviolet was being kept in the Order’s dungeons.

“Young lord, Emperor Wellspring.” The expert guarding the prison hurriedly saluted when he saw Jiang Chen and Wellspring visit.

The great emperor smiled slightly, nodding in reply. “How is he feeling? Is his mood stable?”

“Yes. He seems normal enough just sitting there. He hasn’t troubled us, nor has he shouted or screamed,” the guard replied.

“Open the door,” Jiang Chen smiled. The dungeons had powerful restrictions over each cell door.

The cell’s occupant didn’t lift a finger despite hearing the commotion. His only movement was a slight lift of an eyelid. A surprised flicker flashed across his eyes when he saw Jiang Chen and Wellspring walk in together. However, his eyelids then drooped without much of a reaction. It was as if the only thing he looked forward to was death.

“Daoist Everviolet,” Wellspring greeted.

Everviolet’s voice was hoarse. “Old Man Hui, are you here to laugh at me?” His violet eyes radiated rays of pride. “Kill me if you like,” he glared coldly at Jiang Chen. “I am in your hands, but that doesn’t mean you can shame or torture me.”

Jiang Chen laughed, but his only direct response was to look coolly back at the great emperor.

Wellspring smiled wryly. “Daoist Everviolet, your temper is as fiery and explosive as always. Who said that the young lord is here to shame or torture you? Is there a point for him in doing that right now?”

Everviolet harrumphed. “What do you intend then? Do you want me to kneel and beg for mercy? Impossible! Give me death instead!”

Jiang Chen sighed softly. Truthfully, Everviolet should have been killed by the standards for an ordinary person. This wasn’t the first time he had been the enemy.

It was just, Jiang Chen’s loftiness meant that he’d never treated Everviolet as an equal opponent in any capacity.

“If I were to execute you, no one would think that an injustice. What say you, Everviolet?”

Everviolet’s face darkened, wanting to utter a retort or three, but nothing came out from his mouth. Sadly, he had no ammunition to fire back with.

“What did your former master, Emperor Pillzenith, do?

“What about the Order of Wind and Cloud’s supreme lord, hmm?”

Everviolet’s expression was agitated. After calming down, he’d been able to realize that he’d supported rather questionable individuals in the past.

Jiang Chen didn’t care to embarrass him further. He waved. “Alright. I’m not interested in killing you or making you any more uncomfortable than you already are. The door’s open, so you can leave anytime. You do have to make an oath before that though. Remember, this isn’t for my sake, but for humanity and all who live in the realm!”

Jiang Chen’s tone was deadly serious. “Old Brother Hui, you tell him,” he turned to his trusted advisor.

Wellspring inclined his head, sighing in lamentation. “Daoist Everviolet, I would still like to call you fellow daoist for the same reason as the young lord. A man of your talent is rare. Do you know why the young lord doesn’t want to kill you? He admires your arts of the eyes because of their similarities to his. You didn’t come by your cultivation easily, and you were never the root of evil in any encounter. There’s not much point in killing you, and the point of this oath is quite simple. I believe you know that the young lord wishes only to avoid your abilities being used for evil in the future, whether that villain is human or alien. The human race can’t bear much more of this!”

The color had drained from Everviolet’s face, his eyes bloodshot. He smashed both hands viciously into the wall.

“Old Man Hui, I’ve cultivated my arts all my life, but it seems I wasn’t able to identity the right people in the end. Thus my life ends in ignominy. We used to be called equals many years ago, but you’ve risen far beyond my reach.

“Never mind. What good are my abilities of the eye?” As he said this, Everviolet raised his arm, jabbing his index and middle finger into his eye sockets.

“Huh? Fellow daoist, you…” Wellspring hadn’t expected Everviolet to choose such an extreme method of self-mutilation.

He didn’t quite know how to console or convince the emperor with bloodied eyes. Wellspring knew of Everviolet’s uncompromising nature, but not that it was to this degree.

Two streams of blood trickled down from Everviolet’s eyes. The man intoned in a low voice, “Young lord Jiang Chen, Old Man Hui. I have never been forced into anything my entire life. I will not make any such oath. Whether to kill me or not is entirely up to you. There is no point keeping these foolish eyes around since I can’t even see through who I deal with. From now on, I am totally useless, so you don’t need to worry about anything resembling your so-called betrayal to an alien race… haha, another race, another race…”

The emperor howled. “That bastard Pillzenith described a blueprint of a united human domain to me. The Order’s supreme lord did the same. How laughable for me to fall down in the same place twice! Even so, Pillzenith and Xiahou Jing were humans, not aliens!”

Wellspring was about to say something more, but Jiang Chen waved. “You can go,” he said coolly. “I doubt you’ll make the same mistake again.”

Everviolet raised his head. “Will you really rest easy, letting me go?”

“You were blind before to the incompetence of others,” Jiang Chen said smoothly. “If you stumble any more, then your heart will prove to be blind as well. What can a chronically sightless person do? Not much, I wager.”

Everviolet barked a humorless laugh, then nodded, raising a cupped fist. “I see. As expected of Jiang Chen.”

He was determined enough not to express any pain despite his self-inflicted wounds. Biting back agony, he strode out the door.

Jiang Chen flared his consciousness.

“All guards and checkpoints, let Emperor Everviolet go free. Don’t stop him.” His orders allowed the man to regain his freedom without a single obstruction.

Wellspring tasted bitterness in his mouth. Everviolet’s actions could have been considered as a kind of atonement, but he regretted the man’s particular method of doing so.

Deep down, he had hoped for Everviolet to soften and Jiang Chen to take the genius in. Their enmity could’ve been resolved into friendship then. What a shame that Everviolet’s proud nature meant that he would feel too embarrassed to join Veluriyam Capital.

“Young lord, this…”

Jiang Chen sighed softly. “Don’t worry, Old Brother Hui. I’m not angry. I thought Everviolet would intentionally provoke me into killing him.”

“Ah. I’m sure he won’t blindly use his abilities for evil any more.”

“I hope so, too.” Truthfully, Jiang Chen regretted the loss of the great emperor’s arts in the end. His self-inflicted blindness meant that the arts he’d practiced for the better half of his life were completely useless.

But Jiang Chen wasn’t fundamentally vexed by what had taken place.

After most of the affairs at the Order’s former headquarters were settled, he gave the order. “Let the army prepare to return to Veluriyam tomorrow morning. We must prepare for a decisive battle with the Embittered Savages.”

Now that the biggest problem was gone, the slightly smaller one was next.

“Come with me, Jiao Yun and Jiao Feng.” Jiang Chen planned to have a private chat with the Jiao brothers.

Ever since they’d joined up, the Jiao brothers had been very active in winning Jiang Chen’s trust and support. Their time with the Order hadn’t shifted their loyalties. Instead, they had colluded with Emperor Peerless to come back to Veluriyam at any time.

“What did you want to tell us, young lord?”

Jiang Chen smiled as he looked over the two brothers. “Sit down first.”

The Jiao brothers had nothing but the utmost respect for Jiang Chen, now. In fact, they were somewhat awed by his accomplishments as well. The young lord had proven himself more extraordinary than met the eye in countless battles.

To view young lord Jiang Chen as a typical high rank emperor realm cultivator would be a fatal error. A thousand experts the same level as the young lord wouldn’t have been enough to match him.

“I asked you to come here today because I have an important issue that I want your opinion on.”

“Not at all, young lord. Please, do tell.” The brothers were the image of humility.

“Perhaps you already know that I have four empyrean decrees on hand. Each decree has a large probability of producing an empyrean expert. I want to make good use of these decrees, and you two are within my scope of observation for them.”

The Jiao brothers couldn’t contain their delight. “Y-young lord…” Jiao Yun stuttered. “Y-you… you want to give those to us?”
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Each with Their Own Arrangements


The Jiao brothers hadn’t expected to hear such great news when Jiang Chen summoned them over. They exchanged glances, eyes agitated red with tears.

“I once promised both of you a series of fortunes. After imparting my martial art techniques to you, I considered following that up with an empyrean opportunity. If you wish to ascend to the empyrean realm by yourselves, I’ll do my best to make it a reality, but your ascension isn’t guaranteed. The empyrean decree is the most guaranteed route you can take. If you refine it, the probability of you becoming an empyrean master rises to at least ninety percent,” Jiang Chen explained patiently. “The decision is in your hands. Do you wish to take the riskier or more conservative path to the empyrean realm?”

“Young lord, what are the advantages and disadvantages of each path?” Jiao Yun regained his composure and wanted to weigh the pros and cons.

The brothers were well aware that this was the sole opportunity to change their lives, and possibly the biggest decision they could ever make. They had to choose their path wisely.

“Your ascension isn’t guaranteed if you choose the first path, but your growth will be greater with limitless possibilities. Of course, the extent of your growth depends entirely on your potential and talent in martial dao. Even empyrean masters that ascend with their own strength may not make it all the way to the end. Everyone has their own limit! Geniuses who break through their limits are far and few between.

“The second path is a safer choice, but its flaws are also apparent. Your potential will be limited to what decree you receive. If you refine a second level decree, then your maximum potential will be exactly that. Any progress beyond that will be a hundred times more difficult than usual.”

The pros and cons were clearly listed. The rest was now up to the Jiao brothers. They exchanged glances. “Young lord, can we discuss between ourselves first?”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Take your time. You needn’t rush your decisions. The two empyrean decrees are yours to keep if you choose the second.”

The two brothers headed into a corner to discuss and soon came back with a decision.

“Young lord, we are well aware of our limits. We choose the second path. It’s better to refine the empyrean decree.”

“Are you sure?” Jiang Chen smiled.

Jiao Yun nodded without hesitation. “Yes.”

“Would you care to explain why?” Jiang Chen was quite curious.

“First of all, we aren’t cream of the crop among the great emperors. If we ascend with your help, our innate potential might not get us very far. Moreover, there's no guarantee that we can even break through in the first place! Refining the decree is much more guaranteed.

“Secondly, cultivating by ourselves will take too much time. The world is falling into chaos as we speak. Refining the decree is perhaps a shortcut, but we'll be able to protect ourselves and contribute a lot more to the young lord's cause.”

Jiao Feng nodded. “Young lord, we owe you a mountain of gratitude and wish to share some of your burden. We aren’t doing this just to show our resolve, but also our gratitude! A young lord like you deserves our utmost loyalty and dedication!”

He was a little worked up. Back when they’d been wandering cultivators, Emperor Pillzenith had brainwashed them into doing many ludicrous things. However, they’d since found a new goal in life after they were recruited by Jiang Chen. Their integrity and morals grew with each passing day.

They’d become much more mature and level-headed decision makers.

“Mm. Your decision is proof that you’re no longer the same Jiao brothers of yesteryear. You’ve made the wise choice,” Jiang Chen answered encouragingly. “I’ve always been generous to my confidantes. Since you’re my personal guards, I shall grant you the two decrees of the highest grade. However, once you’ve refined them, you won’t have a chance with any higher grade decrees that I might come across in the future.”

Jiao Yun laughed. “There are countless treasures and fortunes in the world, but it’s not like all of them will come to us brothers!”

“Isn’t there a proverb? Something about three thousand mile rivers and me drinking with a cup?” Jiao Feng quipped.

Jiang Chen burst into laughter. “A river can be three thousand miles long, but a person can only drink from it one cupful at a time.”

Jiao Feng scratched his head with a chuckle. “Yes! That’s exactly what I meant! Perhaps the young lord will find more powerful subordinates in the future. The two of us should eat within our means.”

Jiang Chen brought out Shu Wanqing and Xiahou Jing's empyrean decrees without hesitation.

“Here are the decrees. One is from Shu Wanqing, third level empyrean realm, while the other is from Xiahou Jing, second level empyrean realm. You two will have to decide who gets what. Xiahou Jing's decree has the greater potential, but Shu Wanqing’s decree isn't that far behind.”

“Let's draw lots.” Jiao Yun suggested as he didn't want to damage his relationship with his brother. Drawing lot was the fairest.

Jiao Yun nodded. “Agreed.”

Jiang Chen supported their decision. He made the appropriate preparations oversaw and the process. In the end, Jiao Feng drew Shu Wanqing’s decree and Jiao Yun drew Xiahou Jing’s.

Jiang Chen warned after he handed over the decrees. “Remember, you’re no longer like the others from now on. You’re quasi-empyrean masters. However, it’s best that you don’t widely brag or show off your newfound strength until your breakthrough, or you just might invite death upon your doorsteps.”

This wasn’t an exaggeration.

It was widely known that the decrees were the keys to the empyrean realm. If word got out that the brothers had received two empyrean decrees, the whole world would come looking for them.

Even though the human domain had already been united by Veluriyam, who could know for certain how many secluded masters inhabited the vast continent?

The brothers nodded solemnly.

“Don't worry, I'll also lessen your responsibilities in the near future so that you’ll have more time to refine the decrees.”

The Jiao brothers were deeply moved. Meeting Jiang Chen was the greatest fortune of their lives. “Young lord, dumb folks like us are bad with words, but one day, if you need us to jump into the boiling sea, we’ll do so without so much as a frown.”

“Alright, enough of that. Put them away properly.”

Jiang Chen sent the Jiao Brothers off and summoned Emperors Coiling Dragon and Void. They were his closest allies in Veluriyam Capital, and so he had to tell them about the decrees, or else their minds might wander into dark places.

“Young lord, why did you summon us in such a hurry? Has something good happened?” Coiling Dragon laughed joyfully. He’d benefited a lot from Jiang Chen over the years. The Pinecrane Pill, Emperor Supremacy Pill, and many other treasures had fallen into his lap.

Their friendship had also been strengthened considerably by the flames of adversity, and because of that, he was the only one who’d dared crack a joke with the young lord.

“Actually, you’re right.” Jiang Chen chuckled. “As old friends, you should know by now that I’ve gotten my hands on a few empyrean decrees.”

Coiling Dragon smiled gleefully. “Hehe. Young lord, are you going to gift them to us?” He lit up with joy.

Void smiled gently. Hints of surprise flashed across his eyes, but he managed to keep his cool.

“Coiling Dragon, that’s not why I summoned you here. The decrees are not for you.”

Coiling Dragon was instantly depressed. “Why? Is it because I’m not a peak great emperor?”

Void burst into laughter. “Coiling Dragon, can’t you tell that the young lord has other plans in mind? You’re worrying over nothing!”

Coiling Dragon’s eyes lit up again. “Is that so? Young lord, care to share them with us?”

Jiang Chen nodded. “I will search for an empyrean opportunity for you. I don’t want you to ascend with the help of the decree. Your talent and potential would go to waste.”

“Do you mean that we’ll have to rely on ourselves to break through?” Coiling Dragon was dejected once more. “That’s so much easier said than done. It’s been thousands of years since anyone’s succeeded.”

“How would you know? Are they supposed to inform you if they happened to break through?” Jiang Chen was skeptical. How could there possibly be no empyrean masters?

The human domain hadn’t deteriorated to that extent yet. The master’s must’ve hidden themselves because they no longer wanted to have ties with the human domain. Perhaps worldly matters no longer mattered to them, or perhaps there were other reasons.

Whichever it was, empyrean masters were definitely present in the human domain. Even if the ancient demonic war had laid waste to the human domain, it couldn’t possibly remain in decline forever. Spirit veins could be destroyed, but they could also born anew.

Where there is death, there is also life.

Jiang Chen had believed the rumors at first, but after meeting Shu Wanqing, this was no longer the case.

Even backwater races like the Southern Celestials and Embittered Savages had empyrean masters. The human race had been many leagues stronger in the ancient age. No matter how great their decline, there was no way they’d be inferior.

Void was visibly moved. “Young lord, do you really mean it? Can we really ascend to the empyrean realm with our own strength?”

Jiang Chen smiled reassuringly. “I might’ve said otherwise if you were someone else, but I assure you that I’ll bring you an empyrean opportunity no matter what. There will be other arrangements in store for you.”


109


A Strong Enemy Comes Calling


Coiling Dragon grinned. “I knew that I didn’t have to worry about the benefits of following young lord Jiang Chen.”

Void burst into laughter as well, but said nothing more. Instead, he awaited for Jiang Chen’s next words expectantly.

“Coiling Dragon, you are the descendant of a true dragon bloodline. I’ve always had high hopes for you. When you break through to empyrean realm, you will be capable some of truly astonishing things. You won’t lose to His Majesty Peafowl in terms of potential.”

“His Majesty Peafowl?” Coiling Dragon and Void were bewildered.

“Yes, His Majesty Peafowl has peafowl blood in his veins, another ancient sacred beast. You, Coiling Dragon, are aligned with the ancient true dragons. Both of you are heirs of top-quality bloodlines from ancient times. Therefore, I have high expectations especially for you, Coiling Dragon!” Jiang Chen exclaimed.

The great emperor found it hard to remain completely composed.

He smiled wryly. “Young lord, I’m the least talented among Veluriyam’s great emperors. I broke through to great emperor only because of your Pinecrane Pill. Ah…”

“You don’t lack the talent. You merely need to make use of it more effectively.” Jiang Chen waved a hand. He didn’t cherish Coiling Dragon just because the man was an old acquaintance; his bloodline was equally important and incredible.

“You mentioned His Majesty Peafowl just now, young lord,” Void suddenly interjected. “Is he… truly… still living?”

“I cannot make any guarantees as to that,” Jiang Chen mused. “But my intuition tells me that he still lives. When he reappears in the world once more, he will surprise us all – not as ‘Emperor’ Peafowl, but as an empyrean senior.”

“An empyrean senior?” Everyone drew in a sharp breath.

“Young lord, His Majesty, he…”

“Yes,” Jiang Chen nodded. “His Majesty Peafowl first sensed the heavenly dao many years ago. Moreover, he has more than sufficient opportunity to break through. It should only be a matter of time. I only wonder what level he will be when he comes back to us?”

Jiang Chen reminisced about his time with the kind ruler.

Coiling Dragon and Void had both been very close to Emperor Peafowl. Hearing Jiang Chen relate this warmed their hearts.

Apart from them, Jiang Chen saw little reason to comfort others’ emotions. Most others were not nearly as close as the few he’d already spoken to, which meant that they wouldn’t have second thoughts about his actions.

After a night’s rest, the army embarked to return journey to Veluriyam.

Before the Embittered Savages had invaded, this army would have been sufficient to conquer the entire human domain. No one would’ve dare touch a force in such numbers and strength.

Jiang Chen hurriedly entered seclusion after returning to the capital proper. In his last battle, he had attained a new understanding of the Nine Labyrinth Formation. He wanted to take a few days off to digest what he had learned. The battle had indirectly taught him the potency of the formation.

Even a third level empyrean expert like Shu Wanqing had been unable to free himself for a time within the formation. If the formation could be strengthened even further, Jiang Chen would have an easier time both offensively and defensively in future battles.

He’d realized that he needed some sureties if he wanted to venture into a place like Myriad Abyss Island. The Nine Labyrinth Formation and Confounding Puppets were superb candidates.

However, the Embittered Savage armies remained in the Moon God Sect’s lands without much activity, surprising everyone. This held true ever since Jiang Chen left closed door cultivation.

He was just like everyone else. That didn’t seem like the Embittered Savage style. Why were they holding back like that? As he guessed at the motives of the Savages’ inaction, Veluriyam saw the arrival of an unwelcome guest.

[image: ]


Outside Sacred Peafowl Mountain’s entrance, a gray-robed old man stood aloft in the clouds with a frigid expression. It was as if an iceberg hovered overhead.

The appearance of the old man alone lowered the ambient temperature. The air had seemingly frozen over as well. This drastic change shocked every observer in the vicinity, including Jiang Chen.

The eight stone golem brothers gathered quickly together at Jiang Chen’s side, flying rapidly together to the source of the disturbance.

“You are Jiang Chen?” The gray-robed old man was a glacial statue amid the clouds. His wintry arrogance caused everyone in attendance to shiver.

Jiang Chen hadn’t even begun his approach when there was a low cry near him. The Vermilion Bird rushed here from Sacred Peafowl Mountain’s back, stream of crimson carrying its wings.

It had been purifying its body via the wood spirit spring at the back of the mountain as of late. Doing so didn’t fundamentally resolve the bird’s problems, but it did stabilize its condition. At least right now, the Vermilion Bird was not bound from acting like before. At its worst, any attempt at combat meant a grave injury to itself.

“Back off, Jiang Chen!” The Vermilion Bird swiftly rushed forward, guarding and preventing the young man from moving forward.

Jiang Chen stopped his advance at the bird’s nervousness. He focused his gaze on the gray-robed old man.

The old man’s eyes were clear as crystal. It was impossible to see any human emotion in them. Replacing that was a magic that seemed to make Jiang Chen’s consciousness tremble. However, the chain seal in his consciousness countered this mysterious force immediately.

Jiang Chen braced himself. “Close your eyes,” he called out to the stone golems. “Don’t look into his.”

The golems were usually a fearless bunch. Just a moment prior, they’d been glancing over the gray-robed old man with provocative looks. Jiang Chen’s warning rang an alarm in their hearts. The brothers hurriedly turned their heads.

The gray-robed old man was mildly startled to see a Vermilion Bird blocking his way. Clearly, he wasn’t reckless enough to disregard or disrespect a divine creature. He could feel the ancient aura radiating off of the bird in a palpable way.

“Such potent fire energy. Is this an ancient sacred fowl? No wonder you were so brash, Jiang Chen. Is this ancient bird your backer?”

The gray-robed old man bore a frosty, detached attitude. Every word he uttered seemed capable of freezing over one’s soul, their syllables almost a curse.

Jiang Chen was much more alert than usual. The old man was unquestionably an extremely fearsome foe, much more so than any previous opponent he had faced. Perhaps the only other impenetrably mysterious characters he’d encountered in the past were Elders Shun and Xi. The others couldn’t compare to this gray-robed old man’s power, Shu Wanqing included.

“Who are you?” That aside, he was visibly frustrated. Regardless of his identity, the old man had come without notice in a display of force and dominance. The harassment and incitement was obvious in the gesture. Jiang Chen had more than enough cause to be annoyed.

“You don’t need to know who I am. I am only here to ask you whether you killed Shu Wanqing.” The old man spoke with the authority of someone in a superior position.

Shu Wanqing?

Jiang Chen had a vague idea of where the old man had come from.

“What’s it to you?” He was trying to come up with a plan on the spot. Jiang Chen remembered that before he died, Shu Wanqing had warned through frenzied shouting that killing him would lead to other empyrean experts seeking to punish the act.

Was this iceberg of an old man one of those supposed empyrean experts?

“Oh?” The old man’s eyes spun in their sockets. He cackled callously. “A child as young as you is rather too murderous. And quite so impolite to your elders. I’d like to know who your master is. Who taught you, hmm?”

He didn’t buy the possibility of Jiang Chen being a self-taught genius at all. He felt that there had to be someone more mysterious and powerful behind the curtain.

Jiang Chen sneered. “Senior? If you really were a senior that deserved respect, I would’ve welcomed you with more than enough. However, your hostility to me is showcased through your attempt at demonstrating your brawn before my gates. Am I supposed to be courteous despite that? You’re too naïve, old man!”

He respected his elders, but not those who liked to flaunt their seniority. To him, any senior who had real character and integrity – even cultivators who were the epitome of mediocrity – deserved treatment according to their age.

This old man’s behavior made it extremely difficult for Jiang Chen to consider him a senior, regardless of his level of cultivation. This was one of his life principles. He showed respect only to those who gave it to him.

The old man’s tone darkened. His cold eyes flared with arctic light. “A lawless brat indeed. Do you really think that Veluriyam Capital has taken over the entire human domain? Do you think yourself the lone voice in the realm?”

Jiang Chen smirked. “I don’t know about the entire human domain, but on Veluriyam Capital and Sacred Peafowl Mountain territory, I certainly am! You’re dreaming if you expect me to answer your aggression with simpering sycophancy!” He dispensed with courtesy altogether.

“Impudent brat! Ignorant fool!” The old man was very displeased. “Shu Wanqing is an old acquaintance of mine and one of the empyrean leaders of humanity. Your unpermitted killing of him runs counter to humanity’s interests and dishonors your ancestors. Do you know how reprehensible and vile your actions were?”

Jiang Chen broke into laughter when he heard what was said. “Runs counter to humanity’s interests? Old man, you’re puffing him up to be some kind of empyrean leader of humanity. Let me ask you, what has he done in this hour of crisis to deserve that title?

“Did he repair the broken Boundary Stele in Agarwood? Did he stand in the Embittered Savages’ path in the northwestern wastes? Or did he quell the rebellion of the Order of Wind and Cloud?” Jiang Chen was laughing because of how angry he was.

These hermit experts had inflicted some kind of brain injury to themselves by going into hiding. Their logic was that of bandits. Though they had done absolutely nothing, they were proud to call themselves humanity’s leaders.

It was as if they were fit to lead solely because of their strength. Even if the only thing they did was sleep all day, the world had to bow to their wishes. Others might have acquiesced to his intimidation, but not Jiang Chen.

Leadership required responsibility. Even without being the strongest in the world, it was possible to take up the mantle through all-encompassing empathy and constant work for the race’s behalf. Only a man like that deserved to be called a leader!

Someone as presumptuous and vain as this wasn’t remotely close to leading anything.
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True Motive


The Vermilion Bird nodded slightly without speaking. Clearly, it agreed completely with Jiang Chen’s speech.

The bird had had good relations with the ancient Primosanct Sect, and ancient humanity as a whole. It had experienced the ancient demon-sealing war and thus knew the internal strife that tended to exist between man.

Even in the most dangerous of times, humans constantly bickered. It had seen more than its fair share of similar situations in its long lifetime. The bird admired Jiang Chen all the more because of this. This was partially why it had remained impassive before Xiahou Jing’s temptation.

It had already seen the responsibility and poise that had characterized the human leaders of yore in Jiang Chen. Though the young man was still incredibly fresh and immature, the direction he was going in was quite apparent.

“You’re a real fast talker, boy.” The glacial old man fumed at what he was hearing. “We secluded experts have a bigger picture of the proceedings. Do you think us the same as you mortal ants? Unlike you, we don’t worry ourselves all day about the slightest of commotions.”

“Same to you, old man! What’s this big picture you’re talking about? I don’t see it at all. The first thing Shu Wanqing did when we met was ruin my plans, that old buffoon! He ended up joining the Order of Wind and Cloud, then disguised himself to pin a failed ambush on the Embittered Savages on me! If that’s what the big picture told him to do, then you’re all blind!” Jiang Chen was truly livid. These so-called hermit experts were masters of twisting fact into fiction.

The old man felt the same way. A man of his cultivation level made him one of the strongest among his secluded expert peers. Near the top, if not the pinnacle. In the human domain, he and his empyrean expert friends had always considered themselves above everyone else. Equality was an empty and meaningless concept for them.

Thus, they regarded it mandatory for each and every one of their actions to be upheld as an imperial decree for those in the mundane world. The disrespect that Jiang Chen embodied was completely unheard of!

“Who’s your backer, kid? Your ego is through the roof!” the old man inquired stonily.

“You’re trying to gather information from me now? If I said ‘nothing’, are you going to attack Veluriyam Capital immediately?” Jiang Chen shot back with a humorless half-smile.

“Hmph, you have no room to argue. No matter how strong the person behind you is, your unpermitted killing of Shu Wanqing is a crime most grave. Even if he was in the wrong, he was still one of humanity’s remaining empyrean experts. The removal of even a single one is a heavy blow to the pillars that support our race. Neither you nor Veluriyam can sustain the associated guilt!” He was attempting to be judge, jury, and executioner all in one.

“Are you planning to start your own court? Is that some kind of verdict you’re proclaiming?” Jiang Chen’s expression was mocking. “However…” he suddenly raised an eyebrow. “What right do you have to do any of that? What makes you qualified to spew ignorance before my gates? Just because you’re an empyrean expert?”

The old man piled on the pressure. “What? You don’t believe I have the right to condemn you for your crimes?”

“Certainly not,” Jiang Chen smiled faintly.

The Vermilion Bird hurtled into the heavens, its own aura bursting to life. Powerful tides of flame spread out in concentric circles, running counter to the old man’s glacial presence. The clash of ice and fire caused the temperature around Sacred Peafowl Mountain to return to normal levels.

“Senior Vermilion,” Jiang Chen proclaimed aloud, “there’s no need for you to exert yourself too much. Don’t be anxious. I’d like to see what this so-called human leader can do to me!”

A man fought harder when faced with condemnation.

The glacial old man had evidently noticed the strength of the Vermilion Bird. He silently retracted his pride, bracing himself.

He’d wondered on his journey here how someone of Shu Wanqing’s level had died at the hands of an ordinary kid. He’d come up with many ideas, finally concluding that Shu Wanqing had probably been tricked. How could a third level empyrean expert be killed by a mundane brat otherwise?

Coming to Sacred Peafowl Mountain made him think twice about that though. The sight of the Vermilion Bird and the eight stone golem brothers had gradually clued the old man into the possibility of another reason for Shu Wanqing’s death.

Moreover, the look he’d exchanged with Jiang Chen should have been enough to freeze the young man’s soul... And yet, his ocular strike hadn’t hurt Jiang Chen in the slightest. There had been a little mental oscillation, then nothing. It was a pebble dropped into a vast lake.

Because of this, the old man no longer looked down upon Jiang Chen.

He had come on wings of burning fury, intent on quashing the young upstart and his forces altogether. It seemed now that his initial sentiment had been far too naïve.

Biting back indignation, the old man glared at Jiang Chen with frost in his eyes. “Don’t think that you’ll escape judgment just because you have an ancient sacred beast behind you. I can smash you into the ground if I’m a bit more serious about it. Don’t take me for a blind man! This ancient sacred bird has little of its lifespan left. It’s nowhere near peak strength. If we fight with any rigor, it is eighty percent likely to die on the spot! Those big guys look intimidating, but I doubt they can match up to me.”

The old man definitely had a keen eye. Jiang Chen’s faint smile was unchanged. “If you’re so sure, why waste words like this?”

At the same time, he turned to the Vermilion Bird. “Senior Vermilion, you don’t need to do much here. Please, take a break. I’d like to try how far this old man’s mettle will take him.”

The Vermilion Bird was a bit surprised at Jiang Chen’s declaration, but nodded and retreated nonetheless.

The eight stone golem brothers stood at Jiang Chen’s side, clamoring for a piece of the action. “Young lord, let us brothers fight this old farts.”

“Yeah, we hate old farts like him!”

“Not all old farts. Just cocky ones.”

“Not just cocky either. Cocky and stu-u-u-upid!” The stone golem brothers clowned around, adding to each other’s words in a circle.

