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  Chapter 84


   


  YIN BIYUE’S GAZE MET a pair of beautiful eyes. Before joy could take hold of him, the word Shixiong lodged in his throat. He froze like he’d been plunged into an icy abyss.


  Luo Mingchuan was awake. Yet his eyes were as black as midnight, devoid of any trace of confusion from his awakening. Instead, they were terrifyingly calm and unfamiliar. 


  Yin Biyue pumped the vital qi throughout his body to its max, Linyuan vibrating in his hand. “Shixiong…?” he called out tentatively. 


  “Leave. Now,” Luo Mingchuan said, staring straight back at him. 


  Yin Biyue breathed a sigh of relief. “No. Shixiong, how are you feeling?” 


  “I’m fine. There’s still time if you leave now.” It seemed Luo Mingchuan was fully aware of his own condition.


  “If you’re really fine, then we leave together,” Yin Biyue said with a shake of his head. 


  Boom! 


  The cave quaked as a tremendous tidal wave of Luo Mingchuan’s aura surged out. Yin Biyue staggered a few steps back and dropped to the ground.


  “Shixiong!” he cried out in shock.


  Luo Mingchuan rose from the bed, his aura rushing forward like water from a bursting dam, his sleeves and ink-black hair fluttering high with the force of it. He walked until he was in front of Yin Biyue, then said nothing more. The turbulence in his eyes suggested he was desperately trying to suppress something.


  For some reason, Yin Biyue was reminded of the illusion in the Buddhist shrine. This was still his shixiong—still someone who recognized him—yet a part of him resembled that man in magnificent black robes upon the throne of Changyuan Hall. The same indifferent expression. The same imperious bearing. The same look in his eyes. Even in this crudely furnished cave, he seemed to be standing inside a grand palace ablaze with golden candlelight.


  By the time Yin Biyue became wary, it was too late. Under Luo Mingchuan’s suffocating aura, the flow of Yin Biyue’s vital qi stagnated. His cultivation was now completely suppressed. He could only watch helplessly as Luo Mingchuan closed in on him. An enormous sense of danger seized him.


  Despite it, he remained hopeful. “Shixiong, you’re lucid. You still recognize me, right?”


  The world spun.


  He’d been swept off his feet. A sudden pain in his back hit him, and he realized with alarm that Luo Mingchuan had pinned him to the bed. They were mere inches from each other.


  Yin Biyue could feel Luo Mingchuan’s breaths against him.


  Panic and confusion pounded in Yin Biyue’s chest. His shixiong shouldn’t be like this. He was always gentle; he’d never hurt him. Yet the man on top of him was undeniably his shixiong, not someone else.


  Luo Mingchuan’s hot breath seared his skin. Amid the heat, Luo Mingchuan’s tongue brushed against a sensitive spot on Yin Biyue’s neck, nibbling it, as if he’d found something delectable. The touch made Yin Biyue shiver.


  Although his cultivation had been suppressed, Linyuan was in his hand. He wasn’t entirely defenseless. But remembering Mister Cheng’s warning that the spiritual will in the sword would turn Luo Mingchuan into the real Demon Lord, he hastily stowed the blade away inside his qiankun sleeve.


  With no weapon in hand, fear truly began to grip him. His shixiong’s words echoed in his head: “By the eighth stage of the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net, the practitioner must continuously consume others’ life force and cultivation… This is a technique that cannot be stopped once started.”


  Now that Luo Mingchuan had unleashed his cultivation, was he going to drain Yin Biyue’s life? But in such a place and in such a position—was he going to eat him? In that moment, he felt like meat on the chopping block.


  “N-no…” He twisted his head away to dodge the offending lips. He even tried to push Luo Mingchuan away. But with his cultivation forced down by Luo Mingchuan’s aura, he couldn’t muster enough strength.


  Luo Mingchuan looked up when he heard Yin Biyue’s whimpers. He caught Yin Biyue’s chin and turned his head back to face him.


  Yin Biyue gazed into Luo Mingchuan’s dark, somber eyes and saw his own pale face reflected. His thoughts turned hazy, as though he’d fallen into the embrace of warm clouds, so soft and comfortable that his mind began to blur. He found Luo Mingchuan’s eyes very bright and beautiful. The candlelight on the table danced like sparkling stars across their mirrored surfaces.


  Being caught by Luo Mingchuan’s gaze felt like drinking dozens of jugs of Drunken Immortal, intoxicating enough that Yin Biyue lost all sense of his surroundings. Even the most powerful soul couldn’t resist the pull of the nearly perfect Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net.


  Luo Mingchuan chuckled, then he reached out and removed the black crown that held the hair of the one beneath him. White locks cascaded across the bed like a waterfall.


  Yin Biyue let out another soft whimper, weakly crying out for help—calling for him.


  “Shixiong… Shixiong…”


  But he was subconsciously pleading for help from his aggressor.


  Luo Mingchuan thought he must have gone mad; how else could he do something like this? And yet, he had never felt more clearheaded than at this moment. He was finally acting on his desires.


  The internal conflict within him teetered on the edge of eruption. Like walking along a sheer cliff, the next step might send him plunging into darkness.


  “Born of emotions, restrained by propriety, never overstepping boundaries.” This had always been his way. Some even believed he was upright to the point of dispassion, seeking neither fame nor gain. But as a human being, how could he truly live without desire? How could there be any perfect gentlemen or sages in the world? With the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net cultivated to this level, it was enough to stir the thirst deep within his heart and amplify it to the extreme.


  He dug his fingers into the hair at the nape of Yin Biyue’s neck and seized his lips in a long, brutal kiss that was both territorial and possessive.


  Yin Biyue’s broken moans caught in his throat like rabbits in a trap. Only a few faint sounds escaped. His body temperature had been low for a long time because of his practice of the Coldwater Blade. Now he felt as though he’d been set ablaze, the fire burning him so fiercely that the corners of his eyes grew damp with unshed tears. He was too young and inexperienced to withstand the stimulation.


  Shidi is aroused. This realization brought Luo Mingchuan delight. A voice echoed in his head: See? Shidi likes this, so how is it wrong? Take him. Make him completely yours.


  Yin Biyue was too foggy to know what he was fighting against anymore, but he protested instinctively against Luo Mingchuan’s restraint. He didn’t realize that his feeble struggles looked like nothing more than token resistance, stoking his tormentor’s desire to a fever pitch.


  Despite his ravenous urges, Luo Mingchuan was patient. He stripped Yin Biyue layer by layer, from his outer robes to his inner garments, like unwrapping a gift. Soon, Yin Biyue lay beneath him in disheveled clothes that exposed stretches of his fair skin, smooth as the finest creamy-white nephrite.


  Yin Biyue usually wore loose Daoist robes that made him seem thin. But now, stripped bare, the strength in his toned body was on full display. The defined chest, the lean waist, the full buttocks, the long, straight legs—every inch of him was exquisite. 


  He squirmed, twisting his waist and spilling his white hair across the bed.  


  Luo Mingchuan found a target, bent down, and bit. 


  A tingling sensation coursed through Yin Biyue’s chest. Luo Mingchuan had taken Yin Biyue’s nipple between his teeth and teased it with his wet tongue. Overwhelmed by the feeling, Yin Biyue gasped, and his eyes misted with involuntary tears. Gone was his usual icy detachment; he looked thoroughly ravaged.


  The sight gave Luo Mingchuan the thrill of defiling a celestial being. He slid two fingers into Yin Biyue’s gasping mouth, tugging and teasing the tongue inside. His long, slender digits thrust in and out until they glistened with obscene wetness.


  “Mngh…?” Yin Biyue shook his head, fighting back in vain as Luo Mingchuan’s other hand slipped beneath his robes and clasped around his sensitive, half-hard length, stroking him from the base to the tip. His head arched back. He wanted to cry out but couldn’t. He only managed weak whimpers against the relentless fingers fucking his mouth.


  Every inch of him was being controlled, dominated, toyed with.


  Even with his mind befuddled by the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net, Yin Biyue nearly panicked.


  Abruptly, Luo Mingchuan’s hand on Yin Biyue’s cock pulled away, taking the mind-blowing pleasure with it, and his fingers withdrew from his mouth. But before Yin Biyue could sigh in relief, Luo Mingchuan squeezed the tender part of Yin Biyue’s inner thigh. One of Luo Mingchuan’s fingers—still slick from toying with Yin Biyue’s tongue—pushed into his most private place without warning. 


  Though Luo Mingchuan only pressed in to the knuckle, Yin Biyue shuddered at the rough and foreign feeling. His whole body flushed red, and his mind seemed lost to the lust coursing through him.


  Luo Mingchuan could feel how soft and wet Yin Biyue’s opening was. The tender insides squeezed against him, the heat only burning hotter as his finger explored deeper. He nibbled Yin Biyue’s ear and chuckled softly against it.


  “Shidi, you’re so sensitive.”


  “No…” Yin Biyue trembled, mortified. His body felt full from even that small violation, but his hole was obscenely wet, and his cock was oozing precum.


  A second finger joined the breach. No longer satisfied rubbing near the rim, Luo Mingchuan reached in deep, curling his fingers and stroking along Yin Biyue’s walls, until he came upon a spot inside that made Yin Biyue curl his toes. 


  “Stop…stop teasing,” Yin Biyue begged. “Please.” 


  Luo Mingchuan’s fingers withdrew. His touch roamed downward until he caught Yin Biyue’s ankles and spread his legs wide. Then, he gripped his own achingly hard cock and drove it past the tight ring of muscle, inch by inch.


  Yin Biyue watched with widened eyes as his body was forcibly opened, and Luo Mingchuan’s cock pushed inside him with a slow but firm motion. Mixed into the gut-wrenching pain was a pleasure he couldn’t name. That lower part of his body didn’t feel like his own anymore. Why else would his thighs feel so slick?


  Finally, Luo Mingchuan sheathed himself to the hilt. He’d waited too long for this—held himself back too hard—and in this moment, he felt a satisfaction so triumphant, a bliss so complete, that it nearly drove him mad.


  Before Yin Biyue could adjust, his breath was forced out of his lungs by Luo Mingchuan’s tempestuous invasion. His thick shaft thrust in and out, burning Yin Biyue’s whole body with a mix of pain and pleasure that pulsed up his spine and through his limbs. 


  Luo Mingchuan tugged Yin Biyue’s legs onto his shoulders and plowed into him, hard and unfettered, driving him to the brink with every thrust. Yin Biyue’s thighs shivered, his dick painting trails of precum on his abs. When Luo Mingchuan brushed that spot inside of him, he spasmed.


  Luo Mingchuan’s breathing hitched, then he ground hard against that same spot again. “Are you feeling good?” he hissed.


  Yin Biyue finally broke. Tears spilled from his eyes. He was completely incoherent.


  Luo Mingchuan caught Yin Biyue by the hips and lifted him into his embrace, then once again penetrated him from below.


  Yin Biyue lost track of time. He was maneuvered onto his knees, chest against the bed and hips raised in a shameful position. The buds on his chest were rubbed red and raw. He took the relentless assault without a fight. The sound of wet flesh slapping against flesh filled the air as fluids leaked out of him uncontrollably. Pleasure consumed him for days, draining him empty.


  His body was beyond overstimulated, he’d cried himself hoarse, and the endless sensation felt like a sea of desire that would drown him. He lay limp and powerless against the man fucking him over and over, pushed to his limits even with the resilient physique of a cultivator.


  After the start of winter, night fell early. Birds and beasts were silent, with only the sound of wind howling through the forest of the mountain, sending withering leaves aflutter. As the moon climbed to the zenith of the night sky, even the icy light spilling into the cave took on the feverish heat of passion.


   


  ***


   


  WHEN YIN BIYUE regained consciousness, he didn’t know how much time had passed or what had happened. His mind was no longer foggy. In fact, his head was clear, his vital qi abundant and flowing smoothly, and even his cultivation had advanced. His first reaction was to reach for his sword, only to remember that he had tucked Linyuan away because he was afraid of hurting his shixiong…
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  Shixiong! Yin Biyue turned his head urgently and met the concerned gaze of the man beside him.


  “Shidi, you’re awake.” Luo Mingchuan’s eyes were gentle and tinged with guilt.


  Only then did Yin Biyue realize he was lying on a bed, and Luo Mingchuan had been sitting by his side, watching over him. 


  Luo Mingchuan retrieved a fresh outer robe and moved to help him into it. Yin Biyue scrambled upright and the brocade blanket slid off of him. He glanced down and saw even his undergarments had been changed.


  Fuzzy memories rose in his mind like the evening tide. His head throbbed for a moment, but all he could clearly remember in the end was being pinned to the bed, thinking his shixiong was going to drain his life force…


  And then? 


  And then nothing. Just a vague impression it’d been very hot and enjoyable, like floating adrift in a hot spring. A terrible suspicion struck him.


  “Yesterday, did I…?”


  Luo Mingchuan averted his gaze, berating himself for being an absolute beast. It wasn’t the next day—three days had already passed since the incident. 


  Yin Biyue’s stomach dropped. He reached out to yank at Luo Mingchuan’s front collar. Taken by surprise, Luo Mingchuan could only watch as his robes were pulled open, revealing his well-defined pecs marred by several vivid red marks. Someone had obviously scratched him. 


  That must’ve hurt… Yin Biyue thought.


  It didn’t occur to him that he had clawed Luo Mingchuan’s skin while he sobbed himself hoarse, begging “Stop, no more.” In fact, Luo Mingchuan’s back bore similar scratches. Instead, Yin Biyue was now imagining how he must have forced himself on Luo Mingchuan.


  It seems like I’m right… I banged my shixiong!


  He had taken advantage of Luo Mingchuan’s muddled state and violated him. Only yesterday, he’d finally gotten answers to his questions about his feelings. Just when he’d figured out he cared for his shixiong, he’d gone and—! 


  What kind of monster am I?!


  Luo Mingchuan, a solemn and untouchable man who upheld propriety and the Dao, hailed as the number one paragon of virtue in the entire cultivation world, had been defiled! By him! He’d be a true beast if he didn’t take responsibility! 


  Yin Biyue was still mentally flaying himself alive when Luo Mingchuan spoke. 


  “Shidi, where’s your sword? Get it out,” he said. After what I’ve done, I’ve no complaints even if you draw your sword and kill me.


  “I’ll take responsibility!” Yin Biyue insisted in a panic. Was Luo Mingchuan so distraught that he would slit his own throat with the sword? “Shixiong! I know this matter is improper. But we’ll register our union as soon as we get back. I’ll definitely give you your rightful status!”


  Luo Mingchuan froze. Wasn’t that supposed to be his line? He had envisioned dozens of possible scenarios, but this was not one of them.


  Hearing Luo Mingchuan’s silence, Yin Biyue pulled him into an embrace—though with their height difference, it looked more like he’d flung himself into Luo Mingchuan’s arms. 


  “Shixiong, I’ve thought it through. My love for you is genuine. Back at Cangya, you mentioned becoming cultivation partners… Clearly, you don’t dislike me and the thought of being with me, right? I’ll definitely be good to you, so just trust me, please.” 


  Yin Biyue wasn’t skilled with words, but once he started, the rest flowed out effortlessly. He wanted to convey his feelings; decorum and shame be damned.


  Luo Mingchuan’s mind went blank after the first sentence. A million fireworks seemed to have exploded at once in his head. But as overjoyed as he was, now that he was lucid, he had to make things right.


  Meeting Yin Biyue’s eyes, Luo Mingchuan spoke seriously. “Shidi, you’re actually the one at a disadvantage in a situation like this. I’m the one who should say these things. I undid the seal on my cultivation too soon and my soul couldn’t withstand it, which is why dark desires stirred within me…”


  He didn’t finish his thought. In truth, it was because those dark desires had been suppressed for too long. Once unleashed, they’d become uncontrollable.


  Seal-undoing, cultivation methods—who cares! Yin Biyue thought. What’s done is done. Shixiong is mine now. ～\（≧▽≦）/～


  “Then… Do you like me back, Shixiong?” he blurted. But as soon as the words left his mouth, he regretted them. It sounded too clingy, like a whiny romance novel heroine. 


  That won’t do. I should be a domineering CEO, Mr. Gary Stu himself, spouting lines like “Don’t even think about escaping me!”


  Luo Mingchuan’s eyes twinkled with mirth at Yin Biyue’s question, the warm amber hue rippling like twin pools Yin Biyue could just drown in if he let himself.


  “My heart is yours, far more than you could imagine,” Luo Mingchuan answered, his tone surprisingly solemn.


  Yin Biyue burned from his cheeks to the tips of his ears.


  Th-that’s not fair. QAQ




  Chapter 85


   


  “LET’S GO BACK TO CANGYA,” Yin Biyue mumbled, too embarrassed to meet Luo Mingchuan’s gaze.


  Luo Mingchuan smiled. “Sure,” he said, shooting a glance at the cave entrance.


  Yin Biyue immediately understood when he saw the array there. The awkwardness he escaped by changing the topic earlier surged anew.


  Oh crap. Shixiong won’t think I set up this array just to trap him here and have my way with him, right? Should I try to explain myself? Yin Biyue cursed inwardly as he pulled out the array flags one by one. What am I thinking?! What a dirty thought! Shixiong would never think that way. Besides, what’s the point of saying any of that now? I already banged him. (╥﹏╥)


  Naturally, Luo Mingchuan had no clue what his purehearted shidi was thinking. He was far more concerned about his condition. “How does your body feel?”


  “Oh, uh, pretty good!” Yin Biyue said as he pulled out the last array flag, though his hand faltered at the question. “Actually, better than before. My cultivation improved…” 


  With a flash of light at the cave’s entrance, the invisible barrier dissolved. 


  “That’s good to hear,” Luo Mingchuan said, stepping forward. “Yesterday was our first dual cultivation. I was worried there might’ve been oversights that caused you pain.” 


  Yin Biyue finally realized where the extra vital qi in his meridians had come from. After the years he’d spent practicing the Coldwater Blade style, a chill had seeped deep into his bones. Even the vital qi circulating his body carried a cold edge. But after waking, he’d found a faint stream of foreign vital qi flowing through his meridians. It was a warm current, slightly different from his own, that cycled its own path alongside his vital qi. The sensation was unfamiliar but cozy, just like the warmth he felt whenever he drew close to Luo Mingchuan. 


  “Shidi, you should know how the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net works by now,” Luo Mingchuan continued. “But the technique is a little peculiar. I still don’t want you to practice it… Just let things take their natural course.” 


  Yin Biyue thought he detected a hint of amusement in his shi­xiong’s concerned words. He couldn’t help his mind running wild.


  Let things take their natural course? Doesn’t that mean I don’t have to cultivate the technique myself and can just rely on the, um, “dual cultivation” to progress? 


  A strange sense of embarrassment enveloped him. 


  Even as Luo Mingchuan led him out of the cave and back into daylight, Yin Biyue remained lost in his own delusions.


  Though he had forced himself on his shixiong (/wrong), with his heartfelt confession full of love (/incorrect), he’d moved his shixiong’s heart, successfully avoiding all kinds of angst and drama to ultimately walk toward the great path of a Happy Ending! (/major delulu)


  Yin Biyue nearly cheered and cried at his own fortune.


  He felt the warmth of a palm against his and looked up to see Luo Mingchuan ahead of him, holding his hand as they walked through the thin morning mist. The wide-sleeved and narrow-waisted Daoist robes of Cangya outlined his graceful figure perfectly. His black hair, gilded by the morning sun, fluttered with his movement. Yin Biyue’s heart swelled in satisfaction. Even the dirt and fallen leaves beneath his feet felt impossibly soft, as if he might sink with every step.


  Shixiong is so wonderful, he thought. If I couldn’t sleep with him, life would be truly meaningless. 


  Just then, Luo Mingchuan turned his head and raised an eyebrow. “Do I look good?” he asked with a smile.


  “Yeah,” Yin Biyue replied without thinking. You’re so good-looking, I really want you… HELP, I almost blurted that! Guhhh.


  His mind was now full of dirty thoughts, sprinting headlong down the path of smut, never to return.


  If Shixiong finds out, he’ll def dump me! (⸝⸝๑﹏๑⸝⸝)


   


  ***


   


  THE IMPERIAL CAPITAL WAS a city that stood at the very heart of the Northern Continent and had no other name. Its towering walls reached into the clouds, with eight massive gates in total. The main roads were wide enough for four carriages to roll abreast. On any given day, the flow of people and horses entering and exiting numbered in the tens of thousands. 