The old man was positively incensed. Ever since he’d first made a name for himself, anyone that knew about him in the human world of martial dao had only shown him the epitome of courtesy and respect.

That he was being ridiculed and shamed to such a degree before Sacred Peafowl Mountain’s gates…

Despite his rage, the old man didn’t lose his reason before Jiang Chen’s impudence, but there was a twinge of regret in his heart.

He had acted with too much haste and impatience this time. If he had two or three companions nearby, he would be in a much better place right now. It was partially his fault for being overconfident.

The old man took a deep breath at this thought. “Jiang Chen,” he conceded emotionlessly, “it wasn’t easy for you to get to this point from scratch. I’m giving you a final chance to profess your sins, and if you do, I promise I will intercede for your life. There is a condition, though: you must give up Shu Wanqing’s storage ring and empyrean decree.”

Jiang Chen snickered to himself. They were finally at the crux of the matter.

It was impossible for the old man to simply be here to seek justice for Shu Wanqing. Given the kind of person the expert had been in life, what kind of acquaintance could he possibly have had that would do that for him?

Any that did come would’ve only done so to protect the interests of empyrean experts as a whole, not Shu Wanqing on a personal level.

The old man had done a good impression of an indignant speech, but he was far from being a good person.

Now that the true motives were known, Jiang Chen finally understood his purpose for coming here. He hadn’t come to seek justice for an old friend at all, but to engage in banditry.

Jiang Chen couldn’t resist cracking a smile at the revelation. “This is what you came here for, right? Why circle around it so much? Shu Wanqing’s storage ring and empyrean decree, hmm?”

“Quite. If you give me these two things, I can guarantee your life.” The old man cut to the chase.

“You’re saying I don’t need to die if I give you these two things?”

“Obviously,” the old man affirmed with some displeasure.

“Then…” Jiang Chen laughed. “I won’t give them to you.”

“Why? Aren’t you afraid of an alliance of empyrean experts forming against you?” The frigid old man no longer hid his malicious attempt at intimidation.

Jiang Chen shook his head slowly and responded resolutely. “I am the master of my own destiny. You can’t do anything to me. Those two things are my spoils and I won’t give them up. You’ve made a mistake by trying to extort me.”

“Hmm? Are you resisting to the bitter end then? Stupid.” The old man thought that Jiang Chen would be swayed by the fact he’d given ground twice. But the young upstart hadn’t given him the smallest modicum of respect.

The empyrean expert was furious. If he wasn’t wary of the Vermilion Bird and the eight stone golem brothers—and Shu Wanqing’s death besides—he would have begun a thunderous assault on Sacred Peafowl Mountain a long time ago.

“Resisting?” Jiang Chen smiled coolly. “If that’s what you think, then so be it. Oh, and another thing: don’t pretend like you’re here to get even for your friend. Your actual reason for being here is obvious. You just want to loot the dead like a vulture! Shu Wanqing’s corpse, to be exact. If you’d been polite about it at the outset, I might have considered negotiating with you. Alas, your behavior has disgusted me beyond my tolerance. Get out of here, you hear me? Scram!

“So what if you’re an empyrean expert? I’ve seen more than my fair share of them.” Disdain was plainly writ on his face.

He wasn’t boasting at all. In his previous life, even his shoe-shiner had been at least empyrean.

The old man’s face colored. Clearly, his anger had flared up several times over. If not for his uncertainty, he wanted to arrest Jiang Chen on the spot and rip him to shreds. Only then would his hatred be abated.

Jiang Chen hadn’t given him an inch. The only things he’d gotten today were a series of slaps against his cheeks.
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An Aggressive Choice


The old man could do nothing despite his fury.

“I’ll let your impudence slide today, kid. You’re on home turf, after all. Don’t go falling into my hands one day now.” He had little actual face remaining before Jiang Chen.

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “Shu Wanqing said something like that too, but he ended joining the Order. Are you planning to copy him? Who are you going to join, the Embittered Savages? That’s not a bad choice. Your cultivation means that those barbarians might toss you a few bones.”

The young man had lost all hope in these so-called secluded empyrean experts. Had all of them been cast from the same mold?

Meanwhile, the old man was almost angry enough to cough up blood. Jiang Chen was comparing him to a dog!

“Jiang Chen, you will suffer my wrath!” He found it impossible to trade witticisms with the younger man. The frustration alone was enough to hurt him in an almost tangible way. He left as fast as he had come.

Seeing him disappear into the sky caused the Vermilion Bird to breathe a sigh of relief. Because it hadn’t come on the campaign against the Order, it didn’t know about Jiang Chen’s Nine Labyrinth Formation and Confounding Puppets. Out of everyone present, its nerves had been the tensest.

It had been most concerned about the possibility of a fight breaking out.

“There’s more to that old man than meets the eye, Jiang Chen. He’s much stronger than Shu Wanqing. I estimate him to be above minor empyrean realm.”

“Mid empyrean realm, then?” Jiang Chen had sensed it as well, coming to a similar conclusion.

“Yes. He should be around fourth level.” The bird’s appraisal came from its experience. “If I were at my peak, fourth level empyrean would be a piece of cake, but ah…”

In ancient times, the Vermilion Bird was a sacred fowl fit to reign over a great territory. Its parity with the head of the Primosanct Sect reflected this fact. Naturally, its cultivation had been far above fourth level empyrean realm.

However, in the human domain today, fourth level empyrean was an extremely rare sight. That was after the domain had doubted the existence of empyrean experts in the first place. The appearance of a fourth level one was astonishing.

Jiang Chen was upset as well.

“Why were these empyrean experts nowhere to be seen in times of danger, and yet first in line when it comes to profit?” This was the strong reason for his disgust of these experts.

They couldn’t be found when they were actually needed, but were perfectly happy to exert their cultivational clout outside of conflicts.

“Never mind. Sorry to trouble you, Senior Vermilion. Please go back to the wood spirit spring and rest there. There’s no need to worry” Jiang Chen was very satisfied with what the bird had done on his behalf.

Its willingness to protect him in his time of need showed its morality and loyalty. As expected of an ancient friend of humanity!

The entirety of Sacred Peafowl Mountain felt the pressure disappear the moment the glacial old man left. Their hearts, stuck at their throats a moment prior, could finally settle back down.

“Alright. No need to be concerned, everybody. The sky isn’t going to fall any time soon. As a place with ancient heritage, Veluriyam’s fortunes will stretch on for a long time yet. One or two empyrean experts won’t be able to shake our foundations.” Jiang Chen encouraged his subordinates in an attempt to alleviate their fears.

Wellspring smiled as well. “See everyone, that old empyrean master was stronger than any opponent we’ve seen before. However, he didn’t dare cause any trouble. Why? Because this is Veluriyam Capital! This is Sacred Peafowl Mountain. There isn’t just heritage here, but young lord Jiang Chen. An overwhelming fortune protects this place.”

His words were very convincing. Everyone nodded in spirited agreement.

“Okay, don’t overreact. Each man should go back to his station. The sky isn’t going to fall any time soon. Secluded experts are plentiful, and possibly not all of them are as crude as that old fool. I believe there will be other experts more amenable to our cause.”

In fact, Jiang Chen had no doubt about this. It would be positively strange if every hermit expert was as idiotic as this. It was impossible for only the buffoons of humanity to have reached empyrean rank. Other, more understanding, experts had to exist.

Jiang Chen couldn’t let down his guard after the recent turmoil. The old man’s appearance rang an internal alarm.

“I have many experts beneath my banner and Veluriyam is steadily improving. But all of this is built on the precondition that we don’t encounter more difficult trials. I would have a hard time dealing with two or three experts like that old man. A group of them can easily crush Sacred Peafowl Mountain!” He felt a very real, looming threat.

Jiang Chen didn’t actually think that the human domain had so many mid empyrean realm experts. Even if there were, they wouldn’t all be so brainless enough as to band together against a youth like him.

He had never enjoyed the feeling of his destiny in another’s hand.

“I must increase my strength. Without absolute strength, I don’t have absolute freedom to steer my future!” Jiang Chen remarked to himself. “I must break through to great emperor with all of my abilities. Getting there as early as possible is imperative. When I do, my martial dao level will soar beyond the firmament.”

Once he was a great emperor, Jiang Chen felt he was guaranteed to hit empyrean rank in a short amount of time. This hunch wasn’t just born out of blind faith.

“My path is destined to be vastly different than other cultivators’. My fate bears countless hopes and dreams absent in others. I come from the heavenly planes, and each and every one of my opportunities and fortunes is a hundredfold better than those of others. My cultivation speed then, must be faster as well. The same is true with my potential. My responsibility is heavier than most can bear…”

Time was of the essence. He had to make use of every minute and second before the Embittered Savages’ army embarked. He threw himself deep into cultivation.

“I should think about taking a more accelerated, ambitious approach.” Jiang Chen took out a lotus seed-sized pill object from his storage ring. It shimmered with a faint, golden hue.

“The Ming Tuo relic,” he murmured. “I unsuspectingly came upon your corpse in the Paramount Realm. After I buried it, I found the relic there. I haven’t refined the relic at all before now, but it may be time to if I want to hasten my breakthroughs.”

He’d gotten the relic back when venturing into the Paramount Realm during the Myriad Grand Ceremony. It predated Guo Ran’s palace.

Jiang Chen had kept the relic all this time, and it seemed now to be the right time for him to refine it and absorb the martial dao essence within.

He guessed this was a martial relic that a peak emperor cultivator had left behind; or perhaps a half-step great emperor. Once it was completely refined, it could cause explosive growth in his martial cultivation level.

The young man was currently advanced emperor realm, close to eighth level. After the relic, he had a good chance to instantly ascend to ninth level emperor realm or even peak emperor realm.

Any other young genius pursuing such a radical method of cultivation risked backlash. For them, this was engaging in long-term gluttony. It was a strategy liable to damage one’s own fundamentals.

Jiang Chen’s biggest advantage was that his fundamentals were more stable than most, and he had the ability and methodology required to speed up his proverbial metabolism.

Other geniuses might have needed to consider their endurance in refining such a relic. It was crucial for most people to take the process slowly, taking in the power of the relic one chunk at a time.

Though Jiang Chen couldn’t refine the entire thing in one go, he could do so quicker and more efficiently than just about anyone else.

This was the greatest advantage his previous life’s memory provided. From the beginning of his cultivation, he had paid significant attention to his fundamentals. They were ten times better than those of any other genius that existed in the human domain.

When he had been at the cusp of spirit realm all those years ago, he avoided breaking through until he could get his hands on the Five Dragons Opening Heavens Pill.

Why was that?

Because he wanted to do everything in his power to improve his base. Doing so would lay down the framework for his future martial dao endeavors, which meant he could take the straightest path and never worry about sustaining the pace.

Ordinary people could only see one step ahead of their own cultivation. Geniuses, ten or a hundred. Jiang Chen, however, could plan out absolutely everything about his cultivation. He could see thousands of steps ahead thanks to his experience.

In a secret room, he sat cross-legged, greedily consuming the Ming Tuo relic’s essence.

The relic did contain potent martial essence. It had been formed from its previous master’s martial energy, distilled from an entire lifetime’s worth. A normal cultivator rashly refining it would have very likely have suffered serious injury from the powerful energy backfiring. Damage to one’s meridians and ocean of qi was highly impossible.

The best outcome in case of accident would be a grave injury.

On the other hand, Jiang Chen found refining the relic trivial. He chipped away at the relic little by little, controlling the rhythm of refinement perfectly.

“The previous master of this Ming Tuo relic was definitely a genius when alive. He wouldn’t have been able to so flawlessly crystallize his martial dao essence otherwise. Alas, he met with misfortune and death in the Paramount Realm.”

As Jiang Chen refined the relic, he kept careful tabs on its energy and purity. In that process, he sensed and resonated a little with the emotions its master imbued. It was a wondrous kind of communication, surpassing the boundaries of life and death.

In the last moments of the expert’s life, his emotions had transitioned from anguish, despair, to accepting his fate, and understanding. Jiang Chen immersed himself in those emotions.
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Enormous Gains


The process through which he refined the Ming Tuo relic brought Jiang Chen on a rollercoaster of emotions, repeating the cycle of reincarnation. This invisibly, but noticeably increased Jiang Chen’s martial comprehension.

It took three days for Jiang Chen to fully refine everything of value in the relic. The Ming Tuo relic itself transformed into faint, iridescent light as he completed the final steps, dissipating in the young man’s palm.

This marked the final ending of one life and the renewed evolution of another.

Jiang Chen gradually opened his eyes, relishing the martial dao increase the relic had granted him. He didn’t lose himself in exuberance; he had become more collected and composed.

“A martial dao relic is an extraordinary thing. Absorbing a peak emperor’s true energy would only bring about a limited increase. But receiving it through something as concentrated as a relic… I was able to take in almost everything.” The difference between the two modes deeply stunned Jiang Chen.

This was the first time he refined a martial dao relic. He now understood why many experts preferred to refine the essence of their own martial dao into relics before their deaths.

They had done so in order for their martial cultivation not to go to waste. Generally, these relics were given to their cherished juniors.

The juniors lucky enough to become recipients of these relics were fortunate indeed. In general, all of them were able to follow the path of their genius forebears, eventually making their own names in the world.

Of course, not every cultivator chose to create a martial dao relic. It was a complicated science to be able to do so at all. Moreover, some selfish cultivators were unwilling to benefit others with their legacy. Both these factors contributed to the scarcity of the relics.

The drastic change the Ming Tuo relic had imparted him informed Jiang Chen that he had broken through to ninth level emperor realm without even knowing it.

“A martial dao relic is a marvel of natural artifice.” Jiang Chen was very certainly pleased with the change it had affected in him.

He was just as pleased with his own foundations. Any other genius wouldn’t have been able to refine the relic within the short span of three days. Six months, a year, or even a decade or two: all were possible.

Jiang Chen had dared to refine the relic in three days for two reasons. One, because he had been seventh level emperor realm in the first place, bordering on eighth.

Two, he had the memories from his previous life as well as distinct foundations to rely on.

These advantages added together created the three-day miracle.

Jiang Chen wasn’t happy enough with his current progress. He wanted very much to charge into great emperor realm with his remaining momentum. However, preliminary attempts showed that his grasp over his own strength was somewhat immature. Further consolidation was needed first.

Jiang Chen wasn’t single-minded or stubborn enough to insist on doing things his way. He turned back in the face of impracticality. Cultivation required time and steady progress. Compared to others, his cultivation speed was already incredible.

“Never mind. I am only a step away from great emperor realm, so I see no point to be too hasty.” After giving up on his impulse, Jiang Chen took out two storage rings from another storage ring.

“Heh heh… Shu Wanqing and Xiahou Jing. One of them was a secluded expert, the other a scion of a Myriad Abyss Island house. Their storage rings are sure to have many treasures.”

When he’d first gotten the rings, he had tried brute forcing them open. However, it turned out that he was a bit lacking despite his secret methods. The rings hadn’t wanted to oblige.

He wanted to give it another try after breaking through with his cultivation. He was at peak emperor realm now. Perhaps the small gap that had been lacking before was now bridged?

Jiang Chen used a secret art to call upon his consciousness, slowly unlocking Shu Wanqing’s storage ring slowly.

Each storage ring bore its master’s seal. When its master died, more than half of it would disappear, but the seal that remained was nevertheless hard to break. Thankfully, he had many secret methods to deal with such locks.

“Hmm? I couldn’t continue past this point last time. Shu Wanqing put a large obstacle here. That old man was annoyingly cautious. Does he want to keep his fingers closed from beyond the grave?” Jiang Chen wasn’t discouraged. He kept noodling at the problem.

Click!

A flash of inspiration led Jiang Chen to the sudden opening of the seal.

“Alright. Now that this level is open, the storage ring shouldn’t be far behind.” Jiang Chen was a bit anxious. He wanted to know very badly whether that old fool had anything amazing stashed away.

The storage ring of an empyrean hermit was still something very much to look forward to.

These empyrean experts were generally over ten thousand years old. They had lived for much longer than the current generation of human experts. Their treasures must contain many more shockingly rare things than one would expect.

Though Jiang Chen was already fabulously wealthy, especially after the raid on the Order, the more quality treasure the better.

Clack!

Jiang Chen was pleased to hear the opening of the final lock. Shu Wanqing’s storage ring was laid bare before his eyes.

Rather excited, he immediately scanned the ring with his consciousness. He needed to eliminate any hidden dangers first.

Many experts were wily enough to leave a few traps and snares within their storage rings. These measures were instituted to avoid having their treasures fall into the hands of their mortal enemies after death.

Jiang Chen wasn’t some kind of foolhardy brute. He didn’t forget himself in happiness. His consciousness did a perfunctory scan, then paused in surprise. “Old man Shu did leave a trap!”

On the edge of the ring were several thin needles invisible to the naked eye. Each was tipped with deadly toxin!

It was unlikely for them to pain the person they pricked, but the toxins could drop a cultivator in moments should they spread.

“An underhanded old bastard.” Jiang Chen remarked to himself, then sucked these poison-tipped needles out using special methods. After dealing with them – and checking for the absence of other traps – he began to tally the spoils.

“Alright, alright!” He drew a sharp breath with only a single sweep of his eyes.

Jiang Chen had seen more than his fair share of wealth. He was the master of Veluriyam Capital, and Sacred Peafowl Mountain’s vaults were shockingly well-stocked in their own right. But Emperor Peafowl’s remnant riches could not compare to Shu Wanqing’s hoard.

One had been the ruler of something as prominent as Veluriyam, and the other, simply some old wandering hermit!

“Living so long has its advantages. He’s managed to save up a lot of fortune within his lifetime.” Jiang Chen let out a long sigh as he looked over the treasure piled up everywhere within the ring.

The spirit stones could not be counted.

Most importantly, the old man’s spirit stones weren’t ordinary saint spirit stones, but the highest rank of sky spirit stones.

Just like there were sky rank spirit herbs, so too did sky spirit stones exist. Naturally, sky spirit stones corresponded to great emperors rather than empyrean experts.

One sky spirit stone could be exchanged for ten thousand saint spirit stones, and the old man had tens to hundreds of millions of them.

“Empyrean experts are fabulously rich, alright!” Jiang Chen didn’t know what to say. As the son of a celestial emperor in his previous life, he’d seen and owned much more than this.

He was surprised at the fact that the riches of an empyrean expert far outpaced that of an ordinary cultivator in the human domain. The difference was night and day!

“Haha, killing an empyrean expert is risky, but quite profitable!” Jiang Chen smiled self-deprecatingly, then kept tallying his spoils.

“Hmm? Is this a weapon?” He saw a dagger that didn’t appear very sharp at first glance, but it emitted a heart-pounding aura. The demureness of its killing intent was a crouching savage beast, pulsating with murder.

“This dagger is definitely an empyrean rank weapon,” Jiang Chen exclaimed in praise as he held it in hand. “The old man has quite the collection!”

He had a use in mind for the weapon already. Not for himself, but Dan Fei. Jiang Chen remembered that Dan Fei was an expert with shorter blades. The dagger would be a massive boost to her combat prowess.

“There are talismans here too?”

There was a shelf with several talismans. Four in total, with two of them being identical. The other two were different.

Jiang Chen identified them one by one.

“Tsk tsk, empyrean experts really do only have treasures and no trash. The two talismans that are the same are empyrean equivalents of Imperial Advent Defense Talismans.”

These talismans were able to instantly increase one’s defense to empyrean realm once activated. It could allow someone to take a full power empyrean attack unharmed!

“Hahaha, old man Shu Wanqing was quite the selfish sort. These treasures weren’t particularly useful to him, but he still didn’t give them to his juniors.” Taking ownership of these empyrean defense talismans both delighted and lamented Jiang Chen.

He couldn’t create such special talismans himself for now, but the old man had two of them. They could be used three to five times each. A cultivator would find them deadly efficient in battle against same-level opponents, like growing wings for a tiger.

“Let’s see what the other two are!” Jiang Chen was in high spirits. He was discovering how counting the spoils could be. Out of the other two talismans, one had a sharper light.

He laughed after identifying it. “As I expected, there were offensive talismans too. This talisman behaves like the Imperial Advent Onslaught Talisman, but it’s empyrean realm. It allows great emperors to temporarily attack with empyrean might. Not bad, not bad!”

What were the talismans left over?

Jiang Chen was even more expectant about the last, picking it up.
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I’m Rich!


The last talisman shook Jiang Chen to the core. It was a rare specimen of a concealing talisman.

Concealing talismans were incredible in that they concealed every trace of one’s presence. Invisible to eyes, inaudible to ears, undetectable to consciousness, completely melded into the song of the void. Only those with the sharpest consciousnesses could notice that something was awry through the tiniest of disturbances.

Concealing talismans were favored by assassins, but they were also extremely difficult to make. Very few of them existed in the world.

The value of a concealing talisman far surpassed an offensive or defensive talisman of the same level. Its uses for sneak attacks aside, it could also be used to aid one’s flight in case of danger.

The talisman was perfect for both offense and defense. But of course, it was of questionable effectiveness against especially powerful opponents. However, one could say the same for other talismans too. That still gave the advantage to concealing talismans.

“No wonder Shu Wanqing was able to infiltrate the Moon God Sect’s former lands and assassinate Gunuo Village’s prince. He had this incredible talisman to help him!” Jiang Chen shuddered at what could have been.

What would’ve happened if Shu Wanqing had used this concealing talisman to visit Sacred Peafowl Mountain? Thankfully, the Nine Sparks Petalstorm Formation was present here. Though it couldn’t have kept him out, it would have forced him to make a racket.

“Shu Wanqing must’ve come, but found it impossible to break the formation undetected. That’s probably why he didn’t risk it, hmm?”

This was his best guess.

If Shu Wanqing wanted to get rid of Jiang Chen, the easiest and best way was to just assassinate him. What was the point of feigning an attack on a savage prince?

“Talismans can create remarkable opportunities. Thankfully, I was able to trap him within the Nine Labyrinth Formation. Otherwise, it would’ve been quite difficult to kill someone using this talisman.”

Conflicts tested whether the advantages of one side were sufficient to overcome the disadvantages of another.

The Nine Labyrinth Formation had been powerful enough to ensnare Shu Wanqing, disabling the expert’s ability to use the talisman. Not that using it would have done him much good in that circumstance. Within the formation, the talisman wouldn’t be able to function at its full strength.

It was far more likely, though, that Shu Wanqing had simply underestimated him.

The old man’s temperament meant that he hadn’t considered it possible for Jiang Chen to kill him despite trapping him. Thus, it was likely he had never seriously thought of using the talisman.

When Jiang Chen ambushed him, he hadn’t had the time to react to the sudden developments. And after his serious injury, he could no longer get the most out of the talisman. From beginning to end, Shu Wanqing hadn’t been given any real opportunity to use it.

“But it’s good that he never pulled it out. That means all the more uses for me!” Jiang Chen looked at the talisman. It had clearly been used at least twice, but three or four uses remained yet.

“I’m going to keep this for myself.” Jiang Chen carefully put the talisman, alongside an Empyrean Onslaught Talisman and an Empyrean Defense Talisman, into his storage ring. These three talismans would be standard issue for him from now on. He would always carry them in order to have a chance against real experts in a difficult fight.

The remaining Empyrean Defense Talisman could be a potential gift. The utility of each and every treasure had to be maximized, no matter what.

The four talismans were only the tip of Shu Wanqing’s iceberg of wealth. Most people would find most of the items here unbelievably wonderful, but Jiang Chen didn’t consider much of it worth anything. Things intended for great emperors especially, Jiang Chen gathered up and set aside. He planned to give all of it out as rewards to his subordinates.

Shu Wanqing had owned many valuables and seemed to have had a penchant for being a pack rat. The ring was brimming with treasures. Even a hundred great emperors added together would not be able to compare to an empyrean expert in terms of possessions.

“Empyrean experts are very good at accruing wealth.” Jiang Chen had to concede this fact.

He ignored everything pill-related in the ring, sparing a passing glance at the other treasures, but refined pills were neither interesting nor worth his time. He gave them a single sweep, then put all of them away.

Still, the pills were extraordinary by worldly standards. The pills provided amazing opportunities for almost any great emperor. He would give these away when appropriate; Jiang Chen trusted only his own pills.

As a master of pills in his previous life, this was a sticking point.

He did like the spirit herbs a lot better, though. Spirit herbs were creations of nature rather than works of artifice. They were much more beautiful to him through their pure origin. He loved these natural, unprocessed specimens.

Shu Wanqing had plenty of spirit herbs in his collection. Regrettably, even an empyrean expert like him had only managed to collect largely sky rank spirit herbs. However, there were many more trees than the average great emperor would have possessed.

The old man’s sky rank spirit herbs numbered in the thousands. Many things Jiang Chen had dreamed about were present here. The Heavencloud Ganoderma, for example! A required material for the Emperor Supremacy Pill, and Shu Wanqing had ten of it!

“What a rich old man!” Jiang Chen observed. He had tried to buy these for several years with only limited success.

But here they were, ten of them neatly beside each other, sitting in the old man’s storage ring. Moreover, it was obvious that spirit herbs of this level held little benefit for the third level empyrean Shu Wanqing.

Even so, he had greedily clung to them. He preferred to let them gather dust inside his storage ring rather than allow them to benefit the world.

“Are all these empyrean experts complete misers?” It wasn’t Jiang Chen’s place to speak though. He had enriched himself through exploiting Shu Wanqing’s miserly nature.

He inventoried these sky rank spirit herbs excitedly. He wasn’t going to distribute these as part of the spoils. Only in his hands could the herbs’ values be maximized.

“Hmm? These two spirit herbs are separately contained in high-quality spirit containers. Is there something different about them?” Jiang Chen’s eyes lingered on two boxes that distinguished themselves above the rest.

He drew a sharp breath when the boxes were opened.

“Heaven rank spirit herbs?”

Spirit herbs had ranks too. For mortal cultivators, sky rank was the highest they could hope to see in their lifetime. In actuality, sky rank spirit herbs were only so named because they were above earth rank. They corresponded to great emperors rather than empyrean ones.

Sky rank spirit herbs in other words, had not stood the test of the heavenly dao. Ones that did manage to weather the storm were classified as heaven rank spirit herbs.

A catch-all name to be sure, but a necessary one to characterize them as being effective for empyrean experts.

Jiang Chen was filled with familiarity upon seeing the two spirit herbs. These were the kind he’d come in contact with the most in his previous life. Though they were comparatively lower quality compared to their fellow heaven rank brethren, he found their sight comforting nevertheless.

“Not bad, not bad.” Jiang Chen toyed with the two heaven rank spirit herbs, lost for a moment in memories of his proud past. He found it difficult to maintain control of himself.

“I must work hard to comprehend and surpass the heavenly dao, so that I can enter and explore the heavenly planes.” Remembrance of his former life caused all his repressed emotions to swell up.

It took quite a while before he quelled his emotions. He put away the heaven rank spirit herbs in a safe place; he didn’t have a use for them right now, but he was sure to in the future.

One could never have too many of such amazing treasures.

After taking stock of the pills and spirit herbs, Jiang Chen selectively kept back a few other items, leaving most to be set aside for others.

Shu Wanqing had collected methods most extensively of all.

There were tens of thousands of tomes within the storage ring, detailing rare methods of every variety. The old man had been an astute collector. He had sorted his library into bookshelves, organized by level.

“Tut tut, that old man has been robbing and pillaging all his life huh? It’s hard for a regular person to gather all these together, even if he lived for ten thousand years.” Jiang Chen found this to be rather remarkable.

He had negligible interest in the books themselves, but they were indubitably quite valuable.
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The Mysterious Chain Seal


The ancient scriptures didn’t interest Jiang Chen one bit. He’d already committed to memory a vault’s worth of scriptures that were much more profound in every aspect. However, the scriptures belonged to the human race and should percolate back to society.

He flipped through them briefly, a rough plan already in mind.

After that, he went through the rest of the items in Shu Wanqing’s storage ring but found nothing else of use. Just as he was about to conclude his findings, a box hidden in a corner caught his eye.

Hmm? Why’s a box wedged into this tiny crevice?

His curiosity was piqued; he was taken by the box that’d appeared after everything else had been accounted for.

He picked it up but didn’t open it in a hurry. He placed it far away and tapped a concealed weapon on the box’s lock. Kerchunk! The lock snapped opened, revealing the contents inside.

Contrary to his expectation, there was no trap. Just to be sure, he activated God’s Eye to check if there were any hidden dangers before drawing close to the box.

It was decorated very exquisitely on the inside and was divided into three partitions.

Each partition contained pill-like objects. Jiang Chen shook when he saw them. They were too familiar!

“Martial dao relics?” He couldn’t believe his eyes!

These martial dao relics were quite similar to the one he’d just refined, except they were of much higher quality. These were clearly great emperor level relics!

“How in the world did that old man get his hands on these?” Questions flooded his mind as empyrean masters typically didn’t have much use for great emperor relics.

But avid collectors wouldn’t care about that. Any treasure, as long as it was valuable, had a place in their collection. However, collecting three martial dao relics of great emperor quality was still a very impressive feat.

They were extremely rare after all. Most cultivators nearing the end of their lifespan would still bear some hope for a miracle to happen. Not everyone had the courage to give up on their dreams and distill their martial dao essence into a relic. It simply wasn’t realistic.

Even if they did have the courage, it’d be a waste of effort if they didn’t possess the secret arts to do so.

“Haha! Why’s the old man so much more likeable all of a sudden?” Jiang Chen cast away all negative thoughts upon setting his sights on the relics. A pleasant surprise had been waiting at the end after all!

These would be extremely useful. He could hardly think of anything better!

These relics will truly speed up my cultivation once I’ve broken through to great emperor. It’s not like the empyrean realm will be a hop, jump, and a skip away, but it will greatly decrease the time I need to breakthrough.

His heart fluttered. It was the first time he’d felt that life was so exciting and worth looking forward to. He’d taken another step closer to the heavenly planes!

They’d be almost within reach once he’d entered empyrean realm. The thought alone was enough to cause his lips to curl up involuntarily.

Even though it’d been decades since he reincarnated in the Divine Abyss Continent, his memories hadn’t diminished one bit. In fact, they only became clearer with each passing moment. He cherished his family, friends, and peers in his current life, but his father from the life before would always remain in his heart.

The love between father and son could never be replaced.