  Every individual who reached the city gates and looked up would feel their own insignificance. Once inside, they were swallowed by the endless hustle and bustle and disappeared without a trace, like a drop in the ocean. The city was just too immense—few could find any sense of individual presence within it. Scholars came to study and seek fame; merchants came to open businesses. No matter how grand or practical one’s ambitions, this place could accommodate them.


  The nobility were plentiful too. In the southern district, if a flowerpot were to fall from a windowsill and hit five people, four of them would be titled lords with fiefs. Only the ladies of the pleasure quarters were able to recognize the unique ornate carriages of every family and clan. 


  In the shadows, the various factions balanced and restrained one another; no single force could dominate the imperial capital’s skies. But in the light stood the majestic imperial palace, and the man upon the throne was the true master of the land, one who could overturn clouds and rain with a flick of the wrist.


  Winter always came early in the Northern Continent, and the first snow had already fallen over the imperial capital. In previous years, the first snow never accumulated. This one, however, came in waves that raged for four days and nights.


  Even after hours of sweeping during the day, by midnight the ground was blanketed again in a thick layer of white. Snow covered the golden glass tiles of the palace, the gilded lanterns of high towers in the southern district, the beggars’ alms bowls beneath the bridge, and the foul gutters of the northern district slums, leaving the world an immaculate expanse of white.


  It was the eve of the crown prince’s ascension, yet heavy snow continued to fall. 


  Every household locked its doors, schools suspended classes, and markets shut down. Even the pleasure quarters, where nobles and dignitaries reveled in wine and song, fell silent. The wintry bellflower cherries lining the main avenues of the city bloomed amid the biting chill. As the snow whispered to the ground, the vast imperial capital was still as a tomb.


  The people of the capital, long accustomed to the churn of power struggles, had developed a keen intuition. Even the vegetable sellers in the market had learned through experience. Why had the guards at the eight city gates been replaced ahead of the usual shift change? Why were there sentries atop the archer towers? Some had even spotted three thousand imperial guards at the garrison camp in the city’s west end.


  Like undercurrents in a subterranean river, like cobwebs in the corners, what remained unseen was no less real. Every rustle stirred fear; every shadow hinted at danger. Countless eyes, both exposed and concealed, watched the palace.


  Tonight, it was unusually quiet outside Taihe Hall. No palace servants swept the snow; no attendants lit the lanterns. Only a fully armored general cradling a sword stood guard at the steps.


  Inside the hall, the towering bronze crane lampstand, the intricate carvings on vermilion beams, and the reflective glass tiles all stood in a hush. Flickering candlelight cast its brilliance across Duan Chongxuan’s brow. In twelve hours, he would ascend the throne and truly become emperor. Yet traces of his old carefree smile lingered on his face as he watched over his father’s bedside, seemingly unconcerned about what the night might bring. 


  Duan Sheng’an was smiling too. Both father and son seemed content. 


  On his sickbed, the emperor looked back on his life. He had lost his mother in his boyhood and his wife in his middle age. The one blessing was that he had not lost his son in old age. Duan Sheng’an’s ancestors had fought for years to unify the Northern Continent—their work had been to conquer the realm. In turn, he had brought prosperity to the people—his work had been to stabilize the realm. Holding onto an empire was harder than building one, and his life had been hard. But which emperor didn’t have it hard? Even a decadent ruler with a harem of three thousand faced the nightly dilemma of choosing which concubine to summon.


  “I killed your mother. Do you still blame me for it after all these years?” he asked.


  Duan Chongxuan didn’t answer directly. “In my mind, Father has always been a hero.” 


  “You are right.” Duan Sheng’an sighed. 


  A monarch might die on his sickbed, but a hero could not. A hero should die on the battlefield.


  He braced against the bed, his forehead beading with sweat as he mustered the strength to rise. Duan Chongxuan moved to assist, but Duan Sheng’an shook his head in refusal.


  As the aged emperor stood on his own, the scar-deep wrinkles on his face smoothed out. Slipping on his boots and a robe, he strode out of the bedchamber. His footsteps echoed through the empty palace. Duan Chongxuan, following behind, was struck by the fleeting illusion that his father could live another five hundred years.


  They emerged from the grand hall. Outside, the frigid wind tore at their faces and snow swirled in the dense air. A cyan-winged luan, its colossal wings blotting out the sky, pulled the imperial carriage through the blizzard to land before them with a bow. 


  Finally, they reached the highest terrace in the palace, the tallest structure in the imperial capital. From this vantage point, they gazed out over the realm blanketed by the snowstorm.


  To the north, faint firelight glimmered along the horizon. They could hear the distant clamor of battle—the clash of steel and the shouts of soldiers. Then, fire also rose in the east, the south, and the west. Torches in the night formed a winding river of flames, all converging toward the capital.


  “For them, tonight is their last chance. For us, tonight is the final battle. They have no choice, and neither do we.”


  So said the old emperor. 


  No one knew how much time the Northern Emperor—this Second Sage—had left to live, nor how much of his strength remained. The safest course of action was to exhaust him. As for the crown prince, no one had paid him any attention from the start. Whether in cultivation or in means, none of the contenders for the throne saw Duan Chongxuan as a threat.


  Those who wanted the throne raised waves at court, incited unrest among the people, and secretly changed banners and allegiances across the realm. Even when they faced suppression, their base remained unshaken. Despite their efforts, the emperor had still drafted an edict of abdication in favor of the crown prince and announced his decision to the world. Worse still, rumors spread that Duan Chongxuan would abolish the vassal kings upon his coronation.


  Whether in the open or in the shadows, they could wait no longer.


  On the surface, it seemed Duan Sheng’an held the initiative, that this was just another choice. Only he knew that his son’s ascension was the only path. He was old. His vision no longer reached as far as it once had. He could no longer discern how many in his empire harbored treasonous hearts.


  He knew the Prince of Xian’s temperament; his brother would stake everything in one throw and enter the capital tonight without a doubt. But who else? Who else was aiding him or seeking to claim a piece of the pie? Regardless of how many traitors there were, an event of this scale demanded full commitment, which meant every card would be laid bare.


  Before Duan Chongxuan ascended the throne, Duan Sheng’an would eradicate every possible obstacle in his son’s path.


  The river of fire advanced swiftly, undeterred by the heavy snow. Among the ranks of each faction, ornate carriages carried both the scions of ennobled families and Duan Sheng’an’s own brother. Most wore expressions of grim resolve, prepared to fight for the best outcome. They were equally prepared never to return. 


  Within the garrison camps, men turned blades on their comrades. The archery towers atop the walls flowed red with blood. Even among the imperial guards, rebels plotted assassinations, only to be burned to death by the cyan-winged luan’s flames. The cacophony of slaughter soon dominated the deathly silence that had once encased the capital.  


  The earth trembled. Dust and debris clouded the air. Common folks hid in cellars, mothers clutched their children, and not one soul dared to make a sound.


  The assault on the city intensified; twelve cannons were wheeled forth. The garrison troops atop the wall pleaded for reinforcements thrice. Standing on the terrace, Duan Sheng’an made a hand gesture—resistance was abandoned. The eight massive city gates opened, as if welcoming guests from all directions.


  By the time the vanguard reached the Tianxuan Gate of the imperial palace, all the rebels had entered the city. The heavy gates shut once more.


   


  ***


   


  IT WAS HELL inside the imperial capital. 


  Torches burned, fiery arrows flew, thunderous cannons roared, and luan birds tore through the sky. Fire was everywhere. Hot blood splashed across the firelit snowy ground, white steam rising from the gore.


  The strongest cultivators focused their assault on the palace’s defenses, locked in desperate combat with the imperial guards. Private troops also emerged from the noble houses in the southern district, their allegiances divided.


  The Prince of Xian drove his carriage alone toward the palace walls. Aside from his title, he was also a cultivator at the Great Ascension level, the closest existence to a Second Sage. 


  The carriage smashed a gaping hole in the palace wall. Hundreds of thousands of rebels poured into the imperial grounds.


  Duan Sheng’an frowned. He drew a dagger and slit his palm. A drop of blood slipped onto the high platform and seeped into the snow. 


  For a moment, all Duan Chongxuan could hear was the sound of dripping blood.


  Countless palace halls and pavilions blazed to life, golden light shooting into the sky. From the glass tiles, the jade steps, the garden corridors, and the abandoned wells of remote palaces, the light surged through every gate, until it converged at last at the main hall. The entire palace radiated brilliance.


  The throne in the main hall where Duan Sheng’an’s blood had fallen was the anchor of an array. Duan Chongxuan knew that.


  “Father,” he called out.


  Duan Sheng’an’s face grew pale. His wizened voice trembled in the wind and snow.


  “The path to the throne is paved in blood. The blood of enemies. The blood of kin. Your own blood.” 




  Chapter 86


   


  ACCORDING TO LEGEND, a great death array lay buried beneath the Northern Imperial Palace. Activated via royal blood, it held absolute power over life and death. Since the unification of the Northern Continent and the palace’s completion, the array had never been used. Its true power was unmeasured, and gradually, it had been forgotten by the world. 


  But tonight, dazzling streaks of golden light interlaced and pierced through the blizzard to form an all-encompassing net that slaughtered every rebel who had breached the palace. 


  Fine as strands of hair, these streaks carried an ancient, murderous aura. Where they passed, even the hardest armor was sliced to jagged pieces, along with the flesh and bone it shielded. Before the living could even scream, they were reduced to heaps of mangled flesh. It was a gruesome scene.


  The palace was soon awash with carnage. Terror and chaos erupted as those who had rushed the palace fled for their lives. 


  Standing on the terrace, Duan Chongxuan took in all of the horrors below, his face pale.


  The Prince of Xian’s carriage splintered apart. Unharmed, he leaped onto the broken shaft, his pride unbowed.


  “I, too, am of royal blood!” He emitted a mysterious aura that resonated with the array, repelling the golden light and blasting away the whirling snow. Sword in hand, he soared toward the terrace. The larger battle outside the palace was already decided. If he could kill Duan Sheng’an here, he would become the master of the palace—the new emperor of the Northern Continent. 


  In the past, killing a Second Sage would have been unthinkable. But not tonight. He knew the fearsome cost of activating the death array. Duan Sheng’an was at his weakest in a century, while he himself was at his peak. There would never be a better opportunity.


  The sword intent of a peak Great Ascensioner was indomitable, unstoppable.


  A spear cut through the night, thrusting at an angle, and intercepted the blade in a shower of sparks that briefly illuminated the night. With that clash, the prince landed back where he had started. His pupils contracted.


  Guarding the entrance of Taihe Hall was a general in armor who had arrived unnoticed. Wielding the spear Fenghuo, he was an unshakable wall below the terrace.


  Back in Ye City, when Wang Xi had urged the crown prince to return to the palace with news of the emperor’s illness, Duan Chongxuan’s first and only question had been, “Where is Bai Chongling?”


  In the palace, Duan Chongxuan trusted Bai Chongling alone.


  When Duan Sheng’an saw Fenghuo in Bai Chongling’s hands, he didn’t reprimand his son for acting without permission.


  “You can lend him the weapon and trust him, but only for the next ten years,” he said instead. In other words, a decade from now, circumstances would change, and so might people’s hearts. It would be necessary to reconsider the matter then.


  “Chongling and I have known each other for twenty years,” Duan Chongxuan replied.


  “Your uncle and I have known each other for two hundred.”


  And Duan Chongxuan only had one uncle: the Prince of Xian. 


  He said nothing more and silently watched the palace and city below. He saw the Prince of Xian’s confident control of the situation began to crumble. Who could have guessed that the entire imperial capital was itself a great array? Golden light mixed with flames, icy winds with hot blood. This rebellion had, in the end, become a one-sided massacre. As one, the rebels dashed toward the city walls, but the gates were shut. None could escape. All that awaited them was a hail of arrows that blotted out the sky like storm clouds.


  Duan Chongxuan suddenly remembered that when his second shijie had escorted him back north, they’d encountered over a dozen assassination attempts. They had narrowly escaped peril many times before reaching the gates of the imperial capital.


  He had bowed deeply to her. “This is far enough. I must walk the rest of the road alone.” 


  This was his choice. Cangya should not be dragged into it. No one could protect him forever—not his shixiong and shijie, and not even his father.


  Many years later, this fiery, bloody night would be recorded in the Northern Continent’s history books as the “Winter Coup.” History would tell that the rebel army entered the capital and was wholly annihilated. 


  But right now, the royal father and son stood on the terrace and watched the golden light fade from the curtain of snow. They shared their last exchange.


  “Rather than using array magic to kill our own brother, we would have preferred fighting on the battlefield.”


  The Prince of Xian lay dead below the terrace, his open eyes fixed on the throne, his blood staining the snow crimson beneath him. 


  “Unfortunately, we could no longer fight there. The task falls to you. Take our ‘Golden Cavalry’ and ‘Beacon Fire’ with you!” Fenghuo, the Beacon Fire, was a divine weapon. The Golden Cavalry was the Northern Continent’s most elite army. He was leaving his son a secure throne, as well as the turbulent world. 


  “Can you do it?” asked the old emperor.


  “I have never been afraid,” Duan Chongxuan answered.


  From every street and alley of the capital, troops in golden armor stamped with the royal emblem emerged, pouring a dark green liquid over the mangled body parts littering the ground. The pieces dissolved like melting snow, leaving no trace, not even blood. Others loaded whole corpses onto the many carts that filed into the city, transporting them out in an orderly fashion via a designated route that led to the outskirts, where a mass grave had been prepared. 


  Inside the palace, the lanterns were lit. A thousand servants set to work to scour the halls clean. The north wind blew away the heavy stench of blood, leaving only the crisp fragrance of winter plum blossoms from the imperial garden. The wind and snow ceased. In the east, the sky began to show the first light of dawn. The land was washed anew after the snowfall, and the streets shone. 


  Were it not for the dark stains in the crevices of the city walls, no one would have guessed the river of blood that flowed the previous night.


  On this day, Duan Chongxuan ascended the throne as emperor. 


   


  ***


   


  HEADMASTER-XIANSHENG rose and returned to his chambers. Now, when he walked, he sometimes needed assistance from the deputy headmaster. 


  He had seen the flecks of golden light in the northern night sky—the light of array magic. Although he had never considered himself a man with friends, he still felt the cold of loneliness. Wei Jingfeng, Qu Jiang, Zhou Yuandao, Duan Sheng’an… They had lived in this world alongside him. Amid their long lives and shifting tides, they had worked together, and inevitably schemed against one another too.


  He was the only one left. 


  The academy at night was peaceful and quiet. The lamplight from a distant pavilion stood out conspicuously. He glanced at the man beside him. “Have the students all gone home? Close the academy in three days.”


  “Some left last month,” replied the deputy headmaster, “but others refused to leave. They stayed for classes and studied in the Hall of Night Study in the evenings.” 


  “Classes?”


  “Yes. None of the teachers will leave. They say their classes aren’t finished. As long as even one student attends, the lectures must go on,” the deputy headmaster explained. “I’m not leaving either.”


  Headmaster-xiansheng sighed. “Times have changed. I can no longer protect you all.”


  For a Second Sage to say such words was bitter indeed, but it was the truth. In the past, the academy stood absolutely neutral from the One Mountain and Three Daoist Sects, undisturbed by conflicts. However, things were different now. Headmaster-xiansheng’s stance was the academy’s stance.


  Not everyone here was a cultivator. Most were students. Just scholars.


  Scholars are the most useless of all. 


  After a long silence, the deputy headmaster spoke again. “By staying, we can still do something for the academy.” 


  Yet scholars also have the staunchest integrity. 


   


  ***


   


  WHILE YIN BIYUE and Luo Mingchuan crossed mountains and rivers to return to Cangya, the first light snow of winter fell across the Western Continent. The chilled air was filled with the fresh scent of first snow.


  A hundred miles from the foot of the Cangya Mountains lay a series of strict security checkpoints. The disciples they encountered patrolled the area with solemn gravity, showing none of the usual levity shared when gathering outside the Administrative Hall. 


  Some recognized the pair and came forward to salute them, visibly relieved, especially at the sight of Luo Mingchuan. Cangya’s defense had all been arranged by him.


  As they ascended the mountains, Yin Biyue listened to the brief inquiries Luo Mingchuan made to the disciples along the way and sensed the situation growing grim. Demonic cultivators had been spotted outside the sect daily. Though few in number, they were skilled and seemed to have been scouts. The handful they’d captured were being interrogated in the dungeon.  


  Inside Qinghe Hall on the main peak, the sect leader and peak lords were discussing the details of an alliance with the Qinglu Sword and Lianjian Sects. Liu Qishuang and Yan Xing had both descended the mountain, leaving only Jun Yu in Xihua Peak’s seat. He alone was authority enough.


  Luo Mingchuan and Yin Biyue were ushered directly into the hall. In terms of cultivation and combat strength, the duo had now surpassed several peak lords. Many marveled at the unpredictability of fate.


  Once business was settled, the party dispersed, leaving only the sect leader, Jun Yu, and the two of them in the hall. At present in Cangya, only the four of them were aware of Luo Mingchuan’s condition.


  “Well?” Zhengyangzi asked.


  “The situation’s stabilized,” Luo Mingchuan replied.


  Zhengyangzi sighed in relief. His disciple’s word was solid; if he said all was well, it was.


  “But this disciple has one more matter to—” 


  Before Luo Mingchuan could finish, Yin Biyue cut in. “We have something to say. Luo-shixiong and I are in love. We’ve already pledged ourselves to each other. I know this is improper…” 


  To everyone’s surprise, he dropped to his knees in a formal gesture and looked at Jun Yu. 


  “…But with our master away, I ask that you stand in his stead, Dashixiong.” 


  Luo Mingchuan quickly knelt beside him. He hadn’t expected his shidi to act so quickly, but the directness stirred him. “Shidi and I have long held affections for each other. Will Shifu please agree to our union?”


  Zhengyangzi’s expression said, I knew it. Jun Yu’s brows arched slightly, but he voiced no objection.


  “This is a joyous occasion, but given the times, we cannot host guests or hold a grand ceremony,” Zhengyangzi said.


  Luo Mingchuan was the next sect leader and Yin Biyue the Sword Sage’s disciple. Both their status and cultivation demanded lavish celebration for their union.


  “I don’t care for pomp. I only regret Shidi must forgo it.” 


  “I only regret Shixiong must forgo it. Once peace returns, I’ll make it up to him.” 


  They spoke at the same time, then looked at each other and smiled. 


  Zhengyangzi averted his eyes, unable to stand the sight of them. Just get married already, no sense waiting, he thought. 


  He cleared his throat. “Then we’ll skip the ceremony. The third of next month is auspicious. Present yourselves at the memorial hall to pay respects and sign the registry. That will suffice.” 


  He glanced at Jun Yu for his opinion. Jun Yu nodded in agreement. 


  Yin Biyue had been nervous. Although unions between men had long existed in this cultivation world, yin and yang were still considered the natural way. He’d been the one to lead Luo Mingchuan astray, so approval coming this easily was beyond his expectations.


  Open-minded parents are the bestest!


  Suddenly, Jun Yu’s stern voice rang out. “Come with me.” 


  Yin Biyue hurried after him, though he cast a glance back at Luo Mingchuan. At the sight of Luo Mingchuan’s warm smile, he felt reassured.




  Chapter 87


   


  JUN YU STRODE TOWARD XIHUA PEAK, while Yin Biyue followed behind, his nervousness growing with each step. He recalled how his elder shixiong had remained silent earlier—did Jun Yu think pledging themselves on their own had brought shame to the sect? Was he now taking Yin Biyue to kneel before their master’s portrait and beg for forgiveness? 


  Scratch that. What am I thinking? Shifu’s not dead yet. 


  In truth, Jun Yu had stayed silent because he didn’t know how to broach the subject he wanted to discuss. He was concerned his shidi might have been taken advantage of without realizing it, or worse, had been swayed into an impulsive decision. Had Liu Qishuang, Yan Xing, Duan Chongxuan, or anyone else been the one in this situation, they would have their own way of approaching Yin Biyue about the matter. But not Jun Yu.


  Since they were nearing the cliff’s edge, Jun Yu had no choice but to turn around and speak bluntly.


  “Shidi, a union is no child’s game. Once the registry is signed, the established bond will have a hidden impact on your fates. Are you genuinely willing to enter this union with him? Has he done anything to entice or coerce you into it?”


  “Dashixiong, of course I’m sincere about this!” Yin Biyue said, astonished. “In fact, if I’m being honest…I was the one who acted improperly.” 


  Jun Yu’s brow arched slightly in confusion.


  Yin Biyue bowed his head, deciding to come clean. “At the time, Luo-shixiong was affected by his cultivation method and wasn’t in his right mind. I was the one who forced myself on him. I’ve admired him for a long time, and he said he feels the same about me…” 


  Jun Yu fell silent. He distinctly remembered that during the public trial in the main hall a long time ago, it was Luo Mingchuan who had admitted to attempting to force himself on Yin Biyue. So what was this turnabout? For once in his cultivation career, Xihua Peak’s eldest disciple, whose talent for swordplay was unparalleled, was very confused.


  To join in union nowadays, do we have to force ourselves on each other to be “in love”? What if you encounter someone you can’t overpower? 


  Unfathomable. Practicing the sword is simpler after all.  


  After a long pause, he finally said, “In that case, treat him well from now on.” 


  “Of course!” Yin Biyue nodded eagerly. “I would never betray Luo-shixiong.”


   


  ***


   


  ZHENGYANGZI HAD the same doubts. In the main hall, he’d appeared calm and composed, as if he’d anticipated everything. But now, back in the inner chamber, he rounded on his disciple. “What exactly is going on here?”


  “Shifu, haven’t you heard it all?” Luo Mingchuan said with a smile. “Shidi and I are truly in love with—”


  Zhengyangzi slapped the table, cutting him off. “Who’s asking you about that?! I’m asking if you used any tricks! Did you?” 


  Luo Mingchuan’s smile faded. “I used the Ghara Pupil Technique.”


  Devastated, Zhengyangzi pointed at him with a trembling hand. “You, you dare… How could you…?”


  “This disciple knows he was wrong…” Luo Mingchuan said, patting his master’s back to soothe him. “But I don’t regret it.” 


  Zhengyangzi, who had just started to calm down, nearly choked on his next breath. “I knew Wei Jingfeng’s disciple wouldn’t have realized his feelings so easily! If you resort to tricks now, what will you do in the future? With both your cultivation talents, your lives will span centuries. Do you plan on bewitching him your entire life?!”


  Luo Mingchuan had already considered the same question. That day in the cave, his desire had been stirred by the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net, and he hadn’t wanted Yin Biyue to resist him, so he had used the Ghara Pupil Technique. That was why Yin Biyue had remembered nothing when he woke up.


  “I won’t use the pupil technique again,” Luo Mingchuan said solemnly. “From now on, if Shidi is unwilling, I won’t pressure him in the slightest.” 


  Zhengyangzi sighed. “As long as you understand. Don’t push him too hard. There is still half a month left before the union ceremony. Give him more time to think it through himself.” 


  “I understand,” Luo Mingchuan said with a nod. “I will not seek out Shidi in the next two weeks.”


  Zhengyangzi waved his hand, more or less letting the matter drop. Then he shouted toward the chamber entrance in exasperation. “Come in already! What are you doing eavesdropping at the door? Wasting your cultivation on such nonsense!”


  He Yanyun stuck out her tongue and bounded inside at the scolding.


  “I just got here, just passing by…” she said, using her girlish charm to soothe her master’s irritation. She turned to Luo Mingchuan, beaming. “Shixiong! You and Yin-shixiong are joining in union? When’s the date? Have the ceremonial robes been made? This is such wonderful news! Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” 


  “Why are you grinning like that? It’s not your union!” Zhengyangzi chided.


  He Yanyun just pursed her lips.


  “All right, off you go, both of you. Let me have some peace.”


  Luo Mingchuan bowed and exited the room, and He Yanyun tagged along.


  “Shimei, given the turbulent times, both your Yin-shixiong and I mean to keep things simple. Best not to make a fuss, lest it distract everyone from their patrols.” 


  “I understand,” He Yanyun declared, though her excitement was unaffected. “A union is still a major event. The ceremonial robes need to be made… Shixiong, the outfit you wore when you were conferred the title of Cangya’s chief disciple was stunning. Yin-shixiong deserves a set just as fine.”


  Cangya’s disciple robes were all made by a specialized tailoring department under the management of the Administrative Hall. Luo Mingchuan recalled his elaborate ceremonial robes, the measurements of which had been taken a month in advance. It’d probably been no easy task to produce.


  Smiling, he shook his head. “There’s no time for that right now…” 


  “Leave it to me and Xiaolian!” He Yanyun promised with a thump to her chest. “Don’t you worry, Shixiong!” 


  Luo Mingchuan chuckled. “Shimei, your Yin-shixiong and I appreciate the thought. But it’s better to focus your efforts on more pressing matters. Since I’ve returned, I haven’t tested your cultivation progress, for example…”


  At that, He Yanyun spun around and bolted, disappearing in the blink of an eye.


   


  ***


   


  YIN BIYUE RETURNED to his small courtyard to meditate. He regulated his breathing and entered a state of deep focus. Vital qi flowed smoothly within his body, and the additional warm current merged seamlessly with his own.


  When night fell, he practiced the sword in the yard. During winter, even if he didn’t inject vital qi into his sword, the sword intent of the Coldwater Blade exuded a natural frost. When he sheathed his sword, he gazed at the shadow of the distant mountain, recalling the last time he and Luo Mingchuan had spoken with Zhengyangzi and Jun Yu.


  After that meeting at Qinghe Hall, they’d secretly arranged a meeting through sound transmission and had talked that very evening. At the time, their relationship hadn’t been official. Who would have thought that in the blink of an eye, they would soon be joined in union? He suddenly felt grateful to Mister Cheng for the enlightening answers that had helped him realize his own feelings.


  With a lightened mind, he raised his sword and thrust forward in exhilaration.


  The next day, two young ladies came to visit him: He Yanyun and Ruan Xiaolian. But when he learned their purpose, he grew embarrassed.


  “Shimei, how could I trouble you for something like this?” 


  “What’s the big deal? Xiaolian and I have been waiting forever! Yin-shixiong, do you not trust our sewing skills?” 


  Ruan Xiaolian nodded. “We’ve been waiting so long for you two to get together. Having something to do makes us happy!” 


  Yin Biyue was still bewildered as they pushed him to take his measurements.


  Wait. What do you mean, “waiting so long”? Aren’t you two surprised at all? I only just figured it out myself!


  He glanced at the girls’ expressions and decided not to ask.


  #the-whole-world-watched-me-and-shixiong-date-while-I-was-the-only-clueless-one-😭


   


  ***


   


  THE DAYS LEADING UP to the union ceremony were peaceful. Not many knew about the news. Yin Biyue’s shixiong and shijie were down the mountain; it would be a challenge to reach them in time. Luo Mingchuan, meanwhile, had been busy leading disciples in rehearsing sword arrays and didn’t want to distract them.


  Both of them wanted to keep things low-key. They counted down the days in private excitement.


  That day, Luo Mingchuan had made a promise to his master. True to his words, he resisted the urge to seek Yin Biyue out.


  During his studies at Lanyuan Academy, Luo Mingchuan had learned a sword array suited for disciples at the Marrow Purification and Qi Cultivation levels. While these disciples had limited combat strength on their own, when coordinated in formation, their collective power increased tenfold. By day, he occupied himself with drilling the disciples on the array and reviewing the jade slips and letters flying in from all corners of the realm. By night, he cultivated the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net. Now that he was no longer forcing himself to suppress it, he realized that by mastering it, he’d be less controlled by it.


  Luo Mingchuan’s days were full and tense. Each one felt like an eternity. Oftentimes, in fleeting moments, he’d wonder: What’s Shidi doing right now?


   


  ***


   


  YIN BIYUE WAS TRYING on clothes.


  Given He Yanyun and Ruan Xiaolian’s cultivation and craftsmanship, they worked faster and better than the tailoring department. Standing before a water mirror, Yin Biyue spread his arms and let his expansive sleeves drape. The patterns across the intricate layers of his magnificent robes shimmered and rippled like water. In the reflection stood a white-haired young man with a black crown, broad-shouldered and narrow-waisted, bearing an air of noble elegance—like a clear breeze under a bright moon.  


  He cupped his hands in gratitude. “I’ve troubled you both greatly, Shimei.”


  “Don’t mention it!” He Yanyun said. “Yin-shixiong’s figure is tall and well proportioned. You can carry the most elaborate ceremonial robes with ease.”


  “The style and details of this robe were modeled after Luo-shixiong’s set, though the patterns are different,” Ruan Xiaolian added with a grin. “Luo-shixiong’s has clouds, while yours are water lilies. Together, they symbolize ‘Clouds in the blue sky, water in the vase’—the Dao is contained in all things.”1


  “The outfit is beautiful, but you’re even more so,” He Yanyun praised. “It’s too bad Luo-shixiong has been so busy lately. He’ll be absolutely smitten when he sees you in it.”


  Yin Biyue flushed at the compliments but didn’t want to seem overly bashful, so he changed the subject. “He certainly has been busy. I haven’t seen him in five days.” 


  As soon as he’d spoken, he blinked at his own words. Had he been counting the days? It’d only been five days, clearly a short period of time, so why had it felt like an eternity? He couldn’t help but think back to their time in the cave. Although Luo Mingchuan had been unconscious then, at least he could see him every day, unlike now.


  He Yanyun, seeing him fall silent, seemed to read his thoughts. “When I was little, I often wanted to sneak down the mountain for roast chicken. But I was scared Xiaolian would tease me for being such a glutton, so I didn’t dare tell her and resisted the urge. One day, though, I finally couldn’t take it anymore and confessed. Turns out, she’d been craving it too! We went down the mountain that very night and feasted. Since then, I learned that food in your mouth is what’s real. Shame is a waste of time!”


  Ruan Xiaolian laughed and playfully scolded her for her silliness.


  After the two left, Yin Biyue changed back to his everyday clothes and attempted to meditate, but he found it impossible to focus. He went to the yard to practice the sword but even his sword intent felt sluggish. His mind was just too restless. After turning the idea over and over in his head, he came to a decision.


  Five days of restraint is enough. If Shixiong won’t come to see me, then I’ll go find him. That’s right! Seeing him in person is what’s real. Shame is a waste of time!


   


  ***




  [image: ]




  THAT VERY NIGHT, the shameless Yin Biyue set out under cover of darkness, moving lightly as a swallow, and swiftly arrived in front of Luo Mingchuan’s courtyard gate. Before he could knock, the gates swung open, and a smiling Luo Mingchuan welcomed him inside. 


  The warm yellow lamplight spilled through the paper windows, pooling on the ground. His shixiong, bathed in that glow, was smiling for him—just like every night in that cave, where candlelight had danced between them. In that moment, infinite courage surged through Yin Biyue.


  “It’s late. Do you need something, Shidi?” Luo Mingchuan asked, his voice calm and gentle. In truth, he was nervous. He clenched his hands inside his sleeves, his knuckles white, as he forced down the strong urge to pull Yin Biyue into his arms.


  “Nothing. I can’t sleep, that’s all,” Yin Biyue replied.


  “I’ve two volumes of Southwest Travelogue. The book is quite fascinating. Would you like to borrow them to pass the time?” 


  “No.”


  “Shall I accompany you to the cliffs to practice the sword?” 


  “No.”


  “Do you like sword arrays, Shidi?” 


  “No.”


  Luo Mingchuan laughed, thinking Yin Biyue was acting like a petulant child. But that didn’t make Luo Mingchuan impatient in the least; instead, he was secretly delighted by the feeling of Yin Biyue relying on him. 


  “Then what do you want to do, Shidi?”


  Driven by sudden impulse and reckless courage, Yin Biyue lifted his head to meet his eyes. “I want to sleep with you.” 


  Ten miles the spring breeze softly blew, but none compares to doing you.2


  Luo Mingchuan froze. His mind exploded like fireworks planted throughout the wilderness, rendering him speechless. He had to take a second to steady himself.


  “Not yet, Shidi. Let’s wait a little longer… Our union ceremony is in just ten days.” 


  “There’s still ten whole days until our union ceremony!” Yin Biyue rephrased.


  The two stood at an impasse. Yin Biyue refused to yield.


  Luo Mingchuan was a man of principle, but he was utterly helpless against his shidi. The thought of seeing him disappointed or upset was unbearable; he couldn’t even stand to see him frown. 


  He sighed and pushed the door open. 


  “Come in.”




  Chapter 88


   


  YIN BIYUE BOUNDED into the house with uncontainable joy. Scared that Luo Mingchuan would change his mind, he closed the door behind him immediately.


  The house was lit by a lamp that illuminated a half-opened book on the nephrite desk, while the faint fragrance of osmanthus-ice incense swirled in the air. Following Luo Mingchuan from the outer room to the inner chamber, Yin Biyue found everything pleasing to the eye. The interior decor was neither ostentatious nor shabby, and all the furnishings were arranged in a manner befitting an upright young gentleman.


  After our union, Yin Biyue wondered, do I move in with Shixiong, or should he come live with me? Or maybe we move to a new courtyard? 


  They rounded the partition screen painted with an ink-washed landscape and came to the bed. It was wide and had a long jade pillow; two could lie side by side comfortably. Luo Mingchuan’s gaze passed over the outer room and the candlelight there was snuffed, plunging the house into darkness. Faint moonlight filtered through the window lattice and cast a glow over the contours of their obscured figures. Neither spoke, but Yin Biyue could feel Luo Mingchuan’s eyes resting on him. He’d used up all his impulsive courage on entering the house, and now guilt crept in.


  Was I too forward? Did I make Shixiong feel uncomfortable? A secret rendezvous in the night is hardly proper behavior, after all.


  He took two steps back. “Shixiong, I’ve missed you, that’s all. It’s been so long, I just wanted to see you… Don’t worry, I won’t touch you tonight.” His embarrassment grew the more he spoke, softening his voice. “We can wait until the union ceremony… Ah!” 


  Luo Mingchuan swept him straight onto the bed.


  Caught off guard, Yin Biyue found himself pinned to the bed. Luo Mingchuan swiftly untied Yin Biyue’s sash to reveal his snow-white undergarments. They were so close that their breath mingled. A few strands of Luo Mingchuan’s black hair fell over his shoulder, tickling Yin Biyue’s cheek. Coming to his senses, Yin Biyue sat up and stripped off his outer robes, then reached to undo his shixiong’s sash.


  Now it was Luo Mingchuan’s turn to pause, finding himself at a loss.


  Yin Biyue removed his black crown, letting his white hair spill loose and intertwine with Luo Mingchuan’s dark locks. He lifted his eyes to meet Luo Mingchuan’s. 


  “Shixiong?” he said, puzzled. His eyes were clear and innocent, like a small animal learning about the world for the first time. 


  Luo Mingchuan sighed. He folded their robes neatly, pulled up the blanket to tuck Yin Biyue in, and forced himself to calm down. 


  “It’s late,” he soothed. “Go to sleep.” 


  Dressed in only their thin inner robes, they lay side by side under the soft brocade blanket, the unmistakable warmth of their skin coming through their clothes to envelop them. Yin Biyue felt utterly content surrounded by Luo Mingchuan’s scent. It felt like he was nestled in a warm cloud. 


  My life’s goal of sleeping with Shixiong was achieved so easily! ～\（≧▽≦）/～


  Unable to resist, he curled an arm around Luo Mingchuan’s waist and nuzzled against his chest.


  Luo Mingchuan pulled him closer. “Don’t squirm,” he chided in a hoarse voice.


  Yin Biyue stilled, scared of being tossed off the bed. But excitement kept him awake, so he started talking instead.


  “Shixiong, we’re joining in union soon. In common folk terms, that’s ‘getting married.’ It’s part of the custom to exchange gifts… But I don’t have any betrothal gifts to give you. I’ve put you in an unfair situation.”


  Luo Mingchuan didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. 


  Before he could respond, Yin Biyue wriggled out of his embrace, retrieved several yellowed booklets from his outer robe, and shoved them into Luo Mingchuan’s hands.


  “I didn’t finish telling you before,” Yin Biyue said. “These are actually the True Immortal Yi Lingxiao’s journals. Headmaster-xiansheng gave them to me… I guess they’re kind of useless, but they’re at least the relics of a major figure. Aside from Yihu, they’re the most valuable things I own. I’m giving them to you, Shixiong! Consider them my betrothal gift!” 


  Luo Mingchuan’s mouth twitched when he saw the titles of the books, and he forgot to correct his shidi on his incorrect use of “betrothal gift.”


  Yin Biyue flipped one open and showed him under the dim moonlight. “They’re authentic. The handwriting and dates match up. You can learn a lot about the past, and they’re quite interesting to read too.”


  Inwardly, Yin Biyue was embarrassed by his meager gift. The gifts I got from the Flower-Plucking Tournament were all used up crossing the Eastern Continent wastelands. Now I’m basically a pauper, with nothing impressive to offer.


  Luo Mingchuan sat up and took the books. After perusing one of them, he grew solemn.


  “What’s wrong, Shixiong?” Yin Biyue asked, also sitting up. Luo Mingchuan’s reaction was making him nervous.


  “There’s a concealment spell on these,” Luo Mingchuan said.


  “Concealment spell?” Yin Biyue gaped. He’d held these books for so long without noticing anything, yet his shixiong had spotted it at once.


  “The Ghara Pupil Technique can see through concealments,” Luo Mingchuan explained. Then he frowned. “But this line, The True Immortal’s generous gift, tap here to claim, feels rather odd.”


  As he traced a finger across the cover page, a blinding light erupted.


  When the light faded, Yin Biyue saw the words for himself and was once again certain that Yi Lingxiao had been a fellow transmigrator. He was just relieved that Yi Lingxiao had been too lazy to write something like Max-level divine beast, legendary weapons, and god-tier gear—just tap here to receive!


  Turning the page, Yin Biyue gasped in delight. “It’s the Lingxiao Sword Manual! Shixiong, let’s practice it together!” 


  “Shidi, this is your fortune alone,” Luo Mingchuan said, handing the book back. “Only you can practice it.” 


  “But Shixiong, you were the one who saw through the illusion. How is this just mine? Besides, this is my betrothal gift to you!” 


  “The Lingxiao Sword Manual is the legacy of the True Immortal and the only technique that can counter Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net. If I ever lose my mind, use the Lingxiao Sword to kill me.” Luo Mingchuan was speaking of life and death, but his tone stayed light. “If that day does come, you’ll probably be the only one who can do it. Shidi, I’m giving myself wholly to you.” 


  Yin Biyue fell silent.


  “I won’t ever kill you,” he muttered eventually. “I won’t even raise my sword against you.” 


  Linyuan contained a wisp of Mo Changyuan’s spiritual will. For him and Luo Mingchuan, it was the most dangerous thing in their possession. Thankfully, the sword was in his hands. As long as the spiritual will remained dormant, it would gradually dissipate. But he didn’t know how to explain that to Luo Mingchuan, much less the Rebirth Company, the white halo, Mister Cheng’s words, and his own origins.


  I’ll tell you everything in due time, once the world is at peace, he thought, avoiding the issue.


  Luo Mingchuan cursed himself for saying something wrong and ruining the mood. He lay back down and pulled Yin Biyue into his arms, carelessly tossing the precious texts—the legacy of the True Immortal—beside the pillow. 


  With a soft grunt, Yin Biyue settled into a comfortable position and closed his eyes.


  Luo Mingchuan watched as Yin Biyue relaxed in his arms, brows smoothing, utterly trusting and dependent. Soon, his breathing evened out, and he fell sound asleep. The desires that had stirred earlier within Luo Mingchuan’s heart dispersed like smoke.  


  What could he do with this shidi of his? In this life, having met his soulmate—what else could he do but spoil him rotten?


  Countless troubles awaited them in the morning. The latest report confirmed Rong Zhuo’s unification of the Eastern Continent, and a demonic army one hundred thousand strong was preparing to cross the sea. Yet right now, holding Yin Biyue, Luo Mingchuan felt no fear. He only wished time would stand still. 


   


  ***


   


  YIN BIYUE SLEPT SOUNDLY through the night, undisturbed by dreams. In the morning, he crawled out of the nest of blankets he’d pulled around himself, flushed, and scrambled off the bed. For the first time, he realized just how terrible his sleeping habits were. He kept his eyes down, not daring to look at his shixiong.


  But Luo Mingchuan didn’t mind. Smiling, he helped Yin Biyue into his outer robe, smoothing the collar and fastening the sash with care.


  “Shixiong, I can do it myself…” 


  “Let me.”


  At their cultivation level, their bodies were untouched by dust, and dressing could be done with a mere wave of a hand. Yet Luo Mingchuan conjured a water mirror and carefully gathered Yin Biyue’s hair and pinned the crown to it. His long, slender fingers combed through the silky cascade of white.


  Yin Biyue watched their reflections. His shixiong’s head was bowed, his expression focused, his hands working with practiced ease. It made him feel like they were an old married couple, joined for years.