Father, wait for me. You’re celestial emperor of the Taiyuan Realm. Even the destruction of the heavenly planes would not kill you. I don’t know if you have anything to do with my reincarnation, but I do know that you’re the reason why my previous life was filled with a million years of wonderful memories despite my yin constitution. I will always remember the sacrifices you’ve made to concoct the Sun Moon Pill…

Father, I’ll find you soon!

Jiang Chen was filled with indomitable resolve. The droplet-shaped chain seal in his consciousness sensed his resolve and trickled a few drops of clear liquid. The tear-like liquid was vividly radiant as the ancient cosmos and seemed to contain indescribable power.

A chill ran down his spine.

“What’s going on? The chain seal reacted to my resolve?” He was thrilled by seal’s sudden reaction.

Father must've planted his will into my consciousness in the form of the seal! The water droplets… they have such depth and power to them…

His instincts told him that the water droplets contained enough power to destroy the entire world over if released. Not even the strongest of empyrean masters could exude that much power. In fact, they'd instantly turn into dust before such immense strength.

The seal is simply too profound. It seems that father definitely had a hand in my reincarnation. Perhaps the seal is some kind of safety charm or crystallization of father’s hopes?

His heart squeezed tightly when he recalled his father’s love. It took a while before he finally collected himself. The seal had returned to its dormant state, a silent guardian in his consciousness.

His heart brimmed with warmth. His father had doted on him greatly in his previous life. Even though they'd been torn apart, his love and care was still ever present.

Perhaps father is why I’ve been able to thrive in this world like a fish in water? Without his blessing, would my memories be enough to bring me so much success?

Jiang Chen had always thought that his meteoric rise to the top in the Divine Abyss Continent had solely been due to his massive vault of knowledge. But it was now apparent that he was giving himself too much credit.

The higher he climbed, the more complicated everything became. Things could no longer be taken at face value. His success must all be due to the fortune that his father had bestowed upon him!

This cheered him up greatly. He set Shu Wanqing’s ring aside and moved on to Xiahou Jing’s ring. He sighed after messing around with it a little. Storage rings from Myriad Abyss Island are protected by a much more sophisticated seal. Even at my current cultivation level, I'm still unable to open it. Oh well, I’ll put it aside and try again after I've broken through to great emperor.

He wasn't in a hurry. Xiahou Jing was a genius from House Xiahou, but he wasn't the most talented and was still very young. There was no guarantee that his ring would have better loot than Shu Wanqing's. In fact, it was more likely to be inferior.

Of course, Jiang Chen’s main priority wasn't to loot the treasures inside, but to find clues or hints about the situation at Myriad Abyss Island was. By analyzing these treasures, he could find out just how powerful House Xiahou really was.

After sorting out his emotions, he exited closed door cultivation.

“Eh? Young lord, you…” The Jiao brothers immediately noticed the change in Jiang Chen’s aura. However, their reaction was within the young lord’s expectations.

“It’s merely a small breakthrough, nothing to write home about. I've already imparted the secret art needed to refine the empyrean decrees to you, make good use of it and remember that time is of the essence.” Jiang Chen advised solemnly.

The brothers exchanged wry glances. They considered themselves geniuses in the cultivation world, but compared to Jiang Chen, their speed was that of a snail’s.

Breakthroughs seemed as mundane as eating and drinking to their young lord. He was made one almost every other day, rendering everyone speechless.

Judging by his aura, it was likely that he was now only a step away from great emperor. He was already such a frightening being in the emperor realm, one could only imagine how scary he'd be once he'd broke through!

The two were filled with shock and reverence. Following a young lord like him was probably their greatest fortune and guarantee as the world descended into chaos.

The Embittered Savages were Jiang Chen’s immediate concern upon exiting.

He couldn't understand why their army had remained motionless and refrained from moving out. It almost seemed like the war-hungry tribe was content with only conquering the northwestern corner of the human domain.

“Young lord, this is extremely suspicious. War and pillaging is in their blood. Like locusts, they’re born to be warmongers. There's no way they'd be content with just the remote bit of land they've gotten. The longer they remain motionless, the more concerned I become.” Emperor Wellspring had become Jiang Chen's most trusted advisor. His ability to see the big picture and judgement were both extremely sharp.

Jiang Chen nodded in agreement. “Agreed. I can only imagine that they're concocting some kind of grand scheme.” Of this, he had no doubt. However, what exactly was the nature of their plotting? He pondered long and hard, but to no avail. Perhaps they planned to recruit the secluded experts?

But that didn't make much sense either. Which respectable human would willingly be a dog for an alien race?
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The Embittered Savages’ Holy Land


Jiang Chen pondered for a moment, but to no avail. He waved his hand. “Oh well, let’s maintain the status quo in that case. Rather than keep guessing at their plans, we’ll continue improving our strength and be ready for no matter what they throw at us.”

“Understood.” Wellspring smiled.

That was why he admired the young lord. Despite Jiang Chen’s age, he didn’t panic in the face of all of these strange events. It spoke volumes about his courage, his broadness of vision, and his confidence. Such a leader was born to achieve great things.

Peerless laughed. “I was convinced the moment I laid my eyes on the young lord I should be friends with him and not enemies. Hahaha!”

Indeed, he’d favored the young man ever since their first meeting in Pillfire, when Jiang Chen had posed as Shao Yuan.

“Gentlemen, don’t worry and continue cultivating diligently. In the troubled times to come, there will be ample opportunities for leading figures such as yourselves to contribute.”

The two great emperors nodded. Indeed, the greatest help they could provide at present was to break through to empyrean realm as soon as possible. The presence of empyrean masters would be the greatest deterrence and morale boost.

“I need to make a trip to deal with some issues.” He did so without any fanfare, departing alone without disturbing anyone.

He soon reached Coiling Dragon Retreat, Emperor Coiling Dragon’s domain.

“Young lord, weren’t you in seclusion? What wind’s blown you my way?” Coiling Dragon asked with a happy smile.

“Coiling Dragon, I came to bestow an opportunity onto you.”

“Oh?” The great emperor rubbed his hands in eagerness. The young lord wasn’t one to disappoint. “Hehe, young lord, don’t leave me hanging. What opportunity?”

Without further ado, Jiang Chen produced a great emperor relic in his palm. “This relic contains the martial dao essence of a peak-stage great emperor.”

“Ah? A great emperor relic?” Coiling Dragon flushed with excitement.

“You’ve heard of them?” Jiang Chen said in surprise. These items were seldom seen. How did Coiling Dragon know of them?

The great emperor scratched his head with a chuckle. “Hehe, I’ve heard His Majesty Peafowl mention them once upon a time. They’re apparently hard to refine? And most cultivators are reluctant to create such relics.”

Jiang Chen smiled. “You’re right, that’s why you’re fortunate.”

Coiling Dragon laughed heartily. “Definitely, but my greatest fortune was for my clan to meet you, young lord!”

Back then, he’d been stuck at peak-stage emperor realm. His life had been near its end, so frail even a breeze could’ve blown it away. It’d been extended thanks to a Pinecrane Pill granted by Jiang Chen, allowing him to smoothly reach great emperor realm.

He’d obtained the young man’s guidance once more afterwards. Together with the assistance of the Emperor Supremacy Pill, he’d broken through again. Although his cultivation still trailed behind most great emperors in Veluriyam, his progress had been lightning fast.

The relic was certain to sharply increase his strength even further in a short time!

“The Coiling Dragon bloodline flows in your veins, so I have high hopes for you. You’ll reach peak stage soon with this relic and will be ready to challenge the empyrean realm. Remember, that realm holds an entirely different meaning for you. You’ll be a dragon grown wings, soaring to the heavens!”

Coiling Dragon felt his blood boil. “Young lord! Be assured I’ll spare no effort to repay your trust!”

Jiang Chen nodded. “This relic is most suitable for you. No one else has one.”

The great emperor grinned. “Hehe, I reached great emperor realm not long ago, so I have a great deal of room for improvement, right? Don’t worry young lord, my lips are sealed.”

Such a matter truly needed to stay a secret, or it might cause envy.

“If you break through in the future, just tell the others it’s because heritage in your bloodline awakened. There’s no need to mention the relic.”

“Understood.” Coiling Dragon well knew the importance of the matter.

“How’s Ji San been of late?” Jiang Chen suddenly remembered he hadn’t seen this companion-in-arms of his for a long time.

“He left the city to gain experience in the outside world soon after reaching emperor realm.”

“Oh?” Interest sparkled in Jiang Chen’s eyes. Such a move at such a time was daring indeed.

“Ole Third is more talented than me. He said that in our chaotic times, a man of character ought to leave his mark and make a name for himself.”

Jiang Chen laughed and exhorted patiently. “Haha, great. His ambition is commendable. Alas, I would do the same were it not for my heavy responsibilities. Apart from the relic, there’s also this jade token. I’ve stored some of my refining methods inside. Just follow them. Remember, don’t be rash or fearful. Proceed as you ordinarily would,”

There was some risk involved with refining the relic, but with enough control and lack of undue haste, the issues wouldn’t be too severe. At Coiling Dragon’s age, he wouldn’t strive recklessly for quick results like a young man.
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The Savages’ domain was about only a tenth the size of the human domain, equal at best to the smallest region in Upper Eight Regions. Their lands were also far less fertile in comparison.

Only, they were fierce and resilient folks, their character forged by the poor environment. Hence, they could survive no matter the crises they faced. Even the ancient demon-sealing war had left few scars.

Of course, it was partly because their lands were too barren that no demons had been stationed there, sparring them from a great calamity. Without too much threat from the demons, the Savages’ gap with the greatly wounded humans shrank further and further, to the point they’d almost caught up.

Inside their holy land, inside an ancient temple.

A sacrifice was currently drawing to a close. Countless warriors had received the ritual’s baptism, their sharp blades ready for a brand new campaign.

“Greetings to Forefather Embittered Bamboo and the Holy Beast! Our tribe will be ever victorious!” The warriors lifted their bone spears aloft, exposing their sinewy muscles, tall frames, and explosive bodies.

Smoke clouded the sky above the temple. A hazy red light faintly flickered within.

In the next moment, a strange, thin as a match man walked out with a disproportionately big head. A beast followed in his wake from the smoke, looking like a lion yet not a lion. Its mouth was filled with malevolent fangs that still seemed to drip with the blood of its prey.

An equally malevolent necklace made from bones rested on the old man’s chest. Added to his skeletal body, he made for an incomparably strange sight.

“Children, my Embittered Savage graves, you are invincible with the blessing of the Savage God!” he suddenly said in a hoarse voice.

Like the world’s holiest gospel, his voice sent the gathered warriors into a frenzy. He was clearly a supreme ancestor-level figure, the reverence from the sturdy warriors proof of his godlike status.

He squinted slightly, basking in the feverish atmosphere of an army before battle. But radiant light suddenly flared in his seemingly drowsy eyes as he gazed at a certain spot in the sky.

“Who goes there!” As soon as his voice fell, the beast at his side pounced at the sky like an arrow springing from its bow. The flawless coordination between voice and action demonstrated the old man’s perfect control over his beast.

“Long live the Holy Beast, long live!” Rather than being surprised by the sudden turn of events, the warriors became even more fervent, inspired by the beast’s grand, heroic outburst.

Streaking through the air like a meteor, the Holy Spirit reached the sky in the blink of an eye and opened its maws wide, its fangs pervading the air with the stench of blood.

“Back down you go, filthy animal!”

A stern shout resounded from the air. In the next moment, alternating purple and white lightning clapped down from the clouds, faster than the eye could see, and smacked the Holy Beast on the top of its head.

The spirit creature twitched fled with a roar and its tail between its legs. In its eyes, dread had replaced the previously ferocious glint. Whimpering, it scuttled back to the forefather.

Bitter Bamboo frowned in surprise. The beast was contracted to him. Though its strength couldn’t match his, ordinary empyrean cultivators were nothing in front of it.

Who on earth was the invader to scare it away in one move? He narrowed his eyes, his expression reluctant. “Who is it that trespasses my tribe’s forbidden temple? Don’t you understand the rules?”

An indifferent voice descended from the clouds, “Forbidden? It’s only forbidden for your kind. As an outsider, I have no obligation to abide by your rules.”

Anger swelled in the forefather’s chest. He cackled through clenched teeth. “So does that mean you’re not simply passing by, but here to stir up trouble?”

“I guess so,” the voice replied languidly.

Such a frank answer struck Forefather Bamboo speechless. He brayed laughter at the sky, but his tone suddenly darkened. “So you intend on being unreasonable!”

“Why should I be reasonable? Am I not allowed to come to your holy land?”

The forefather fumed. “Nonsense! How dare you sound so self-righteous when you’re the trespasser?”
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The Disheartened Forefather Bamboo


Forefather Bamboo and the Savages had never been ones for appropriate conduct, but like anyone else, they were harsher on others than on themselves. It was fine enough oppressing others, but they would never stand for being toyed with!

Sure enough, the voice chuckled remotely. “Isn’t trespassing on another race’s lands a specialty of yours? What, are you the only ones allowed to? Can’t I come and take a stroll in your domain?”

“Oh?” Looking pensive, Forefather Bamboo’s eyes suddenly lit up. “I understand now. Human?” He broke out into hearty laughter. “It’s hard to imagine. Humans have always been weak and timid as a mouse, but you must be a powerful one to dare make trouble in my holy land.”

“You’re right. And what of it?”

The clouds suddenly roiled downwards, as if some sort of power was pressing down on the entire sky. Countless bolts of purple lightning snaked amongst the clouds like snakes and dragons as they rained down in a furious torrent.

Seeming to possess aiming ability of their own, the fearsome bolts struck the group of Savage warriors dead center. There were at least several thousand warriors in front of the temple, all of them helpless against the deluge of lightning. Naked torsos toppled one after another as they lay on the ground, twitching.

Those most critically hit were instantly scorched into lumps of coal.

Forefather Bamboo stared, dumbstruck. “Bastard, I’m going to kill you!”

To think this human would attack without warning! And rather than the forefather himself, his target was his fighters instead. The lightning-wielding human was obviously an empyrean master, someone the gathered warriors couldn’t compare to individually.

Though shrewd beyond comparison, the forefather had been caught off-guard.

“Die!” The old man’s skinny figure turned into a faint blue blur that shot at the sky. At the same time, his fingers gripped the air, creating enormous bone claws encircling half of the sky.

These claws could capture anyone slightly lacking in cultivation. It was incredibly difficult to escape from their clutches.

But with a flash of light, the figure in the clouds turned into a trail of light that vanished in the sky.

“Don’t think you can run away!” Seething, Forefather Bamboo chased tightly behind, afterimages trailing behind as he gained speed and punctured the clouds.

However, the fleeing figure in front of him was equally fast. It seemed that after all that talk, the interloper would avoid a direct confrontation!

The Holy Beast followed behind the forefather, man and spirit creature united in hot pursuit.

The temple was a mess after the strange events. The earlier strike had killed more than half the warriors, while the survivors lay on the ground and wailed with grief.

A terrible glint shone in the forefather’s eyes, but he was secretly alarmed. “They say humans are weak, but this man is clearly different. Even if he’s not my match, he can’t be that much worse judging by his speed.”

He’d previously imagined he’d quickly catch up. Then he’d capture the man and beat him into submission, and then parade him around in the human domain and strike a lethal blow to their morale. However, his plan sounded lovely, but it wasn’t so easy to achieve in practice.

One retreated and one chased behind. The show went on for one hour, then two hours...

One day, two days, three days...

A month went by in the blink of an eye. Many times, the forefather had thought he’d finally caught his prey, only to be thwarted at the last second.

At the beginning, he’d considered calling it quits, but his anger wouldn’t let him. Near the end, this determination had almost become a form of torture.

He’d left his domain to lead his kin to great glory. The armies of the four great villages were gathered northwest of the human domain, waiting for his command. But a surprise foe had appeared before he could set off.

On the third day, he’d begun to suspect the human was intentionally leading him on a merry chase. But he couldn’t give up now even if this was the case. Every time he thought of doing so, the man would swagger in front of him like a ghost, threatening to flatten his temple and destroy the Savages’ faith.

The temple was the tribe’s pillar of spiritual support. It was a totem, the fulcrum of their beliefs. Its destruction would be a catastrophe for the entire tribe.

Hence, though the forefather burned with impatience and yearned to fly to the human domain, he had no choice but to stay the course. He summoned various Savage powerhouses in the meantime, urging them to pursue this trespasser.

Only, his target was far more slippery than he’d imagined.

Most importantly, the human was always on his guard. He accurately predicted each time the experts blocking his path and deftly avoided their traps, leaving the forefather and his empyrean reinforcements powerless. Crestfallen, they could only hurl abuse his way.
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In the dead of the night, inside a deep valley somewhere in Savages territory,

Inside a secluded cave, Forefather Bamboo and four other empyrean masters were tensely debating the best plan. These four new elders were the guardians of the four great villages who’d come at his call, respectful of his status of a totem to the tribe as a whole.

“Forefather, the bastard is cunning. He’s wasting your time on purpose. Our armies are waiting in the northwest, and the more we delay, the greater the blow to their morale.”

“I agree. The humans have a saying that one needs to strike the iron when it’s hot. We can’t make our warriors wait any longer.”

“Despicable humans, how dare they use such a cheap trick!”

“Forefather, why don’t you go ahead and lead the invasion? Leave the chase to us. We can protect the temple even if we can’t kill him,” an elder with angular eyes suggested.

The forefather sighed. “Do you think I don’t want to? But what if the bastard goes to your villages and attacks your lands while you’re guarding the temple? Is there anyone back home who can withstand that guy?”

The Savages had four great villages, each of them powerful enough to count several empyrean masters in their ranks. However, most had left for the campaign against the humans, ready to sweep away everything in their path like a tornado.

The four elders paled, their expressions turning stiff.

After trying to catch up to the human powerhouse for this long, they’d personally experienced how troublesome the man was. It would truly be an issue if he raided their homes as the forefather had said.

The atmosphere grew heavy.

A slightly chubby elder gnashed his teeth. “How can our plans of a grand, holy war be halted by a single man?”

The group was at its wits’ end. If the forefather couldn’t go to the northwestern lands, the results would be easy enough to imagine.

Left to their own devices, each village had its own selfish goals. They seldom acted in concert. If they were to fight without a leader, the elders would thank the heavens if the forces weren’t all picked off one by one, to say nothing of wiping out the humans. It was the reason they’d been waiting for the forefather.

The latter was the villages’ common ancestor. No one could contest his prestige or his power. He was a supreme figure towering above them all. His presence would keep the army under control.

Without him, the army might achieve a few easy victories, but to make deep inroads into enemy territory was another kettle of fish.

The ancestor asked darkly, “This old man has a mission for you. Can you complete it?”

“What is it?”

“You don’t need to kill him. Just keep him busy. Can you do that?” He now had no choice but to compromise. He couldn’t waste his time any further.

All four elders mumbled indecisively. No one answered outright. They were weary after a month-long chase and had no confidence they could handle the human.

“There are four of you and only one of him. If you can’t deal with a single human, we might as well give up the invasion and go back home. Revitalizing our tribe would be impossible.” Displeasure laced the forefather’s voice.

He’d hoped these four fellows would agree decisively. But none of them possessed any courage, it would seem. They hemmed and hawed, shirking their responsibilities.

Intimidated by the forefather’s scowl, the elder with the angular eyes responded weakly, “Keeping him busy might be possible. How long do we need to?”

The forefather thought for a moment. “A month at best, three at most. I’m roughly aware of the humans’ general situation. There’s only a Veluriyam Capital who can weather the storm. The other factions are worthless rabble. Of course, there must be some hidden masters as well, which is worrisome. Taking all the elements into account, three months is a reasonable estimate!”

Three months. The four elders looked at each other and nodded. “Forefather, we’ll do our best. In worst comes to worst, we’d rather leave our villages vulnerable than let him destroy the temple. This we swear to you!”

They knew the temple was the forefather’s main worry. As to their villages, he might not particularly care.
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A Plan of Splitting Troops


In the northwestern lands, the four great Savage armies occupying Moon God Sect territory teemed with impatience. Forefather Bamboo ought to have arrived a month ago, but he was still nowhere to be seen.

They’d received word that he’d been held up by something. Meanwhile, the villages weren’t to act rashly, but to stay put and wait. But their patience had worn thin.

On this day, the upper echelons had gathered together.

“Everyone, we don’t know when the forefather will grace us with his presence. By waiting here, we’re giving the humans more time to prepare. This really… goes against our fast and furious style!”

“Definitely? We come and go like the wind. That’s our main advantage. If we give the humans enough time to prepare, that’s shooting ourselves in the foot. All of their factions have been scared stiff and have taken refuge in Veluriyam. They’ve taken all the good stuff with them. Even if we go loot them one by one, there’s little profit to be made. So what are we supposed to do, let off steam on some commoners?”

The Savages loved massacre, but in principle, the martial dao world left the commoners alone. Only the deranged would slaughter them. Such actions went against the heavenly dao. It damaged the cultivators’ own fate, and to be more dramatic, it could endanger the race as a whole.

“Gentlemen, this king has a bold suggestion,” a chieftain offered with a smile.

“Chieftain Flowerback, what’s your brilliant plan? We’re all ears.”

“I don’t know how brilliant it is, but according to my analysis, almost all of the human experts are currently in Veluriyam. So what are we staying here for? We can absolutely press forward and lay siege to the city.”

“Isn’t it too rash to march before the forefather arrives?” someone countered skeptically.

“Hmph! We can wait for him before starting the battle, but why can’t we surround them first? We’ll weaken their resolve and scare them witless. Once the forefather arrives, we’ll cut into their panicked ranks like a hot knife through butter. We have nothing to lose.” The man who’d spoken was the chieftain and foremost powerhouse of Flowerback Village, one of the four great villages. He was also one of the greatest heavyweights in the entire race.

The other three villages fell into quiet contemplation.

Another chieftain wore a headband with a green plume inserted in the back, a combination sported by all the tribe’s upper echelons behind him. Known as King Greenplume, he was the chieftain of Greenplume Village, another of the four great villages.

“King Flowerback’s proposal is bold but feasible. Extraordinary times call for extraordinary measures. As long as we’re careful and cooperate sincerely, we can make the best use of time!”

For the Savages, time was money. Their one concern on this campaign was the faster the better. Compared to the humans, they were far too few in numbers. They couldn’t afford a protracted war.

Otherwise, no matter how ferocious their warriors were on the battlefield, they wouldn’t be able to trade life for life against the enemy’s tide of numbers.

“King Gunuo, King Yuanqiang, what do you think?” King Greenplume smiled faintly at the two other chieftains.

Among the four chieftains, the bronze-skinned King Gunuo was the only handsome one, yet it didn’t diminish his manly, virile image in the least. He was father to Gunuo’s prince.

King Gunuo had been nursing quite the grudge. As first-comers, his village should have been first to the loot, but the punk Jiang Chen had disrupted their plans, even ambushing his son by surprise. His son still hadn’t fully recovered from his wounds!

So he nodded as well. “I agree. Time is of the essence. I’m sure the forefather won’t blame us for our showing of initiative.”

Out of the four great chieftains, only the chieftain of Yuanqiang Village had yet to declare his stance. His golden-brown hair rippled like a lion’s mane, imparting a ferocious and untamed air.

He grinned from ear to ear. “Since no one objects, of course I’ll go along with the plan.” This fellow seemed the straightforward type, but was in fact slick and evasive, never offending anyone.

“But how should we proceed? We can’t have all four villages marching together. It’d attract too much attention and we’d easily fall prey to an ambush.” His eyes shifted left and right as he voiced his worries.

“You’re right. I’ve considered this issue as well.” King Flowerback nodded. “Our warriors are temperamental. Traveling together will harm our march’s efficiency. We should divide our forces into four instead.”

“Split up? Is that right?” King Greenplume looked skeptical.

“What’s inappropriate about it? The main human force is in Veluriyam. The first rank sects are all empty shells.” King Flowerback’s tone was firm. “Look at this map. There are too many sects between us and Veluriyam.

“Here’s Pillfire, once their most flourishing city. And here’s the Sublime Chord Temple and Eternal Celestial City domains. There, the Skysword Sect. A bit further to the northwest is the Empyrean River Palace. To the west and southwest lie the Heavenly Dragon Sect and the Ninesuns Sky Sect. We can reach Veluriyam from any of them! By splitting into four, we might even reap some unexpected gains along the way. First rank sects are the fattest sheep in the human domain. Their people might have run away, but they can’t take their houses with them, can they?”

His suggestion excited all of the other chieftains. All had benefited quite a lot from occupying the Moon God Sect. The women had taken a large portion of their treasures with them, but it had been impossible to stow everything away.

The looting of a first rank sect was a temptation hard to resist. They looked at each other, their eyes brimming with eagerness, clearly moved by the proposal.

“Alright. King Flowerback, you’re full of strategies. I can’t refute your reasoning.” King Gunuo sighed softly.

King Greenplum chuckled. “What are we waiting for then? Let’s plan our routes at once!”

The route partitioning was in fact tricky as well. All four chieftains were shrewd beings. They knew that even among first rank sects, some were wealthier than others. Everyone naturally wanted the richest itinerary.

King Yuanqiang cackled. “Hehe, the routes need to be fair. We can’t afford internal conflict. Otherwise, we’ll have to face the forefather’s wrath!”

This was no exaggeration.

King Flowerback turned grave. “I’ve highlighted four routes. Please examine them in detail. We’ll need to come to an agreement in advance, so if you come to regret your choice later, you only have yourselves to blame!”

Everyone pricked their ears and solemnly looked in his direction as he unfurled a map. “Look. This route goes straight south across many mountains. You’ll need to endure the bitter cold to reach the Heavenly Dragon Sect and the Ninesuns Sky Sect. It’s the most rewarding route, but also the one most fraught with hardship because humans haven’t settled the areas in-between. It’s completely barren land.

“The second route goes through Pillfire. After wiping it out, you can march towards the Eternal Celestial Capital or Skysword Sect before the final destination.

“The third one goes through the Sublime Chord Temple and Eternal Celestial Capital. Afterwards, you need to head south to reach Veluriyam.”

“The fourth one makes a long detour towards the Empyrean River Palace, then goes down south through the Skysword Sect before arriving in Veluriyam. Does anyone have objections?”

“No objection. They all seem clear and reasonable and there’s no conflict between them. But how do we allocate them?”

The choices were relatively fair, but a slight difference still existed. However, the difference was within their margin of tolerance.

“That’s not for this king to decide alone. For the sake of fairness, I suggest drawing lots!”

Drawing lots?

The three other chieftains beamed at the idea. “That’s right, let’s decide on that. We’ll swear an oath to not change our minds after the results!”

No contradiction had arisen between the villages this time. No one had sung a different tune as everyone had the greater plan in mind.

The results were quickly delivered.

Gunuo Village was given the route toward the Heavenly Dragon Sect. It might be the richest route, but it was also the most arduous one. Of course, arduous didn’t mean the great factions, but rather many natural obstacles.

Yuanqing Village drew the northeastern route toward the Empyrean River Palace, then south to the Skysword Sect.

As the ones to suggest the plan, Gunuo Village drew the one through the Sublime Chord Temple and the Eternal Celestial Capital, while Greenplume Village was the one to go through Pillfire.

King Flowerback announced, “Gentlemen, to avoid disputes, let’s swear in the name of the temple never to complain about our marching orders!”

“Certainly!”

After the chieftains swore the oath, the villages began their preparations, full of eagerness for the upcoming journey. They headed in four different directions the next day.

Countless Goldbiter Rats were disseminated through the northwestern lands. Although they didn’t understand the Savages’ plans, they continuously kept Veluriyam abreast of the latest developments.
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Counterplans


News steadily passed on to Jiang Chan through the Goldbiter Rat King.

“Taking four different routes?” Jiang Chen was truly dumbstruck this time. Was this what the four great armies had finally come up with after biding their time for so long?

The Savages were isolated in enemy territory. Weakening their forces by dividing them was a cardinal military sin. The young lord was shocked by the enemy’s decision. Not out of fear, but stupefied by the sheer idiocy.

“These Savages must have mush for brains. Don’t they have any fear? What do they take us for?” He smiled wryly despite himself.

Wellspring muttered, “They’ve always been known for bravery rather than intricate schemes. I’d be dubious if they could come up with any profound war plans.” To tell the truth, despite the great emperor’s wisdom, he couldn’t fathom the enemy’s intentions.

Peerless shook his head with a wry smile. “I don’t understand this either.”

Jiang Chen laughed. “No matter what, judging by their different itineraries, it’ll be difficult for them to coordinate their efforts. This is an opportunity for us.”

Peerless’ eyes lit up. “Do you have an idea, young lord?”

Jiang Chen smiled. “I do, as a matter of fact. But I still need more information to be certain it’s not a trap.”

But in fact, he’d already devoted significant thought to it and felt that the Savages didn’t seem ones to come out with new tricks. Without question, they’d made a major blunder.

But he was in no hurry. He sat down and waited for news.

By splitting their forces and marching in different directions, it would take them some time before reaching Veluriyam, not to mention they planned on wiping out stray forces along the way. It would take half a month at the very least, giving for the young lord ample time for his arrangements.

So, he waited to consolidate the stream of information from the Goldbiter Rats. His instincts told him this was a chance. Sure enough, news arrived one after another.

“The four villages really have split up! It seems they’re headed for the various first rank sects.” He was flabbergasted when he realized their pathing.

Wellspring slapped the table with a shout. “Young lord, what a chance! They’re true to their nature alright. Their wildness is bone-deep. They lack any semblance of discipline and can only see immediate gains. It looks like they’re planning to loot the deserted first rank sects. They’re nothing but bandits!”

Jiang Chen nodded in agreement and slapped his thigh. “Great! I was worried they’d hole up in the Moon God Sect. Since they took the initiative to leave and even split up, it’d be a pity to refuse such a gift. What do you think?”

Wellspring smiled. “One shouldn’t refuse a heaven-sent present. Young lord, what are your plans?”

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “I need to crush only one of the four villages. If I can eradicate it completely, it’ll terrify the other three.”

He didn’t have enough men to split his own forces. It was impossible to head for a second village after dealing with the first, so he had to pick his target carefully.

Wellspring unfurled the map and analyzed the four routes. “Young lord, which group is your goal?”

Lost in thought, Jiang Chen stayed silent for a moment. “This one. They’re isolated and their itinerary is full of danger. The conditions are ripe for an ambush.”

“It’s the one chosen by Gunuo Village.” This route headed straight south from the Moon God Sect through countless barren areas en route to the Heavenly Dragon Sect.

Perhaps the Savages thought they were experts in this kind of terrain, hence they didn’t particularly mind the route.

“Gunuo Village, what a coincidence!” Jiang Chen’s mind was set. “Gentlemen, I leave Veluriyam in your hands while I’m gone. If these secluded masters come to cause trouble, just delay them. They won’t be too reckless with the Vermilion Bird here.”

He was most worried about the threat posed by the hermits when he was gone. Fortunately, he wasn’t so short in manpower at the moment. He even had Senior Vermilion guarding the city.

As usual, he left four golem brothers on Sacred Peafowl Mountain as a guarantee against any possibilities.

He secretly left on that day with the other four brothers, on his way to lay a trap for Gunuo Village. On the whole, their route was crystal clear to him. The question was where to ambush them.

In the end, he set his sights on a large mountain valley sitting just before Heavenly Dragon Sect territory. Gunuo Village was sure to pass through there; they’d have to take a detour that would last a couple days otherwise. That was an impossible choice for a group pressed for time.

Not to mention, the valley was rather safe. There was little reason to avoid it, especially when the Heavenly Dragon Sect would be almost within reach once outside.

“Here will do.” After an on-site inspection, the place seemed simply perfect.

The valley wasn’t difficult to traverse, but it wasn’t particularly wide. There was a razor-thin line in the middle, sandwiched between two mountains.

“Young lord, are we going to fight head to head with the Gunuo here?” Big Stone eagerly rubbed his hands.

“There’s just a few of us against a whole bunch of elites. It’d be a gratifying fight, but do you think we’re likely to win?”

Big Stone scratched his head with a chuckle. “Hehe, not likely.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “In that case, why should we do so? We’d play straight into their favorite style.”

With a smile, he started looking for the best spot. The final choice had to be perfect. He couldn’t grant the enemy any chance to sniff out any clues. Once done, he announced with a smile, “This place.”

He fished out big bundles from his clothes. Those were spoils he’d seized from the Order after killing Elder Mo and Elder Peng.

They contained one of the Order’s two most fearsome poisons, namely the Soulless Powder. It was transparent and odorless. Once blended into the terrain, it was more terrifying than any miasma, a silent killer in the night that struck without warning.

Jiang Chen disseminated the powder in every direction.

Big Stone chuckled. “Hehe, isn’t that the stuff the Order used against us last time? Savior, you’re so good at taking advantage of everything.”

Jiang Chen patted his hands with a smile. “It’s free, so it’d be waste not to use it.”

“Yeah. You’re not a moron like that Order. You put that stuff to good use. Then again, the Savages are braindead musclemen, how could they match your intelligence?”

Young lord this, savior that, Big Stone spewed flatteries nonstop, highly excited.

Jiang Chen did indeed put the Soulless Powder to good use. This was the most efficient method he could think of right now. More importantly, he could avoid unneeded fighting. If lucky enough, he could even subdue his foes without sounding the alarm.

If violent fighting were to erupt here, the battle would probably alert the other villages. Attacking a second village wasn’t in the plans, but if everything proceeded without a hitch, there was no reason not to give it a try, was there?

After setting up everything, he relaxed and told the four brothers, “Let’s take cover for now.”

With Goldbiter Rats leading the way, they hid underground, entirely concealing their presence.

All they needed to do now was wait. Gunuo Village’s men should be arriving soon, on their way to the Heavenly Dragon Sect.

Meanwhile, the village was regretting their draw. They’d suffered untold hardships en route, encountering many crises as they trudged along: poisonous miasma, extreme weather, poisonous insects or animals, violent spirit creatures...

They’d already lost a tenth of their troops, quite an alarming number. Their so-called army was composed entirely of elites. There were a few thousand of them at most. Losing several hundred men in one go was a great blow for the village.

At long last they left the dreadful area behind them.

“Screw it, I get why humans haven’t laid down a road here. It’s simply impassable!” a Gunuo fighter swore.

King Gunuo walked among his men, his charismatic face unreadable. Hearing someone complain, he replied mildly, “Stay sharp. If you can’t endure this little bit of suffering, how will you subdue the humans, gain wealth and status, drink their wine and enjoy their women?”

An elder at his side encouraged, “Stop complaining. We’ll soon reach Heavenly Dragon Sect territory. Think of the loot! Isn’t that the reason we’ve come this far?”

Sure enough, the ranks brightened at his words.
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The Gunuo King’s Anxieties


After bringing out the map to analyze their current progress, the Gunuo army livened up. The Heavenly Dragon Sect was indeed very near.

“Past this river is a valley. Beyond that are the sect’s sacred grounds. That sect styles itself the third strongest sect in the human domain and is rumored to have an ancient dragon heritage. We won’t be going home empty-handed today!” The elder rained encouragement.

“Great. Let’s go now, we don’t need to rest! It’s just a valley!”

“There won’t be that many dangers in that valley, right?”

“Haha, do you think dangers will be allowed to remain in a valley near the sect’s home base?”

“That’s true. So the valley should be safe then!”

“Come on. We’ll see if it’s safe or not. The chieftain is leading us and we have many elders with us. Do you think they’ll miss anything?”

The Gunuo warriors shone with greed for the Heavenly Dragon Sect’s goods. Their clean-out of the Moon God Sect had given them a taste of the spoils of war. The potential winnings from a first rank sect stronger than the Moon God Sect could only be more than what they’d gotten so far.

“Don’t rush,” King Gunuo ordered. “Everyone is tired from traversing the hills and mountains. Rest for a night and we’ll set out tomorrow morning.”

The king’s orders had to be obeyed regardless of willingness. The army rested on the spot. After some well-deserved sleep, it recuperated much of its energy and spirit.

The king was pleased with his people’s enthusiasm. “According to our information, the Heavenly Dragon Sect joined the Order of Wind and Cloud at first. After that Order’s defeat, it was shut down by Veluriyam Capital. Most of its experts are dead and it’s a husk of its former self. My sons, this is the time for us to pillage their wealth. Are you willing to put your blood and lives on the line?”

“We are!” These Gunuo warriors were uniformly ardent.

“We embark!” The king was roused by the exuberance of his subjects. He had ordered last night’s rest to allow some time to think. They were deep into human territory now with no possible outside help or backup. Additional caution and consideration was needed for their every move.

The Gunuo king was a bit different from the other chieftains. He liked to think before doing, though the Savages weren’t exactly known for their wisdom.

Past the river was a winding mountain range. There was a valley before them; beyond that was the border of the Heavenly Dragon Sect’s headquarters. The valley didn’t appear to be particularly dangerous.

King Gunuo observed the valley for a long while. “Gu Qi, do you think there’s something strange about this valley?” he asked the old man near him.

Gu Qi considered the sight for a moment before shaking his head. “I can’t tell,” he cracked a crooked grin. “It’s… different from the wastelands we were in?”

King Gunuo sighed after a long look. “I don’t know why I chose to rest rather than proceed yesterday. I felt uneasy for some reason.”

Gu Qi’s eyes shifted around. “Shall we prepare a bit more, my chieftain? Or take a detour?”

The king laughed. “Am I supposed to back out of the plan because of some emotional disturbance? Do you know how long a detour would take?”

“Two or three days,” Gu Qi coughed out a dry chuckle.

“Yes. We don’t have that much time to waste. The other three villages have easier and straighter paths to their goals than us. We can’t lag behind them in our conquest.”

“Not too much, at least.” Gu Qi nodded.

“Come. We’ve covered harder and more arduous roads than this. What can this harmless valley possibly do to me?” King Gunuo’s tone carried the timbre of superiority and authority.

Prominent leaders like him tended to be a confident bunch. He wasn’t going to be scared off by insubstantial internal warnings, nor was he going to shy away from the task at hand.

Savages didn’t balk in the face of danger. If the Heavenly Dragon Sect was going to attempt a foolish resistance, all the better. Razing an entire first rank sect could make them fabulously rich overnight. For them, the human domain was heaven!

Unlike humanity, the Savages’ leaders were more responsible. Right now, King Gunuo was at his army’s vanguard. Several of the tribe’s experts followed closely behind. Two others shored up the rear. The distribution overall was quite reasonable.

Unlike usual times, the king didn’t take large strides forward. Instead, he slowly proceeded with care and discretion.

The valley was very quiet. There were a few bestial cries, but those didn’t affect the cultivators’ mentality. Everything appeared quite safe.

However, King Gunuo was more bothered the further in he went. There was a niggling in his mind that it’d been unwise to take this route. There was no evidence to prove that his premonition was correct, however. Not a hint of danger appeared.

“Am I overthinking things?” Doubt flickered through his mind. He usually placed great trust in his intuition.

“My intuition has rarely failed me through all these years. Is there really someone waiting in the valley?” King Gunuo slowed down a bit more. At the same time, he transmitted to his people: “Keep your wits about you. Prepare for battle.”

Though everyone else had no idea why their king was being so prudent, his strength and ability was enough to give credence to his instructions. The army’s relaxed nerves drew taut.

The troops continued onward. Each step was taken with excruciating care, as if the ground would sink in the very next moment.

Everyone was on edge, but the calm journey didn’t seem to warrant their reaction. The battle they’d been anticipating didn’t arrive.

They were almost at the valley’s exit. They could see it with their own eyes.

There was a collective sigh of relief. Perhaps their chieftain had overreacted. There didn’t seem to be much danger after all. If they were at the end already, what could an ambush really do at this point?

“Gu Qi, do you feel anything wrong?” King Gunuo still wasn’t completely at ease. He turned to his trusted advisor.

“My chieftain,” Gu Qi smiled wryly, “I’m afraid I was too slow to have noticed anything.”

“Maybe I’m being too paranoid,” King Gunuo sighed. “We’re almost at the exit. Don’t let go! Outside this valley is the sect’s border. On flatter land, that sect can’t hope to ambush us successfully.”

“Yes, sir!”

The king waved. The army advanced without delay.

As it did so, King Gunuo’s face suddenly fell. His brow furrowed heavily, his consciousness experiencing a bizarre shock. Dread coursed through his heart. In the next moment, he felt a vague emptiness in his empyrean qi ocean. It was hard to maintain focus.

What was happening?

This inexplicable condition sent beads of cold sweat down the king’s back.

“Stop, stop!” the king waved, his voice terse.

“What is it, chief?” The nearby elders gathered to his side.

“Sense your qi oceans. Is there something odd about them?” King Gunuo was grim, clearly somewhat agitated.

One of the elders immediately yelped. “My qi ocean is blocked off. My head is spinning…”

“Mine… mine as well!”

“Not good!” The Gunuo king was in full panic mode. “Everyone charge! Hold nothing back. We must get out of here!”

The chief of Gunuo village led the charge by blasting off toward the valley’s exit.

The others didn’t dare defy the king given his reaction. They followed close behind using every ounce of their remaining strength.

The army’s formation started to crumble. Some of the ones with weaker cultivation stumbled, their feet leaden.

Thump, thump!

More and more fell to the ground, moaning for their companions to help them up.

But who was going to rescue his fellow at this time? The terror of death chased the Savages, clogging their chests with a primal instinct to flee. None of them would help even someone at their feet.

A few seconds might mean the difference between their own life and death.

“Ignore the others. Charge out!”

“Charge!” Though the formation was now in complete shambles, many did manage to reach the valley’s exit. The Gunuo king’s dashing figure stood upon some empty space nearby, his eyes gazing into the distance. He was looking for something.

“Come on out!” The king’s voice was cold. “You humans are cowardly and shameless. You only know how to use tricks and schemes! I’m not afraid of you!”

His voice rang out like a great bell, grand and majestic. From the sound, it certainly did not sound like he was weakened at all.

A mocking laugh echoed from the void. “The Gunuo Village, isn’t it? You’re the king, then. A word of advice, don’t try to pretend you’re fine. The more you resist, the faster the toxin will act. Be a good boy and sit down. With your cultivation, you might still have a chance at eliminating it from your system.”

Every tribesman was wide-eyed and slack-jawed at the message. Apprehension was plain upon their faces. They’d been poisoned?

This scary thought drilled into every man’s bone. The Embittered Savages were barbaric and fearless, but they did fear death. This kind of bloodless death without any battle was utterly shameful to them.

King Gunuo’s handsome face contorted. “You bastard, do you think I can’t pluck you from your hiding place?”

The voice roared with laughter. “Very good. The angrier you are, the deeper the poison will spread. King Gunuo, why are you even here? Aren’t you a chieftain back home? Why must you deliver yourself into the jaws of death here in the human domain?” The derision came from none other than Jiang Chen, of course.

As he spoke, he appeared not far from the king. The Holy Dragon Bow was slung across his back and four stone golem brothers stood in a line behind him.
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Taking Them All


“You… you are the young lord of Veluriyam Capital?” King Gunuo wasn’t slow on the uptake. He immediately reacted to the youth’s age and bearing. This couldn’t be someone from the Heavenly Dragon Sect!

Jiang Chen smiled placidly. “You have a keen eye. What a shame you came to the human domain to forfeit your life. Shall I oblige you?”

The king paled. He finally realized that his intuition had been warning him about this poison formation rather than an ambush!

The formation had been cleverly set up to obscure all traces of its existence. When he’d finally noticed, the poison had already invaded his consciousness.

King Gunuo squinted at Jiang Chen through half-closed eyes. If I can take him down, maybe I can force him to give me the antidote! This is my last chance!

He knew that his current condition was awful. If he started a fight, the poison would only act quicker. But he had little choice otherwise.

He pounced like a shadow in Jiang Chen’s vicinity.

The four stone golem brothers stepped up without another word. They swung their enormous weapons at King Gunuo with a practiced hand.

King Gunuo was extremely strong at fourth level empyrean realm. Two or even three cultivators at Shu Wanqing’s level wouldn’t have been able to stop him. But he needed to be at peak performance to be unstoppable.

Currently, the king could barely exert a third of his strength, and that fraction was quickly decreasing. This was why he had taken the risk to catch Jiang Chen.

“Out of my way!” King Gunuo instinctively believed that these four brutish guards had little combat ability. His shoulders shook, his empyrean aura slamming into the four giants.

The total ineffectiveness of the attack surprised him.

“How can this be?” Among the warriors of the village, four other empyrean experts came rushing in from the back, howling with fury. They understood what the king intended to do.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “Come on, then.” He arched his back, raising the Holy Dragon Bow at the oncoming enemies. “Strike!”

He was a half-step great emperor now. The Holy Dragon Bow’s power had been amplified greatly thanks to the increase in cultivation. Each arrow it fired had the power to bring about death.

Normally, he wouldn’t have been able to kill empyrean experts with single arrows. But these ones were severely debilitated.

Missiles that normally would’ve been able to be dodged found its mark by half a beat’s difference. A bloody hole appeared in the Savage expert’s head, his body exploding in gory finale shortly thereafter.

“Again!”

Roaring loudly, Jiang Chen grabbed three more arrows, pointing them at the three other empyrean experts. They halted in their step when they saw the fearsome sight of their companion’s corpse. They were afraid.

King Gunuo was utterly exasperated at their reaction. Why were they worried about personal safety at a time like this?

If the four of them had swarmed Jiang Chen, they would’ve had a very good chance at capturing him. Even if they’d killed him, it was possible to find the antidote on his body somewhere!

A moment’s delay due to terror changed the circumstances entirely. The opportunity had been lost.

In their moment of hesitation, Jiang Chen tossed forth his Nine Labyrinth Formation. The three experts were swept within. They didn’t have time to recover from being caught off guard, and scurried about fearfully like lost dogs.

Jiang Chen didn’t want to waste energy attacking them. His goal was to trap them and leave them to live or die as they would.

King Gunuo was his only prey today. He was the formidable enemy. Though the king was poisoned, he was able to suppress its effects. This distinguished him far beyond his fellow tribesmen.

Thankfully, the four stone golem brothers were quite strong too. They put everything they had to prevent the king from escaping.

Sneering, Jiang Chen materialized two Confounding Puppets in the air. The puppets pounced upon King Gunuo with reckless speed.

The king was already gasping for breath in the one-against-four brawl. The two deathless puppets made the battle significantly harder for him.

Jiang Chen locked onto the king from afar, three arrows nocked upon his Holy Dragon Bow.

“Go!”

One, two, three. The linked arrows formed a perfect arc through the air towards the king.

King Gunuo was busy enough with his brawl. He couldn’t respond in a reasonable manner to the three arrows.

Thump! A hammering blow from one of the stone golems slammed into the king’s back.

King Gunuo stumbled forward, attempting to disperse into fleeing light.

However, Jiang Chen didn’t give him any respite. The three linked arrows arrived at his face.

King Gunuo gasped, then flipped backward, barely managing to avoid the attack.

Jiang Chen’s Confounding Puppets weren’t far behind. They pounced on the king’s legs, grabbing one leg per puppet.

The king was slack-jawed from what’d happened. He’d seen many fighting styles, but shameless clinging onto thighs like this was a first since childhood. Wasn’t this something only kids did in spats?

It was exactly because he hadn’t expected it that he had been caught off guard by the puppets. He was trapped now.

“Well done!” Jiang Chen shouted. An arrow was nocked once more. Whoosh! It hurtled in the direction of the king’s knee.

The Gunuo king could use a variety of postures to avoid other points of attack. But his lower body was trapped, so he couldn’t move his knee very much.

Boom!

The arrow turned into a ray of light, sinking itself deep within the king’s knee. There was a cracking sound.

In the next moment, the bottom half of the leg disappeared. Only a bloody stump remained.

“Huh?” King Gunuo hadn’t expected something so catastrophic. His leg was as good as useless. He fell over dejectedly, defanged and declawed. The Soulless Powder of Wind and Cloud had taken full effect now.

“Jiang Chen!” Loathing was writ all over the king’s face. In the end, it transformed into intense supplication. “Jiang Chen, give me the antidote. I will exchange key intelligence for it!”

Antidote?

Jiang Chen smiled wryly. “I got this poison from someone else. I don’t have the antidote for it. Even if it exists, I’m not interested. As for key intelligence, why not trade it for your son’s life?”

Someone dragged over the village’s prince, Gu Tianqing. The younger Savage glared hatefully at Veluriyam’s young lord. Clearly, he was still hung up on being injured in the assassination attempt.

“Is underhanded the only way you know how to fight, Jiang Chen? Trying to assassinate me and ambushing Gunuo’s army. Why not fight face to face instead? Aren’t you the young lord of Veluriyam? Dare you fight me fairly?!” Gu Tianqing shrieked.

Jiang Chen smiled mockingly. “Do you think yourself worthy to fight me?”

He had fought enemies far stronger than Gu Tianqing before. A fair fight? Jiang Chen wanted to bray with laughter. These bastards of bandits, these invaders of the human domain, wanted fairness and justice?

Gu Tianqing was too naïve.

The disdain at the corner of Jiang Chen’s mouth burned Gu Tianqing with indescribable shame. Only one on high like him was fit to make that kind of expression! He seethed with anger.

“Oh that’s right, about that attempted assassination. You should thank me! The person responsible was actually Shu Wanqing. I’ve already dealt with him.”

Gu Tianqing's steps faltered, his face shifting between red and purple with blistering emotion.

“I have a lot of time, King of Gunuo, but your son doesn’t look the same way. You should know how strong the poison is, hmm?” Jiang Chen had no words to waste with the Savage king. Unless he wanted to see his son die in front of his eyes, he had to divulge all he knew. King Gunuo blanched, looking a decade older.

“Ah, it’s all over. I’ve lost completely. Jiang Chen, are you sure you’ll let my son go? You won’t kill him?”

“I don’t particularly enjoy releasing predators back into the wild,” Jiang Chen retorted coolly, “but since you’re willing to make such a huge sacrifice for your son, I’ll make an exception. Tell me your secrets. After you’re done, I’ll send you on your way. Tell me, why did the four villages’ armies remain in the Moon God Sect’s former territory without setting out?”

He desperately wanted to know the answer to this question. What kind of strange and stupid answer did the Gunuo Village have for him?

“Alas, if not for delaying there, how would things have come to this? I shouldn’t have listened to King Flowerback’s boasting!” However, the Gunuo king recalled their mutual agreement. No one could renege or vent their regret on anyone else.

“So you had no special reason for staying at the Moon God Sect for so long?”

“Of course not. Hmph, we were all waiting for Forefather Embittered Bamboo. He’s a pillar of the Embittered Savages and his word is law. We couldn’t come to any consensus without him, much less plan our attack.”

“Then why did you split your armies four ways?”

“That was King Flowerback’s suggestion. He said that the forefather would come at some point anyway. He said it was better for us to advance on Veluriyam Capital first, taking out a few other sects on the way.”

The king had tossed aside his regal pride. He knew that his life was as good as over. But perhaps he could keep his son alive to visit vengeance upon his foe.

Jiang Chen burst into laughter. He shook his head inwardly. The Embittered Savages were destined to remain uncivilized and barbaric; their intelligence could not be overestimated. There were many ways to divide up the forces, but they’d chosen one of the dumbest.

Jiang Chen almost wanted to thank King Flowerback, despite having never met the Savage. How idiotic would one have to be to come up with such a crazy proposition?

Heading deep into enemy domain after splitting limited troops up into four groups… Jiang Chen wouldn’t have ever made such a rookie mistake.
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Subduing the King of Gunuo Village


Jiang Chen relaxed at this moment instead. He stepped forward with leisure and changed the subject. “King Gunuo, you make it sound like you four chieftains don’t have the highest authority in your tribe?”

“The highest authority naturally belongs to Forefather Embittered Bamboo. All four villages obey him because he’s the master of the Temple, the center of our faith. He can communicate with our gods.”

“Communicate with your gods? Do you really believe that?” Jiang Chen smiled lazily. “Tell me about his cultivation.”

King Gunuo felt a bit awkward. “I don’t know exactly, but his cultivation is above us four chieftains. Some even suspect he’s sixth level empyrean realm!”

“Oh?” The young lord quirked an eyebrow. Such a master would be an existence to be reckoned with.

Even in the heavenly planes, this strength would result in a decent status. Once at greater empyrean level, a man of common birth could be bestowed a noble title, albeit a lesser one. Was the forefather this strong?

Surprised, Jiang Chen asked again, “Then why hasn’t he arrived yet?”

“I heard he’s busy with a human powerhouse who’s gone to our domain to cause trouble. The man even threatened the Temple’s safety, so the forefather can’t afford to take it lightly. The Temple is our holiest of holies. Our entire tribe’s fortune would suffer if anything were to happen to it.”

Jiang Chen tried to organize his thoughts.

“Forefather Embittered Bamboo, a human powerhouse…” His eyes lit up. “To think a human secluded expert would finally assume their responsibilities! I wonder who it is?”

That was highly unexpected. He’d stopped counting on human empyrean masters ever since meeting Shu Wanqing. Yet, one of them had gone to Savage territory to delay Forefather Bamboo and paralyze the Savage army’s march.

People in Veluriyam had hazarded many guesses, yet it seemed they’d been far from the mark.

Looking at the Savage king wilt where he laid, Jiang Chen asked with an easy smile, “Do you think your tribe is truly strong enough to conquer us?”

The older man closed his eyes, his voice heavy. “The victor is king. What else is there to say? If not for our barren lands and lack of resources, you humans would have nothing on us! You have such vast territory, yet you waste it in petty squabbles among yourselves. What wastes of existence you are! Why do we hardworking Savages have to toil on barren wastelands while you lazy pigs wallow in these fertile soils?” His tone bristled with frustration and injustice.

Jiang Chen laughed in spite of himself. “Each race is bestowed its own lot. You don’t seem to recognize that. Such is destiny. Would your kin truly be so hard working without your difficult environment? With an easier life, are you certain your warriors wouldn’t become indolent pleasure-seekers?”

It was the honest truth.

Who would willingly live an ascetic life? The Savages’ nature had been shaped by the limits of their environment.

The king sighed softly. “No matter. Give me a clean death. I simply hope you will abide by your promise and spare my son.”

Whether human or Savage, a son was always an object of constant worry.

Jiang Chen smiled. “I’m not the bloodthirsty sort and have little to gain by killing you. I can actually spare you. Do you want to listen to my offer?”

His survival instincts stirred, the king’s eyes shot open. “What is it?”

“Have your village pledge allegiance to me. Not only will I spare you, I’ll even make you the supreme ruler of your tribe and help your race flourish.” He drew a perfect vision of the future for the older man to see.

Hesitation was writ large on the latter’s face.

The proposal was certainly tempting. The Savages had little qualms about both attacking or surrendering to the humans. Integrity or honor wasn’t high on their list of priorities. They were a pragmatic sort who’d always followed the profit. In this instance, survival.

After a moment of contemplation, King Gunuo looked at Jiang Chen with bright, piercing eyes. “Young lord, there’s only one question. What about the forefather? How will you cope with such a powerful existence?”

Become the ruler of the tribe? As long as the forefather lived, such talk was a simple joke. A sixth level empyrean master was a thorny issue.

Jiang Chen didn’t answer directly. Instead, he fired back another question with a subtle smile on his lips. “Isn’t that your problem to solve?”

King Gunuo blinked. “What do you mean?”

“I’m merely offering you a chance to live. Are you going to rely on me for everything? Even if I’m looking for a puppet, I’d rather have a capable one, don’t you think?” Jiang Chen responded lazily.

Since the king wanted to live and accomplish his ambitions, he should come up with a solution himself. Even if not, he ought to appear proactive at least. Otherwise, Jiang Chen might as well kill him right then and there

King Gunuo finally remember this wasn’t a negotiation between equals, but a choice between life and death. He became lost in thought. How to deal with the forefather?

The issue was a great taboo he wouldn’t even have dared to contemplate before. But other choice did he have now? Every man for himself, that was the rule of the martial dao world.

He seriously considered possible plans, before finally sighing. “Young lord, it’s impossible to quell him with force. According to my understanding of Veluriyam, you don’t have the power to either. But I might try the method you used against me.”

He’d come to admire the young man’s skills after unwittingly falling into his trap.

“Heh, that happens to be my idea as well. But you need to personally act as bait.” Jiang Chen smiled.

The stratagem had been effective against King Gunuo. The same trick might not work against the forefather, but things might turn out differently with the king as a double agent. An inside enemy was the most poisonous kind.

Looking at the emptiness below his knee, the king lamented, “How can I go back in this shape?”

“If I could pierce your knee, so I can heal you as well. You just decide whether you’re in or not,” Jiang Chen responded uncaringly.

King Gunuo clenched his teeth. “I’m a dead man if I’m not, but I might have a chance if I am. Is that really choice?”

He’d made his decision. I’ll do it!

Jiang Chen clapped with a chuckle, then glanced at the warriors behind the king. “What about your village? Can you guarantee they’ll follow you?”

The king replied. “Please be at ease. Everyone I’ve brought is trustworthy! I’ve personally nurtured all these warriors!”

“Very well. Let’s hear your oath then.”

Realizing his impasse, the king clenched his teeth. “I, the king of Gunuo, hereby swears my surrender to young lord Jiang Chen. I will be wholeheartedly loyal. I will do whatever he tells me to do. May celestial thunder strike me dead if I lie!”

“And your son?” Jiang Chen turned his gaze to Gu Tianqing.

The latter had no choice but to follow suit. “I, Gu Tianqing, follow my father in surrendering to young lord Jiang Chen. May the heavens smite me if I renege on my oath.”

Jiang Chen turned stern. “King Gunuo, not that I don’t believe you, but each of your men has to swear the same oath, or I won’t let them live.”

“Don’t worry, this I can promise you. Young lord, can you heal me now?” As a man who cared about his appearance, he didn’t want to go about without half a leg.

There were many miracle cures in the world, but it would inappropriate for Jiang Chen to leave him hanging, so he started the treatment at once. He had many elixirs at his disposal that could restore a man’s flesh and vitality. The king’s wound was naturally no exception.

After a moment, the man’s legs were roughly healed.

“Here’s the antidote. Suit yourself.” Jiang Chen handed it over to King Gunuo, releasing the latter’s experts from the Nine Labyrinth Formation at the same time.

The king embraced this crushing defeat wholeheartedly.

“Young lord, not that I want to haggle, but I hope you can provide me with enough resources. I promise to be loyal unto death once I sit on my tribe’s throne.”

Resource shortage was the reason for the Savages’ warlike nature. Plunder had been their only way of survival.

“Don’t worry about that. Of those truly loyal to me, I’ve never treated any of them unfairly!” Jiang Chen promised with a generous wave of the hand, setting the older man’s face alight with delight.

After detoxifying everyone, King Gunuo announced to his warriors, “Gentlemen, everyone is witness to today’s events. Humans easily routed our entire army with a simple stratagem. Devouring mankind? That’s nothing but a daydream! Our lands are barren and our numbers few. We’re destined not to be the continent’s main characters. But young lord Jiang Chen promised me that I’ll become our tribe’s sole ruler. Once I come into this supreme authority, you, my loyal companions, will also have your share. Just think of it! Are you willing to die in vain, or will you follow me on another glorious journey?”

His speech roused his warriors.

They had been ready to die for him to begin with, hence they immediately proclaimed, “We swear to follow the chieftain wherever he goes!”
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Accomplishing All with One Operation


His eyes as sharp as an eagle’s, King Gunuo swept his consciousness through his warriors while Jiang Chen deployed the God’s Eye and the Evil Golden Eye. With the young lord’s keen and penetrating insight, he could see clear as day who was genuine through and through, and who had second thoughts.

Most warriors were fiercely loyal to King Gunuo, ready to follow him without so much as a blink or a thought. But there was a suspicious glint in the eyes of some. No matter how faint, it didn’t escape Jiang Chen. His consciousness immediately locked onto these people.

“Since you’re following me, you have to swear an oath,” the Gunuo king remarked faintly. “Whether we succeed or fail, your lives and that of your families will be on the line. Everyone needs to be responsible for their own actions.”

“Right, we need to swear!”

“What if some bastard betrays the chieftain?” They cooperated willingly, each swearing the oath each in turn.

King Gunuo looked at Jiang Chen, “Young lord, does that satisfy you?”

The young man responded with a mental transmission. “Those over there are suspicious. They will stab us in the back.”

King Gunuo’s heart sank. These happened to be the ones he wasn’t especially certain of either. In fact, he’d planned on secretly dealing with them afterwards. So he responded, “Don’t worry. I already had my eyes on them. I’ll find an opportunity to remove them in the future.”

“No need, I can do it.”

With a series of finger motions, two Confounding Puppets floated down into the crowd like ghosts. None of the suspicious warriors were empyrean realm. Thus, they could mount very little resistance as the puppets tossed them out.

A frightened hush fell upon the Gunuo warriors.

“Don’t worry, everyone. This young master is proficient in heart-reading. To me, their thoughts are clear as day. These fellows are wretches who’ll betray you for no apparent reason. I’ll dispose of them for you.”