  He paused before exiting the house. Should I sneak out to avoid being seen and tarnishing Shixiong’s reputation?


  Bah! Our relationship is legit. I’ve got nothing to feel guilty about! 


  “Shidi…” 


  “Got it, Shixiong! I’ll go climb the wall!”


  “I meant, let’s go together to Qinghe Hall. Your ershijie and sanshixiong have returned.” 


  Yin Biyue brightened. “Really? That’s great! Wait, how did I not hear about this?” 


  “Someone must have sent a message to your courtyard this morning. They didn’t expect you to have spent the night here.” 


  Yin Biyue blinked. He followed Luo Mingchuan out in silence, thinking he should just keep his mouth shut today.


  Qinghe Hall and Luo Mingchuan’s residence were both on the main peak, while Xihua Peak was in another direction. When Zhengyangzi saw Yin Biyue and Luo Mingchuan walking together, and especially his disciple’s glowing expression, his face darkened. 


  ‹What did you promise me?!› he transmitted to Luo Mingchuan. 


  ‹Not to seek out Shidi before the union ceremony, to give him time to think things through… But last night, he was the one who came to me,› Luo Mingchuan replied. 


  Zhengyangzi was absolutely speechless. Wei Jingfeng, don’t act unreasonably when you come back. I really can’t be faulted for this. I did my best.


  Meanwhile, no one from Xihua Peak noticed anything amiss. Yan Xing and Liu Qishuang only marveled at the pair’s rapid progress in cultivation.


  “Lao-si, I used to think you could advance your cultivation just from eating and drinking. Now I think you don’t even need to go that far. A simple nap will have you progress, I bet! That puts a lot of pressure on me to improve faster,” Yan Xing complained.


  “You’re not a child anymore. Stop whining and focus,” Liu Qishuang scolded.  


  Yin Biyue lowered his head in shame. Now that he thought about it, sleeping with Luo Mingchuan—dual cultivating or whatever—really could help him advance.  


  Yan Xing dropped the teasing and conjured a massive sand table. The mountains, rivers, and Snow Plains upon it were easily recognizable. Yin Biyue could tell at a glance that it represented the Eastern Continent.


  “When I went to the Eastern Continent this time, I found it completely changed,” Yan Xing began. “The once-scattered Twelve Palaces now obey Rong Zhuo. One hundred thousand demonic cultivators have been organized into three groups that are rigidly disciplined with strict merits and demerits. They’re like a real army.”


  He flicked his finger, and black-robed figures appeared upon the Snow Plains, marching speedily in orderly ranks. “One troop is heading toward the Southern Continent, and one has taken the route to the Central Continent. Neither seems interested in coming here.”


  “With the four continents separated, Rong Zhuo doesn’t want to stretch his forces too thin, lest he be unable to reinforce them later. He plans to pick each one off individually,” Luo Mingchuan said gravely, brows drawn together. “Lianjian Sect in the Central Continent is fractured, and Lanyuan Academy is weakened. Qinglu Sword Sect in the Southern Continent relies entirely on Song Tang and the other two. The Northern Emperor has just ascended the throne. His rule’s unstable. All Rong Zhuo needs to do is stir up trouble there to prevent him from sending reinforcements… If I’m right, Rong Zhuo wants to secure the Central and Southern Continents first. As for us, he’ll leave it in Baopu Sect’s hands.”


  The big picture had become clear.


  “Have Baopu Sect fight us? What a nice plan,” Yan Xing spat with a snort. He had clashed with a Baopu elder in his youth, when he’d first descended the mountain. The memory of it still rankled. 


  “I will remain at Cangya,” Jun Yu said. “The rest of you may descend the mountain.” 


  Luo Mingchuan understood what he meant. Jun Yu would guard Cangya’s protective array, while they assisted the other sects.


  The simplest solution would be to go to the Eastern Continent and kill Rong Zhuo, Luo Mingchuan thought. With him dead, the demon army will fall apart.


  It wasn’t that the idea had never occurred to anyone, just that everyone believed it impossible.


  “Shidi and I will go,” Luo Mingchuan said.


  Yin Biyue nodded.


  “Then I will defend Cangya with Dashixiong,” Yan Xing declared.


  “Acceptable.” Jun Yu nodded. “But the union ceremony will be delayed, in that case.” 


  “What? Union ceremony?!” Yan Xing nearly jumped in surprise. “Who’s joining in union? You and Shifu, Dashixiong?!” 


  Yin Biyue froze in shock. He saw Liu Qishuang eyeing Jun Yu curiously. 


  Jun Yu shot them all an icy glare, and the temperature in the hall dropped to freezing. “Not me. Sishidi and Luo-shidi.”




  Chapter 89


   


  UNDER JUN YU’S ICY GLARE, Yan Xing lowered his head sheepishly. “Sorry, I’m still a little drunk, not thinking straight.”


  He had surprised even himself with his thoughtless comment. When it came to the joyous occasion of a union within their peak, he’d just instinctively assumed it’d be between his master and elder shixiong. The notion itself was unbelievable yet also made perfect sense. If he had to say why…he could only call it intuition.


  Zhengyangzi’s mouth twitched. He felt completely out of touch with young people’s way of thinking.


  Liu Qishuang recovered quicker than Yan Xing. “Sishidi, you and Luo-shidi are joining in union?”


  She was slower than most when it came to matters of love. Still, she’d noticed that the two had grown closer after the Flower-Plucking Tournament, Xingshan Temple, and their other shared trials. They’d traveled together several times, and the dungeon incident was long behind them. Their deepening bond seemed natural to her. 


  Yan Xing stared at Luo Mingchuan and Yin Biyue in astonishment as he realized something. “Hey, if no one brought it up today, were you planning to keep it a secret? Quietly doing something so major—you got some nerve, Lao-si!”  


  Yin Biyue didn’t appear embarrassed at all by the teasing. Rather, he puffed up, like he was almost proud.


  “The world is in chaos, so a wedding is hardly appropriate. Luo-shixiong and I just want to register our names and live together as partners. We only ask for legitimacy, not extravagance or ceremony. In short, we don’t want to wait any longer. There will be no grand celebration, no guests invited, and no gifts accepted. No exceptions!” 


  “I’ll defer entirely to Shidi.” Luo Mingchuan smiled and said nothing more.


  Zhengyangzi remained quiet, tacitly accepting the arrangement.


  To everyone present, Luo Mingchuan appeared to be the shy one, while Yin Biyue carried himself with the authority of the big man of the house. 


  Luo Mingchuan always seemed so sharp. Who would’ve guessed he’s as meek as a lamb? Meanwhile, Sishidi, who looks so innocent, has him completely wrapped around his finger, Yan Xing thought, his view on the pair changing instantly. What a case of the weak outmaneuvering the strong. If Shifu were still here, he’d be so proud!  


  Unfortunately, Yin Biyue’s cool act couldn’t last; the moment he met his cultivation partner-to-be’s smile, he flushed. Courage depleted, he hastily changed the subject. “Ershijie, how was your trip down the mountain? Did you meet Yu Zhanmei?” 


  With the conversation returning to serious business, the mood in the hall grew solemn once more.


  Though the demonic Twelve Palaces had yielded to Rong Zhuo upon his return, and Yu Zhanmei was no longer the Eastern Continent’s most powerful palace master, her status remained unparalleled. Moreover, Rong Zhuo, Yu Shi, and Headmaster-xiansheng had all sustained injuries in the battle at the Hengduan Mountains, while the Second Sage Wuwang of Jiekong Temple remained indefinitely secluded. Under such circumstances, Yu Zhanmei was, without question, a figure who could sway the tides of war. 


  Liu Qishuang’s eyes fell on the massive sand table’s projection. Staring at the Eastern Continent’s vast Snow Plains, she seemed to envision the snow-covered ground near the broken bridge on the outskirts of Tai’an City.


  “I did,” she said. “On the southernmost coast. She crossed the sea on a palanquin from the Southern Continent and met me at Tai’an City.”


  Yin Biyue was a little surprised. He’d assumed his second shijie’s trip, like Yan Xing’s, had been solely for reconnaissance. He hadn’t expected her to confront Yu Zhanmei. Fortunately, for some unknown reason, they hadn’t exchanged blows.


  “Yu Zhanmei planned to come to the Western Continent for the demonic Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net,” Liu Qishuang said. “But the outcome at Hengduan Mountains was unexpected. When she learned Rong Zhuo was wounded, she returned to the Eastern Continent instead.” 


  “Doesn’t that mean her expedition was in vain?” Yan Xing asked, puzzled.


  “Not at all,” Liu Qishuang replied. “By traversing the Central and Southern Continents, she’s gained a clear understanding of their defenses.”


  “I am the bearer of Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net,” Luo Mingchuan announced. “I’m guessing she came for me. To turn around halfway might not be out of loyalty for Rong Zhuo, but because he could offer her greater benefits.” 


  “What could be more enticing than the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net?” Yan Xing wondered aloud.


  Jun Yu, Liu Qishuang, and Yan Xing were aware of the abnormalities in Luo Mingchuan’s cultivation. Although they hadn’t known the details, they’d had their suspicions. Like the Sword Sage, they’d chosen not to pry. 


  Zhengyangzi, who had been silent until now, finally spoke. “The Yunxing Abyss. If the demonic energy within it can be harnessed, one’s cultivation would advance at a godly speed.” 


  The Sword Sage had ventured alone into the Sword Mausoleum, drawing upon the lingering sword qi from the Age of Sages, yet had only managed to seal half the abyss. Yin Biyue privately believed that Rong Zhuo had found a way to tap into the Yunxing Abyss’s powers. The Twelve Palaces had been divided for so long; without sufficient incentive, why would they submit?


  “There’s no time to waste,” Luo Mingchuan interjected. “Shidi and I will head to the Central Continent to hold off the demonic army, then investigate the Yunxing Abyss.” 


  Yin Biyue straightened up. “Sounds good. We’ll leave today.” And then come home to get married after the war’s over! Yippee!


  Jun Yu turned to Yan Xing. “The demonic army is split two ways. You should also descend the mountain. Head to the Southern Continent.”


  Yan Xing blinked. “But what if Baopu Sect…” 


  “Cangya has the sect leader and me.” 


  I’ll never do something stupid like assuming Shifu and Dashixiong are marrying again. Yan Xing nodded in resignation.


  “Very well.” Zhengyangzi heaved a sigh of relief. “The decision is yours, young ones.” 


  He waved off Luo Mingchuan’s attempt to see him out, and left the great hall at a measured pace. Since Wei Jingfeng’s departure and the successive deaths of Qu Jiang, Zhou Yuandao, and Duan Sheng’an, the world no longer felt familiar to him, filling him with melancholy and fatigue. And yet he knew the hardest times were ahead of them. Cangya still had a great battle to come.


  After seeing the sect leader off, Yan Xing noticed Liu Qishuang seemed distracted. “Ershijie, you…”


  “I will enter a life-or-death seclusion,” Liu Qishuang declared calmly. 


  Jun Yu frowned. “Is that necessary?” 


  “I know my limits, Dashixiong.” She’d sidestepped the question.


  Yin Biyue knew her claim was merely for comfort. Life-or-death seclusion was a do-or-die endeavor, with no room for “limits.” His gut feeling said her decision was tied to Yu Zhanmei, but he kept quiet. Yan Xing did the same. 


  This was an unspoken rule among cultivators. No matter how close peers were, when it came to personal cultivation choices, there would be no interference. Cultivation was a solitary journey in the end.


   


  ***


   


  WINTER ARRIVED UNUSUALLY EARLY. As the bitter north wind swept through the Cangya Mountains, snow fell anew. Luo Mingchuan had long since organized the sect’s disciples into teams and assigned their leadership to each sect elder’s personal disciple. Some patrolled the mountains, while others defended the foothills against demonic cultivators and aided refugees. Each team had their role, and they all proceeded with their tasks methodically.


  Before departing, Luo Mingchuan reviewed the sword array rehearsal by disciples at the Qi Cultivation level, gave He Yanyun a few final instructions, then set off for the Central Continent with Yin Biyue.


  Yan Xing slung his saber on his back, grabbed his flask, and also descended the mountains. 


  On Xihua Peak, Jun Yu practiced the sword by the cliff, still drilling Chongshan Minor.


  Liu Qishuang stepped into the Tranquility Room. She did not immediately begin to meditate, as she found herself once again recalling the conversation she’d had by the broken bridge outside Tai’an City. 


  And she knew—entering seclusion with a restless heart would bring grave danger.




  Chapter 90


   


  MOST BELIEVED Liu Qishuang and Yu Zhanmei had first crossed paths at the Battle of Xiling Mountain. In truth, they had known each other for much longer, even before they began their cultivation journeys. But this was a fact that few were aware of.


  The Sword Sage had whisked Jun Yu away from Lanyuan Academy’s gates and taken Yan Xing under his wing after a tavern brawl. In comparison, Liu Qishuang’s entry into his tutelage could almost be considered formal. There had been a formal conversation, at least.


  At the time, Jun Yu had just gained a rudimentary grasp of sword intent, and Wei Jingfeng had left Cangya on his first investigation of the Yunxing Abyss. Passing through the Snow Plains, he encountered two little girls, no more than seven or eight, who had just worked together to kill a lone gray wolf. When they saw him approach, they turned wary, even though they were exhausted. The scene reminded him of his own youth, when he’d roamed the Eastern Continent with Li Tugen.


  Liu Qishuang would never forget that day when her master emerged from the snowstorm as if materializing from thin air. In her memory, the moment was nothing short of divine. 


  “Would you two like to become my disciples and learn my teachings?”


  Liu Qishuang nodded after but a moment’s thought. 


  “If we learn from you, how long will it take us to become as strong as you?” asked the other girl. Even without guidance, Yu Zhanmei had always been terrifyingly precocious.


  “Your foundation and comprehension are exceptional. You could reach Great Ascension in five hundred years.”


  “Five hundred years is too slow.” Yu Zhanmei turned to Liu Qishuang. “You go ahead. I’ll still join the Twelve Palaces.” 


  “Demonic cultivation is no good,” the Sword Sage said with a frown. “It’s easy to die, and it hurts.” 


  “Once I start cultivating, I’ll become part of the cultivation world, and it’s either kill or be killed there,” Yu Zhanmei said resolutely. “If I’m going to learn, I’ll learn the fastest, strongest techniques.” 


  “Cultivation isn’t about killing. It’s about enlightenment.” 


  “Is killing not a form of enlightenment?” Yu Zhanmei tilted her chin up. “The greatest realizations come on the brink of death.” 


  The Sword Sage did not agree nor disagree, only smiled. “Indeed, those who walk different paths cannot work toward the same end.” 


  Yu Zhanmei pushed Liu Qishuang forward. “Stop looking so reluctant to part with me,” she said impatiently. “We’re just strangers who happened to travel together for a while… You focus on your cultivation. I’ll visit when I have time.” 


  “You’re lying,” Liu Qishuang said, shaking her head. “You can’t tell south from north. You’ll never find your way.” 


  Before they’d understood great truths like the irreconcilability of good and evil, they’d sensed this was a permanent parting. Even if they met again, they could no longer walk together on the same road.


  Sure enough, years later, they faced each other in the battle on Xiling Mountain. As expected, neither hesitated to strike.


   


  ***


   


  ON THE DESOLATE OUTSKIRTS of Tai’an City, snow clouds blocked the shimmering stars. A long-abandoned stone bridge had partially collapsed, and the surface of the lake was frozen into a solid sheet of ice. The shivering willows danced in the wind and snow.


  Atop the fallen bridge, a woman clad in a sheer robe the color of jade stood barefoot. Despite her stoic expression, her beauty was otherworldly. Liu Qishuang stood below her—exactly three feet away.


  Perhaps because it wasn’t yet time for the war to start, the Jin Palace Master still had reservations. Or perhaps neither side was certain of the outcome, and both knew acting rashly would be unwise. Maybe it was simply that this snowy night felt strangely familiar. No one took a step forward, and so no battle began.


  “Did you show yourself before me because you think I won’t kill you?”


  Yu Zhanmei’s voice lacked the cold stubbornness she’d once had on the snowy plains. Instead, because of her cultivation method, her tone carried the gentle softness of a spring breeze brushing through willows. Even when she spoke of death. 


  She was used to this voice, but Liu Qishuang was not, and she frowned. 


  “No,” she answered, her gaze skipping past the bridge to the distance. Given her cultivation level, she could see clearly if she wished. 


  Yu Zhanmei followed her line of sight. Not far away were a few farmhouses on the city’s outskirts. Thanks to Cangya’s protection, the flames of war had yet to reach here. Warm yellow light spilled from the windows, brightening the snow piled on the ground, dyeing the white into the same comforting hue. A woman quietly soothed a crying child. The aroma of rice wine drifted from one of the homes on the cold air. 


  Warm wine and dim lights amid the storm—there was no greater tenderness in the world.


  Liu Qishuang said nothing more, but Yu Zhanmei already knew what she was thinking. Her expression turned to one of mockery. “Ridiculous. Since I’ve chosen this path, why would I yearn for worldly happiness?!” She snorted. The question seemed aimed at herself as well.   


  As if to prove her point, her loose sleeves shuddered. Within moments, the thin snow that had settled on her could no longer touch her. An invisible barrier split the space around her, shredding the falling snowflakes into fine bits. 


  Along with a faint, grating snap, cracks spiderwebbed from the stone bridge to the ice, stopping just an inch from Liu Qishuang’s feet. Liu Qishuang felt the sudden surge of killing intent in the air; it was sharp as a blade at her back, as pressing as a sword’s tip at her brow. Almost instinctively, she amped up her vital qi to the extreme. Snowflakes vaporized as soon as they touched her, rising into thin steam.


  Both were poised to strike at any moment. And still neither moved. Liu Qishuang didn’t know what to say. Anything would feel superfluous. The snowy night’s conversation reached its end. 


  “Leave. Next time we meet, it will be a fight to the death.”  


  Yu Zhanmei’s figure blurred. In moments, she’d darted across the frozen lake back to her towering palanquin. It rose at once, borne swiftly eastward through the night.


  Again, Liu Qishuang thought. You tell me to go, but you’re the one who leaves first.


   


  ***


   


  RESURFACING FROM HER MEMORIES, Liu Qishuang found herself still inside the never-changing Tranquility Room. Now that she’d sorted her thoughts, she regulated her breathing and entered meditation. 


  Her master had summed it up centuries ago:


  “Those who walk different paths cannot work toward the same end.”


   


  ***


   


  TRAVELING AT FULL SPEED, Yin Biyue and Luo Ming­chuan reached Yunyang City in the Central Continent in less than three days. Although the demonic cultivators were still crossing the sea, signs of impending chaos were everywhere.


  The major houses of the city, having received the news early, had already migrated entire clans to Lianjian. Those with means to cross the sea had taken ships to the Northern Continent, resulting in skyrocketing fares. They all knew the Central Continent’s flat terrain would allow the demonic forces to advanced unhindered, reaching Yunyang in just a few days. 


  News of the academy headmaster’s severe injuries during the earth-shattering battle atop the Hengduan Mountains had spread quietly across the cultivation world. Ordinary folk, unaware of such details, simply followed the tide. They sold their belongings and fled the city in panic. The streets were littered with abandoned sundries. Empty shops and teahouses stood with their doors wide open.


  With their striking presences, Yin Biyue and Luo Mingchuan stood out as they moved against the flow of the crowd. 


  “Why don’t we stay and fight the demonic cultivators?” Yin Biyue overheard a child in his mother’s arms ask.


  The father, a large bundle in his arms, hushed the child. “Don’t talk nonsense. Demonic cultivators eat people.”


  “Will Lianjian be safe?” the mother asked, looking fearful.


  “Safer than here…” the father replied hesitantly. “The academy’s full of scholars. What do they know of fighting?” 


  Many thought the same. If there were any other choice, who would willingly leave their homes? 


  Yin Biyue assumed the academy had already suspended classes and left the students to seek safety for themselves. Expecting chaos within the institution, he led Luo Mingchuan to the hidden alleyway entrance. 


  “Shifu brought me this way once,” he explained. “It leads straight to Headmaster-xiansheng’s courtyard.”


  And the headmaster knew they were coming. Before they could knock, the door swung open. They bowed at the threshold, then stepped in.


  Withered branches and decaying vines lay on the desolate courtyard grounds, the once-lush locust tree bare. Headmaster-xiansheng, his locks graying, reclined in a wicker chair, listening to the sonorous recitations drifting over the wall. 


  Yin Biyue realized life at the academy was unchanged. Students still studied and teachers still taught. The only difference was that with some servants gone, the students now swept the courtyards and cooked meals on their own. The city was in turmoil, but the academy remained unmoved.