Of course, Jiang Chen couldn’t truly read a man’s heart.

Even so, his judgement was keen enough with the help of his eye arts. In any case, his words induced the desired deterrence. These fellows certainly harbored hidden thoughts.

“King Gunuo, I’ve done my part. Everything’s in your hands now.”

The latter nodded. “Right, let’s meet again outside Veluriyam. Forefather Bamboo will be there and I’ll find an opportunity to release the poison.”

“Not bad, but don’t be overeager. It’d be a disaster for your village if you exposed your intentions. That being said, your village will be an ally to the humans as long as you carry out this mission. There will no longer be the Embittered Savage Tribe in the future, only the Gunuo Village and the Gunuo Tribe. How does it sound?”

King Gunuo flushed with excitement. “Then I’ll be relying on you, young lord.”

Jiang Chen beckoned to Gu Tianqing. “You’re King Gunuo’s precious son, so you have to do your part as well. Eat this pill as a token of your sincerity. There won’t be any problems in the short term. I’ll give you the antidote once things are settled.”

Truth be told, Gu Tianqing was far above Jiang Chen in cultivation.

But in the here and now, he acted with extreme deference. Though embarrassed, he didn’t dare disobey. He walked up without hesitation and swallowed the pill in a smooth movement.

“Very good!” Jiang Chen clapped. “The Heavenly Dragon Sect lies ahead. I’ll turn a blind eye to whatever you do there. But you’d better be more restrained once in Ninesuns Sky Sect territory. You can make a few token lootings, but don’t act in earnest. The sect is currently Veluriyam’s ally, I won’t allow any presumptuousness.”

“Yes, yes of course.” King Gunuo’s worries eased when he saw how the young lord valued his friends. An alliance with him might be a dangerous deal with the devil, and the young man was an unfathomable mystery; but he didn’t look to be a backstabber.

Perhaps cooperating was him really was an opportunity for his village to soar to new heights.

Jiang Chen smiled mildly. “I wish you success. We’ll meet again in Veluriyam.”

King Gunuo acquiesced like a good sycophant, heaving a sigh of relief only after the young man’s figure vanished in a blur of light. He flopped back on the limestone, completely dazed. He wanted to cry after today’s bitter experience, but tears weren’t forthcoming.

How had things ended up this way?

The outcome wasn’t a disaster, but it wasn’t one he’d have wished for.

“Chieftain, don’t feel sad. We Savages have always gone where our interests lie. Since we can’t defeat the humans, what does it matter if we have to lower our heads for now?” Gu Qi consoled.

King Gunuo heaved a drawn-out sigh. “Gu Qi, I don’t want to betray the forefather, but… I have to think of our village. It will fall if I die here. Those left back home won’t be able to resist the other three’s greed.”

Gu Qi nodded. “Chieftain, survival has always been our first priority. The other villages would certainly have made the same choice. It’s our tribe’s philosophy.”

His eyes gentle yet apologetic, King Gunuo glanced at Gu Tianqing. “My son, I’ve let you down this time.”

The latter hurried to reply, “Father, like Gu Qi said, it might not be a bad outcome for us. I’ve already suffered several losses at Jiang Chen’s hands. This kid is as hard to fathom as the devil. As the humans say, fortune seems to favor him. He will be mankind’s leader. With such a brilliant man at their helm, the humans will be united as never before, so the odds would’ve been stacked against us in any case.”

“You mean, since we can’t beat him, we might as well join him?”

“Exactly. If we’d been completely wiped out, the other villages would have swallowed our families and clansmen. They’d have made the men their war slaves and taken the women for their pleasure, leaving them no hope of a better tomorrow.”

Such was the cruel life among the Savages.

The strong rose to the top. The weak was disregarded, or, if cast down from great heights like the Gunuo Village, were doomed to a bitter fate.

King Gunuo’s face brimmed with resolve. “A great man has to be ruthless. We’ve never been at peace with the other villages. As to Forefather Bamboo, apart from setting us endless missions, what consideration has ever he shown us? We need only be loyal to our bloodline and our village’s legacy. The temple is our tribe’s supreme totem, but who’s to say I can’t become the temple’s head shaman?”

Jiang Chen had roused his ambitions. He’d been moved by the future the young man painted. If he could seize the entire tribe, why would he fear becoming Jiang Chen’s subordinate?

He would be far away in Savage territory in any case, Jiang Chen would be a distant emperor high up in the mountains, making him a nominal sovereign that the king wouldn’t need to worry about.

Not to mention, they would be allies. He could gain many benefits from the young man, an important point for him. Why had the Savages gone to the trouble of invading the humans? Wasn’t it for resources?

So why should he keep fighting when surrender worked just as well? Savage warriors were ferocious, but their numbers simply paled compared to the human race. Pitting resources or lives against them would be suicide. They could only rob and plunder like bandits.

“Alright, everyone, keep it to yourselves. If we’re successful, every one of you here today will know riches beyond your wildest imagination! The Heavenly Dragon Sect is ahead of us, so let’s loot our fill!” His intense gaze landed on the sect’s lands.

The sect had chosen to oppose Jiang Chen, so the young lord would never shield them.
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Wellspring and the others were stupefied by the young lord’s return. Why was he back so soon?

“Young lord, was the plan successful?” Wellspring couldn’t resist asking.

Jiang Chen smiled mysteriously. “More than that. We might solve the Savage issue in one fell swoop.”

“Oh?” The great emperors looked at each other in confusion.

Jiang Chen rarely hid the truth from those he trusted, so he roughly explained the situation.

Wellspring sighed with praise. “The young lord’s strategies are endless. To be your enemy is truly a foolish move.”

Peerless laughed. “I hope King Gunuo will be smart enough not to be found out by that Forefather Something.”

Jiang Chen had no control over that particular outcome, He couldn’t be blamed even in case of failure. His own side was strong enough to face the Savage army in any case.
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After handing over pursuit of the human to the experts staying behind and settling the rest of the tribe’s affairs, Forefather Embittered Bamboo brought the Holy Beast with him to the human domain.

On this day, he arrived in the Moon God Sect and met the garrison stationed there.

“What? The four great villages left several days ago?” He frowned tightly. Why had they acted on their own without his express command?

Anger swelled in his chest.

“Forefather, the chieftains left us to report that they’ve left to surround Veluriyam in advance, but won’t fight without your esteemed presence to direct them.”

The words somewhat appeased the forefather’s ire.

“Hmph, what an impudent bunch.” Since he couldn’t delay any further, he rushed towards Veluriyam with the Holy Beast.
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Plans and Changes in Plans


Traveling at full speed, Forefather Bamboo finally caught up to Greenplume Village as the latter marched toward Pillfire. His arrival caused a flurry of trepidation, but that didn’t provoke displeasure. Instead, he asked King Greenplume, “Are you in contact with the other villages?”

King Greeplume shook his head nervously. “We agreed to keep in touch at first, but everyone went their own way and we haven’t really heard from them since.”

Forefather Bamboo’s expression changed drastically. “Aren’t you afraid of being ambushed by the humans? All of you are acting so rashly!”

King Greenplume had no excuses to offer. Though the forefather was keeping his temper in check, his displeasure was plain to see.

“Forget it, I don’t blame you. My delayed arrival has thrown a wrench in our battle plans. What a pity.” The forefather sighed. “I hope everyone will reach Veluriyam without a hitch.”

He wasn’t as confident as he sounded. Instead of feverishly looking for the other three forces, he chose to travel with Greenplume Village.

After Pillfire’s defeat, Wellspring had stayed behind to deal with the aftermath and handle the various great factions in the north. He’d already ordered men to haul away all the hoarded riches, sending most of it to Veluriyam.

Therefore, the Savages’ looting only resulted in slim pickings, leaving the invaders crestfallen.

The army then followed the road south, finally nearing Veluriyam’s territory on this day when King Greenplume suddenly received word from King Yuanqiang.

The message left him pale.

“Forefather, the Gunuo and Flowerback villages have arrived at our meeting location near the Veluriyam border, but they’re arguing and will probably end up fighting!”

“What?” The forefather shot up. The two villages were going to fight each other?!

He’d been holding back his temper to begin with. Killing their own at such a crucial juncture? How dare they! That was sheer suicide!

“We march! Make haste!” he ordered, his face dark.

At the forefather’s urging, the army picked up the pace. They hadn’t been too far away from rendezvous point, so they soon reached their destination.

Warriors from the two villages stood opposite each other, glaring at the other side like raging bulls. The tiniest spark could trigger a chaotic melee. King Yuanqiang was vigorously playing mediator.

“What’s all this! What the hell are you doing? Is this how you act in my absence?” The anger Forefather Bamboo had repressed for so long finally erupted. These two villages would really give him a stroke.

To march on their own initiative was one thing, but to fight each other so close to Veluriyam? His arrival curbed most of the anger and posturing present.

“Forefather.” King Gunuo and King Flowerback hurried to pay their respects, their men in tow. All of them looked uneasy and anxious.

The forefather fixed his stare at the two kings. “Look at the two of you! Why don’t you go on and fight already! Do it! I’ll be the referee. The winner gets to replace me. How about it, hmm?

“You, Chieftain Flowerback. I hear the plan to split up came from you? You’re something, aren’t you! Now you’re making plans and decisions in my place!

“You also, Chieftain Gunuo, your village discovered the weakening of the human domain’s Boundary Stele long ago, so why didn’t you notify me? What were you trying to do? Hoard all of the riches for yourself?”

Everyone got their share of the dressing down. Neither king dared reply. They looked down and played dead, hoping the storm would pass.

“Let’s hear it. Why were you arguing?” The forefather asked, deceptively mild.

“Forefather, I simply asked how their journey and looting went when I arrived. King Gunuo must have eaten gunpowder for dinner. For no good reason, he accused me of tricking him by giving him the most difficult route. He blames me for his village’s grave losses.” King Flowerback felt wronged.

King Gunuo retorted, “What? We drew the routes by lots. That’s not what I said. As soon as we met up, King Flowerback jeered and taunted me. ‘You seem to have lost many men. Your journey must not have gone well.’ How can I tolerate this??”

Forefather Bamboo responded coolly, “So you almost traded blows because of this idiotic, petty trifle? Right on Veluriyam’s doorstep? What if they’ve been monitoring you all along? I bet they’d die of laughter. We wouldn’t even need to attack them.”

The biting rebuke silenced the two men.

Fortunately, the forefather didn’t continue the scolding. He took a deep breath. “Forget it. I’m also in the wrong this time, so let bygones be bygones. That you’ve successfully arrived is proof that we are still blessed. We’re already at Veluriyam’s doorstep. Do you have any plans?”

King Gunuo suggested, “Forefather, we were the first to arrive, so I’ve pitched a tent. Why don’t we continue inside?”

The forefather glanced his way. King Gunuo’s eyes sparkled with hopefulness.

“We might as well. Your itinerary was the most arduous one, wasn’t it? It can’t have been easy arriving first.” He ordered, “Let’s chat inside.”

Naturally, no one protested. Everyone set off for that area of the encampment. The Gunuo tent was a spacious and luxurious affair. The feeling of being enveloped in luxury greeted them as soon as they stepped inside.

Forefather Bamboo tsked in praise. “King Gunuo, you know how to enjoy yourself.”

“Forefather, if you find it to your taste, it’s yours to rest in. I can set up another one elsewhere.”

“No need. I’m not in the habit of snatching someone else’s belongings.” The forefather waved it off. “Alright, let’s talk business. Everyone should already know why I’m late. That human is truly despicable.”

“Forefather, did you end up capturing him?”

“I told those stationed behind not to let him escape. He was definitely trying to delay me, so how can I let him prevail?” This was still a touchy subject for the forefather.

“Back to the matter at hand. You four villages have arrived safe and sound. That’s worth celebrating. Next, what’s your plan? Let’s hear it. We can go from there.” He’d just arrived in the human domain and so wasn’t familiar with the latest developments.

“Forefather, Veluriyam’s the only faction that can stand up to us. It’s smooth sailing as long as long as we defeat them.”

“But the city’s young lord is a remarkable figure. From what we’ve uncovered about his sudden rise, Jiang Chen is simply a miracle maker.”

“Fortunately, the secluded empyrean masters all seem to dislike him, so they might not come to his rescue.”

“What else? The more precise the better,” the forefather asked. Even the smallest detail wouldn’t escape his scrutiny.

The villages immediately relayed all the information at their disposal.

When Gunuo Village’s turn came, King Gunuo reported with a wry smile, “My village fought against him at the northwestern border. The kid has strength and courage in spades. But ultimately, he’s nothing more than a fledgling who hasn’t reached empyrean realm yet, so his foundations aren’t firm enough.”

The forefather nodded. “True. A young man rising too fast will become the object of envy. Steady foundations? Easier said than done. Didn’t you mention his bad relationship with the secluded human experts? What does that tell us? The human domain is in a transition period. The old leaders haven’t passed the torch to the new ones yet. But Jiang Chen’s become the leader, both de facto and in name.”

“Forefather, the kid’s subdued eight Stone Golems. Their fighting prowess is fearsome. I hear that many of our men have suffered at their hands.”

“Oh right, he also has a dragon. That’s the truth, not a rumor. He also seems really close to a Vermilion Bird.”

The forefather’s glance swept through the gathered men. “No matter how strong he is, there’s nothing for us to fear when we have so many braves with us. Apart from the golem brothers, no one really stands out on his side!

“Alright, I’ll assign your tasks now. We need eight empyrean fighters to contend with the golems. Each village is to dispatch two empyrean elders to pin them down. Any questions? Remember, even if you can’t defeat them outright, you need to stall for time!”

“Forefather, are you planning to…?”

“I’ll personally subdue the kid.”

“My dear Holy Beast.” The old man stroked the ferocious beast at his side. “There’s a Vermilion Bird among our enemies, but I have you! Once the battle starts, you’re in charge of delaying Jiang Chen, understood?”

The spirit creature nodded obediently.

“Remember, this assault is our best opportunity and also mankind’s weakest hour. Our chance might vanish once they react,” he urged.

King Gunuo nodded as if in perfect agreement.

“Everyone has their own mission, so go and get ready. Remember, when you breach Sacred Peafowl Mountain, don’t ransack it without my express command. Understood?” he warned sternly.

“Don’t worry, forefather. We wouldn’t dare act on our own even if we conquer Sacred Peafowl Mountain. We’ll notify you first and wait for your word.”

The forefather laughed merrily. King Gunuo had become much more polite since the last time they’d met.

If only he knew how secretly delighted King Gunuo was at this moment. The tent was a dark trap laid with meticulous care. Soulless Powder permeated every corner!
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Time to Reap Rewards


“Have they entered the tent yet?” Jiang Chen leisurely waited for news atop Sacred Peafowl Mountain. Sure enough, the Goldbiter Rats soon informed him that Forefather Embittered Bamboo and the three chieftains had taken King Gunuo up on his invitation.

“Without a doubt, young lord Chen,” the rat king answered firmly.

Jiang Chen casually rose to his feet and barked with confident laughter. “Haha! They say that the best way to win a battle is through the use of strategy, resulting in a bloodless victory!”

He’d already assembled a large army that could go toe-to-toe against the Savages, but just because he could, didn’t mean he should. A war had to be avoided if possible as the Savages were ferocious and deadly. With Veluriyam’s current strength, the war would only end with huge losses on both sides. Victory would have to come at great cost.

That outcome was wholly undesirable as many of his close subordinates could lose their lives in the war. Even the thought of it pained him greatly.

“It’s about time.” Jiang Chen stated nonchalantly and summoned the golem brothers. “You will accompany me on the action, the rest of you stand ready for my orders!”

Inside King Gunuo’s tent, the forefather’s contracted spirit creature suddenly shifted restlessly and wouldn’t stop growling. Bizarre fear and anxiety could be seen clearly in its eyes.

“Holy Beast, battle is on the horizon. Why are you throwing a tantrum?” The forefather rebuked.

Its fur on end, the beast alternated between growling fretfully and shrieking ferociously.

“What’s wrong?” The forefather asked his contracted spirit creature. Moments later, his expression darkened. He examined his qi ocean and felt inexplicably weak. His current condition was night and day from his usual self. What was happening?

The forefather was completed taken aback. He suddenly rose his arms high to slice through the tent, as if his palms were two blades. The tent fell down on two sides, its occupants exposed to the world.

Almost all of the executives from all four tribes were gathered here. They were completely dumbfounded as they couldn’t understand why the forefather had done such a thing.

“Forefather, what's wrong?” One of them asked with a perplexed expression.

The forefather glared at King Gunuo ferociously. “What treachery are you trying in your tent?”

At this point, the king had already retreated several feet away. A sinister smile materialized on the corners of his mouth. “Forefather, what do you mean? Why are you in a rage?”

The forefather yelled furiously. “You numbskulls! Have none of you realized that you've been poisoned?”

The color drained from everyone else’s faces as they hastily checked their bodies. The results horrified them even further. None of them could muster any strength! Their qi ocean was empty!

“W-what’s going on?” King Yuanqing was dumbfounded. Terror and angst could be heard in his voice. Clearly, the sudden turn of events had distressed him greatly.

King Flowerback glared at Gunuo, thoroughly enraged. “It must be you! The path from the Moon God Sect to the Heavenly Dragon Sect is riddled with danger! With two sects to plunder, you should’ve arrived last! But your tents were already up by the time I arrived! You must’ve been up to no good when you invited us to your tent!”

King Gunuo retorted mockingly. “You might eat a crock of shit, but there’s no need to spew it from your mouth. Flowerback, we've had our differences in the past, but surely you don’t need to slander me like this?”

The forefather glared at Gunuo coldly. “Why do you stay so far away if you've really done nothing wrong? Our movements have all been hindered by the poison, yet you’re able to retreat effortlessly. Do you still wish to deny your involvement?”

Gunuo decided to tear down all pretences after the forefather had ousted him.

“That’s right, it’s all my doing! You’ve all been poisoned! You’ll feel weak and powerless and you won’t be able to muster any strength. Is this straightforward enough for you?”

A deathly hush fell over the crowd after he admitted his involvement. Pain, confusion, and despair were written over their faces.

Flowerback laughed ghastly. “Bastard! I always knew you were traitorous scum! Forefather, we should tear him into pieces while we still have strength and seize the antidote from him!”

Gunuo burst into laughter. “Antidote? Do you really believe that the antidote is in my hands? I had the same idea when I was in your shoes! The more you struggle, the faster the poison spreads! Hahaha!”

Reinforcements from the other three villages quickly arrived. The forefather shouted, “Stop! Stay away from here! The poison has yet to dissipate!”

The braves screeched to a hlt.

“Surround the area! Don’t let a single Gunuo bastard escape!” Flowerback commanded.

“Yes! Surround them and make them give up the antidote!” Yuanqing added.

Greenplume issued an order to his warriors as well. “Stop hesitating! You must surround the Gunuo traitors!”

The warriors of Gunuo Village had already gathered at their king’s side, forming a squadron at one of the corners. The warriors from the other villages moved to surround them.

At this time, a crisp peal laughter echoed through the air.

“Tsk tsk. It’s certainly lively here! How fortunate that I’ve made it in time.” Jiang Chen had arrived with the Stone Golems.

Powerful experts from various factions had assembled and stationed themselves on Veluriyam’s outskirts in preparation for war! Almost every single elite of the human domain had gathered at Veluriyam Capital. No matter how one looked at it, they held the advantage, both in terms of numbers and morale.

Jiang Chen slowly solidified, like a mirage taking shape. His image gradually sharpened as he made his way closer. It almost seemed like he’d materialized out of a primordial age.

He snapped his fingers once as he walked, causing the land in a ten-mile radius to tremble and shake. The sound of rumbling earth was bone-chilling.

Torrents of golden waves emerged from the ground, answering his call. It wasn’t any kind of water, but an enormous army of Goldbiter Rats!

The tide of rats had appeared once again!

Their numbers spanned for as far as the eye could see, surrounding the area with their overwhelming presence. There was no end to their numbers.

“Forefather Embittered Bamboo?” Jiang Chen glanced at the forefather with the Evil Golden Eye. One could easily identify the latter due to being as skinny as a stick of bamboo, accompanied by an ill-fittingly large head.

The forefather glared daggers at Jiang Chen.

“You’re the young lord of Veluriyam, Jiang Chen?” Frustration filled his heart as he assessed the youth.

A young man was prancing around in front of him, yet there was nothing he could do. To a sixth level empyrean master, the humiliation was worse than death.

“That’s correct.” Jiang Chen smiled nonchalantly. “Embittered Savages, why do you covet our land when clearly your own territory is more than enough to suit your needs? Do you truly believe that the human race is beneath small and insignificant invaders like you?”

“How impudent!”

“How dare you speak such nonsense!”

“You despicable humans have no right to say that our tribe is small and insignificant!” The embittered Savages were extremely proud of their identities. They’d always naively believed that they were superior to the humans. This confidence seeped deep into their very bones.

Jiang Chen wasn’t in the mood for bickering. He flashed a bland grin. “Shout all you want. Your fate is already set in stone. You can mock and ridicule to your heart’s desire. That’s all you can do now.”

He taunted the Savages brazenly.

The forefather inched closer to Jiang Chen, a lethal strike kept in store. He’d yet to give up on the hope for a counterattack. Unfortunately for him, Jiang Chen had seen through his intentions.

The young lord smiled blandly. “Embittered Bamboo, you can save the effort. The more you move, the sooner you’ll die. Since I’ve appeared before you, I can guarantee that I have ways to deal with you. In fact, even if you hadn’t been poisoned, it’s unlikely that you’ll be able to harm me in any way.”

Such was Jiang Chen’s confidence.

The forefather’s anger dissipated after Jiang Chen hit the nail on the head. He sighed with despair. “I’ve run rampant through the world all my life, but to think that a human youth would cause me to eat a loss! Oh, the irony!”

The forefather’s tones were tinged with despair. Everything was out of his control.

Jiang Chen didn’t let his guard down just because of this. All he did was smile coldly at his foe.

“The winner reigns over the defeated. I have nothing else to say.” The forefather was surprisingly straightforward. “Name your terms. What must we do for you to let our innocent warriors go?”

“Innocent?” Jiang Chen roared into laughter. “Did they not kill or pillage? How are they innocent?”

“Embittered Bamboo, don’t take me for a fool! Right now, you're in no position to talk terms, understood?” he warned solemnly.

The forefather was an eminent figure after all. He burned with impotent rage after the human’s lecture. But when he marshalled his strength to attack, he discovered to his great chagrin that he wasn’t confident he’d be able to hit his target.
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Be My Servant


Forefather Bamboo forcibly suppressed his temper. “You have us in the bag. What do you want, Jiang Chen? Speak plainly.”

“I can show mercy… with a few conditions, of course,” Jiang Chen rolled his words out slowly.

“What conditions? State them.” A ray of hope flashed across the forefather’s heart.

“The first is very easy. You will be my servant, Forefather Bamboo.”

Like a bolt of lightning, Jiang Chen’s words crashed into those who heard them.

“Are you crazy?” the forefather blurted out.

Jiang Chen’s smile grew only wider. “So you’d rather die? Alright, that’s the end of our discussion then; I hadn’t planned for diplomacy from the start anyway.” His face darkened after dropping this.

The forefather had wanted to bargain with Jiang Chen, but the human’s lack of reception and contrarian demeanor revealed someone more experienced than even the forefather.

“Hold on!” The Savage’s heart sank when he saw Jiang Chen pull out his Holy Dragon Bow once more. The young man looked ready to strike at any moment.

Jiang Chen sneered. “I see no reason to delay the proceedings. You should be more aware of your status as the loser of the conflict! Do you think dilly-dallying here will somehow change the outcome?”

“Is there no more room for discussion?” Forefather Bamboo sounded forlorn.

“Sure. I’ll make an exception and tell you something extra. If you follow me, you may hope to break through to great empyrean realm in your lifetime. Otherwise, you’ll finish at mid empyrean at most.” His tone was even-handed, but the content of his words shook the forefather to his core.

“You? You can do that?”

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “You can choose whether or not to believe me, but you have no other choice either way.”

Forefather Bamboo heaved a long sigh. “I’ll ask the others.”

“No need. I have no interest in the other three tribes. I will let King Gunuo decide their fates. If the king wants them to live, they may live. Otherwise, they will die when he says so.”

King Gunuo’s eyes lit up when he heard this. Jiang Chen was giving him a lot of face. His choice had been worth it! The king had been worried about the possibility of the young man reneging, but that no longer appeared to be the case.

The three other villages’ leaders colored one by one. “Forefather Bamboo,” they pled, “we will surely die in King Gunuo’s hands.”

The forefather looked at Jiang Chen dismally. “Must it be like this?”

“I promised King Gunuo that I would place him in a position of leadership. I keep my promises, so you should appeal to King Gunuo instead.”

King Flowerback suddenly stepped forward, his face blanching as he bowed deeply to King Gunuo. “King Gunuo, I was stupid before for arguing with you. Please, allow us to live and we will ensure your position as the ruler. The ancestral temple will be yours.”

There had been enmity between Flowerback and Gunuo from before.

King Gunuo snickered. “I can let the others live, but you are too wily and cunning, King Flowerback. I can’t keep you around!”

With this, he slammed his palm into King Flowerback’s chest.

Because he was poisoned, Flowerback had only a tenth of his cultivation left. He was no match for the healthy King Gunuo. The palm hit him squarely where it landed.

Crack!

King Flowerback flew backwards like a broken kite. King Gunuo strode forward and stomped his foot on his fallen peer’s face.

“If you hadn’t suggested that we divide our forces, none of this would have happened! You pretend to be clever, but you’re nothing more than a fool in the end!” Gunuo applied tremendous force on his leading foot.

King Flowerback’s head burst open like a watermelon.

The other two village chieftains were white as ghosts at Gunuo’s display of might.

King Yuanqiang squeezed out an ugly smile. “King Gunuo, I didn’t make things worse when you were quarreling with King Flowerback. I mediated the best I could. You…”

King Gunuo nodded nonchalantly. “If you had openly supported me, I would treat you as a close friend now. Unfortunately, you only tried to reconcile us. I can let you and your tribe live, but you must pledge your loyalty to me as the emperor of the Embittered Savages. The ancestral temple and head shaman will both be mine.”

“Of course, of course! You’re so talented, King Gunuo. It’s our tribe’s greatest fortune for you to grasp the ancestral temple. I believe that you will do even better than Forefather Bamboo one day.” King Yuanqiang sang Gunuo’s praises.

To the side, King Greenplume let out a sigh of relief. “We have no grudge, King Gunuo, right? I see no reason for us to fight to the bitter end.”

“Same thing. Pledge your loyalty to me and you will live,” King Gunuo replied coolly.

“Not a problem.” King Greenplume was very straightforward. Savages were unfettered by courtesies and social mores. As a result, they tended to be a rather fairweather bunch. Surrender wasn’t an issue provided things looked hopeless enough.

There wasn’t much of a difference between Forefather Embittered Bamboo and King Gunuo at the ancestral temple’s helm. In fact, they were a bit closer to the latter due to past relations.

Looking with indifference at King Greenplume and Yuanqiang, Gunuo continued smoothly. “If you pledge your loyalties to me, you must listen to my every order.”

“Of course.” The two other kings nodded.

“Very good. Swear your oaths. Your entire village must swear with you: I will consider leaving even one man as out a gesture of insincerity.” Now that he had a lot more authority in his hands, King Gunuo was soaring with pleasure. He was on top of the world! The mere thought of it gave him a rush.

This was his highest point as King Gunuo. He was now the forefather of the ancestral temple, ruler of the Embittered Savages.

Jiang Chen saw little reason to participate. His delegation followed an implicit trust that King Gunuo would be able to perform his duties to the best of his ability. If that turned out not to be the case, he could intervene afterwards.

“I must admit, Jiang Chen… you humans aren’t very good at martial dao, but your plotting and stratagems are admirable in their own right. Without internal conflict in the Embittered Savages, Veluriyam Capital wouldn’t have won nearly so easily.” Clearly, Forefather Bamboo wasn’t quite persuaded of his defeat.

Jiang Chen was quite dismissive of this conclusion. “War is deceit,” he smiled serenely. “The Embittered Savages have existed for countless years since the ancient times. How come you haven’t learned even that much?”

The forefather could only sigh in response. The logic was simple: the winner had the privilege of writing history.

“Embittered Bamboo, you must accept my brand upon your consciousness as my servant. Only then can I ensure your continued subservience.” Jiang Chen cut to the chase.

The forefather had no other choice. He knew that accepting said brand meant that Jiang Chen would have the power to decide his life and death in the span of a thought. If the young lord wanted to exterminate him, a small movement of the consciousness would destroy him utterly.

In the world of martial dao, these brands were very popular in their use to control others.

A powerful consciousness entered Forefather Bamboo’s mind. The brand was intensely personal, like a large protruding nail.

The forefather shivered; he sensed a powerful will taking root in his own.

“Such a powerful consciousness!” He could feel how vast Jiang Chen’s own was through the link in his consciousness ocean. It was actually quite shocking.

Jiang Chen was only half-step great emperor, but his consciousness ocean was like an infinite sea, surging with untapped potential.

Forefather Bamboo resigned himself to his fate. This restriction upon him meant that he had no recourse to turn the tables any more. It was doubtful that Jiang Chen’s consciousness would miss any disrespectful or dangerous thoughts, regardless of how fleeting they were.

“Sacred Beast, you’ve been dragged into this as well.” Forefather Bamboo caressed the spirit creature rather lovingly. “I found it as a cub on a hunt,” he introduced. “I didn’t expect it to grow up so well. Young lord Jiang Chen, will you let it come with me?”

“Feel free.” Jiang Chen wasn’t much worried.

The forefather himself had been defeated; there wasn’t much to be concerned about with a single spirit creature.

On the other hand, it seemed King Gunuo had nearly finished his organizational efforts.

“Young lord, everything is almost done. Aside from a scant few from Flowerback Village, the others have all sworn absolute loyalty to me.” King Gunuo was very excited – though not too much so, given that Jiang Chen had been the fundamental reason for his multiple successes.

“You have a good eye for the bigger picture,” Jiang Chen smiled. “It’s good for you to lead the Embittered Savages. It was wise to have helped you into your position of leadership.”

“All you, young lord,” King Gunuo replied humbly. “And the power of the Soulless Powder of Wind and Cloud too, of course.”

“Alright. I leave the rest to you. You have half a month to get every Savage alive out of the human domain. Any that remain will be put to the sword!”

“Yes, I guarantee it!” A fortnight was more than enough time.

“Remember to work hard. You will be paid according to your efforts, rest assured.” Jiang Chen wasn’t going to openly declare their covert relationship. Instead, he pricked King Gunuo with both insinuation and reward.

Forefather Bamboo glanced at the king from the side. “I forgot to congratulate you, King Gunuo,” he declared emotionlessly.

King Gunuo was a bit embarrassed. “Embittered Bamboo,” he harrumphed, “you shouldn’t feel wronged by this conclusion. What did you do as leader of the ancestral temple? Aside from flinging out tyrannical orders, what else did you do for your people? If you had been just a tiny bit wiser, do you think I would be here today?”
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Emperor Jiang Chen


Jiang Chen smiled faintly at the bickering between new and old leadership. “Embittered Bamboo, haven’t you been the master of the ancestral temple for a long time? It isn’t necessarily bad to give up your seat to someone new like the virile King Gunuo. Plus, maybe he’ll do better than you did.” Naturally, he was only being polite.

Forefather Bamboo sighed dejectedly. “Never mind. There’s not much I can’t get over at this point. But was what you said earlier true?”

The young lord’s tantalizing words weighed heavily on his mind.

“What, that I can help you get through mid empyrean to great empyrean?” Jiang Chen retorted with a half-smile.

“Yes. If you can really do that, then it’s not a bad thing for me to lay down my mantle of the ancestral temple’s leadership. King Gunuo, you should feel lucky. If I didn’t willingly transfer my scepter into your hands, heaven may very well punish your attempt at forcefully offering sacrifice.”

King Gunuo felt cold sweat trickle down his back.

Was the forefather’s direct support and transfer of scepter really necessary? He had taken the position by force of arms, hadn’t he? What an embarrassing prospect. But it was as Jiang Chen had said. The loser had to yield to the winner.
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The expected gruesome war with the Embittered Savages didn’t end up breaking out after all. With the cooperation of Jiang Chen on the outside and King Gunuo on the inside, the problem of the invaders was resolved once and for all.

Now that King Gunuo had authority, he would surely execute a batch of Flowerback dissidents once he returned to the Savages’ homeland. Following that, he would need to establish his newfound status as the head of the Embittered Savages.

Under the restriction of Jiang Chen’s consciousness, Forefather Bamboo couldn’t even think about betrayal ever again.

Jiang Chen sorely lacked talent. Killing the old man would have been too much of a waste! Hence the spark of inspiration for turning the forefather into his servant. He’d only casually slipped the prospect into the conversation and had thought for sure that Forefather Bamboo would be too dignified to surrender.

Things had gone more or less the way he had expected. The forefather hadn’t been particularly pliant at first, but he came around eventually. Jiang Chen wasn’t going to keep him inside the young lord residence, of course.

Instead, he acquired a separate residence within Veluriyam Capital for the old man. This was both house arrest and an arrangement. The presence of a cultivator as strong as Forefather Bamboo mitigated potential troublemakers in the form of secluded human experts.

The forefather saw nothing to complain about. He knew well that he was Jiang Chen’s prisoner and servant now. The past had little to do with him. With Jiang Chen’s support, King Gunuo would no doubt keep a tight grip on the Embittered Savages.

In this way, Veluriyam’s young lord resolved the Savage invaders in an unexpectedly smooth and efficient way.

But Jiang Chen didn’t relax because of it. The human domain had many Boundary Steles. The northwestern wastes had possessed just a single one. Out of the others, the only one that he’d repaired was the one near the Southern Celestial Tribe. How well would those repairs hold? He wasn’t so sure.
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During his meditations one day, Jiang Chen suddenly had an idea.

“The situation in the human domain isn’t stable, but at least there’s a reasonable path forward. Things here aren’t too bad yet. Even if another Boundary Stele realm breaks, there won’t be mass hysteria like before.”

He could feel the human domain grow through the many trials it was weathering. Those of the large sects had left Veluriyam Capital to return homes in droves. Good news was popping up all over.

Peerless and Wellspring both harmonized with the heavenly dao, entering empyrean realm and refining their own decrees. Veluriyam had suddenly gained two native empyrean experts.

Not long after, the Jiao brothers refined the empyrean decrees they’d been given. They became empyrean experts as well.

At the same time, Coiling Dragon successfully refined an empyrean relic, reaching peak great emperor. He had only a little bit to go before empyrean realm. Though it was early days yet for actually getting there, the news nevertheless invigorated and excited the whole of Veluriyam Capital.

Aside from the human cultivators, Long Xiaoxuan and Little White achieved great progress in their own rights. They were truly showing the nobility of the ancient sacred beast bloodline. Long Xiaoxuan had cultivated even more quickly than Jiang Chen had – he’d reached great emperor quite a while back.

The Astral White Tiger had grown far past its cub stage as well. It was almost great emperor!

The tiger and dragon seemed to be competing against each other in their cultivation. Neither was satisfied with letting the other take a commanding lead. However, the tiger had a comparatively slower start, which meant it was at a disadvantage compared to Long Xiaoxuan.

Jiang Chen was pleased with the progress that those around him were making. The human domain was reaching a blowout stage in terms of progress.

He made several selections from the library of martial dao tomes in Shu Wanqing’s storage ring, handing them out to the various sects. Jiang Chen wasn’t stingy towards particularly the second and third rank sects, as a reward to his stauncher loyalists in the past conflict.

He could foresee that in ten or twenty years, many more factions rivaling first rank sects would crop up in the human domain. These martial dao tomes would ensure that. Existing first rank sects would either grow stronger or be edged out by their competition. This vitality would be a delight to witness.

After the Jiao brothers broke through to empyrean realm, Jiang Chen gave them an important task.

“Jiao Yun, Jiao Feng, I met a demon emperor named Bloodmalva back in Cloudshatter Range of Great Scarlet Mid Region. He hadn’t recovered to peak condition at the time, but the great emperors I saw there weren’t a match at all for him. I only barely managed to escape from his clutches; the demon emperor went elsewhere. You brothers should go investigate where he is now. If that threat isn’t nipped in the bud, I am worried he may cause far more chaos at some future stage.”

From beginning to end, Jiang Chen saw the demon race as his primary concern. He wouldn’t relent against a single demon, especially an opponent as obviously fearsome as Bloodmalva.

After delegating the job to the brothers, he planned on closing his doors in cultivation once more. His goal was clear this time: he needed to break through to great emperor. He had waited for this moment for far too long.

He remembered Huang’er’s exhortation for him not to go to Myriad Abyss Island before he reached great emperor. He couldn’t possibly save her before that point!

From her tone at the time, the island held a great deal of danger for someone who wasn’t even a great emperor.

“I must break through as soon as I can!” Jiang Chen’s resolve was set in stone. He had never been in as much of a hurry to ascend to great emperor realm as he was now. Everything in the human domain was getting back on the right track.

“I’ve worked for humanity and the public good for many years now. It’s time for me to be a bit more selfish… for Huang’er’s sake as well as my own.” He could only imagine what kind of suffering Huang’er had to be going through with each passing day.

Doing so filled him with initiative. For Jiang Chen, breaking through to great emperor wasn’t a challenge at all. His fortune, intuition, and foundations all converged to ensure that.

After nine months, he successfully opened his doors as a great emperor.

This time, he’d arrived at a new level of martial cultivation as well. There was plenty to write home about with regard to how he’d benefited. The young lord could finally style himself Emperor Jiang Chen!

Every step he climbed was a redemption of the yin constitution of his previous life. Every stride filled him with excitement. Everything about him saw a massive boost after breaking through.

The Nine Labyrinth Formation’s dimensional mysteries were a bit clearer to him now. The number of Confounding Puppets he could control increased to four. The ability to command four puppets simultaneously in battle gave him an almost insurmountable advantage.

Aside from these, Jiang Chen had worked on his Holy Dragon Bow the most. He’d meditated on it each day to take in the primordial aura the bow exuded. The quality of the bow was remarkable indeed; this treasure was quite a coup! Of course, his other equipment and methods saw large improvements too.

He came out just in time to hear that the Jiao brothers’ pursuit of Demon Emperor Bloodmalva had succeeded. The demon emperor hadn’t expected two empyrean experts to be on his tail and had been firmly suppressed by them.

After being wounded in the battle in the Cloudshatter Range, the demon emperor found his recovery delayed even more. Despite this and the fact that the Jiao brothers were empyrean experts, the battle had still been quite fierce.

Thankfully, the Jiao brothers were significantly stronger than a demon great emperor. It had cost them a little to kill Bloodmalva, but success meant the removal of an enormous thorn in the young lord’s side.

What made Jiang Chen rather upset though, was that the icy old man who’d brought a shouting match to Sacred Peafowl Mountain had seemingly disappeared. There was no actualization to the threats he had made.

Jiang Chen had laid down a plot for any secluded experts to appear, but the frigid old man had apparently smelled something fishy about things here. He had been nowhere to be found since then. This absence was more concerning than his potential presence.

“Spread this piece of news far and wide,” Jiang Chen commanded. “Tell the human domain that I am inviting all secluded experts for tea at Sacred Peafowl Mountain in Veluriyam Capital. The more the merrier. I have many gifts for them!”

By doing so, he intended to take the initiative. Perhaps this was a better strategy in dealing with these hermit experts.
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Social Circles of the Secluded Experts


There were quite a few empyrean experts still living in the human domain, but only seven or eight was in touch with each other. The now-dead Shu Wanqing had been a part of this network.

In fact, the old man’s death had caused a wave of heated debate in the small circle. Some expressed their indignation and declared that Jiang Chen should be harshly punished. Others didn’t care at all since the matter wasn’t personally relevant to them. A few were extreme enough to announce they were going to slaughter the entirety of Veluriyam Capital, in a display of empyrean power.

However, none of them carried out their threats in the end.

The ones calling for heavy-handed tactics fell silent after repeatedly discovering exactly how tough of a nut Jiang Chen was.

The glacial old man who had descended upon Veluriyam was among their ranks. Finding only failure at the city, he’d rounded up several other experts to seek revenge. Some made excuses as to their busyness, others stated their lack of interest, and still others plainly ignored him.

After finally finding two others with similar interests, the dastardly trio had agreed to find a good opportunity to quash Veluriyam.

But receiving news that Veluriyam had defeated the Embittered Savages and taken its Forefather Embittered Bamboo as a servant left the three experts wide-eyed and clueless.

Their delusions of troublemaking disappeared in the blink of an eye. Any attempt at opposing Jiang Chen was tantamount to suicide. And now, he’d sent out the news that he was inviting the human domain’s empyrean experts for tea and conversation!

The invitation alone wouldn’t necessarily have persuaded them. Though they were forced to admit Jiang Chen was a character in his own right, they didn’t want to seem too approachable by agreeing to attend so easily.

However, the prospect of gifts caused them to waver. The quality of the presents was a bit doubtful, since the recipients in question were empyrean experts, but there was an indescribable element of attractiveness given all the miracles Jiang Chen had pulled off so far. It seemed that nothing was impossible with Veluriyam’s young lord.

He’d brought forth the Longevity and Pinecrane Pills when he was still a sage realm cultivator. Who could guarantee that the young cultivator, now a great emperor, didn’t have other wonderful surprises up his sleeve?
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In the human domain, Craneseat Mountain wasn’t a well-known locale. Normal cultivators didn’t even know where this mountain was, nor were they able to find its entrance.

For the social circle of the secluded experts though, this was a sacred place worthy of their admiration and respect. A real expert of humanity resided here – Old Man Cranecry.

No one knew exactly how old Cranecry was, but the secluded experts in the human domain had all heard legends of him in their youths. When they became empyrean experts in their own right, still he was there.

Craneseat Mountain was where this enigmatic old man lived.

At the foot of the mountain, paths comprehensible only to empyrean cultivators began to shift. Numerous experts followed the trail of the paths into the heart of the mountain.

Before a stone tablet, a green-robed man was looking around, seeking a road upward.

Another man appeared nearby, dressed in red. His chest was half-bared, the hairs upon it dense like boar bristles. Similarly thick hair decorated both of his cheeks, giving the man a wild, fierce look.

“Ole Zhu? You’re here too?” The green-robed man greeted the one in red.

The red-robed man chuckled. “Brother Liu, you came earlier than I.”

“I wonder if Old Crane is here at Craneseat Mountain at all?” the green-robed man wondered.

“Old Crane doesn’t leave home, so I’m sure he’s here. What did you come see him for, Brother Liu?” the red-robed man inquired out of curiosity.

“Ah, I just wanted Old Crane’s opinion. Veluriyam’s invitation for tea… I want to see what Old Crane thinks of it.”

“Same here,” the red-robed man chuckled. “Come, let’s go up first. I think there’ll be quite a few people here. If Old Crane doesn’t give the word, the rest of us won’t exactly take the initiative either.”

“Isn’t that right. I remember Xi Yanbing’s antics at Veluriyam… didn’t Old Crane criticize him for it?”

“Haha, I wouldn’t go so far as ‘criticize’. A small warning at best. Old Crane isn’t that strict.” As the two men conversed, they flew up side by side.

Upon Craneseat Mountain was a bare stone dais next to a simple building. An old man sat upon it, entertaining himself with a zither. Countless white cranes had gathered nearby, an audience to his music. The atmosphere was very harmonious and serene.

The old man abruptly pressed down both hands upon the strings of his instrument. “It seems that my idle pleasure is going to be interrupted,” he sighed softly. “Leave me be for a while, my children.”

The white cranes cried in unison, seemingly understanding what the old man had said. They departed the platform on elegant wingbeats.

“Haha, I heard your zither from halfway up the mountain, Old Crane. What, you won’t let us two hear your music? We’re a bit too uncivilized for your tastes, eh?” It was the red-robed man who had said this. His name was Zhu Yun, a secluded empyrean expert.

The green-robed man behind him was Liu Yuan, also an empyrean expert.

Old Crane’s wise eyes pondered the two men as they approached. “Zhu Yun, you don’t have a single graceful bone in your body,” he smiled faintly. “Why would you want to listen to my zither?”

Zhu Yun scratched his bristles of hair. “I’m a crude man, Old Crane,” he chuckled, “but I still feel like I get quite a bit out of hearing you play.”

“Your music calms the soul,” Liu Yuan chimed in. “It soothes and clears the heart.”

The old man smiled gently. “There’s no need to flatter me so. Sit down, now that you’re here. I live in the wilderness, so I don’t have much to offer my guests. If you are content with these fruits, have a few.”

A few interesting-looking wild fruits were scattered about on the stone table before the old man.

“Haha, how can we go wrong with anything you offer, Old Crane?” Both men unceremoniously took the fruit.

As they conversed, more appeared from the foot of the mountain.

“Eh? Brother Zhu, Brother Liu, you’re here too?” The newcomers were apparently surprised to find the two men present here.

Many had come today – five, to be precise. They had come in two groups of two and three.

Among the trio was the glacial old man named Xi Yanbing. He was the expert who’d gone to make trouble and yell at the foot of Sacred Peafowl Mountain. His cultivation and position was reasonably elevated above several of his peers. Still, he showed more than sufficient respect to Old Crane.

“Greetings, Old Crane.” Every visitor stepped forward to salute and greet their oldest and most prestigious fellow.

“All of you are my guests,” Old Crane chuckled. “There’s no need for so much courtesy. Please, take a seat.”

The old man bore a pleasant and kind demeanor.

“Something must’ve happened in the human domain. Otherwise, you wouldn’t all be here, hmm? As far as coincidences go, this doesn’t seem like one.” A question was delivered with the same telltale placidity and ease.

A thin man near Xi Yanbing started to whine. “Old Crane, that Veluriyam kid doesn’t know how big the world is. He announced his invitation to us empyrean experts so carelessly. What kind of ‘martial dao tea party’ is he intending on holding? What makes a mortal cultivator bold enough to put on airs like this? Are we secluded experts supposed to grace him with our presence just because he says so?”

He clearly represented Xi Yanbing’s opinion.

After receiving a tongue-lashing from Old Crane last time, the man himself did not find it too prudent to display his open hostility.

Old Crane was silent. His disinterested gaze swept across everyone’s face. “Jiang Chen is hosting a martial dao tea party for all of us. Is there something inappropriate with his invitation? Does it deserve all of you coming here to ask me about it?”

“Old Crane, that kid is insincere. If he were sincere about it, we might have considered. But he hasn’t given us a calling card of any kind or an invitation. In fact, he hasn’t come to invite us at all. Is he commanding us to go with his announcement? Who does he think he is, to call on us secluded experts like this?” The thin, wiry man was clearly indignant.

Old Crane smiled patiently. “He would need to know where you lived to give you those things. Secluded experts are separate from the world, how was he supposed to invite you? That’s unworthy topic of criticism. However, it’s up to you whether to go or not. I won’t interfere.”

“Huh? Old Crane, we came to hear your opinion.”

“That’s right. Old Crane, that kid styles himself the leader of the human domain. He thinks nothing of you at all.”

Old Crane’s face darkened. “That’s enough!” He could see their malicious intent. They were attempting to aggravate him and give him a bad impression of Jiang Chen.

A man of his age could see through such things quite easily.

Old Crane had no strong opinions about Veluriyam’s current leader either way. In the same regard, he was uninterested in being swayed or brainwashed by others.

The old man’s harsh rebuke caused the speaker in question to pull back his head, cowering to the side.

Before him, Xi Yanbing offered a placating smile. “Please do not be angry, Old Crane. Sage Brother Tu got a bit ahead of himself.”

“I have my own way of judging people and things,” Old Crane stated coolly. “You don’t need to try to pass on your emotions to me. My eyes will not be clouded.”

“Yes, sir.” The old man’s decisiveness was met with a wave of nods.
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Old Crane’s Ideas


“Liu Yuan, you speak.” Old Crane named another cultivator. From his understanding of these men’s personalities, he trusted this one much more than the last speaker.

Liu Yuan was none other than the earliest arrival to Craneseat Mountain, the cultivator in green robes.

“Old Crane, after Jiang Chen’s victory over the Embittered Savages, his right to rule is unquestioned in the various domains. I assume he’s achieved some sort of breakthrough a few days ago and is riding that high to extend the tea invitation. Apparently, there will be amazing gifts at the martial dao tea party.”

“Amazing gifts?” Old Crane smiled faintly. “He’s just a mortal boy, is he not? He isn’t empyrean realm yet. What gifts can he give that would amaze us?” This question was based in doubt rather than ridicule.

“We thought it odd, too. That’s why we came to you, Old Crane.”

The old man cracked a wry smile. “But there’s no need for that, is there? If you want to go, feel free to go. What if he really does have something amazing?”

To the side, Zhu Yun blinked. “Are you going too, sir?” he looked expectantly at the wise old man. “We’ll only have enough momentum to overshadow Veluriyam if you come with us.”

“Why would we need to overshadow them?” Old Crane blinked in surprise.

Zhu Yun tugged at his messy hair. He didn’t know why; he’d said it without thinking.

“We don’t need to overshadow him if you don’t think so, Old Crane.” He laughed blithely.

Old Crane ignored the mildly silly man. Instead, he glanced toward Xi Yanbing. “I remember you went to Veluriyam last time, Ole Brother Xi. We had a conversation about it. Do you really think that we should take a hostile stance towards Veluriyam?”

Xi Yanbing hadn’t expected Old Crane to direct the conversation towards him.

Unable to find the right words, he stammered, “M-maybe, he’s a bit too overbearing. He’ll threaten us one day, r-right? Even if not directly, then bring us indirect disaster at some point.”

The excuse he made was reasonable enough, given the short notice he’d had to come up with it. His two companions nodded instinctively in agreement.

The others were impassive.

Old Crane’s attitude gave them the impression that he wasn’t particularly against Jiang Chen or Veluriyam Capital. Because of this, it was a better idea to withhold their opinions.

Old Crane was perfectly calm when he heard Xi Yanbing’s reply. “You cannot condemn someone because of possibility alone,” he smiled smoothly. “Plus, I think he’s quite far from being overbearing.”

Old Crane looked toward the others. “Do you think Jiang Chen is arrogant or overbearing?”

Liu Yuan thought for a moment, then intoned in a deep voice. “I’ve paid some special attention to Jiang Chen. There are many topics and rumors about him, but haughty dominance isn’t one of them. I think he’s a quite responsible young man.”

The thin man behind Xi Yanbing grew anxious. “But he’s making enemies everywhere. The Embittered Savages today, the Southern Celestials tomorrow, and who knows what the day after? He might even draw the demons here one day. Is the human domain ever going to have peace again?”

Liu Yuan grinned indifferently. “These words of yours are biased. The Embittered Savages came of their own volition when the Boundary Stele broke. Jiang Chen didn’t invite them in. Quite the opposite in fact: he went to cut them off as soon as they entered the human domain. The Southern Celestials moreover, has even less to do with Jiang Chen. He was the one who drove them off. I don’t know about demons, so I can’t comment on that, but he did send two subordinates out recently to kill off a demon emperor. This is something that’s actually happened. The evidence I can see shows that he’s a responsible man.”

Despite his reserved appearance, Liu Yuan didn’t shy away from speaking up against greater numbers. He made his comments justly and fairly.

“Daoist Liu,” the thin man harrumphed, “I assume you’re going to go fawn over him at his martial dao tea party? Aren’t you an empyrean expert? You’re lowering yourself below your status!”

“I haven’t decided whether I’m going or not. That’s why I’m here to ask Old Crane.” Liu Yuan didn’t want to argue with the thin man. Instead, he turned to Old Man Cranecry. “Old Crane, this is all that I know about him. My opinion of Jiang Chen is my own.”

Old Crane nodded. “Did you all come hear to listen to what my thoughts were? You want to know whether I’m going or not, hmm?”

His audience didn’t nod, but their non-disclosure was tacit agreement.

“Well, Old Crane? Are you going?” After a while, Liu Yuan broke the silence with curiosity.

“I am.” Old Crane’s answer was clear-cut.

“Huh?” Zhu Yun yelped exaggeratedly out of surprise. He had thought it impossible that Old Crane would go anywhere.

“I suppose we can chat about it if you want to know why.” Old Crane’s tone was even. “I’m much older than any one of you – double that of some, in fact. As you’d expect, I’ve seen a few more people and things in my time.

“But just like you, the time I spent in the human domain was stifling. To be here in the first place, we’ve all witnessed countless so-called geniuses.

“That’s why people at our height intrinsically look down upon mortal geniuses. They’re not like us when they were young. There’s no way they’ll break through to empyrean realm, not ever. Something like that, right?” Old Crane’s gaze was serene, but strangely piercing as well.

The old man was exactly right. Jiang Chen’s achievements in the ordinary part of the world hadn’t particularly impressed the empyrean experts. They didn’t consider it a given that Jiang Chen would be able to reach empyrean realm in his entire life. How could he possibly surpass them?

“When a young man shows the potential to catch up to us, we might feel discontent in our hearts. We might see it as a challenge to our position and authority. I think that Shu Wanqing’s trip to Veluriyam Capital was partially motivated by this.” Old Crane sounded almost detached. “Unfortunately, he underestimated the young man’s potential… and his strength and decisiveness.”

Sobriety entered the old man’s voice. “Actually, I would’ve called you all here even if you hadn’t come. It’s good that you gathered of your own volition. There are some things I must discuss with you.”

Each man braced himself. It was the first time they saw Old Crane being so serious in both expression and tone.

“First, I must make my positions clear. I applaud his actions. Nay, more than that; I admire him for being so capable. My reason? It’s very simple, really. I wouldn’t have been able to do some of the things he’s done at my current age, much less at his’. Frankly, his charisma and ability are shocking for the times we live in. His constant victories in the face of mounting challenge means that he has both great potential and rapid growth.

“You will never be able to quash a young man like this.” Old Crane turned oddly harsh. He tossed a fluid glance at Xi Yanbing. “When a genius like him is born, it often means that the human domain is about to be thrown into a new era of chaos. He’s a genius created by fate itself!

“Some of you say that he’s the reason the Savages and Southern Celestials came. And you say he could lead the demons here. To that I say, you’ve gotten cause and effect backwards!

“Be honest with yourselves. Did Jiang Chen really attract the Embittered Savages and the Southern Celestials? Can he possibly be the sole cause of the demon race’s eventual invasion? None of you experienced their dominance in that bygone era. Jiang Chen? Can one young man usher in an entire ancient race?”

The thin man’s face reddened. His baseless accusations were revealed for what they were.

“Remember, hard times create heroes. Not the other way around. Make sure not to get mixed up. You will only find trouble for yourself otherwise. Disregarding the future, what can you do to Jiang Chen right now?” Old Crane’s words were grating, but true.

The current Jiang Chen wasn’t someone they could take on. Perhaps only Old Crane himself could. But now the young lord had used some method or other to take in the forefather of the Savages as his servant.

Hypothetically, it would be hard for Old Crane to strike at Jiang Chen if he had to go through the Savage forefather.

“I think that’s enough talk from me. Distill what you’d like from it. I am going to this martial dao tea party for two reasons. One, to meet Jiang Chen in person. Two, to apologize personally. The human race is in great danger, but we elders have left much of the burden to a young man like him.”

Old Crane had announced that he would retreat from the world countless years ago. Mortal interests were no longer his own. This was the biggest reason he’d turned a blind eye to the outside world.

However, his observations informed him that the human race was at a very dangerous juncture. It would be hard for him to pursue self-preservation alone. It was time for him to reappear in the world.

Liu Yuan readily concurred. “I’ll go as well.”

Zhu Yun chuckled. “If you’re going, Old Crane, I’ll go to spice things up as well. That Jiang Chen kid has a few tricks up his sleeve, eh? I’ve never seen a youngster do nearly as many things as him.”

The other two secluded experts nodded as well. “If that’s the case, we’ll both accompany you, Old Crane.”

Only Xi Yanbing’s trio was left.

Xi Yanbing coughed out a laugh. “Old Crane, I just can’t get past my previous tiff with Jiang Chen. I guarantee I won’t try to make an enemy of him in the future, but I should probably not go to this tea party of his.”
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Convening


Sacred Peafowl Mountain, Veluriyam Capital.

Jiang Chen delegated the responsibility of the martial dao tea party to Jingzhong Hui. Emperor Wellspring was called emperor no more. The city had taken to calling him Elder Hui, or sometimes Elder Jing.

In the same way, Emperor Peerless had become Elder Mo.

After breaking through to great emperor, Jiang Chen assigned the bulk of menial work to his subordinates. His focus was on personal cultivation. He had plans that once the human domain settled down a bit, he would make a trip to Myriad Abyss Island.

It’d been several years since Huang’er’s departure. It would be a lie to say that Jiang Chen wasn’t worried about her. Xiahou Jing’s nature was evidence that his entire house was a brood of vipers. If Huang’er really did become Xiahou Zong’s cultivation vessel, she would surely meet with a miserable end.

“Young lord, we’ve received a calling card.” Xue Tong came in with the card in question.

Jiang Chen took and perused it with a frown. “Old Man Cranecry? Who’s that? Old Brother Hui, have you heard of someone by that name?”

Wellspring’s entire body shook. He bounced up from his chair, his eyes wide with surprise. “Did you say Old Man Cranecry, young lord?”

“Yes? Do you know him?”

Wellspring looked incredulous. “I don’t know him, but I’ve heard of him! Your calling card is from Old Man Cranecry?”

“Yes. He said he wanted to come chat with me during the tea party. He was very courteous.” Jiang Chen handed the card to his lieutenant.

Wellspring took it and read it himself. Residual shock was visible on his face. “I didn’t expect Old Man Cranecry to still be alive.”

“Why do you say that?” Jiang Chen asked curiously.

“I’ve heard stories of him ever since my youth. He was a legend of his generation. There were many tales passed down about his exploits. When I was young, my master used to tell them to me as inspiration.” Wellspring grew wistful as he recounted his past.

“He’s a man out of history. That means he should be very strong, no?” Jiang Chen played with the card in his hands. “I’m surprised he’s so polite in his communications.”

His understanding of the secluded experts so far had given him the impression that they were a uniformly proud and aloof bunch. He wasn’t used to Old Man Cranecry’s civility.

But Jiang Chen was the kind of person that reciprocated any kindness he received ten times over. He wasn’t likely to be hostile to someone polite. Those who wished to attend the martial dao tea party were considered guests.

He found no reason to refuse them outside the gates. “Old Brother Hui,” he smiled, “it sounds like you used to idolize him. Come with me to receive this honored guest.”

“I would wish for nothing more!” Wellspring was overjoyed.

At the foot of Sacred Peafowl Mountain stood an old man in cream-colored robes. It was none other than Old Man Cranecry. He had an ethereal aura, someone almost separate from the world; perhaps because he had departed from it for so long.

There were a few others following him: four of the secluded experts who’d visited Craneseat Mountain. Everyone aside from Xi Yanbing’s trio had come.

“You must be Old Man Cranecry, sir. This kid is Jiang Chen, please forgive my tardiness in receiving you!” Jiang Chen greeted them with passion.

Cranecry considered Jiang Chen with undisguised interest. “Young lord Jiang Chen, I often hear your name despite my hermit lifestyle. Heroes often become so at a young age. Very good, very very good. I heard you were holding a tea party for the secluded empyrean masters. Though I’ve long since washed my hands of mortal affairs, I was drawn here by your remarkability.”

“I humbly thank you for your graciousness, sir.” Jiang Chen had a rather good first impression of Old Man Cranecry. The visitor wasn’t throwing his weight around simply because he was an empyrean cultivator.

The old man’s eyes were placid and serene, and his words had the same nature. Jiang Chen found no fault in anything. Thus, he desired to show the same amount of exceeding courtesy. He enthusiastically brought the secluded experts up the mountain.

The young man’s attitude contented Old Cranecry and his companions. They had heard from specific sources that Jiang Chen was young and proud, but that seemed completely inaccurate in person.

There was no youthful brashness in this particular youth. Quite the opposite: he treated them with decorum and respect in a practiced hand. In some aspects, he might have been even more mature than they were.

“My friends, the tea party begins tomorrow. Please rest in a few of the side residences for today. Do you know if there will be more guests coming?” Jiang Chen was unsure of exactly how many hermits there were.

“I can’t answer you clearly,” Old Man Cranecry laughed. “By my estimates, there should be more secluded experts than just us few. Some won’t come because of various reasons, but we shall see tomorrow as to the remainder.”

Jiang Chen nodded. “I’ll keep my eyes open.”

“Sacred Peafowl Mountain looks quite impressive,” Cranecry smiled. “I can see you’ve spent quite a bit of effort on this place.”