  “You’ve come. Have a seat. It seems we’ve never properly spoken,” Headmaster-xiansheng said, his latter remark directed at Luo Mingchuan. His voice betrayed no fatigue, and his expression was calm. His precise condition was difficult to discern. 


  The two bowed and seated themselves. 


  “Xiansheng, we are indebted to you for your aid at Hengduan,” Luo Mingchuan said.


  The headmaster didn’t respond, only regarded Luo Mingchuan with quiet intensity.


  His feelings toward Luo Mingchuan were complex. He had wanted him dead, then alive. The tangled threads of fate were beyond reckoning; he couldn’t tell if the present circumstances were fortune or misfortune.


  “Shixiong and I estimate Rong Zhuo’s demonic army will reach the Central Continent in two days at the earliest,” Yin Biyue said.


  Headmaster-xiansheng nodded but didn’t address this urgent matter. Instead, he grinned. “You two seem very close.”


  Being teased by an elder was completely different from being ribbed by sect peers. Yin Biyue was a little mortified.


  “Shidi wishes to spend the rest of his life with me,” Luo Mingchuan answered.


  Yin Biyue nodded silently.


  “Were you aware that ‘Two stars appear. Life and death within the same gate’ referred to the two of you?” 


  “I’d guessed as much.” 


  “Will you defy heaven?” 


  Headmaster-xiansheng’s question was for Luo Mingchuan, but Yin Biyue also wanted to hear the answer. What would his shixiong say?


  Luo Mingchuan smiled, though its warmth was tinged with resignation. “If Shidi and I can live peacefully, I have no desire to oppose heaven. But if it won’t tolerate us, then I have no choice but to fight. ‘Only one shall live’ isn’t an option. I’ll fight for us to share life and death, to stay forever together in both.” 


  No grand proclamations, no lofty vows. They were simple words, yet they nearly brought tears to Yin Biyue’s eyes. This was his shixiong. Only he could say such things.


  Headmaster-xiansheng fell silent for a long time. The brisk wind whipped, and the sky darkened. Inside the library, students lit the lanterns. 


  “I never imagined it would turn out like this,” the headmaster said softly. The two who should have been each other’s bane, where one’s existence excluded the other’s, had somehow quietly altered fate. Now they were walking toward a completely different ending.


  Li Tugen felt defeated. In his life, he had read enough texts to fill the ocean, but he’d never believed in love. He’d calculated endless schemes without unraveling the human heart.


  Suddenly, he laughed. “When Wei Jingfeng returns, I must tell him he was right.” 


  To Yin Biyue, Headmaster-xiansheng seemed re-energized, the fine lines around his eyes softening. His wit and laughter were effortless, and a striking grace radiated from him, reminiscent of the dignified scholar in tall hat and broad sash from their first meeting. 


  “Whether in victory or defeat, rivers of blood will flow, and lives will be shattered,” Headmaster-xiansheng said. “With the natural balance of life and death disrupted, the Yunxing Abyss’s evil energy will only grow stronger. A second heavenly tribulation may yet descend.


  “You shouldn’t have come here to fight demonic cultivators. You must go to the Yunxing Abyss. Only there can the root of this disaster be cut off early. The academy has fewer than a hundred cultivators, but we can hold for seven days. Lianjian and Qinglu Sword Sects can last nine. If Wuwang’s Jiekong Temple enters the fray, you’ll have ten days at most. 


  “Those ten days are yours. Go. Decide the world’s future. 


  “If you can’t do it, then no one can.”




  Chapter 91


   


  YIN BIYUE ALMOST THOUGHT Headmaster-xiansheng had gone mad. He shook his head. “That’s impossible…” 


  Though his early mindset as a cannon fodder villain had completely shifted and he was ready for a brutal battle, the burden of “saving the world” was still hard to accept.


  “You two have already done many impossible things,” Headmaster-xiansheng said with a faint smile.


  The cross-level fights at the Flower-Plucking Tournament had first revealed Yin Biyue and Luo Mingchuan’s brilliance among the younger generation of cultivators. Then came their battle against the Great Ascensioners Jinghai and Jingyun at Xingshan Temple, their destruction of the Great Golden Light Array, and their fight to the death against the ancient Sage Liaoguan—each an achievement unprecedented in history, unlikely to be matched hereafter. Not to mention their participation in the clash among the Second Sages atop the Hengduan Mountains. Yin Biyue’s sword had pierced Rong Zhuo’s skin, while Luo Mingchuan had fabricated an illusion of the bottom of the Yunxing Abyss using the Ghara Pupil Technique.


  “The pace of your cultivation improvement has broken all records in history.”


  Yin Biyue considered this. It seemed…they’d been fighting bosses far beyond their levels all along? Once he accepted that premise, it actually sounded pretty awesome… 


  Not!!!


  He had no idea how Luo Mingchuan had managed to turn the tables during that certain-death confrontation in Sage Liaoguan’s meditation realm! And in the Hengduan Mountains, the success of his sword strike had likewise been thanks to his shixiong!


  He glanced at Luo Mingchuan, whose expression was calm. He had absolute faith in Luo Mingchuan, at least. If anyone could end the chaos of this era, it should be him. Yin Biyue just didn’t have faith in himself. 


  “Nothing is impossible,” Headmaster-xiansheng said to Yin Biyue. “At your age, Wei Jingfeng’s cultivation was nowhere near your level…”


  Yin Biyue was astonished. He’d never considered comparing himself to the giant that was his master. After all, he’d seen Wei Jingfeng drinking in one moment, then traversing three hundred thousand miles on the wind the next. With a flick of his finger, he’d sent Yu Shi tumbling down a cliff.


  Yin Biyue resisted the urge to ask for a moment, but his curiosity finally got the better of him. “What about Shifu’s appearance?” He’d assumed his master had achieved Sagehood very early on, thus retaining his youthful appearance, but Headmaster-xiansheng’s words suggested otherwise.


  “When Wei Jingfeng was your age, he accidentally ate a million-year-old Emerald Gleam. His bones and meridians were remolded with unimaginable strength, and his appearance…remained fixed at that time. Even after attaining Sagehood, he couldn’t change it.” 


  Yin Biyue nodded. He’d eaten the Thousand-Leaf Lotus at Ming Lake on Mount Chongming, which had purified and expanded his spiritual meridian. As a result, his cultivation had accelerated. The cultivation world believed that Emerald Gleam, a plant born of the natural world’s spiritual energy and nicknamed the Immortality Herb, had gone extinct a million years ago. Yet Wei Jingfeng had gotten his hands on some anyway.


  Shifu sure is blessed. That’s an insane hack! 


  Headmaster-xiansheng’s smile deepened. “Just keep this between us, and don’t mention it to his face in the future. Wei Jingfeng hates nothing more than people commenting on his appearance.” 


  Yin Biyue choked on his own curiosity. He remembered how his master had revealed that Headmaster-xiansheng’s real name was Li Earth Root.


  Is it really okay for you two to expose each other like this? Aren’t you two besties?!


  Anyway, Yin Biyue got back to business.


  “I’ve yet to reach the Great Ascension level. No matter how much my combat power improves, it’s still limited by my cultivation level. Besides, I haven’t practiced the Lingxiao Sword Style yet. In my hands, Linyuan can’t unleash even 10 or 20 percent of its power…” 


  “Are the Lingxiao Sword moves difficult?” asked Headmaster-xiansheng.


  Yin Biyue blinked. “No.” 


  In fact, they weren’t just not difficult—they were extremely simple. At his current level, as long as his limbs were coordinated and he had sufficient vital qi, he could execute any sword style. But that didn’t mean he was a true master. Without years of practice, one could replicate the form but not the essence, rendering the moves useless. For any sword style, the difficult part was always the sword intent. 


  Yin Biyue was under the impression that the Lingxiao Sword, the legacy of the True Immortal, couldn’t be comprehended without decades of daily study. Why then was Headmaster-xiansheng asking about the moves?


  “Remember what your shifu said,” the headmaster encouraged.


  “He said…Linyuan chose me.” 


  Yin Biyue fell silent after answering. He recalled his travels with his master: the pleasure street in Lüeyang City, the resplendent, moonlit Hengduan Mountains, the perilous wastelands of the Eastern Continent… His master had said he was the one and only Yin Biyue in the world. 


  Luo Mingchuan, who’d remained quiet, patted his shoulder. 


  Yin Biyue’s mind calmed. His master had done so much to buy them time. Now Headmaster-xiansheng and many others were fighting to give them more. What right did he have to drag his feet? 


  Shifu did everything he could. As his disciple, even if I’m not worth one ten-thousandth of him, I ought to try anyway.


  “My gut tells me I am inextricably linked to the Yunxing Abyss,” Luo Mingchuan said. “Will you join me in venturing there, Shidi?” 


  “Oh, why not!” Yin Biyue laughed feeling relieved as his spirit soared.


  Before departing, the pair bowed with a disciple’s formal etiquette. 


  “Please take care, Xiansheng,” Luo Mingchuan said. 


  Headmaster-xiansheng stood in the biting north wind without responding. The academy’s lanterns flickered under the far-reaching, starless night sky. No one could tell where his gaze rested.


   


  ***


   


  NO MORE SPLENDID LIGHTS illuminated Yunyang City’s countless buildings. The long streets stood deserted, dotted only by wavering firelights in the distance—torches raised by refugees fleeing in the night.


  Yin Biyue and Luo Mingchuan left the city, drawing upon their vital qi to soar through the air. Although their speed couldn’t compare to a Sage riding the wind, they were as fast as a cyan-winged luan traveling a thousand miles a day. 


  “I imagine many will come to kill us along the way.” 


  “I think the same. Even if they can’t kill us, they’ll try to exhaust us as much as possible.” 


  The Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net posed enough of a threat that Rong Zhuo would act. Yin Biyue and Luo Mingchuan had no time to conceal their tracks, and they knew word of their coming would soon reach the Eastern Continent.


  In that case, we’ll carve our path through blood—the same way Shifu and Headmaster-xiansheng did when they emerged from the Eastern Continent years ago, Yin Biyue thought.


   


  ***


   


  LIANJIAN BOASTED numerous mountain springs and waterfalls. In summer, their roars echoed like countless galloping horses. In winter, currents ran shallow as they froze beneath a misty haze. As far as the eye could see, the landscape was covered in crystalline frost, glittering like shattered jade.


  But the disciples of Lianjian didn’t have time to admire these wonders. 


  Outside the main hall, the disciples gathered, purple robes billowing like waves in the cold wind, as they waited in tense silence for the decisions that would determine their sect’s future. 


  “Our sect has suffered repeated disasters in the past month. The former sect leader and Grandmaster Qu’s passing, internal divisions… Engaging in battle now would be most unwise.”  


  “Our sect still has two sky coasters and forty-six thousand spirit stones in reserve. The vessels can carry over seven hundred people and travel six thousand miles per day—enough to cross the Floating Sea to Cangya in one night. Or go northward. The Northern Continent’s elite cavalry of one hundred thousand is exceptionally powerful…”


  “Where there’s life, there’s hope, Sect Leader.” 


  In the hall, four elders offered their earnest counsel, urging the young woman on the head seat to make a swift decision. Chu Huan’s betrayal had caused internal strife within the sect. Had Chen Yi not returned in time, the situation might have been worse. Nevertheless, when Chu Huan defected to Baopu Sect, he’d taken substantial resources and over a hundred willing followers, both elders and disciples.


  The four elders who remained were all advanced in years. None of them advocated facing the demonic cultivators alone. Instead, they recommended relocating to join other forces. They assumed Qu Duiyan would share their view. However talented she was or how rapidly she’d grown, she was still just a girl. Stabilizing the sect after the rebellion must have drained her. How could she possibly have the grit to confront external threats?


  Qu Duiyan’s response surprised them.


  “We can leave. But what of the six cities and fourteen towns under our protection? The one hundred and eighty thousand citizens? The thousands of refugees rushing to Lianjian?” She rose to her feet and surveyed the hall with almost palpable authority. “Are they able to leave?”


  The elder who’d spoken previously broke into a nervous sweat. “What does the sect leader propose?” 


  “We fight when we must!” Qu Duiyan answered solemnly.


  Silence followed.


  Finally, another elder stepped forward and bent at the waist. “The sect leader’s youthful vigor is admirable. However, our mountain-protecting array’s killing core requires the sword intent of Seizing the Moon to anchor it. With Grandmaster Qu gone, whose sword intent can substitute? Will the sect leader please consider carefully?”


  Qu Duiyan said nothing.


  The elders relaxed slightly, satisfaction appearing on their faces—until they all scrambled three steps back. Without hesitation, they channeled their vital qi to form powerful defensive barriers.


  They didn’t know why they’d retreated; they’d only reacted out of a cultivator’s sense of danger.


  That sense was proven right. Ruthless sword intent erupted to fill the entire hall, but the blade didn’t fall. There was no flying dust nor thunderous rumble, only the faintest tremor beneath their feet, and ripples stirring in the depths of their minds. 


  The wielder was calm, his voice mild and composed. 


  “Mine can.” 


  He was so ordinary that when he stood behind Qu Duiyan, he was easily overlooked. But when he drew his dao, none could ignore him. He was the disciple who’d inherited Qu Jiang’s true legacy.


  At the Flower-Plucking Tournament, Chen Yi had executed Seizing the Moon with his changdao Shuanglan. Though the strike had been broken by Yin Biyue’s Chongshan Minor, the encounter had granted Chen Yi insight that had advanced both his consciousness and dao intent. Later, after repeatedly escaping death at the hands of Chu Huan and the Twelve Palaces, he’d emerged stronger, his cultivation progressing by leaps and bounds. His righteous dao intent now carried a ruthless edge.


  During Lianjian Sect’s internal strife, the world had learned of Chen Yi’s strength. Yet they’d underestimated him because of his young age. Only in this moment did the elders truly comprehend how powerful Chen Yi had grown.


  The great hall was silent.


  Qu Duiyan strode out. Frigid wind slapped her face, chilling her to the bone. She looked down the steps at the crowd of familiar and unfamiliar faces, youthful and mature, composed and anxious. They were her peers, all awaiting her decision.


  Her voice pierced confidently through the wind. 


  “Since its founding in the Age of Spiritual Decline, our Lianjian Sect has stood for one hundred thousand years. We started out weak, faced countless powerful enemies and crises, yet we never yielded. A thousand years ago, Elder Qu Jiang’s single strike drove enemies back three thousand miles, establishing our prestige across the Central Continent. None dared to challenge us. Our sect’s teachings forbid avoiding battle. Our ancestors left no precedent for fleeing from conflict.”


  She drew her sword. Its cry split the wind as dazzling light burst out. To look at it directly was like looking at the rising sun.


  “Even if my father is no longer with us, I will not disgrace this sword’s reputation!” Qu Duiyan’s voice was hard and resolute. “Disciples of Lianjian! In this crisis threatening our home and lives—will you fight with me?!” 


  “We will!” 


  “We pledge our lives to follow the sect leader!”


  Their cries shook like thunder, the tremors shaking icicles from the eaves of the great hall and in the distant forests beyond, as if sleet was falling in the Lianjian Mountains.


   


  ***


   


  EAST OF THE Southern Continent stretched a swath of bamboo. In summer, the rising wind stirred the grove, filling it with rustling echoes and a fresh scent. But winter’s chill left the stalks withered and yellow, sharp in their solemn austerity.


  Deep within the grove stood the Qinglu Sword Sect’s bamboo cottages. As darkness fell, disciples in ink-splashed robes continued to drill their sword array formations. The echoes of thousands of blades resounded through the mountains. 


  “The Qinglu Sword Sect’s ten-thousand-year foundation will not fall to mere demonic cultivators.” So said Song Tang.


  “After defeating them, we’ll avenge Shifu,” Cheng Tianyu declared.


  Witnessing their master’s death at the Hengduan Mountains had been devastating for Cheng Tianyu. Song Tang had initially worried his young shidi might not recover. Later, he realized that he, Zhong Shan, and the sect elders had all underestimated him.


  After returning, Cheng Tianyu showed no signs of instability or inner turmoil. Instead, his sword intent became tempered, and his Dao became more resolute.  


  Song Tang smiled, then turned his head and called out, “Thank you, Yan-daoyou, for traveling all this way to our aid.”


  Yan Xing hopped down from a tree. “Tsk. Still calling me that?” 


  “Will this really work?” Cheng Tianyu remained doubtful of their plans. 


  “Hey, a man never says he can’t do it.” Yan Xing ruffled his hair. “We always rise to the occasion. And if the doing fails, I’ll change my name to Yan Soft Thing! Now where’s that bugger Zhong Shan? I haven’t seen him all day.”


  Song Tang’s smile faded as he pressed his lips together.




  Chapter 92


   


  ZHONG SHAN WAS ALREADY a thousand miles away.


  The cold wind here was far more treacherous than on the Qinglu Mountains. The night was like undiluted ink, and the undulating shadows of nearby hills resembled giant beasts lurking in the darkness. Looking up, he couldn’t see the moon. Clouds thick with the promise of a storm blocked the faint starlight. 


  It will surely snow tonight, he thought.


  Eight disciples clad in robes depicting inky landscapes stood behind him. In the howling north wind, no one spoke.


  Unlike the flat and fertile plains of the Central Continent, the Southern Continent was mountainous, with higher terrain in the east and lower in the west. After crossing the sea, the demonic cultivators would pass through several already-abandoned coastal towns, then face a long trek across rugged mountains and deep valleys.


  Qinglu Sword Sect’s plan was simple: Since they were outnumbered and facing a strong enemy, they would utilize advantageous terrain for ambushes and surprise attacks. Before the demonic army reached the Southern Continent’s heartland, they needed to weaken its combat power and erode morale.


  Besides the coastal arrays and traps along the way, the first ambush requiring human oversight was at Liangnan Pass—the Pass of Dilemma.


  Liangnan Pass was the Southern Continent’s most treacherous mountain path. Towering cliffs of solid rock rose into the clouds on either side, with no way to scale their walls. The narrowest section only allowed four people to walk abreast, but a detour would add a thousand miles to the journey.


  Song Tang, in his new role as sect leader, had decided to set and conceal arrays along the cliffs. When the demonic cultivators entered the pass, they would trigger explosions to collapse the path, each blast burying at least a thousand enemies. But large-scale arrays capable of destroying an entire mountain path required powerful sword intent to activate. Who could do it? 


  They couldn’t send too many people, lest they be detected. The team should be no bigger than ten. The leader had to be resolute and unbowed against the endless tide of demonic cultivators. The leader must also be formidable in sword cultivation, capable of cleaving mountains and boulders in one strike and holding off ten thousand enemies alone. Most importantly, they had to engage the strongest among the demonic forces and delay them until the mountain path completely collapsed.


  Personally, Song Tang hadn’t wanted his shidi to go. The name Liangnan—dilemma—was derived from the phrase “Torn between life and death.” Legends said it was where a Sage from the Age of Sages had fallen, and that Sage’s sword was none other than the very Fengyu now in Zhong Shan’s hand. This coincidence weighed heavily on Song Tang.


  In terms of the sect’s interests, the elders hadn’t wanted Zhong Shan to go either. With his astonishing talent, he’d already grasped the sword intent of the Tempest Sword. Given a hundred years’ time, he could surely conquer a heavenly tribulation to achieve Sagehood. He was Qinglu Sword Sect’s future.


  None of this had changed the man in question’s mind.


  To Song Tang, he’d said, “My sword intent is the most suitable.” To dissuading elders, he’d said, “If I don’t go, my Dao will remain unfulfilled, hindering future progress.”


  Thus, he’d led eight elite disciples who’d chosen to follow him and come here to fight the Southern Continent’s first battle in this war.


  After gathering for so long, the clouds finally released their snow. Sparse flakes, accompanied by frigid wind, grew heavier until they covered the rugged mountain path. On the sheer cliff as high as the clouds, Zhong Shan sat cross-legged on a protruding rock, a longsword across his knees. Nowadays, the divine sword Fengyu’s might could no longer overshadow him. No one would notice the sword before noticing him.


  Faint tremors in the earth alerted Zhong Shan. His gaze pierced the snow curtain and landed on a large stripe of shadow that was surging toward the cliffs like black tide.


  Torn between life or death? If you know where you’re going, there’s no dilemma at all.


   


  ***


   


  ON THE SAME SNOWY NIGHT, Yin Biyue and Luo Ming­chuan had just ended a battle—or rather, a one-sided slaughter—as they traveled toward the Eastern Continent.