“Sacred Peafowl Mountain is the foundation of Veluriyam Capital, and Veluriyam is the foundation of the human domain. This place is extremely important, so I found that to be a necessity.”

“Hmm, quite so. Young man, it has been difficult for you to build up what you have so far. I came in part to express my apologies.”

“Oh? Why do you say that, Old Crane?”

“Logically speaking, the human domain’s issues should’ve been my unshirkable responsibility. Alas, I announced to the world I would retreat from it roughly eight thousand years ago. My life was to be spent among the beauties of nature, unto my old age.” Old Cranecry’s words bore the tone of one who had seen much of life.

It was a tough thing for someone who’d gone into voluntary seclusion eight millennia ago to enter the world once more. The human heart was liable to be changed by its surroundings; reclusion often dampened one’s optimism.

“Were you planning on coming back into the world at large, Old Crane?” Jiang Chen asked curiously.

“Haha, you’re quite perceptive, young man,” the old man chuckled. “The winds are changing and you’re shouldering all of the additional responsibility. I can’t let my old bones rest while I know that’s happening. But don’t worry, I won’t be jealous of a young man like you even if I do come back. I don’t need meaningless things like titles of leadership. Actually, I came to tell you that you’ve been doing very well. Please continue your good work. I will be on your side from now on.”

Well! The old man was quite direct.

Jiang Chen was rather embarrassed by the display. “Not at all, Old Crane. You are far too kind. If you were to take up that mantle, I would be completely happy to listen to your orders.”

There was no pretense in the young man’s declaration. He wasn’t some kind of omni-directional busybody. He had carried Veluriyam’s weight so far entirely because of his promise to Emperor Peafowl.

If Old Man Cranecry were willing to come out of retirement and lead the human race, Jiang Chen would be perfectly happy to cede the position and initiative.

“That wouldn’t be appropriate,” the old man replied quickly. “You’re a young genius destined to shine while I’m a wilted flower of yesteryear. To overshadow your radiance and let your genius go unused would be positively criminal.”

Cranecry’s attitude surprised Jiang Chen. His understanding of the secluded experts was that they were a conceited, presumptuous bunch. And yet, this old man was the picture of affability.

“Those words are too harsh, Old Crane. The seniors around you are all empyrean experts as well. Given your reputation and history, it’s a no-brainer for you to take my place.”

Cranecry turned solemn. “Not at all! I am older than you, yes, and I’m stronger than you currently, but I can see the momentum in things and events. If I had to pick someone who could change the fate of the human domain’s future, I would definitely not pick myself. You, young lord Jiang Chen, have the momentum of the world behind you.”

The better one knew Jiang Chen, the more one understood this fact.

“I don’t deserve your excessive praise, Old Crane,” Jiang Chen smiled wryly. “Do you have any opinions about humanity’s current predicament?”

Old Man Cranecry was grim. “Humanity has three hidden problems. One, the demons; two, Myriad Abyss Island; and three, the aliens outside the Boundary Steles. The last is the least threatening of these. Since the ancient times, humanity has always had the greatest numbers and been the strongest among its neighbors.

“Myriad Abyss Island… well, it’s very far away. Unless its experts return to the human domain en masse, we can overcome some of the other associated issues.

“But the demons… I’m sure you know that this is an unavoidable tragedy. It’s a continuation of ancient events.” Cranecry sighed. “I hear that you’ve fought a few demons already?”

“I’ve had multiple skirmishes with the demon race. However, I’ve only fought against disorganized troops left to their own devices. The most threatening demons remain in the desolate wildlands, where they are sealed away. I’d give them another few decades before they regain freedom.”

This drew Old Crane’s concern. Despite his age, he hadn’t experienced the ancient demon-sealing war. As such, he had little idea of what demons were truly able to accomplish.

“You’ve fought many demons before. If war breaks out with the demons, what do you think current humanity’s chance at victory would be?”

“Almost nonexistent,” Jiang Chen replied without thinking. “Unless a significant amount of opportunities or changes arise.”

Old Crane was taken aback. “Almost nonexistent?”

“Almost none.” Jiang Chen knew the answer was cruel, but he didn’t seek to hide the truth. “In ancient times, it cost humanity an incredible amount of manpower and resources to defeat demonkind and seal their leaders away. Though the demons won’t recover their ancient combat prowess straight away, we humans have weakened a great deal since then as well. We’re likely to be worse off, actually.”

Honestly, his biggest worry was also the demon race.
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The Martial Dao Tea Party


In the guest quarters, Jiang Chen made his farewells and bid his men to take good care of his distinguished guests.

Old Crane was in a solemn mood. He felt quite distressed and rather guilty after conversing with Jiang Chen.

Off to the side, Zhu Yun was huffing indignantly. “Jiang Chen is too young after all. He doesn’t understand how to converse in polite society. He glorifies the demons and disparages his fellow humans!”

Old Crane knew that Zhu Yun was quick to jump to conclusions and didn’t have any bad intentions. He shifted his glance to Liu Yuan instead. “Liu Yuan, what do you think?” The person in question was in deep thought. This was an issue that needed to be considered seriously.

“Old Crane, Jiang Chen's words are harsh, but I do agree with him. The human race has weakened greatly after the ancient war. Most of our ancient heritage was either taken to Myriad Abyss Island or has vanished completely. As it currently stands, our current foundations and strength aren’t even a tenth of our ancestors’. If the demons recover up to thirty percent of their full strength, we won't be able to put up much of a resistance.” Liu Yuan was already being rather tactful.

Old Crane sighed. “At first I thought that Jiang Chen was overstating the severity as well, but after careful consideration, I believe his words to be true. The Embittered Savages and Southern Celestials might not be anything to be afraid of, but the start of the demon invasion will plunge us into the depths of hell.”

A depressed atmosphere clung to the crowd after these words.

They were empyrean masters. Worldly matters no longer concerned them, nor did humanity’s plight, but the demons were a threat that not even they could avoid. Once the demons came back to life, even the experts would be drawn into the conflict. In fact, they would likely be the first to bear the brunt of disaster.

A grinning Liu Yuan wasn’t as sombre as the others. “Old He, even though Jiang Chen is extremely wary of the demons, it’s likely that he has some kind of plan in store. During our conversation, he mentioned something about a great change of fate. Perhaps things might not be as grim as we think.”

Old Crane’s eyebrow twitched. “Where do you think this change of fate lies?”

“I can't tell for the moment, but perhaps Veluriyam and Jiang Chen is one of the possibilities. I once heard that an ancient leader of humanity built Veluriyam Capital, and that the Pagoda is his trademark masterpiece.”

Old Crane mused deeply. “That is indeed a saying, but it’s never been verified. And in fact, every age since the ancient times brings with it some empyrean masters who try to spy on the Pagoda’s secrets. But no one’s ever succeeded. Either they realize they need to back off, or they just don’t make it out.”
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Several more secluded masters filtered in during the rest of the day. It wasn't a given that all empyrean masters had dealings with each other. Those who arrived after the initial group were even more mysterious and low profile. Some of them surprised even Old Crane—he hadn’t figured that they’d still be alive.

After exchanging pleasantries, all retired for the night in the guest quarters that Jiang Chen assigned to them.

It was without a doubt that they weren’t here for just the tea party. They also wanted to take in what kind of person this famous young lord was. Would this miracle-maker actually bring forth some valuable benefits this time?

The sun shone brightly the next day, overlooking very pleasant weather. Jiang Chen rose early and went to look in on his guests after washing up and composing himself. Nothing was overlooked in the care of his guests.

The martial dao tea ceremony was held in a clearing on the mountain to the rear of the young lord residence. It was a prime location outfitted with high altitude, excellent and unobstructed visibility, and an excellent view.

The empyrean visitors who’d travelled quite a distance to be here filtered into the clearing. There were nine in total—a figure smaller than what Jiang Chen had anticipated, but not too great a disappointment overall.

At the start of the tea party, the young lord announced with a smile, “Everyone, we have all manner of drinks in sufficient quantities today, be it tea or alcohol. Sacred Peafowl Mountain is only a humble place, so please do excuse us if our offerings are inadequate.”

The tea and spirits that Jiang Chen had prepared today were likely to be novelties to even the empyrean masters—particularly the spirits.

Back in the mundane kingdoms, his random ‘Nine Magnificience Dew Wine’ concoction had been enough to conquer Skylaurel Kingdom. For today’s tea party, he’d painstakingly prepared real, heavenly-plane level drinks.

“Everyone, the green pot in front of you is filled with Drunken Immortal, while the red pot holds Shennong1 Liquor. I’ve taken meticulous care with both. Please, try some.” Jiang Chen poured a cup for himself as he spoke.

Their interest piqued, everyone present poured a cup of each. They were all empyrean masters, so they could naturally discern good from bad after they’d been so bold as to answer the invitation. A quick scan was sufficient to tell them that all was well with the drinks.

Interest gripped Old Crane and he drained a cup of Drunken Immortal. Its mellow sweetness instantly imparted good spirits and a light mind. He blurted out compliments, “Fantastic wine. It suits the name alright! This is wine that can put down even the gods and immortals. What a beauty, haha!”

Seeing Old Crane partake further drove the reservations out of people’s minds. Besides, one of the shared interests between these secluded experts was a love of drinking.

Each chose Drunken Immortal or Shennong Liquor as they would, and almost all set down their cups with unanimous appreciation. “This really is fine alcohol!”

“Young lord Jiang Chen, you brewed this yourself? It’s really something! Hahaha, looks like I have to come visit often in the future!”

Zhu Yun loved drinking. Jiang Chen was much more pleasing to his eye after two cups; any previous prejudices were nowhere to be found.

How could a brewer of such lovely alcohol possibly be bad? Such was Zhu Yun’s logic.

The others burst out laughing. Jiang Chen joined in as well. “Please have as much as you’d like if the refreshments are to your taste. Like I mentioned, we have more than enough for everyone today.”

Zhu Yun’s eyes gleamed. “Really? Then I’m going to solemnly indulge myself!”

There was another roar of laughter at his words. Atmospheres were always most easily warmed when drinking. After a few cups of alcohol, people warmed up to each other and relations were closer.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, I’ve heard your name often in the past years. Old fogeys like us rarely inquire about mundane matters, but I must raise my thumb in approval and admiration to what you’ve done lately. You’re definitely something! It’s the human domain’s fortune to have someone like you.”

The speaker was a short and stout elder. He had an enormous, red nose that lent him quite some character.

Talk was cheap and compliments free. The others chimed in as well. Having drunk the young lord’s alcohol, Jiang Chen was much more agreeable in their eyes.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, the battle with the Embittered Savages cemented your position as the leader of humanity. Though us old fellows don’t seem to have accomplished anything, we too must admit that you’re a qualified leader of the human domain. You have such abilities at your age and such a sense of responsibility. It really puts the rest of us to shame.”

“Truly, therefore, our attendance at today’s tea party is also a sign of respect.”

Pretty words abounded, but Jiang Chen didn’t forget himself amidst the mass flattery.

He smiled faintly, raised his cup and took a sip. “I took the risk of being forward in holding this tea party. I wanted to see where the limits of the human domain are and just how many empyrean experts humanity possesses. Please forgive me if I’ve offended anyone with my brash actions.

“My second intention is to make use of the tea party to express a few sentiments to the various seniors present. She Wanqing’s death wasn’t the result of pointed provocation on my end. He brought it down on himself, and I absolutely mean no disrespect to my empyrean seniors. He was too depraved and sunk to the depths of colluding with robbers from Myriad Abyss Island! Under those circumstances, I wouldn’t have let him off even if I knew him personally!”

Jiang Chen’s attitude was quite resolute when it came to this matter.

“Perhaps there will be those who think I’m too overbearing, that I’m being disrespectful to my seniors. I want to re-emphasize that I mean no offense. At the same time, I want to stress that even if the seniors here decide to withdraw from the world and refrain from sharing the burdens of mankind, please keep to a bottomline of morals. Don’t aid and abet tyrants, or collude with alien invaders.”

The young lord’s words were a bit heavy, but he delivered them quite openly. The others could tell from the clean look in his eyes that he had no ulterior motives.

“The third intention behind the tea party is that I wanted to make use of this opportunity to get to know all of the seniors present. I really don’t want to spend my time and effort on civil strife, and want even less for internal troubles to create misunderstandings! This kid feels that although the danger for humanity has been temporarily defused, the human domain lies in shambles with a thousand boils and a hundred holes. It can’t take much more. Thus, whatever we all may do, please remember that we are all humans at the end of the day.

“And finally, when I sent out the invitation, I mentioned that there would be some benefits to attending.”

Jiang Chen was showing an adept hand at how to operate in social situations. He’d had the serious talking to first, then pivoted to benefits at the end. In this way, any ruffled feathers or uneasiness would be smoothed over to a certain degree.



1 A mythical Chinese deity and sage ruler of ancient China
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The Way to Grand Ascension


Even though each guest was an empyrean master, they couldn’t help being moved by the word “benefit.” In the secular world, perhaps Veluriyam’s young lord was the only one who could tempt them in this manner.

“Gentlemen, I have the beginning of a mantra here. Please peruse it at your leisure.” Jiang Chen unfurled a sheepskin scroll containing a passage he’d personally written; it was only a few hundred characters in total.

He handed it to Xue Tong so that the latter could pass it to Old Crane, the one with the highest prestige out of all the empyrean masters.

The elder was satisfied by the young lord’s obvious high regard. He brought out a talisman and offered it to Xue Tong in return. “Thank you, little friend. This talisman is an empyrean defense talisman. Consider it my humble gift as thanks for hosting us these past two days.”

Xue Tong had been in charge of the guests’ well-being. Clever and lovable, the child had left a good impression on the elder.

Xue Tong was torn whether to accept the present or not, but Jiang Chen chuckled. “Xue Tong, remember that the elder’s goodwill is your blessing. Accept it.”

Xue Tong therefore took the talisman with due deference. “Many thanks for your favor, senior.”

Old Crane laughed out loud. “Master and servant are both so courteous. As the elder, I ought to give some presents to my juniors.”

He cheerfully unrolled the scroll and studied it in earnest. His eyebrows twitched into a frown at the first two lines. Sharp concentration replaced the smile in his eyes as he stared at the characters, seemingly absorbed by the profound mysteries within.

His chest heaved faintly after taking in the full text. Gone was his relaxed demeanor. His face was dead serious, as if he’d made an earth shattering discovery. He couldn’t help reading it over again, then over and over, finally handing it to Liu Yuan with clear reluctance after a full nine times.

“Liu Yuan, your comprehension ability is quite good. Take a look.”

Astonished by Old Crane’s reaction, the latter took it solemnly with both hands. Was there some magic to this scroll? It must have been remarkable to make the elder so solemn. An ordinary item wouldn’t have shaken such an aloof character.

He read it once, then twice, yet still couldn’t completely grasp the content. It seemed a little too cryptic and abstruse for him.

His reading speed was slower than Old Crane’s. He’d been a little confounded the first time, so he slowed down the next time around, spending a long while on each sentence before proceeding with the next.

In that manner, he spent over an hour on his second reading. His difficulties astonished the assembled guests. What on earth could be giving a powerhouse like Liu Yuan such a hard time? What kind of text in this world could be so arcane?

Liu Yuan finally realized he’d monopolized the scroll for far too long by the end of his third reading. He had no choice but to hand Zhu Yun the scroll.

A little embarrassed, the latter tugged at his tufts of wild hair. “I’ll pass. Brother Liu, your talent and knowledge are both above mine. If even you need so much time, how would a crude man like me understand it? Just explain it to me once you make sense of it, will ya?”

With a simple and honest smile, he stuffed the scroll to the next person.

But Liu Yuan responded cautiously, “This should be a mantra. I can understand some of it, but it’s too profound for me to master. Even so, I can vaguely tell it’s a sophisticated mantra that can perceive the rules of the heavens.”

“How sophisticated?” Zhu Yun puzzled.

A little uncertain, Liu Yuan turned to Old Crane. “What do you think, Old Crane?”

The elder smiled. “Let’s wait for everyone to read it and share their opinions. That being said, I’m certain it surpasses all the internal methods we usually cultivate. It’s only the first couple hundred characters, but sublime truths are hidden within. Perhaps it comes from the ancient times, or even from the primordial age.”

Indeed, no one could create such a technique in the current era. There were quite a few people present, and each of them spent a long time studying the scroll. Half a day quietly went by.

As the host, Jiang Chen didn’t manifest any impatience. He leisurely sipped at the fine liquor he’d brewed, quite at relaxed ease. He was waiting for these men’s reactions.

At long last, the last empyrean master finished reading and handed the writing back to Old Crane. The latter carefully read it again, then sighed. “Young lord Jiang Chen, this opening of yours is frightening enough.”

Jiang Chen smiled faintly. “Old Crane, what do you think of it?”

“As I’ve already said, the mantra exceeds our current standards. It must be a legacy from an era gone by, perhaps even from the primordial times.”

“You have an exceedingly sharp eye.” Jiang Chen applauded. “Old Crane is Old Crane alright, your reputation is well-earned. Your discernment alone is the most eminent in the human domain. To tell the truth, this scroll comes from an expert who taught me during my childhood.”

His past was no longer a secret, and public opinion had its own ideas for the reason behind his earthshaking talent, fooled as it was by the young lord’s fabrication of a mysterious teacher in his youth.

As to the teacher’s identity, no one could find that out. Of course, no one doubted his story. On the contrary, the absence of an exalted master would be more suspicious.

How else could the scion of a mundane official risen to these heights? Could his opportunities and skills have come out of nowhere?

Had Emperor Peafowl secretly groomed him as a successor? Even the great emperor wasn’t mighty enough to have trained such a prodigy.

As to Veluriyam, Jiang Chen was a newcomer to the city, and his feats astonishing even before becoming young lord. So the presence of an extraordinary teacher went without saying. It was the most logical explanation.

Old Crane’s eyes lit up as a thought occurred to him. “Young lord, your teacher must have been an extraordinary senior. You’re truly fortunate. Do you perhaps have the full version of this mantra?”

Like a bug screeching over his heart, this question gnawed at the elder and stirred his dispassionate heart.

Jiang Chen admitted with a smile, “I do.”

Old Crane leapt up from his seat, discarding all pretense of propriety. “Can you perhaps make it available for a look?”

No matter how great, the beginning by itself was useless. One couldn’t cultivate it before understanding the entire structure, so he needed the complete version.

All ears, the others also brimmed with eagerness.

Jiang Chen chuckled. “This is precisely the benefit I’ve mentioned when inviting you all. My master called this mantra ‘The Way to Grand Ascension.’ It guides one’s cultivation, paving the way to comprehending the heavenly rules in pursuit of the supreme grand dao. They say that the creator set down his thoughts and reflections in this mantra after ascending beyond empyrean realm. It’s particularly easy to understand and very well suited for empyrean cultivators. It’s meant for public education.”

This mantra was naturally from his past life. It had been of a decent caliber in the heavenly planes. More importantly, it was a perfect fit for the empyrean level, making it a famous obligatory study for empyrean cultivators.

Of course, it hadn’t been the most outstanding method, but it’d become widespread thanks to its relative ease of comprehension, turning it into a classic textbook. He was certain it was foreign to the Divine Abyss Continent, hence why he’d selected it.

His words left the crowd on tenterhooks.

An existence above empyrean realm? How exalted a being was that? Empyrean cultivators were those who’d peeked into the secrets of the heavens and gained their acknowledgment, obtaining an empyrean decree.

Certainly, it was merely the first step to the grand dao. A higher level had to exist. But it was outside the scope of their knowledge and imagination. Afire with desire and curiosity, they couldn’t begin to imagine how fearsome beings at that level could be.

If this Grand Ascension was truly so mystical, couldn’t it guide them further along the empyrean road?

There was no end to martial cultivation. Even at their level, their goal forever remained one and the same: to go even higher! However, everyone’s potential was limited. Breakthroughs become harder after a certain stage.

Some people would halt at a realm or another for a couple thousand years without making any headway. Such were bottlenecks that visited everyone. Some bottlenecks were obstacles of a lifetime!
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The Road to Divinity


A self-collected man, Old Crane asked with a deep breath, “Young lord, doesn’t that mean the Grand Ascension can…”

Jiang Chen nodded immediately. “Yes. The senior said that if I can fully comprehend it, I can at least reach the peak of empyrean realm. If destined to, I can even shed the material plane for a higher plane of existence.”

Even a personage like Old Crane shook all over. With an intense stare, he whispered, “Did the senior mention what kind of plane that is?”

“Above the empyrean realm lies the road to godhood, where both the soul and the flesh can communicate with the divine. At that stage, apart from heavenly tribulations, there’s no limit to one’s lifespan. One can survive as long as the universe exists.”

This had been common knowledge in Jiang Chen’s past life.

As the son of a celestial emperor, he’d been a prominent figure standing above the masses. The things he’d seen were a million times beyond the ken of the Divine Abyss Continent. Anything he casually imparted would stun these secluded masters.

Sure enough, the atmosphere became heavy. The guests’ expressions took a strange turn. Apart from Old Crane, all of the empyrean masters were seized by a sudden sense of inferiority.

Sudden realization had dawned that this confident young lord was truly their equal, or perhaps even their superior. They were entirely at his mercy at this moment, desperate for him to grant them “The Way to Grand Ascension.”

From a certain point of view, wasn’t it the same as young men longing for their elders’ guidance? Jiang Chen had gained the upper hand in that regard.

And in fact, this was the result he’d been gunning for. It would’ve been difficult to use force to beat honest obedience into the bunch. However, his knowledge and experience, and the prestige of his mysterious teacher, had awed them into submission.

If an expert could casually impart a mantra such as the “Grand Ascension,” how could his strength be lacking? Could he be worse than ordinary empyrean cultivators like them?

Old Crane exclaimed, “Divinity... sure enough, such an indistinct realm exists above ours! There’s indeed no end to the grand dao. They say that the gods are immortal, residing in the everlasting heavenly planes, enjoying endless bliss and pleasure. How enviable! They’ve truly become perfect lifeforms.”

Empyrean experts were mighty enough. But like common mortals, their lifespan was limited. They would kick the bucket all the same when their time was due. They seemed eternal to the common folk, but were far from true immortality.

Jiang Chen smiled. “They’re not actually immortal. The gods also have to face heavenly tribulations and cataclysmic disasters. Mortality is high among them. In fact, it might not be lower than for mundane cultivators.”

“Ah?” The guests looked at each other, perplexed. How could death be so frequent for the gods? Were the heavenly tribulations that frightening?

Jiang Chen smiled. “Of course, that’s all hearsay from my teacher. I used to be curious as well, so I asked him if gods lived forever.”

“How did he answer?” Old Crane quizzed.

“That the heavenly dao has its own rules. Life and death, rise and decline, there is a cycle to everything. Nothing is everlasting and lives forever. Of course, if divine cultivators survive their tribulations, they will live as long as the sun or the moon. However, their world isn’t foreign to conflict and massacre. Their wars also result in heavy casualties. Otherwise, no matter how vast the heavenly planes, how could they contain an infinite number of divine creatures?”

Like frogs at the bottom of the well, the guests were shocked time and again by his revelations.

Old Crane exclaimed. “I wouldn’t dare presume comment on the affairs of the gods. I simply wonder if your teacher’s cultivation…”

“It’s far above all of yours. Of this I’m certain of. His aura and presence are on an entirely different level. However, I didn’t dare ask for specifics, and I probably won’t have another opportunity to.”

The crowd took his explanation in stride. Of course such a figure was stronger than them. The mysterious man must have been close to divinity. Otherwise, how would he raise a monster like Jiang Chen in such a short time?

Did an ordinary man have such ability? Only a near infallible god did. Even Old Crane had to concede that he couldn’t possibly train a mundane youngster into a third of Jiang Chen in a short amount of time.

So what if they were weaker than this mysterious teacher? That was only right and proper; there was nothing to be angry or resentful about here.

Old Crane sighed in regret. “No further opportunities? Young lord, did the senior already leave our continent?”

Jiang Chen sighed deeply, his voice desolate. “I don’t know either. I once asked him, ‘Will I see you again?’ He responded, ‘When the time is right.’ But when might that be? I haven’t a clue.”

Like an inborn actor, he skillfully made this fake teacher come to life, firmly fooling the crowd.

Old Crane wrung his hands. “It’ll be the regret of a lifetime if I can’t pay my respects to such a master.”

The others nodded, sharing in the sentiment. They were envious of Jiang Chen as well. Since he and the unknown senior were predestined to cross paths, the latter must’ve paved the young man’s entire future, only waiting for the boy to progress step by step until empyrean realm, then even further in the pursuit of a higher plane...

The same thought flashed in everyone’s mind: they couldn’t afford to make enemies of Jiang Chen.

You can become jealous of someone who’s on the same level, or even a little inferior. You might want to beat him down or ostracize him. But when you find out that this person is only inferior to you for now, and that his origins and potential far exceed yours… and that his backing can easily crush you like a bug...

Jealousy of such a person was futile. Jiang Chen was destined to walk a different path and soar to higher skies. What waste effort being jealous of or suppressing him?

Their sole preoccupation was currently whether he would pass on the “Grand Ascension” to everyone. Hadn’t he mentioned benefits?

Jiang Chen smiled. He could surmise their thoughts. “We’ve digressed. Let’s go back to the topic at hand.”

The guests sat upright, their eyes fervent.

“My teacher told me that I can pass on the mantra to predestined friends. But he solemnly warned me it requires upstanding moral character and unyielding resolve. More importantly, you need to be human and stand fast by mankind, never to betray it! You must work for humanity’s betterment with a thankful heart!” The young lord’s voice was full of sincere gravitas.

“Why did I arrange this tea party outdoors? Because the gods watch us from the firmament. In your heart of hearts, do you believe you can fulfill my conditions? If yes, the mantra is yours. If not, then perish the thought forever.” His open gaze swept over each of them.

Old Crane chuckled. “Though I’ve retired from the world, you’ve ignited a fire anew in my chest. If I can obtain this mantra, I hereby declare I’ll always be loyal to mankind and support our race with a heart full of gratitude. May the heavens smite me if I lie.”

He swore an earnest oath beneath the vast blue sky, his heart brimming with sincerity.

As his faithful follower, Liu Yuan also pledged, “I also swear to the heavens that I’ll always be grateful if I can cultivate this mantra. No matter my future results, I shall be loyal and work to the benefit of the people. May the heavens destroy me if my resolve ever weakens or if I betray mankind!”

Zhu Yun laughed heartily. “Count me in too…”

Everyone gladly obliged with their pledges. No one could resist the mantra’s temptation. For one, Jiang Chen hadn’t made excessive demands. But even if he had, such as a task for Veluriyam, they’d also have accepted cheerfully.

Jiang Chen nodded with a smile. “Wonderful. All of you have perceived the rules of the world, making you particularly attuned to the heavenly dao. So you must be aware of the significance of an oath in the name of the heavens. Very well. You will each be given a copy of the mantra. As to your future achievements, they’re up to your own potential and comprehension ability.”

The crowd was elated by his promise.

“Young lord, you’re truly a man of principle. We pale in comparison.” Liu Yuan sighed. “I have to say, since you’ve been so generous to us, we naturally have to reciprocate. Feel free to ask if Veluriyam ever needs us.”

Old Crane laughed gently. “Liu Yan’s said everything I wanted to say.”

Zhu Yun grinned. “Old Crane happens to be a friend of mine. I can’t go wrong listening to him. Young lord, I used to have my reservations about you, but now it looks like you’re really a good man. You’re a friend worth having!”


133


Old Crane’s Promise


The tea party became much more cheerful once the greatest benefit had been distributed. Holding a copy of the “Grand Ascension” as their most treasured possession, the empyrean guests were all smiles, praising Jiang Chen to the high heavens.

Some had been guarded against him, or even hostile, but such thoughts were now a distant memory. The young lord had completely won them over.

They sat down to discuss martial dao. Jiang Chen also participated, generously sprinkling a few ideas here and there, intoxicating them with his knowledge. Envious, they all shared the same thought: a strong teacher was truly a blessing!

The gathering lasted for a full three days in a festive mood.

Almost all the participants expressed their willingness to rejoin the fray and shoulder mankind’s cause.

Jiang Chen had no other stringent requirements. He simply said, “Seniors, you’ve lived in seclusion, yet haven’t forgotten righteousness. Please allow this junior to thank you in the name of the people.”

Most of the guests left, leaving only Old Crane behind. Jiang Chen wanted a private conversation with the elder and especially asked him to stay.

Full of admiration for the young lord, Old Crane gladly complied.

“Elder, it’s rude of me to have detained you so suddenly. Please forgive me.”

“Haha, what are you saying? At my advanced age, it’s a pleasure for me to become friends with an interesting young man.”

Jiang Chen smiled. “You flatter me. In fact, I have a matter I wanted to discuss with you. To be frank, many seniors have come to the tea party, but you’re the most reliable.”

Old Crane’s face sobered. “Young lord, what could be so urgent?”

“It concerns the demons,” the young lord admitted.

“Oh? Is there some trouble that you couldn’t mention in front of everyone?” The elder turned grave.

Jiang Chen nodded. “That’s correct. We must be on our toes against the demons. Though nothing will happen in the short term, we must exercise constant vigilance against these formidable enemies.

“To my knowledge, they’re divided into ten lineages, each of them possessing its own characteristics. For example, celestial demons are their royals, demons among demons. The one in Agarwood Valley was a celestial demon lord who survived despite being sealed in an ancient formation for several hundred thousands of years. I can’t overstate how fearsome they are!”

Despite his age, Old Crane wasn’t very knowledgeable about the ancient demon-sealing war since it’d happened eons ago.

History had since moved on. The human domain had changed beyond recognition.

Those who’d lived through the war had either fallen or departed afterward. Those left behind had been marginal players who hadn’t participated in the core of the war. Ultimately, their descendants had slowly shaped the current human domain.

For that reason, current humans had little resemblance with their ancient forebears. Many ancient legacies from before the war had been lost. Some had been taken to Myriad Abyss Island, but the vast majority remained in the human territories, simply buried under the dust of history. The Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect, for example.

Old Crane finally realized the gravity of the situation. After a moment of silence, he asked, “You said we stand little chance against them without a great change of fate. What change were you referring to?”

Jiang Chen replied, “In the ancient war, all of the leading sects pooled enormous strength and resources to lay down a formation called the Great Formation of Heavenly Soul Confinement. They activated it, but didn’t capture all of the demons because the first wave of attack was fielded by scapegoats — slaves captured from other planes. Our forefathers paid a bitter price to finally seal the demons away. Restarting this formation will give us a ray of hope.”

Old Crane was moved. “How feasible is it to do so?”

Jiang Chen shook his head. “Not very. Just think about it. The ancients sects had to invest so much to operate it, while our resources and manpower might not be even a tenth of theirs. So you can easily see the difficulties ahead of us. More importantly, we don’t know the activation method. I only know the formation’s location.”

“Oh? Where is it?”

“In my land of birth, Myriad Domain’s sixteen kingdoms alliance. Mostly within the borders of Eastern Kingdom and the surrounding kingdoms.”

“Eastern Kingdom, that must be your home?” Old Crane was somewhat familiar with the young man’s background.

“Correct.” Jiang Chen nodded.

Old Crane started fantasizing, “Your teacher must also be human. He must have taken note and was monitoring the formation. The reason he took you under his wing was because you had a shared destiny with him!”

Jiang Chen smiled. “Perhaps so. But the formation stumped him as well. He simply said that it must have been laid down by many ancient formation sects acting in concert. To reactivate it requires the correct method, or at least an understanding of its underlying principles.”

“Most ancient legacies have gone to Myriad Abyss Island. To find the underlying theory is easier said than done.” Old Crane was a little downcast.

But Jiang Chen retorted, “Not necessarily so. Only a part of the ancient inheritances is there. I’m guessing most is still in our territories. However, the ancient sects were determined to fight the demons or die trying. So on the eve of battle, many sealed their home-ground with secret arts and hid their legacies, denying the enemy their treasures in case of defeat. Those who left for Myriad Abyss Island were lacking in resolve, or plainly put, deserters. They couldn’t have been the elites.”

The elder hadn’t considered this angle before, leaving him dumbstruck for a long while.

“Did the senior tell you all of this?” His tone was laced with sorrow.

“Yes, these were his speculations. He told me that activating the formation will be key against the demons. We will be in deep trouble otherwise.”

Old Crane nodded, fully buying into the story. “In that case, it seems that finding the method is our greatest priority. Young lord, do you have any clues?”

“Some. I heard noise about the formation’s legacy being in Myriad Abyss Island. Either way, I have to go there.”

“Go to Myriad Abyss Island?” Old Crane started. The place was shrouded in a haze of mystery. He himself had never pinned down its location. He’d been fascinated with the island like many others, but had been forced to give up after several vain attempts. Ultimately, his interest had slowly faded with time. So the mention of a journey took him by surprise.

“Do you know the way there?”

“I have a few ideas.” Huang’er had given him a few hints before leaving, and Jiang Chen had squeezed some information out of Xiahou Jing’s aides after their capture. He had a rough idea where to start.

Of course, both Huang’er and his captives had mentioned that the road to the island was fraught with danger.

Seeing the young lord’s serene mien, Old Crane sighed again with admiration.

No, more than admiration, he felt true respect. The young man’s road to success must have been an arduous one. But he far exceeded his seniors when it came to insight, the ways he analyzed oncoming challenges, and his breadth of vision.

“Are you going there by yourself?”

Jiang Chen nodded. “Numbers won’t matter there. I can move more easily by myself. It’ll be more convenient.”

He didn’t conceal his intentions. He wouldn’t even take the golems with him. Of course, Senior Vermilion was another matter altogether. The ancient bird ultimately needed a suitable place for his rebirth, and Myriad Abyss Island might be the best location.

So the Vermilion Bird would accompany him.

Old Crane wholeheartedly yielded to the young man’s bearing. It was a long moment before he responded. “Heroes spring from the young. You are thus reliable and determined, so I wish you a smooth and victorious journey. As for the human domain, I make no guarantees, but as long as I’m here, I won’t let anyone run wild in Veluriyam!”

This was his way of expressing support.

I can’t go with you, but I can protect your home!

Jiang Chen beamed. “Old Crane, I was waiting for this declaration.”

As a man of virtue and prestige, the elder was publicly recognized as the leader among empyrean cultivators. The young lord couldn’t hold a candle to his rallying power. It was why he’d asked the elder to stay.

Old Crane blushed. “I can’t leave all the hard work to a young man while I sit back and reap the benefits, can I? I’ve distanced myself from mundane affairs, but I can still find a pretext to stick my nose back in. Since I’ve returned to the world, I won’t shirk my responsibilities! However, I’m worried whether we can redeploy the formation even with the right method. After all, even the ancient sects found it burdensome.”

“We don’t need to deploy it again. The foundations are still intact. We simply need to gather enough resources to activate it again.”

This was their greatest advantage. Setting up a formation of this magnitude from the ground up would be too large an undertaking. There were simply not enough outstanding formation grandmasters to be found.
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Final Preparations


Old Crane felt steadier after hearing Jiang Chen’s statement.

“I don’t talk big. I will safeguard the human domain for now, until you return victorious from your expedition. What I can guarantee is that any empyrean expert, whether they came for the tea party or not, will not cause trouble for Veluriyam. Anyone who does will regret it for his entire life!”

This was a hefty commitment.

Jiang Chen bowed. “I am all the more relieved despite my imminent departure. Thank you for your words.”

Old Crane was further reassured after receiving more secrets from Jiang Chen. The Way to Grand Ascension had satisfied him a great deal.

Jiang Chen did not become freer after sending Old Crane off. His next order of affairs was increasing Sacred Peafowl Mountain’s level of fortification. The Nine Sparks Petalstorm Formation could no longer handle the current state of affairs. He had set up the formation in order to ward off peak great emperors like Pillzenith, not empyrean experts.

He needed to raise it to the level of the Hundred Sparks Petalstorm Formation. Doing so would give it the defensive prowess required to stand strong against empyrean attacks. Leveling up the formation was a grand project, costing innumerable resources. Thankfully, Jiang Chen had a glut of them from Shu Wanqing’s belongings.

Xiahou Jing’s subordinates, the late Elders Mo and Peng, had carried many resources with them as well. He had more than enough funding for this undertaking.

After about three months, the Hundred Sparks Petalstorm Formation was successfully completed.

Jiang Chen wasn’t satisfied with just this. He fused the ancient mid empyrean cultivator, Guo Ran’s residence into the young lord residence as well. In case of emergencies, those closest to him could take shelter in it.

There remained a terrifying restriction within the residence, refined as Guo Ran’s life’s work. It could instantly slay any cultivator below mid empyrean realm. Even a mid empyrean expert surprised by the restriction would suffer a grievous injury. In this way, the young lord residence had two layers of protection.

The eight stone golem brothers and the other empyrean cultivators meant that the young lord residence had its own complement of experts too. But that still didn’t feel enough.

“My friends,” Jiang Chen instructed Wellspring and Peerless. “You must take care of the affairs here after I leave. When an especially strong enemy comes that cannot be stopped by the formation, you must use this secret attack.”

He gave them a storage ring. “There’s a enormous amount of Soulless Powder of Wind and Cloud in the ring, as well as antidotes. If an enemy manages to get past the defenses, give them a taste of this!”

The Soulless Powder was tasteless and odorless, superb for both offense and defense. Even Forefather Bamboo of the Embittered Savages had fallen prey to it.

“Sacred Peafowl Mountain is virtually impregnable then,” Wellspring laughed.

“We still can’t let our guard down. The world is getting more and more unpredictable these days. Enemies may come that we can’t predict the strength of.”

“Hmm,” Wellspring nodded seriously. “Don’t worry, young lord. Old Mo and I will hold down the fort while you’re gone.”

Jiang Chen implicitly trusted these two friends of his. Wellspring was wise and calculating, Peerless, daring and resolute. Both men could be relied upon for the gravest of matters.

Jiang Chen instructed others of the necessary details as well. After that, he headed to Taiyuan Tower to find Forefather Bamboo.

Having been exiled here by Jiang Chen, the forefather was enjoying some peace and quiet as of late. He knew that the young lord had placed him here because there were still reservations about him.

In actuality, Forefather Bamboo had no thoughts of betrayal whatsoever. He’d resigned himself to his new position a long time ago. What else could he do? Jiang Chen could kill him with a single thought.

“Embittered Bamboo. You’ve been pretty idle recently, haven’t you?” Jiang Chen asked with a smile.

“Not quite by choice, you see.” The old Savage cracked a smile. “I hear many human empyrean experts came to your martial dao tea party.”

“Oh? You heard about that too?”

“I always thought humans barely had any empyrean experts left. If I knew how many there actually were, I wouldn’t have come so foolishly with my people. We were courting death!” The forefather let out a long sigh. His words were lined with tangible regret.

If he had known humanity still had such reserves of strength, they certainly wouldn’t have chosen to march into the heart of the human domain. Border raids would’ve been the most of their endeavors.

Jiang Chen didn’t sympathize with the old man. To the victor went the spoils. It was his own fault for starting a war that he eventually lost. There was no need to pity him simply because he was regretting his actions.

Allowing someone like this to leave would be setting a tiger free. Once he’d forgotten about his recent defeat, he was very likely to come back for a repeat.

Jiang Chen had no intentions whatsoever of forgiving him.

“Embittered Bamboo, I agreed to give you a few martial dao opportunities. The time isn’t right for them yet, but I do have half a scroll of the Way to Grand Ascension. Try to grasp it. If your behavior is good, you’ll have the chance to obtain the latter half.”

“The Way to Grand Ascension?” Embittered Bamboo was confused. “What’s that?”

“It’s an internal method written by one who’s ascended beyond empyrean realm. When empyrean experts continuously cultivate, they receive a chance to break through to a higher level.”

“What? You’re bluffing! A divine existence beyond empyrean realm? Do entities like that still exist after the ancient era?” Obvious disbelief could be found across the alien’s face.

Jiang Chen shrugged. “Do as you like with it.”

He’d given the empyrean masters the complete scroll of Grand Ascension. For Forefather Bamboo, he had only given half. Clearly, this was a test for the old recruit.

Awed by Jiang Chen’s presence, the forefather took the half-volume from the youth.

“I have a few matters I must attend to. I will leave Veluriyam for a time. I’m sure you know what to do during my absence, yes?”

Forefather Bamboo blinked, then nodded. “Don’t worry. If nothing else, the Savages can all read the times and act accordingly. My life is in your hands, so you don’t need to worry. I will remain honest and forthright.”

“You think being honest is enough?” Jiang Chen frowned. “Don’t forget, you’re supposed to be my servant now. You must work on Veluriyam’s behalf. While I’m gone, you must do everything in your strength to take care of the city. In particular, you must defend it against any outside enemies. Do you understand?”

“I do.” The old savage coughed out a laugh.

Jiang Chen waved a hand. “Remember to conduct yourself well. It’s up to you whether you’ll soar the heavens or descend to the abyss.”

He flitted away on the wind after making the declaration, Jiang Chen’s actions and poise were quite thought-provoking for Forefather Bamboo. Though his strength was far above the young man’s, the old Savage was completely docile, as if the youth was actually many generations his senior.

After Jiang Chen was long gone, the forefather laughed weakly. “Never mind,” he shook his head. “That kid was born to be my nemesis. I was fated to meet and lose to him. Let me see if this ‘Grand Ascension’ business is the real deal?”

Forefather Bamboo was a bit stronger than even Old Crane. His heart leapt when he saw the contents of the parchment. He raised an eyebrow, hissing softly in exclamation.

“Is this really a mantra for cultivation?” Having experience that rivaled Old Crane’s, his understanding of martial dao methods was very strong. He saw value in the text immediately.

“So he didn’t lie to me?” Forefather Bamboo was stunned. Focusing back on the scroll once more, he was a bit incredulous.

He’d thought Jiang Chen would grind away at his willpower by putting him in cold storage. But the young man had come to see him so quickly and in such earnest.

“He’s using both the carrot and the stick, eh?” Forefather Bamboo cracked a wrinkled smile. “This Way to Grand Ascension looks quite genuine. If I can get the entire volume, that would be a tremendous opportunity! What did I invade the human domain for? Resources and heritage, that’s what! What’s the point of being so stuck on how I got it with something like this in my hands?”

Savages reasoned differently from humans. They were extreme pragmatists that cared only about the end result. To accomplish it, they were perfectly happy to employ any means necessary.
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The secretly happy Forefather Bamboo aside, Jiang Chen remembered something else after he returned. “I left too early,” he mused vexingly. “I forgot to ask him who is the human expert stirring up a storm back in Embittered Savage territory.”

The question had been present in the young man’s mind for a while now.

If not for this expert’s diversion leading to the delay of the forefather’s itinerary, Jiang Chen might not have won the campaign against the Savages so easily or smoothly.

That human empyrean expert had been instrumental in the war effort. Jiang Chen would’ve very much liked to meet such a person. He had offered a helping hand without wanting anything in return, not even reputation. A true man like that was sure to have strong ethics and responsibility.

Alas, I was too hasty. If I went back now, it would be too forward of me. I’ll ask next time. Jiang Chen decided after a little thought.

Back in the young lord residence, he spent some restful moments with his family. His parents, Dan Fei, and his daughter; these were the people closest to him.

Dan Fei was an understanding girl. She knew that Jiang Chen had been preparing for a trip to Myriad Abyss Island in the past few days. Rather than opposing it, she’d quietly supported him by packing and making other necessary preparations.

This mindset was something she had come to understand after her bleak experiences. She was perfectly at peace. As long as Jiang Chen and Nian’er were near, nothing else mattered.

Moreover, Jiang Chen and Huang’er had exchanged vows a long time ago. Though Dan Fei had met Jiang Chen earlier – had known him earlier, their relationship had bloomed later. Dan Fei didn’t have the license to stop Jiang Chen from going to Myriad Abyss Island.
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The Celestial Cicada Court


After settling everything, Jiang Chen meditated for a few days to sort out his thoughts. He went over many possibilities of his trip in his mind. Though he couldn’t make preparations for every eventuality, he could prepare enough to mitigate most potential surprises.

On this day, Jiang Chen quietly headed out of Veluriyam to the southeast. He didn’t bring any humans along, but he did bring the Goldbiter Rats and the three sacred beasts – the Vermilion Bird, Long Xiaoxuan, and Little White.

He had three of the four ancient sacred beasts and was missing only the Black Tortoise. His secret aspiration and ambition was to acquire a Black Tortoise and thereby gather the bloodlines of all four ancient sacred beasts. Once converged, they corresponded to the laws of heaven and earth by fulfilling the five elements and would form their own minor cosmos.

Getting his hands on a specimen of that bloodline was much harder said than done. He had a vague idea and hope, but wasn’t lost in it.

Lightly equipped, Jiang Chen didn’t ask the Vermilion Bird to carry him. Instead, he requested that the beasts transform to more itinerant forms and carried them on his person.

After breaking through to great emperor, his Kunpeng Meteoric Escape had increased dramatically in speed. He was faster than any great emperor alive. Even some initial level empyrean experts were unlikely to be faster than him.

The plethora of defensive treasures he carried with him gave him sufficient assurance for the journey to Myriad Abyss Island.

In a few days’ time, Jiang Chen entered the territory of the only first rank sect in the human domain’s southeast – the Celestial Cicada Court.

The Court had a long and deep relationship with Veluriyam. Jiang Chen’s reign over the city had been amply supported by its mistress, Su Huanzhen. Thus, he afforded the older woman a great deal of respect.

Moreover, she had been Emperor Peafowl’s lover and they’d nearly become dao partners. Their relationship had been an extremely intimate one. Though a few specific reasons had prevented their union in the end, Su Huanzhen still loved Emperor Peafowl in her heart of hearts. Her attention had been constantly on him wherever he went.

She’d been sad for quite a while upon the emperor’s disappearance, unable to accept what had happened. Her affection for him was deep-seated and immovable. Because of this, Jiang Chen was filled with the utmost respect for her.

Loving someone was easy, but loving someone for a long time was hard. Especially when that love was unable to come to fruition, but did not turn to hatred. A long-lasting attachment and loyalty like that was exceedingly rare.

Jiang Chen kept everything on the down-low for his visit. Only when he neared the Celestial Cicada Court’s sacred grounds did he send a message glyph to contact Su Huanzhen.

He’d promised her that he would visit a long time ago, but he hadn’t had the free time because of a series of Veluriyam-related affairs. Now that he was finally here, it was appropriate for him to stop at her doorstep.

Upon defeating the Embittered Savages and removing the looming danger over the human domain, the various sects returned to their bases. The Celestial Cicada Court was to the southeast of Veluriyam Capital, which meant it had been shielded from the disaster by the city’s protective wings. It was comparatively safer here than the other sects. This meant that the Court had seen no damage whatsoever. The four Savage armies’ invasion had left these lands untouched.

Su Huanzhen had been spending recent days in a daze. She was surprised by Jiang Chen’s visit, but also very pleased. The young lord had asked her not to make raise a fuss in his message.

She discreetly left the sect’s headquarters, arriving near a quiet valley just below the mountain. Jiang Chen’s solitary shadow stood before a boulder, looking off into the southeast. His back cut a sharp figure.

Su Huanzhen was overwhelmed by the sight of the young man. He was almost the spitting image of Emperor Peafowl in his youth.

Back then, he’d been as separate from the crowd as Jiang Chen was now. No matter how remote or unassuming the place they stood was, they always found a way to distinguish themselves in the eyes of others.

She was overwhelmed by a rush of bittersweet nostalgia. But she quickly ceased this emotional disturbance; Jiang Chen was technically her junior. She had to maintain some semblance of decorum before someone so much younger than her.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, the Celestial Cicada Court can finally welcome you!” Su Huanzhen’s voice was crisp and pleasant to the ear. It was almost youthful in its harmoniousness, and distinguished itself from the dust of the world.

Jiang Chen smiled when he heard her, turning around. “Sect Head Su. I didn’t inform you of my coming beforehand… my deepest apologies for the intrusion.”

Su Huanzhen smiled slightly. “You are so much like the young Peafowl… both of you speak even the most common of courtesies in such an elegant manner.”

Jiang Chen broke into laughter. “Please excuse me, Sect Head Su.”

“Ah, I didn’t mean that in a ridiculous kind of way. In any case, good timing, young lord. I have something to ask you.”

“Oh?” Jiang Chen was a bit surprised.

“Have you had any news about Peafowl lately?” Su Huanzhen cut to the chase. At her age, there was no longer any need to be as embarrassed as a sixteen-year-old girl would have been.

Jiang Chen blinked. “Why do you ask that, Sect Head Su?”

Su Huanzhen sighed softly, her voice solemn. “In the past few days, I’ve felt uneasy during my meditations. I can see strange images and scenery flickering through my head, all of them related to Peafowl. I think he’s still alive!”

Her tone was resolute, her eyes radiating intense concern.

“His Majesty Peafowl is sure to be alive still. I’ve never doubted that.” There was steel in Jiang Chen’s voice.

“Really? Then… will he reappear in the world?” Su Huanzhen asked.

“His Majesty Peafowl carries the entire world in his heart. If he’s in a position to, he will certainly make himself known again. Don’t worry about that.”

Hearing this lifted a burden from Su Huanzhen’s shoulders. Some color returned to her face. “I just hope he’s doing well these days,” she sighed softly. “He’s still the same man after these thousands of years. Pure-hearted and single-minded, holding the entire world in his heart but his own…”

Though Jiang Chen knew about Su Huanzhen’s relationship with Emperor Peafowl in years gone by, he couldn’t comment much because he didn’t know the details.

Instead, he changed the subject. “Ah, Sect Head Su. Last time, you invited me to the Celestial Cicada Court for a few formation discussions. I have a bit of time on my hands right now. Why don’t we take this opportunity to see that come to fruition?”

“That’s perfect!” Su Huanzhen was overjoyed. “I will summon all of the young geniuses and elders in the sect for your lecture. How about it?”

“That won’t be necessary,” Jiang Chen hastily amended. “I don’t want to make too much of a fuss or bother too many others. Just us two is fine.”

Su Huanzhen didn’t press him on it. “Then I’ll benefit from your wisdom myself,” she smiled.

Formations had always been the sect’s forte. Su Huanzhen had listed a formation-related bounty in Pillfire’s Bounty Arena for this precise reason. It was Jiang Chen’s guess that the sect was very likely related to the Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect.

Su Huanzhen related the problems the Celestial Cicada Court had with its formations in detail to Jiang Chen. The young man was patient enough to solely listen while she recounted all the issues. It took many hours for her to be finished the basics.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, we became a first rank sect solely on the basis of formational knowledge. However, there are a few flaws still…”

“Celestial Cicada Court’s existing formation heritage is quite uncommon already,” Jiang Chen chuckled. “The only issue is that much of it is incomplete in some way. You only have a superficial portion of the ancient formation sect your heritage originates from, which means a severe limitation on the power of your formations as well.”

“You are a formation master, young lord Jiang Chen. Please enlighten me.” She’d never asked anyone in such a studious voice before, not even Emperor Peafowl.

“Enlighten is a strong word,” Jiang Chen smiled. “Do you know where the Celestial Cicada Court’s ancient heritage comes from?”

“I don’t know.” She didn’t feign knowledge that she didn’t possess. “Might you know, young lord Jiang Chen?” Her tone saw an uptick in serendipitous joy.

“There’s an ancient formation sect called the Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect. Many of the your sect’s formations are deeply connected to their formations.”

“The Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect?” Su Huanzhen was lost. She’d never heard of it before.

Jiang Chen didn’t have time to explain to her in more detail. He took out a storage ring. “Sect Head Su, there are many books in this storage ring about formations. A few diagrams are included as well. Everything comes from the Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect. Their stores of knowledge were profound indeed. If you research and study the ring’s contents, you will surely be able to increase the potency of the Celestial Cicada Court’s heritage many times over. You would have a good chance at even surpassing the other first rank sects!”

Su Huanzhen was ecstatic. She’d yet to recover from the shocking information Jiang Chen had brought – everything was simply so incredible! The Ancient Crimson Heavens Sect; formational heritage; surpassing the other first rank sects!

These directly corresponded to the goals she had as sect head.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, it seems that the Celestial Cicada Court has only met with good fortune after making your acquaintance. These things are priceless treasures for us. Truly, I don’t know how to repay you. You have a dao partner, right? A shame. We have many pretty girl geniuses in our own right… hehe.” The sect head giggled at this point.

“Please don’t arbitrarily play matchmaker for me, Sect Head Su,” Jiang Chen smiled wryly. “Actually, I came today for another equally important matter.” His tone grew serious.
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Three Sites of Ruins


Jiang Chen’s seriousness led Su Huanzhen to sober up as well. “What is it? Go ahead and ask, young lord.”

“I want to know if there are any suspicious ancient formations or sites within your sect’s territory.” Jiang Chen’s eyes glittered as he gazed intently at Su Huanzhen.

The older woman pondered a moment. “Our lands are in the southeast and weren’t a core area to Divine Abyss in ancient times. Still, there are a few ancient sites scattered around. The sect’s past generations have investigated them to a degree, but no secret realms exist so far as we can tell. Obviously, no treasure was to be found either.”

“Can you take me to see them, Sect Head Su?” Jiang Chen looked extremely keen.

He hadn’t come to brave any secret realms or excavate any treasure. He wanted to look for a secret formation leading to Myriad Abyss Island. A formation like that was sure to exist only in a mysterious ancient site. Normal people wouldn’t be able to even comprehend what they were seeing.

Intelligence told him that there weren’t many points of travel between the island and the human domain. The information Huang’er had left behind and bits he’d obtained from coerced questioning were both incomplete. Nevertheless, he’d gleaned a good guess from what he knew. The Celestial Cicada Court’s lands was likely one of the most important bridges between the two.

Ancient sites often held passages for dimensional transportation. Such a passage wouldn’t necessarily take him all the way to the island, but he could probably reach some kind of relay point instead, from where he would be able to find the coordinates with which to head to Myriad Abyss.

Though island was technically in the same plane as Divine Abyss, it was just in a separate pocket from the main continent. Without the correct coordinates, it was essentially impossible to reach.

Though Jiang Chen didn’t explicitly declare why he was looking into these ancient sites, Su Huanzhen trusted Jiang Chen enough not to press him. “Shall we go now?”

“As soon as possible.” Jiang Chen was quite forward.

Su Huanzhen nodded receptively. “Alright. I know three suspicious sites like what you’ve described. Let’s go check them out one by one.”

She could see how important this was to the young lord. Jiang Chen’s manifold gifts had been a bit embarrassing for her to receive, which fueled her helpfulness in this situation.

She firmly believed that he had only come for altruistic purposes. Moreover, the Court had already excavated said sites countless times without return before. There was nothing she was loathe to give up about them, nor was she going to be forbidding about Jiang Chen’s own investigation.

She would have considered things a bit longer if another sect had made the request. But there was nothing to consider in Jiang Chen’s case. Only two men in the world warranted such treatment, and it was a coincidence that both were rulers of Veluriyam Capital.

The first site wasn’t far from the sect’s headquarters, so the two arrived very quickly.

“This is one of the sites, young lord. I’ve studied this place often, but I haven’t found anything out of the ordinary here.” Su Huanzhen led Jiang Chen into the ruins.

Jiang Chen walked around the place for a bit before shaking his head disappointedly. “This place is what’s left of an ancient battlefield. There is clear evidence of a large-scale brutal conflict here, with a formation to reflect that fact. However, nothing useful remains to us.”

A single loop and several scans was enough for him to form his judgment.

Su Huanzhen was unsurprised. “The sect’s past generations came to the same conclusion. It seems that we are in agreement, young lord Jiang Chen.”

The duo flew toward the next site. The second was more out of the way, situated in a valley.

“Young lord Jiang Chen, this site is rather more confounding. The Celestial Cicada Court comes here often to research it, but we can’t make heads or tails of it.” Su Huanzhen clearly put more importance upon this site.

Jiang Chen nodded, beginning his own sweep of the ruins. There wasn’t nearly as much of a mess here; everything was comparatively more secluded. He strode back and forth, expanding his consciousness fully outward to pick up any stray details. Unfortunately, there seemed to be no connection here to Myriad Abyss Island.

“Sect Head Su, I believe an ancient expert once dwelt in this place. There are many things to be found here, but it’s not possible to see that from the surface. There’s a well-hidden formation around this place that creates an extra-dimensional pocket. If you weren’t familiar with it, you wouldn’t know that there was far more to this place than met the eye.”

Su Huanzhen was elated. “Are you saying that this is an ancient secret realm?”

“Very likely so,” Jiang Chen nodded.

The older woman’s eyes widened at the discovery. This had simply come too sudden.

“Do you understand this dimensional formation’s secrets?” Su Huanzhen’s clear eyes looked at Jiang Chen expectantly.

“A little bit.” He smiled.

“Then…” Su Huanzhen was interrupted by Veluriyam’s young lord.

“Sect Head Su, I don’t have time to open this secret realm for you right now. However, there is information related to dimensional principles in the books I gave you. In addition to that, I will draw out a blueprint of the principles behind this realm operates for your reference. Remember: any secret realm is dangerous in its own right. Even if I were to explore this place personally, I would observe ten steps for any one I took.”

Su Huanzhen was somewhat downcast. “I feel uncertain without your participation, young lord.”

“Your words are weightier than I can bear,” laughed Jiang Chen.

Without delay, he began to analyze the formation, casually sketching down its lines in the process.

Su Huanzhen felt rather apologetic when she saw Jiang Chen’s earnest work. It wasn’t easy for the young man to draw out every line and trail he perceived.

He handed the schematic to Su Huanzhen. “Here’s everything I can see, Sect Head Su. If you are going to venture into this formation, you must remember exercise every precaution. Don’t get in too deep all at once. Otherwise, you might be trapped and never get out again.”

Taking the schematic in her hands, Su Huanzhen uttered a word of sincere thanks. “I don’t know how many times this is now, young lord, but the Celestial Cicada Court owes you a great favor.”

“You are treating me like an outsider, Sect Head,” Jiang Chen laughed. “If you have time, let’s go to the third set of ruins. I hope we can find what I’m looking for there.”

Su Huanzhen nodded. “Alright.”

The duo set off again for the third site. They arrived very quickly thanks to their shared swiftness.

These ruins were set by a riverside. Green mountains stretched off into the distance on both banks, the towering scenery a wonder to behold.

“Young lord, these ruins are set in the nicest place out of the three.”

Jiang Chen stood by the rushing river, taking in the mountains’ inspiring presences. He felt his heart sing in the presence of their greatness.

“Excuse me a moment, Sect Head. Let me delve into things here a little.” The youth called upon his Cicada’s Wings as he said this, taking the sky.

These ruins were well-hidden between the sheer cliffs of a mountain range.

He opened his consciousness up entirely in an effort to probe the environment more closely. He didn’t know why, but the first impression he got was that this place was far more likely than the previous two.

Though it was remote, he could clearly feel strange turbulence coursing through the air. These chaotic winds were light enough to be usually imperceptible. Normal people would have thought them to be part of the wind created by the ambient geography.

It was normal for things to be windier by a river. But Jiang Chen was a man with a wealth of experience. He knew the difference between turbulence and regular wind.

The most important distinction between them was that turbulence had no direction or rule whatsoever. They embodied anarchy to the fullest degree.

He sought after the feel of these chaotic currents, following the entire way. The more he proceeded, the more he furrowed his brow.

His premonitions were intensifying as he walked. This place was likely an outpost for Myriad Abyss Island into the human domain. Though there was no man-made aura remaining at present. Nevertheless, Jiang Chen’s sharp senses picked up the otherness of this place.

“Did you find something, young lord?” Su Huanzhen asked candidly when Jiang Chen returned to shore.

“Sect Head Su,” Jiang Chen replied gravely, “I must come clean with you about something. Perhaps this will have a significant effect on the Celestial Cicada Court.”

“Oh? What is it?” It was obvious to Su Huanzhen that there was an important matter at hand.

“It’s very likely for this place to be an outpost from Myriad Abyss Island into the human domain. If the inhabitants of that place is planning a large-scale intrusion one day, your Court will be forced to bear the brunt of their assault.”

The news struck Su Huanzhen like a bolt from the blue.

“What? Myriad Abyss Island?” The sect head paled. These three words were still quite scary to her.

“Yes.” Jiang Chen saw no reason to lie. “The trouble with the Order of Wind and Cloud last time… its supreme lord, Xiahou Jing, was someone from Myriad Abyss Island. An average genius from a middling house was enough to send an earthquake through the human domain. If Myriad Abyss Island comes in force, I’m worried that…”

He wasn’t willing to continue with the hypothetical, especially because of Su Huanzhen’s rapidly whitening visage.

“Don’t worry too much,” he comforted. “Myriad Abyss Island has a rule forbidding its scions to return to the human domain for frivolous reasons. You needn’t worry about a large-scale invasion from there before this rule is removed.”
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