  As they had expected, ambushes plagued their journey. Yet even with nerves taut, Yin Biyue never stopped practicing the sword in his mind. He had now committed the moves in the Lingxiao Sword Style to memory. However, it exhausted an enormous amount of vital qi in combat, and its power still fell short of the Coldwater Blade, let alone Broad Daylight.


  Yin Biyue couldn’t help thinking how fortunate he was to have Luo Mingchuan beside him, preventing him from being overly anxious. Good looks are so useful. 


  He ceased his frivolous thoughts when Luo Mingchuan gently squeezed his hand. In tacit understanding, they stopped in their tracks.


  Past this coastal city and across the sea lay the Eastern Continent. The fight earlier hadn’t tired them, but they remained wary. A moment later, a figure appeared at the end of the long, empty street.


  A cultivator’s vision allowed Yin Biyue to see through the darkness of night and discern the newcomer was a monk. His age was indiscernible from his appearance, and in his hand he held a set of ebony prayer beads rather than a staff. The bleak snowstorm and the run-down street only made his dull gray monk’s robe all the more unremarkable. In spirit and bearing, he paled in comparison to Buddhist healers who left seclusion to save lives in these chaotic times.


  The monk stopped three feet away and chanted the name of the Buddha.


  “Long time no see, Benefactor Luo,” said the monk. His voice was gentle, and when he spoke, the blowing snow in the street became oddly still.


  Luo Mingchuan stepped forward to shield Yin Biyue. His eyes were unreadable, showing neither joy nor anger. “Venerable Master, it has been a while,” he said, returning the greeting with a bow.


  The greeting gave Yin Biyue an inkling of who the monk might be. Tense, he bowed as well.


  “Shidi and I are in a hurry. We’ve no time for pleasantries. Pray forgive us.” Luo Mingchuan’s manners were impeccable but his tone was firm.


  The monk only smiled. The blowing wind stilled, and the thick clouds above them parted as the snowfall stopped. Stars in the firmament twinkled like fragments of silver, casting their glow upon the frosty ground. With a thought, he’d altered the wind and clouds—just like Headmaster-xiansheng and Yu Shi had changed Mount Chongming’s weather with a flick of sleeves and a toss of cups. This was the true power of a Second Sage. The newcomer’s identity was clear: Master Wuwang of Jiekong Temple.


  His guess confirmed, Yin Biyue sensed the energy in the air stagnating, and a sense of foreboding crept over him. He glanced at Luo Mingchuan.


  Luo Mingchuan knew what he wanted to ask. He saw no need to avoid the question and explained things without hesitation.


  “When I was a child in Qiong Prefecture, I happened to encounter Master Wuwang on his travels. He told me outright that I would either achieve nothing or bring great calamity. Since that day, I’ve cultivated the way of a noble man. Despite that, my mother worried and passed away in grief. After that, I entered Lanyuan Academy and met you.”


  He’d summarized half his life in a few sentences. 


  “Benefactor Luo, you have cultivated the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net after all and entered the demonic path,” Wuwang said.


  Luo Mingchuan remained calm. “May I ask why you have come here today, Venerable Master?” 


  “It matters not why this humble monk has come. More importantly, this Benefactor Yin beside you—where has he been, and where is he going?”


  Wuwang’s gaze was gentle yet oppressively penetrating, allowing nowhere to hide. However, faced with such profound cultivation, Yin Biyue was neither in awe nor intimidated.


  “I don’t understand your Zen riddles, Venerable Master,” Yin Biyue answered. “I can only say I came from Cangya’s Xihua Peak and am going to the Yunxing Abyss in the Eastern Continent. Do you mean to stop us?” 


  “Do you know who stands beside you?” Wuwang asked.


  The question reminded Yin Biyue of Xingshan Temple’s halls. He was going to explode!


  Now is not the time! Will it kill you to leave my shixiong alone? Will it?!


  Luo Mingchuan felt Yin Biyue’s agitation and tugged his sleeve. But this time, he wasn’t healed by his warmth. Instead, he grew angrier.


  “Shixiong, you may not care about some things, but I can’t help feeling indignant on your behalf.” He turned to Wuwang. “Venerable Master, I don’t know how much providence you great figures can reckon. I only know no one’s perfect. The most filial child will sometimes disobey, the most loving couple have days where they want to kill each other. No one is born a saint. You’ve all been too hard on my shixiong!


  “Because of your words all those years ago, he spent years holding himself to the strictest standards, training hard to become a noble man with unwavering discipline. When has he ever made a misstep? You all say he’s fallen to the demonic ways. Does this make him a demon? I don’t accept talk of fate or destiny. That’s not the truth I recognize.”


  Wuwang remained unfazed by the sharp words. “Then what is your truth? Why go to the Yunxing Abyss?” 


  Yin Biyue paused.


  He didn’t follow his master’s philosophy—Act by one’s heart alone; kill without asking what’s wrong or right—nor a selfless hero’s—Disregard life and death for the greater good.


  So why was he doing these things? 


  A sudden breeze swept past him, and Luo Mingchuan’s figure began to disappear. Yin Biyue’s grasping hand closed on air, and he watched helplessly as Luo Mingchuan vanished without a trace. Panic, shock, rage, helplessness, and the mounting anxiety accumulated during their journey… All these pent-up frustrations surged his chest, finally erupting. 


  “WHAT DID YOU DO TO MY SHIXIONG?!” he bellowed.


  I shouldn’t have tried to reason with a monk like him! Talk means fuck all! Think you’re so great, being a Second Sage? Come at me, bro!!!


  Linyuan left its sheath with a piercing shriek that resounded through the long street. The snow on the ground whipped into a frenzy under a surge of vital qi. Propelled by the sword’s momentum, it spiraled around the blade like the furious torrents of the Yangtze.


  Yin Biyue soared forward to land in front of Wuwang in an instant and thrust his sword straight at him.


  Then he had to stop. Snow pattered softly around him. The world returned to silence.


  Wuwang, eyes downcast, moved his palms in a circular motion. They were pressed together in a gesture resembling a lotus’s bloom. 


  The “Lotus Throne Seal”! 


  In the night sky above, the snow clouds’ edges became gilded with golden light. An immense pressure descended on Yin Biyue. It felt like a mountain was crushing his shoulders, weighing his sword arm down. He couldn’t move an inch.


  A simple seal had transformed the ordinary-looking monk into a solemn Buddha. And how could a mortal sword defeat the Buddha from above?


  At the same time, from Luo Mingchuan’s perspective, the one to vanish was Yin Biyue. 


  “The Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net shares Buddhist origins,” Wuwang said. “Benefactor Luo, you should know that between Buddha and demon there lies but a single thought.”


  “I’ll become a Buddha or a demon as I choose,” Luo Mingchuan said coldly. “No need to concern yourself with the path I follow, Venerable Master!”


  His hands moved swiftly, mirroring Wuwang’s gestures. Two identical Lotus Throne Seals collided with a thunderous boom. Like a lightning bolt destroying a wild meadow, the houses flanking the street tore apart, sending clouds of dust skyward.


  Yin Biyue sensed the subtle shift of energy in the air. Although he didn’t know what had happened, he seized the opportunity. He pulled back some of his sword momentum, then redirected it at a sharp angle. The strike wasn’t powerful, but it was blindingly fast. In a blur, the tip of the blade pierced the lotus throne illusion.


  Wuwang seemed unmoved; the sword grazed past his left shoulder without disturbing a thread of his robe. Yin Biyue knew this was because Wuwang’s cultivation affected spatial laws. His speed far surpassed Yin Biyue’s own Treading Lands.


  Before Yin Biyue could shift his sword stance, Wuwang barked, “Star River Descends!” 


  Until now, Wuwang’s tone had been calm and measured, as if chanting a sutra. But his sudden shout rang out like the shattering of a silver vase or the mournful toll of an ancient bell.


  Yin Biyue altered the trajectory of his vital qi without thinking. His wrist dipped, slashing sideways at the prayer beads in Wuwang’s hands. Cutting sword qi burst forth, cracking the bluestone road and slicing apart the golden light edging the clouds. Before he realized it, he’d already executed Lingxiao Sword’s first move: Star River Descends.


  The fourteen beads of the rosary around Wuwang’s wrist scattered and shot in every direction, sealing all escape routes. “Ocean Tide Rises!” he shouted.


  Linyuan swept upward. The piles of snow on the street surged up with the howling wind, then crashed down. The nearby sea of the coastal town, once calm, churned with hurricane force into towering waves.


  The fourteen prayer beads drowned in the blizzard, lone boats adrift in a typhoon. Wuwang stepped back three paces, his hand seals changing. “Mountains Collapse!” 


  Linyuan pressed forward and cleaved down with mountain-splitting force. The Lingxiao Sword’s three opening moves—Star River Descends, Ocean Tide Rises, Mountains Collapse—were like rivers torrenting thirty thousand miles eastward to sea, like peaks five thousand feet high scraping heaven’s vault. 


  After the third move, Yin Biyue entered a mysterious state. His vital qi swelled and flowed with perfect ease. Linyuan was attuned to his will, moving as he desired, the sword momentum forming naturally of its own accord.


  Time blurred. The street faded away.


  Before him lay no snowstorm, no monk. Joy and emptiness filled his chest in alternating bursts.


  He heard someone ask: “What is your truth?” 


  “I love this world, so I will protect it—just as I love my shixiong, so I’ll be with him! That is my truth!”


  Simple to the point of nonsense.


  Crack!


  Linyuan pierced through Wuwang’s heart, and his image fell away like a shattered mirror.


  Yin Biyue snapped back to reality. The ground showed no cracked bluestone tiles, no dust, and no snowstorm. Just the same long street they’d encountered upon arrival. The night was serene, draped in faint starlight. Luo Mingchuan and Wuwang were in front of him.


  The battle had occurred entirely inside Wuwang’s meditation realm.


  “Well done. The great Dao is simple. Congratulations, Benefactor Yin, on attaining Great Ascension.”


  After he spoke, Wuwang’s face aged rapidly, decades of life force draining away in the span of a single breath.


  Yin Biyue and Luo Mingchuan bowed to him with great formality. “Thank you, Venerable Master.” 


  Wuwang chanted the name of the Buddha, turned calmly toward the academy, and vanished in a single step. 


  This battle had never been about victory or death. Second Sage Wuwang had used the “Buddhist Lion’s Roar” to dispel Yin Biyue’s confusion. By breaking through with the Lingxiao Sword’s intent, he’d truly grasped Linyuan’s power. 


  This was the battle through which he established his path.




  Chapter 93


   


  LINYUAN’S CRY ON THE COAST of the Southern Continent hadn’t been particularly resounding; in fact, the surging tides were far louder. But when it rang out, every cultivator in the world with sufficient cultivation heard it—or rather, sensed it.


  It had been a bright pearl dulled by dust, long confined to a cage. Now unsheathed, its edge gleamed, poised to cut down all the injustices in the world.


  The True Immortal Yi Lingxiao represented the ceiling of what cultivators could imagine, and Linyuan was indisputably the world’s foremost divine weapon. It was said: “The one who gains Linyuan gains the true meaning of the sword path—and the world.”


  Many had once believed that Wei Jingfeng’s unparalleled mastery of the sword was due in part to this blade. Unfortunately, he was the sort to act recklessly and without scruples. He’d impetuously reforged Linyuan, leaving many sighing with regret while envying Jun Yu’s good luck.


  The truth, however, was unexpected.


  Atop Xihua Peak in the Cangya Mountains, Jun Yu sat polishing his sword at his desk without a trace of confusion.


  Before the Sword Sage had left Cangya with Yin Biyue, he’d stayed in Jun Yu’s courtyard. On the night of his departure, they had spoken at length, though it was mostly Wei Jingfeng talking, and Jun Yu listening, believing.


  “Linyuan… Truly worthy of its reputation…”


   


  ***


   


  FAR AWAY, ATOP the Hengduan Mountains, Yu Shi stood where the wind carried light snow. Neither the night nor the storm could obstruct his vision; he could see as far as he wished.


  No longer was there any doubt in his mind—Chunshan Xiao and Qiufeng Li had indeed been decoys. Wei Jingfeng never wielded Linyuan. He had instead given it to his disciple.


  Whatever the reason, such an act was foolish.


  What a pity, Yu Shi thought. A divine weapon should belong to the capable, but he had broken and rebuilt himself, destroyed his Dao to start anew. The demonic energy forcibly instilled within him made it impossible for him to wield Linyuan now. It was a sword that slayed evil—a natural restraint against demonic magic.


  With a flick of his sleeve, Yu Shi appeared at the back mountain, standing with his hands clasped behind his back before the ancestral hall. Inside, candlelight flickered, casting a figure’s silhouette against the paper window.


  “Have you reflected?” Yu Shi asked, his voice dark.


  The man inside did not answer. Since the battle at Hengduan Mountains, Lin Yuangui had not left the ancestral hall. It was ostensibly for quiet reflection, but in truth, it was confinement. Fellow disciples who visited him were punished by the elder of the Hall of Disciples.


  “The sect raised you in its infinite kindness. Now that the situation is settled, we do not ask you to repay it by carving flesh from bone. Merely do one more thing for the sect. Once it is done, the past will be forgiven, and I will even give you the Linyuan sword. Your master, in the afterlife, will surely be greatly comforted.” 


  Lin Yuangui remained silent. To Yu Shi, this silence was acquiescence.


  “Come out when you’ve made up your mind.” Yu Shi waved his sleeve. The doors and windows of the ancestral hall shook, dust and debris scattering as a series of sharp cracking sounds rang out—the sound of a restriction barrier being broken.


  Lin Yuangui stepped slowly out of the dust, his plain cyan robes worn and his expression as cold and stern as ever. 


  Yu Shi nodded with satisfaction. As it should be. What sword cultivator can resist Linyuan?


   


  ***


   


  BY THE BAMBOO SEA of Qinglu Sword Sect, Yan Xing felt the stir in his mind. “Did you hear that? The sound of a sword.”


  “Which sword is it?” Song Tang wondered with a frown.


  “Feels familiar.” Yan Xing smiled. “‘Small grievances in the heart can be drowned in wine, but the great injustices of the world can only be cut down by the sword.’3 It resembles Shifu, but it’s not him.”


  “The Sword Sage will be fine,” Song Tang said, though he felt somewhat uneasy.


   


  ***


   


  TONIGHT, NO SNOW fell over the Eastern Continent. Perhaps due to light refracting off dust particles in the air, the night sky glowed with an eerie red hue. The waning moon, veiled by dark clouds, cast its light upon the Yunxing Abyss. 


  From above, the abyss was a scar tearing across half of the Eastern Continent. Beginning at the base of the Tongtian Snow Peaks in the east, it stretched across the Snow Plains before splitting into two branches, like a tree sprouting limbs, one north and one south.


  The southern branch, near the Minchuan River, was now little more than a trace. The Sword Sage had sealed it in late autumn, when frost descended. The spiritual energy of the entire Eastern Continent had undergone a massive upheaval as sword qi had soared into the heavens and the earth had quaked. Only then had the world witnessed the true extent of a Sage’s power.


  If he so wished, he could alter the natural order, move mountains, and fill the seas. 


  But the cost of such actions must have been tremendous. Aside from those at Xihua Peak, almost no one believed the Sword Sage would ever return. 


  Now, two figures stood at the precipice of a sheer cliff. Because their cultivation shared the same origin, the sinister air about them was faintly similar. This was the starting point of the abyss. Though frigid winds howled across the plains, not a whisper of sound reached the cliff’s edge. It was silent as a grave.


  When Linyuan’s cry rang out, Rong Zhuo laughed. 


  “I met the current wielder of the sword at Hengduan,” he said.


  “How much of its power do you think he can unleash?” Yu Zhanmei asked, her gaze fixed on the Yunxing Abyss. 


  “At most, 60 percent,” Rong Zhuo replied after a brief pause. 


  Just then, a black-robed figure materialized at Rong Zhuo’s side and whispered a few words. The messenger didn’t bother hiding the message from Yu Zhanmei.


  It was bad news, but Rong Zhuo seemed in good spirits after hearing it. 


  “Don’t make any more attempts to kill them. Why offer yourselves up for him to test his sword? Just wait for the two of them to come.”


  Receiving the order, the black-clad figure blurred and vanished like a ghost.


  “That percent is already considerable,” Yu Zhanmei said coldly. “Why haven’t you acted yet? Are you waiting for that boy to ascend to Sagehood?”


  Rong Zhuo raised an eyebrow. “Why the haste, Your Excellency? Let’s discuss our cooperation first.”


  Yu Zhanmei didn’t know what schemes he had for those two, but she didn’t press further. “If we are to work together, I believe there should be more honesty between us.” 


  Theirs was a partnership, not one side submitting to the other. The sincerity Rong Zhuo had shown Yu Zhanmei was clearly higher than that toward the other palace masters. And in tonight’s conversation by the abyss, neither referred to themselves with lofty titles.


  “What do you wish to know, Your Excellency?” Rong Zhuo asked.


  “At the Battle of Xiling Mountain, Yu Shi assisted you in faking the death of an incarnation. You waited until the Sword Sage was gone from the world to reappear. In those hundred years, where did you go?”


  “The Northern Imperial Capital. I pierced six major acupoints with meridian-locking needles to seal away my demonic aura. For twenty years, I lived like an ordinary man. I passed the imperial exams and entered the palace as a servant, apprenticed under a beast tamer in the Spirit Concentration level, and learned how to form contracts with mystical beasts.” 


  “You studied contracts with mystical beasts just to find a way to bind the demonic beings at the bottom of the Yunxing Abyss? If that’s all, why go there yourself? Don’t tell me the Winter Coup had nothing to do with you.”


  Rong Zhuo didn’t deny the allegation. “During my time on the Northern Continent, I met the Prince of Xian, Duan Shengyu, and lent him my aid. Sadly, he was too foolish, too impatient, and insisted on marching on the capital before Duan Sheng’an died… Yu Shi wants the Western and Central Continents. I want the Eastern and Southern Continents. If you assist me, Your Excellency, the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net and the Eastern Continent will be split evenly between us.” 


  Yu Zhanmei understood now, and was a little surprised by Rong Zhuo’s unreserved candor, though her tone remained cool. “Didn’t you all think the situation was already settled? Why offer me a piece of the pie?” 


  Rong Zhuo turned his gaze to the west. “That old fool Yu Shi might not be able to defeat Cangya.” 


  “He’s a Second Sage,” Yu Zhanmei reasoned. “The Sword Sage’s eldest disciple is at most a Great Ascensioner.” 


  “The Sword Sage’s disciples excel at fighting above their level, defeating the strong despite being weak. Not to mention, there are more than one of them. And of Baopu’s Seven, only Lin Yuangui is worth mentioning.” His next words made Yu Zhanmei’s expression shift a little. “I hear you know the Sword Sage’s second disciple? If not for her rescuing Duan Sheng’an’s son at the Floating Sea, the Northern Continent would’ve changed hands by now.”


  “What do you want me to do? Just say it,” Yu Zhanmei said.


  “I dare not trouble you with trivial matters, Your Excellency. I have everything arranged. I only ask that you make a trip to Cangya.” 


  Yu Zhanmei stared at him, silent. After a long pause, she nodded.


  “Once this is over, take however much of the world you want, if you are capable. All I want is Jin Palace and the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net.” 


  “Done.” 


  “Why should I trust you?” 


  Rong Zhuo grinned. Dark blood dripped from his pale fingertips onto the snow at the precipice. 


  Plip.


  In the silence, even the faintest sound was stark. An eerie red light shot toward the sky, and the bloodstain evaporated instantly.


  “Come,” he said. “Let us swear a heartblood oath.” 


   


  ***


   


  YIN BIYUE SHEATHED HIS SWORD. Together with Luo Mingchuan, he bowed solemnly in the direction Wuwang had departed. Then they continued down the empty street. The undispersed sword qi stirred the snow on the ground, sending it swirling in the wind. 


  “I misunderstood the Venerable Master,” Yin Biyue murmured, still dazed.


  “So did I,” Luo Mingchuan said. 


  Creating a meditation realm was a Buddhist spell Liaoguan had also cast during their time trapped under Xingshan Temple. The sight of it had made Luo Mingchuan furious, and he’d struck using his strongest technique, the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net. Only after breaking through the illusion had he realized Wuwang intended no harm.


  “Between Buddha and demon there lies but a single thought” wasn’t a command to repent and be saved. It meant that the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net, though demonic, could also be Buddhist—if mastered by the right heart. Whether one became a Buddha or a demon had nothing to do with the art itself, and everything to do with the practitioner. 


  “Shixiong, where were you in the meditation realm?” Yin Biyue asked.


  “We were separated into two realms. I exchanged a blow with Master Wuwang and broke out. After that, we talked while watching you break free.” 


  Yin Biyue thought of how he had exhausted himself hacking away with his sword, while his shixiong had shattered the realm with a single palm strike. Truly, comparison was the thief of joy. Then a realization hit him.


  “So…you saw and heard everything?” 


  “Like what?” 


  “…Never mind.”


  “You said you love me and want to be with me,” Luo Mingchuan said, as calm as always, his expression unchanged. “Was that it? I heard it perfectly clearly, of course.” 


  Yin Biyue had thought himself super cool at the time, but reality proved his coolness never lasted more than three seconds, especially now that he was being teased. Worse, Luo Mingchuan said it with such a straight face.


  Yin Biyue’s cheeks burned. He changed the subject. “What did you talk about?”


  “He said that while Liaoguan was alive, he broke the barrier between spiritual and martial cultivation, then turned to the demonic arts through Buddhist arts, mastering all paths,” Luo Mingchuan answered. “Before Mo Changyuan turned to the demonic path, he had already mastered the teachings of myriad schools. So, to fully comprehend the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net, studying Buddhist scriptures would be greatly beneficial.”  


  He produced a saddle-stitched book. Yin Biyue saw it was the Samyukta Agama. 


  He recalled the parable Jinghai had told him during their weiqi game at Xingshan Temple and sighed. Both were Buddhist scriptures, yet they taught different cultivation. Or perhaps it was never the scriptures that differed, but the choices made by the practitioners.


  “He also said Shidi has a gift for Buddhism. If you ever tire of the sword, you could go to Jiekong Temple to train.” 


  “Once the chaos in the Eastern Continent is settled, I’ll of course visit Jiekong Temple to express my gratitude in person.” 


  “Studying Buddhism is fine, but don’t become a monk!” Luo Mingchuan said with a grin. 


  Yin Biyue hung his head, embarrassed. “We’re already cultivation partners in all but name. All we’re missing is the union certificate. What temple would accept someone as impure as me?” 


  He noticed that Luo Mingchuan was relaxed, his mind at ease. Clearly, his conversation with Wuwang had also brought enlightenment.


  Fine. As long as Shixiong is happy, who cares if he teases me a bit? 


  Beyond the city lay the coast, where waves crashed against the reefs in endless echoes. Luo Mingchuan came to a sudden stop and took Yin Biyue’s hand.


  “Shidi, let’s go.” 


  Without warning, the ground fell away from their feet. Yin Biyue reflexively gripped Luo Mingchuan’s hand. The howling cold wind only lasted a moment. In the next instant, they were high in the sky. Without layers of clouds to obscure them, the stars shone brilliantly, almost close enough to touch.


  “Shixiong, you can ride the clouds now? Since when?” 


  “Just now.” 


  Yin Biyue didn’t ask further. He remembered what his master had said—no hand seals were required; when one’s cultivation level was high enough, a single thought was enough to exert one’s will.


  “In the past, it was Shifu who took me flying. Now it’s Shixiong,” he sighed. “When will I be able to fly on my own?”


  Luo Mingchuan resisted the urge to pull him into an embrace and ruffle his hair. “Soon,” he said, smiling.


  They traversed the night veiled by mist as the boundless sea raced away beneath them. Riding on the wind, they sped toward an unknown future. 




  Chapter 94


   


  RONG ZHUO HAD NO DESIRE to draw his battle lines too thin, lest he be unable to reinforce them in time. He maintained a mutual nonaggression state with the Northern Continent, while the Baopu Sect handled Cangya on the Western Continent. Meanwhile, the one-hundred-thousand-strong demonic army split into three forces: One remained stationed on the Eastern Continent, one marched toward the Southern Continent, and one crossed the Central Continent. Among them were not only disciples of the Twelve Palaces, but also wandering cultivators who’d struggled to survive in the Eastern wastelands. Nearly the entire Eastern Continent’s combat strength had been mobilized. These people had no loyalty to speak of, and in the cruel, competitive environment of the Eastern Continent, they had learned to fight without mercy. United by shared interests, they were truly terrifying.


  The people of Cangya were baffled by how Rong Zhuo had managed to subdue so many fighters in such a short time. They had no idea what could make the Twelve Palaces set aside their grudges. Even the other major sects were perplexed. Only Headmaster-xiansheng suspected that it was the power of some kind of contract. But he was still severely wounded, his cultivation greatly diminished, and his divination methods were now beyond his reach. 


  No matter how puzzled the parties were, they had no time to dwell on the matter. The demonic army was already at their doorstep.


  When the demonic army set out, their fleet was massive, stretching as far as the eye could see. The ships were twelve-masted and four-decked, the hulls carved with runed demonic arrays. Some high-level cultivators even parted the waters and rode the winds, speeding unimpeded across the sea. When they encountered sea beasts disturbed by demonic energy, the creatures fled in panic.


  The regiment heading to the Southern Continent had made thorough preparations for the crossing and encountered no resistance. The smooth, victorious start made them smug. As a result, they carelessly walked into an array set as a trap the moment they set foot on Southern soil. But their numbers were great, and their leader wasn’t worried about a few casualties.


  As they advanced, every town and village along the way was deserted. All they encountered were vexing arrays—not a single living soul. Restlessness spread through the ranks. They ached for a fight to vent their frustrations.


  It was under these circumstances that the demonic army began scaling the mountains to arrive at the mouth of Liangnan Pass. 


  The wind screeched through the snowy night, rustling the leaves in the forest. The mountain path was extremely narrow. Normally, they would have simply blasted through rocks and hills to widen the road, but the cliffs flanking the path were miles high. If they tried, the cliff foundation might destabilize, risking collapse. Even if not, the mountain itself was solid granite, which was difficult and time-consuming to break. The army could only travel single-file through the dozen-mile pass. 


  Beyond this range lay Ye City, where most of the refugees had gathered.


  At this point, even the demonic leader was growing impatient. He let his spiritual sense drift outward, through the desolate forest, the withered trees, and the curtain of falling snow. He perceived no traces of array magic.


  That was no surprise. Blowing up such hard rock would require at least a few months of effort. Mere array magic couldn’t achieve it quickly.


  “Quick march,” commanded the leader.


  His voice wasn’t loud, but infused with ample demonic energy, it cut through the wind so all could hear. The troops entered the pass, winding up it like a long serpent. No one spoke; even the wilderness was silent. Everything was proceeding smoothly.


  The leader, clad in black robes and blending into the night, stood atop a protruding rock and peered down. Perhaps he sensed something off in the quiet.


  The longer he observed, the graver his expression became.


  He felt the barest tremor beneath his feet, so slight it could have been a figment of his imagination.


  “Retreat!” 


  Boom!


  It was too late. His voice was drowned out by the deafening explosion.


  “Ahh!”  


  Dirt and rocks tumbled down. Blood splattered. The natural energy in the air shifted violently as the entire Liangnan Pass collapsed in a catastrophic landslide.


  Plumes of dust and smoke billowed into the dark sky.


  It happened so fast that the demonic cultivators had no time to react. Those with weaker cultivation couldn’t even scream before being buried beneath the rubble. Survivors, disoriented and panicked, broke formation and fled. Some even turned on each other. 


  The moment the first boulder fell, the leader leaped into the air, striking the mountain wall with his palm. His target was a disciple clad in ink-splashed robes, whose sword flickered with a faint golden light where it was buried to the hilt in the rock.


  The Qinglu Sword Sect excelled in open combat, not concealment. For one of their disciples to have evaded detection by a strong demonic cultivator was no small feat.


  Had the palm strike landed, the formation would have broken, and the explosive array woven from sword intent would have been neutralized. The leader even sensed the hiding places of several others. Coldly, he’d calculated that a single palm strike could claim all eight lives. 


  But his timing was just a step too late. 


  A sword slashed toward him at an angle, airy and light as drizzling rain. A streak of frigid sword intent pierced through the dust, revealing the wielder: a man with steady eyes. 


  The pass continued to collapse, destruction spreading. The dust alone rose hundreds of feet, and was visible for miles around. One could only imagine the devastation within the mountains.


   


  ***


   


  CHENG TIANYU STARED BLANKLY out the window, unable to suppress his rising dread. “Weren’t they just supposed to blow up the pass and leave?!” His voice was choked with emotion. “That commotion… Clearly half the mountain’s collapsed. Zhong-shixiong, he…”


  Song Tang closed his eyes.


  The entire Southern Continent saw the dust and smoke. Many could guess what was happening there. 


  It looked like a signal to the start of war.


   


  ***


   


  FACED WITH A DIVINE WEAPON, the demonic leader finally showed some measure of respect. His black robes billowed like stormy seas amid the blizzard and dust. Demonic energy surged from all directions, converging at his fingertips into an immense force that chopped down toward the sword.


  The demonic leader raised his hand. Zhong Shan unleashed his strongest attack in response. 


  Tempestuous vital qi burned so fiercely that even his sword seemed to ignite. Wherever the blade passed, snowflakes melted with a hiss into mist and droplets. It was as if a raging storm had descended—for every drop of rain, there was a strike. Besieging Storm was an attack meant for siege. With it, a single man could stand against ten thousand.


  Back at Mount Chongming, Zhong Shan had still needed the right time and place to borrow the storm’s power. Now, with his mastery of the sword, a single stroke summoned the tempest. In times of peace, such once-in-a-century talent would have made him a legend among his peers. But fate was cruel. Talent and mastery were far from enough to bridge the yawning gap in cultivation during this battle.


  The demonic leader spoke. Even amid the thunderous rumble of landslides, his voice reached Zhong Shan with perfect clarity.


  “Sometimes, I really don’t understand you orthodox sects. You’ve got the potential to attain Sagehood. Why throw your life away here?”


  His tone was cold, his words meant to instill despair. 


  “Or do you all believe that as long as you are righteous, death is worth it?” He knew if his opponent’s faith wavered even slightly, his sword would slow. That moment of doubt would kill him. Even if the youth was all hot blood, eager to play the hero, he was still so young. When faced with a life-or-death battle, who wouldn’t hesitate?


  Zhong Shan didn’t answer. Instead, he slashed again, a strike of bitter cold rain and wind, his sword shrieking mournfully. The barrier of demonic energy beneath his sword showed signs of dispersing.


  To the demonic leader’s surprise, Zhong Shan remained unshaken, as calm as ever.


  While coming here seemed like a reckless decision—taking a path known to be “torn between life and death”—in truth, he hadn’t made a choice at all. He’d believed it was his duty to come, so he’d come.


  He would do what he ought to do. There was nothing hot-blooded about it.


   


  ***


   


  SEPARATED BY MANY MILES of land and vast sea, the third demonic army advanced swiftly across the flat terrain of the Central Continent. Although constant ambushes at sea had cost them over a thousand fighters, nothing could halt their march.


  In the wild fields a dozen miles out from Yunyang City, the snow had stopped, but the wind continued to blow. Thirty of Lanyuan Academy’s students finished their preparations before the enemy arrived and began their return to the city. The strongest among them was only at the Breakthrough level. After exhausting themselves for half a month, everyone’s faces were ashen, yet their eyes remained firm and their minds clear.


  Finding the atmosphere too grim, someone broke the silence. 


  “In my first year, I was always late to morning lectures because I overslept. My teacher, Mister Zhang, would strike my palms and made me transcribe texts as punishment. Once, he made me run twelve laps around the academy. That day, I swore that once I made something of myself, the first thing I’d do was blow up this damned place. What kind of hellhole has rules this inhumane?”


  His classmates laughed with him, and another piped up with his own story.


  “Mister Zhang’s punishments were nothing. Remember Mister Li, who taught the History of the Five Continents? He had the most rules. He made me sweep the fallen leaves in the dormitory grove in the middle of autumn, and I couldn’t leave until the grounds were spotless. I was so mad I wanted to blow the academy up right then.”


  The students launched into a lively discussion of old grievances, and realized that even the most diligent among them had, at some point, wanted to blow up the academy.


  “Tonight might be our only chance to have our dream come true. Why are we giving it up?” someone cried in mock despair.


  The group erupted in laughter. Once it died down, someone said what they were all thinking:


  “Because this is our place. No matter how many flaws it has, what gives outsiders the right to touch even a single blade of grass?” 


  “Exactly. I’ll blow up anyone who tries to blow it up.” 


  “Besides, looking back now, even its flaws have charms.” 


  They returned to the city and merged with other returning squads. Two teachers took a headcount. The guards on the city walls began their shift change. Everything proceeded methodically.


  Most of the students in the new shift were cultivators. They watched intently as a thin line of dust appeared on the distant horizon. In moments, the line swelled into a raging tide. 


  The demonic army had arrived.


  Headmaster-xiansheng stood atop the library’s upturned eaves with his hands clasped behind his back. Just days ago, he had been bedridden. Tonight, he seemed reborn.


  Gazing beyond Yunyang’s walls, he flicked his expansive sleeves. Something whizzed through the air—not his stone seal, but an arrow. Shooting at an impossible speed, tearing through space itself, the arrowhead ignited before landing on the plains. The entire field burst into flames and, fanned by the wind, grew into an inferno. 


  Countless students gasped in awe, but none celebrated just yet. After all, the night was long. This was only the beginning.


  A teacher skilled in alchemy had prepared the fuel. For half a month, over a hundred students had labored without rest, drawing a giant, ten-mile-long combustion array across the fields outside Yunyang. Although the patterns were intricate, mere form alone couldn’t alter the workings of nature. So Headmaster-xiansheng had imprinted a drop of his heartblood onto the arrow to ignite the blaze. 


  That night, beacons were lit across the continents, lighting up the realm mile by mile. The tempest at Liangnan Pass, the glinting blades at the base of the Lianjian Mountains, the flaming arrow of Yunyang City—all would be immortalized in legends told many years thereafter.




  Chapter 95


   


  WINTER ON THE Northern Continent was particularly harsh this year, with heavy snowfall. As the year drew to a close, lower-ranking officials from counties and prefectures weren’t rushing to the imperial capital bearing treasures or exotic gifts. Instead, they remained dutifully in place, focused on their jobs.


  The citizens still sought spectacles, though—from street busking to the grand, heavenly worship ceremony marking the new emperor’s ascension to the throne. But they also knew to steer clear of certain gossip, such as which nobles from which high-ranking families had recently vanished. 


  Everything was business as usual.


  Snow never accumulated for long on the roads within the imperial palace. The servants tasked with sweeping were diligent, bustling about with their heads bowed at all hours of the day. Only the dark red stains still embedded in the cracks of the blue bricks served as proof that the fiery night of carnage had not been a figment of their imagination. When officials caught sight of them on their way to court, they couldn’t help but shudder.


  After the Winter Coup, the imperial court underwent a brutal purge. Though everyone harbored private thoughts, outwardly, they had no choice but to align themselves with the emperor’s will. Fear and suspicion ran rampant.


  In the eyes of the court and the common people, His Imperial Majesty’s aura had grown steadily stronger since the late emperor’s passing. His cultivation had advanced at an astonishing pace, and even his temperament was now as indiscernible as the might of heaven.


  Lately, the emperor had secluded himself in Wendao Pavilion for contemplation. If not for the urgency of the matter at hand—one that required His Imperial Majesty’s personal decision—no one would have dared request an audience there today.


  The question of whether the Northern Continent would join the war against the demonic cultivators invading the Central and Southern Continents was a most pressing issue.


  Inside the hall, incense swirled upward like mist. Behind the long, gauzy silk curtains, a lone figure’s vague silhouette was visible. Every now and then he’d pace around in a languid manner.


  Behind the curtains, Duan Chongxuan was studying the Beacon—not the beacon fires of war raging thousands of miles away, but the spear, Fenghuo. At the beginning of the Age of Spiritual Decline, warlords had risen and carved out their own territories. The founding emperor had seized cosmic molten fire with his own hands and forged this spear. Then, after spending a century conquering the north and south, he’d unified the Northern Continent. 


  The heroes and overlords on other continents either lacked ambition or the means to achieve the same feat, but their domains remained locked in stalemates of two- or three-way standoffs. Only the Northern Continent had become the Duan family’s empire, passed down through generations, enduring the storm of changing eras.


  Fenghuo: The spear that executed traitors, quelled rebellions, and guarded the nation’s borders. 


  The first minister to arrive at Wendao Pavilion prepared for the worst. When summoned inside, he was almost shocked. But where one led, others followed. Soon, the small hall was packed with officials.


  Behind the silk curtains, the emperor’s expression remained hidden, offering no glimpse into his thoughts. What exactly did His Imperial Majesty think of Bai Chongling’s request to lead an expedition against the demons? 


  Some believed that the new emperor, eager to establish his legacy, stabilize the people’s hearts, and display his might, wished for volunteers to set out on a campaign. Perhaps he even intended to lead it himself.


  But most suspected otherwise. After last month’s ruthless purge of rebels, His Imperial Majesty was physically and mentally exhausted. His true priority was surely to exterminate the remaining traitors. Talk of war, they thought, was merely a show of righteousness. In truth, he was waiting for someone to dissuade him, so he could drop the matter without losing face. Having just consolidated his power, how could he risk handing military authority to a general? And the likelihood of him leading the campaign himself was even slimmer. After all, even the late emperor had never taken to the battlefield.


  Duan Chongxuan set down Fenghuo and closed his eyes. He listened to the cautious, roundabout probing as if it were a storyteller’s tale from town, occasionally taking a sip of tea. No matter what was said, he nodded from behind the curtains, as if encouraging them to continue. The ministers took this as a sign that the emperor was listening attentively, that their words had struck a chord. Gradually, some grew bolder.


  “In times of chaos, it is wisest to recuperate and rebuild. If we can remain uninvolved, why entangle ourselves in war? To sacrifice our soldiers needlessly would be most unwise.” 


  “Our Northern Continent’s armies exist to defend our homeland. The Southern Continent is not our home, nor is the Central Continent our nation. Why should we spill blood for them?”


  “The Eastern Continent has never encroached upon our borders. To send troops now would be without justification.”


  This was the faction advocating against war. 


  Listening to them, Bai Chongling felt his temper flare. He stepped forward. “The demonic cultivators have repeatedly harassed sixteen of our coastal towns. How is that not encroachment? Since when do we need justification to fight demonic cultivators?!”


  Some hid their smirks. Couldn’t the general see the emperor nodding? Clearly, His Imperial Majesty had no intention of wading into this mess. They felt pity for this General Bai. Even though he was favored, he was a fool. While the emperor valued his talent right now, he would grow weary of him sooner or later.


  “The sixteen coastal towns are a trivial matter best handled by the Eastern Garrison. Is it worthy of troubling His Imperial Majesty?”


  “How is it trivial?” the young general retorted. “When I was stationed on the coast, I personally saw how the demonic cultivators prey on people! Minister Liu, from your lofty perch in the court, how could you understand their savagery? Their regenerative abilities are terrifying. Given the slightest respite, they resurge. Some even claim that after reshaping their bodies through demonic cultivation, they are no longer human. They call themselves the demon race! If we tolerate their expansion now, disaster will surely follow in the future!”


  He was genuinely anxious, fearful that the emperor might be swayed by these men.


  Li Yan, standing beside him, shot him a look that urged patience before stepping forward to offer a different angle. “The demonic cultivators run rampant, plunging the Southern and Central Continents into hell. If we stand idly by, how can we demonstrate His Imperial Majesty’s divine might?”


  His words garnered only sparse support. The pro-war faction was clearly outmatched.


  “Last month, Qianlin Prefecture under my jurisdiction took in over ten thousand refugees from across the sea. In all corners of the realm, who doesn’t revere His Imperial Majesty’s divine might? Who doesn’t praise His Imperial Majesty’s benevolence?!” 


  The shamelessness of the statement compelled Bai Chongling to disregard his companion’s attempt to hold him back.


  “The demonic cultivators are insatiable! If they seize the other continents, they will set their sights elsewhere. Do you really not understand the meaning of interdependence? If South and Central fall, we’re next. When you speak of recuperation, is it for the Northern Continent’s sake or for your own comfort?! If one day our lands are plunged into hell, and our descendants ask what we were doing when the demon race first invaded, should we tell them we were busy hiding in our shells like turtles?!” 


  “General Bai may be young, but his official airs certainly are anything but. This old man served the late emperor’s court for over a hundred years, yet never dared imagine a day when demonic cultivators would dare invade our lands. General Bai’s foresight puts me to shame. The young are fearsome indeed…”


  “Bai Chongling! Do not presume upon His Imperial Majesty’s favor just because you distinguished yourself in executing traitors! Cease your wild ravings. Do not try to mislead the imperial ear!” 


  “You—!” Bai Chongling hissed.


  But he was a military man at heart. How could he hope to out-debate these silver-tongued civil officials? Furious yet helpless, he fell into an angry silence.


  “General Bai is so eager for war. Could it be he wants to emulate General Pingyang under the founding emperor and covets the title of Marquis of Wu’an, second only to the emperor?” 


  These words were a ruthless attack on his character, only short of accusing Bai Chongling of seeking military power for personal glory. After all, below the palace terrace, the emperor had ordered him to execute rebels with Fenghuo. Such imperial favor was enough to breed jealousy.


  Crack! 


  The sharp sound of shattering porcelain cut through the argument. Everyone turned to see the emperor’s “Sky After Rain” teacup lying in pieces on the floor before the imperial desk. The hall hushed. Attendants stepped forward wordlessly to clean up the shards and spilled tea. The officials, jolted from their fervor, hastily dropped to their knees and bowed their heads. A collective chill ran through the gathering. So the emperor had been listening all along, watching them argue until they were red in the face—until they forgot their composure. Now he understood their stances perfectly. 


  They turned anxious. Had they spoken carelessly? Had they misread the imperial will? Had they incurred His Imperial Majesty’s displeasure?


  “What audacity,” the emperor said with quiet amazement. No anger could be detected from his tone.


  Those within Wendao Pavilion held their breath. Whom did His Imperial Majesty mean?


  Of course, the officials told themselves, who else? Bai Chongling wanted military power. He was the most audacious of them all. 


  “We have generals to quell rebellions but no troops to cross the North Sea. Are we afraid of the Twelve Palaces? Or is our Northern Continent only capable of infighting? If we were to be a coward, we would have no face to meet the founding emperor in the afterlife, nor my father, who safeguarded this nation.”


  Duan Chongxuan stepped out slowly from behind the curtains, Fenghuo in hand. Those who caught sight of the spear’s reflection on the blue-bricked floor broke into cold sweat, despair washing over them.


  Duan Chongxuan sighed again in amazement. “Could you dare face them? How bold you are.”


  After an almost suffocating silence, to everyone’s surprise, the emperor did not punish anyone. Relief flooded them like disaster survivors.


  “By our decree, tomorrow at the Altar of Heaven, generals shall be appointed to cross the North Sea and exterminate the demonic cultivators.” 


  “Your Imperial Majesty is most wise!”


  The officials bowed and kowtowed in waves, like the ebb and flow of the tide. Duan Chongxuan, Fenghuo in hand, walked through the parting sea of officials, his imperial robes trailing behind him.


  Outside the hall, he leaned against the railing and gazed into the distance, wind filling his sleeves. A massive cyan-winged luan cut through the air toward him.


   


  ***


   


  AT DAYBREAK, the sun and moon traded places. Yin Biyue, Luo Mingchuan’s arms around his shoulders, landed silently in a coastal city on the Eastern Continent.




  [image: ]




  This was not Yin Biyue’s first time here. The last time he’d entered openly, killing intent had sparked across the city, and pedestrians had fled at the news of his arrival.


  After the Sword Sage entered the Sword Mausoleum, Yin Biyue had fought his way out of the wastelands alone, earning a fearsome reputation. Exaggerated rumors had spread until everyone knew of a white-haired, cold-eyed youth who wielded the orthodox sword with ruthless brutality. 


  Yin Biyue took out two black cloaks and handed the new one to Luo Mingchuan. 


  “Everyone dresses like this around here,” he told him. “My shifu bought me my first set. I later bought many more myself. They’re inconspicuous, durable, and stain-resistant.”


  Once Yin Biyue was cloaked and his hair was hidden, his aura shifted subtly to make him appear native to the Eastern Continent. His abilities were far beyond what they’d been on his first visit. There was no need to conceal his cultivation; merely adjusting the flow of his vital qi was enough to render his state imperceptible to prying eyes.


  The world of Great Ascension was truly wondrous. Not only was his spiritual sense enhanced, but his five senses had also sharpened dramatically. More importantly, a strange connection with the world itself had developed, as if…he could converse with it.


  Startled by the sensation, Yin Biyue turned to Luo Mingchuan. “Shixiong, have you attained Second Sage? How does it feel?”


  “More or less. I’ve also unlocked most of Liaoguan’s cultivation within me and reached the peak of the eighth stage of the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net. As for how it feels, aside from greater strength, there’s no difference.”


  At first, Yin Biyue had thought Luo Mingchuan’s calmness, his lack of bottlenecks, and his ability to control his aura were all fantastic, insane hacks. But now, he grew worried. Something seemed amiss. A fleeting thought crossed his mind: If only his strength has increased, maybe Shixiong’s true breakthrough has yet to come?


  They continued walking and talking as they went. They traversed the deserted border town and arrived at the wastelands in the blink of an eye. Then, a moment later, they stood at the edge of the Snow Plains. Even if demonic cultivators brushed past them, they would feel only a breeze rustling their clothes.


  Luo Mingchuan knew that someone at Rong Zhuo’s level would have sensed their arrival in the Eastern Continent. However, if they focused on concealing themselves, he might not be able to pinpoint their location. So Luo Mingchuan had descended from the clouds, opting for a more complex but reliable method to hide them.


  A demonic army of thirty thousand remained garrisoned in the Eastern Continent. Of the Twelve Palace Masters, excluding the two killed by Rong Zhuo, four were on campaign, leaving six top fighters. If Yu Zhanmei was absent, only five remained. They could win, but it would exhaust considerable energy, and they still didn’t know what hidden cards Rong Zhuo might hold. Luo Mingchuan didn’t care to be overconfident, despite his current cultivation level. After a brief discussion, they stopped at the border between snow and withered grass.


  “Whether we’re heading to the Yunxing Abyss or Jin Palace, we must cross the Snow Plains,” Yin Biyue said.


  Luo Mingchuan gazed into the distance and sent his spiritual sense outward. “From here to the Tongtian Snow Peaks, there are twelve outposts and six hidden sentries. Only an elite troop of six thousand remains to defend the mountains. The rest are descending the other side, likely preparing to cross the sea. It seems the war at the Southern and Central Continents is at a stalemate. Things aren’t going as Rong Zhuo planned.”


  His spiritual sense stopped at the Snow Peaks. If he probed any further, those he could see would also see him.


  Yin Biyue believed that unless one of them ascended to Sagehood, once they were discovered, their only option would be one-hit kills. If they lost the initiative, they wouldn’t stand a chance.


  Suddenly, Luo Mingchuan closed his eyes. The yellowed grass at his feet bent backward, and the snow on the ground swirled into the air before quickly settling again. On the surface, nothing appeared to have changed.


  Yin Biyue took a few steps back.


  Luo Mingchuan opened his eyes and extended a hand. A wisp of demonic energy seeped from his fingertips, dissipating like smoke in the cold wind. 


  Yin Biyue was dumbfounded.


  “That’s how the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net works,” Luo Mingchuan said. “No barriers to any method in the universe. I can employ Buddhist magic, and when necessary, my vital qi can mimic demonic energy.” 


  “When did you discover this, Shixiong?” 


  “Just now. I only meant to test it.” 


  Yin Biyue was speechless. Didn’t that mean the technique was all-powerful? Was there anything it couldn’t do, aside from bearing children? 


  “Shidi, you can do it too.” 


  “How?” 


  “We’ve dual cultivated. Of course you can.” 


  The shameless man saying that with a straight face is not my shixiong. QAQ
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  YIN BIYUE ALLOWED Luo Mingchuan to clasp his wrist and transfer a stream of vital qi disguised as demonic energy into him. 


  After dual cultivation, Yin Biyue’s meridians already circulated some of Luo Mingchuan’s vital qi, though it ran differently than his own. It was like a thin stream merging into a great river, neither conforming nor conflicting. The Coldwater Blade permeated his body with cold, but Luo Mingchuan’s vital qi was like a spring breeze turning into warm rain. It left Yin Biyue soothed and relaxed. However, since he had never cultivated the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net, he couldn’t wield it freely.   


  Now, that new stream of “demonic energy” completed a full cycle within his body, coating every meridian with a thin layer.


  “As long as you don’t engage in combat, those below the Great Ascension level won’t detect anything amiss,” Luo Mingchuan said.


  Yin Biyue also knew that should it come to a fight, it would either mean there was no need to hide—or that hiding was no longer an option.


  Their figures were swallowed by the blizzard as they stepped across the boundary between frost-covered grass and full piles of snow.


  The Snow Plains stretched into infinity, a vast expanse of white with only the snowcapped peaks piercing the clouds to serve as waymarks. Without their spiritual senses, the sentry towers at the foot of the peaks were mere black dots in the distance.


  Knee-deep snow and freezing temperatures that turned any water in the air into ice were enough to stamp out the weak and deter low-level cultivators. For the first dozen miles of the plains’ periphery, the snowdrifts often hid ferocious beasts like wolves or snow foxes. Though these creatures lacked higher intelligence, they knew enough to avoid danger. Sensing the powerful auras passing by, they fled like startled birds.


   


  ***


   


  A GROUP OF BLACK-CLAD FIGURES hurried toward the Snow Peaks, their shallow footprints soon buried by windswept snowflakes. The squad numbered over fifty, with the ten strongest positioned at the front and the rear. Some of them occasionally murmured questions, but no answers ever came.


  Suddenly, a sharp shout came from the rear.


  “Who’s there?!” 


  The group whirled around in alarm. The man at the front even drew his blade and slashed out a wave of demonic energy.


  Ssshhh! 


  The energy struck empty air, splitting the snow three inches deep. The man who had shouted was shaken. “There’s no one, just the wind.”


  The leader paid him no further mind, and the group continued on their way.


  Unnoticed, two more figures joined the ranks. Their auras blended seamlessly with the world around them, as quiet as falling snow.


  Yin Biyue tightened his black cloak. The demonic energy surrounding him was neither strong nor weak—just enough to render him inconspicuous. He transmitted his voice to Luo Mingchuan: ‹This isn’t a patrol squad. They came from outside the Snow Plains, and they’re clearly two separate groups. Something’s off.›


  The ten at the front and rear wore cloaks befitting the weather, standard attire for the Twelve Palaces. Those in the middle, on the other hand, wore robes of varying quality, and the hems bore no palace insignias. They relied solely on their own demonic energy to endure the cold. 


  ‹The rear and vanguard are here to act quickly if something happens,› Luo Mingchuan answered. ‹And to monitor the others.›


  The first sentry tower loomed ahead, and someone was watching from atop it. 


  The person on Yin Biyue’s right spoke again. It seemed only he and those near him occasionally exchanged words.


  “Do you guys think that method is real?” 


  “We’re already here,” the person behind him said. “Even if it’s not, it’s too late to back out now.”


  “It’s not. It doesn’t count as entering the palace if we don’t cross the towers. If we turn back now, we should be able…”


  The wandering cultivators of the Eastern Continent lacked the cautious habit of voice transmission and merely lowered their voices, which was barely quiet enough to escape the ears of others.


  Perhaps it was a deliberate test.


  The leader turned his head, as if annoyed by the chatter, and reached toward a nearby snowdrift. The heap blasted apart at the same time there was a shrill cry and a streak of white.


  A spirit snow fox, too slow to escape, was caught in the man’s grip. He bit through the artery at the base of its neck. Blood sprayed from the wound, but he swallowed every drop.


  No one showed much reaction; their indifferent expressions were tinged only with a hint of curiosity.


  Before it could struggle, the belligerent creature shriveled until it was nothing but a smooth pelt. Then it was discarded on the snow, no blood or flesh remaining. 


  The harsh yet energy-rich environment of the plains bred ferocious beasts with innate cultivation strength. Yin Biyue could tell that the snow fox had been at a state equivalent to a human cultivator’s Qi Cultivation level. After the leader devoured it raw, his demonic aura spilled out, unrestrained. He wiped his mouth and eyed those who had been whispering earlier.


  “Shut your traps or I’ll eat you next.” 


  Dry chuckles rose from the front and back of the squad, mixed with a few scattered remarks: “Eating them would boost your cultivation just as well.” 


  No one in the squad seemed scared. To them, consuming raw flesh and blood for survival was no different from doing so to advance their cultivation. The act seemed to confirm some unspoken assumption, putting them at ease.


  No one spoke for the rest of the journey. The group passed four watchtowers in silence.


  Yin Biyue frowned. ‹Aside from the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net, what other cultivation methods allow one to absorb the flesh and blood of living creatures without refining it to boost power?› he asked Luo Mingchuan.


  ‹None,› Luo Mingchuan replied. ‹The Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net doesn’t truly devour flesh and blood—it robs another of their life force. The only things capable of direct absorption aren’t human. They can only be demonic beings.›


  The answer sent a chill down Yin Biyue’s spine. Had the demonic beings inside the Yunxing Abyss finally emerged to feed after waiting a million years?


  Luo Mingchuan studied the leader intently.


  ‹There’s no demonic being inside him,› he eventually declared.


  Yin Biyue had never learned divination, but his powerful computational abilities had become instinctive while he’d mastered Treading Lands. Now that he was at the Great Ascension level, he could glimpse into the workings of the universe. 


  He calmly mulled over the situation.


  No demonic being inside the body, yet in possession of its instincts. If it’s not possession, then some kind of connection must have been established…like a contract.


  Like untangling a yarn of knotted threads, the answer became clear: Yes. A contract.


  Luo Mingchuan, whose cultivation was higher, perceived even more. 


  ‹A contract like this borrows power from the demonic beings in the Yunxing Abyss. The demonic cultivators feed them flesh and blood, and the demonic beings lend them strength in return. Even knowing they’re making a pact with a predator, few can resist such rapid acceleration in power. Unlike the contracts used to tame mystical beasts in the Northern Continent, these pacts require Rong Zhuo to act as the medium between the demonic beings and the demonic cultivators. That’s how he managed to control so many and reclaim the Twelve Palaces so quickly. There may be other restrictions, like contract-bound individuals being unable to devour each other. Otherwise, the Eastern Continent would still be a fractured mess of infighting.›


  The two then pieced together a terrifying deduction. Yin Biyue felt it must have been close to the truth. Compared to sealing the abyss like the Sword Sage had done, killing Rong Zhuo now seemed the simpler option—and the most practical solution to resolving the current crisis.


  The squad reached the foot of the Tongtian Snow Peaks. Instead of ascending the mountain path, they chose to detour around the base and press onward in the Snow Plains. Patrols and sentry posts increased in number along the way, and the leader repeatedly stepped forward to negotiate passage.


  Yin Biyue calculated the entire time.


  Not the patrol intervals, the cultivators’ strength, or how many strikes it would take to eliminate them. Instead, he computed data that seemed irrelevant to combat: the area size of the plains, the height of the peaks, and the thickness of snow in various locations.


  By the time they passed the last checkpoint and the squad stopped, he’d finished all that he wanted to calculate and felt confident in his assessment.


  This was no longer the endless plains. Several clear paths before them led to a dense cluster of black-roofed buildings in the distance. Three high-level cultivators approached to receive them. The dozen demonic cultivators at the front and rear of the group saluted.


  The three who’d approached scrutinized the squad, their gazes openly disdainful. 


  As the group detoured around an abandoned double-eaved palace, Yin Biyue glanced up. It looked vaguely familiar. Just as he was about to glance away, the peeling gilt characters on the ebony establishment plaque caught his attention—Changyuan Hall.


  Unable to grasp the fleeting sense of recognition, he glanced at the man beside him.


  “The Yunxing Abyss is three miles west from here,” Luo Mingchuan said.


  At some point, the howling wind had died down. Yin Biyue gazed into the distance, where a winding black scar seemed to tear apart the Snow Plains.


  Luo Mingchuan suddenly halted. 


  “I know where Rong Zhuo is now,” he said calmly. “And he knows I’m here as well.” 


  In the moment he’d followed Yin Biyue’s gaze toward the palace hall, someone else had seen him.


  A hoarse voice, almost amused, echoed across the snowy wil­derness.


  “How remiss of me not to welcome my friends from afar.” 


  Boom!


  Without warning, the very energy of the plains shifted. The ground beneath their feet erupted in a chain of explosions. Amid the thunderous roar, snow and rubble burst into the air, and the demonic squad screamed and scattered.


  A dozen immensely powerful auras charged toward them. Sword qi sundered the heavy mantle of snow and dust.


  When the strike landed, four sprays of blood erupted from thin air. Four figures were forced out of concealment.


  Yin Biyue stood atop the palace’s upturned eave, his hood fallen back, white hair whipping in the wind. His attack had been precise, and he showed no trace of panic at being exposed. He’d already computed everything he needed. Since an unavoidable battle lay ahead, it made no difference whether he fought now or later.


  Earlier, Yin Biyue and Luo Mingchuan had shared a look as Luo Mingchuan spoke. The fight had begun too quickly for further words, but that single glance had been enough. Yin Biyue’s message was simple and firm: Go. I’ll hold them off.


  Which was why, as Yin Biyue’s sword qi slashed down, Luo Mingchuan was already three miles away at the edge of the abyss, where he came face-to-face with the mastermind. 


  Yin Biyue remained on the eaves, his aura sealed by the twelve black-clad figures surrounding him. Some hovered in midair, while others stood before the palace steps. Each exuded thick demonic energy with immense pressure. Among them, five had reached the peak of Great Ascension. Even the four he had wounded earlier showed no trace of injury.


  As expected, the strongest demonic cultivators who had remained on the Eastern Continent were all here.
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  THE LEADEN-GRAY SKY, heavy with snow clouds, cast a deepening gloom over the plains steeped in killing intent.


  After the initial thunderous strike, no one moved. Yin Biyue even had the time to think, Everyone here dresses the same; no one is recognizable at all. Only Rong Zhuo’s red robes and Yu Zhanmei’s white dress stand out as signature styles.


  It now appeared Yu Zhanmei wasn’t holding down the fort at Jin Palace. So where had the demonic cultivator second only to Rong Zhuo gone? Lanyuan Academy of the Central Continent, Qinglu Sword Sect of the Southern Continent, or the Cangya Mountains of the Western Continent? Anywhere she went might suffer disaster. 


  But for the moment, if Yin Biyue focused solely on the battle at hand, her absence at least meant a higher chance at victory.


  Linyuan erupted in light, just as twelve explosions of demonic energy barreled toward him.


   


  ***


   


  THE PRECIPICE OF THE Yunxing Abyss was devoid of wind and snow. Only an icy aura of death hung thick in the air, so oppressive it was almost tangible. Rong Zhuo turned and calmly regarded the young man who had shattered countless barriers in an instant to appear before him.


  “Only a few short months have passed since our parting at Hengduan. How impressive.” His intricate crimson robes rippled with his movements, resembling a sea of congealed blood. “My three-hundred-year cultivation journey, you completed in less than thirty. Is this the fortune of the Demon Lord’s reincarnation?” he mused, sounding aggrieved.


  When faced with a formidable foe, one had to be cautious, with no time to indulge in idle pondering. Yet even now, Rong Zhuo didn’t regard Luo Mingchuan as a rival worthy of a fight to the death.


  “If you all say so, then so be it,” Luo Mingchuan said, unmoved by his obvious contempt. I know who I am, and my shidi knows who I am. That’s all that matters. Who cares what the rest of the world thinks?


  Rong Zhuo pulled his lips into a vicious smile. “Don’t you think your current state is an embarrassment to the Demon Lord?” His voice was serious, as though he were almost ashamed to lower himself to Luo Mingchuan’s level. “Is your greatest ambition truly to be Cangya’s sect leader?” 


  “I have already obtained what I want. There’s nothing else worth fighting for.” Luo Mingchuan knew that if not for his master’s wish—his duty—he wouldn’t even want the sect leader position.


  “I see.” Rong Zhuo nodded. “To seek virtue and attain it is to perfect the Dao. Only then can one’s cultivation progress smoothly. But does the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net also speak of one’s faith in the Dao?”


  “All cultivation requires tempering of the mind. The Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net is no different from the millions of other methods in the universe,” Luo Mingchuan replied. He gazed toward the dark clouds above—then his face paled.


  While the conversation had unfolded, so had an unseen battle. Now, the snow clouds could no longer withstand the violent clash of vital qi and demonic energy. With an enormous rumble, they were blasted apart like torn cotton. A series of muffled booms echoed in the sky above, sounding like muffled thunder before a summer storm.


  Tremendous vital qi and tempestuous demonic energy filled every inch of the space between heaven and earth. Snow was hurled upward, and the white maelstrom swallowed their figures.


  “If you can see things so clearly, why come here to meet your end?” Rong Zhuo said, voice soft as a sigh of regret. 


  As his final word fell, a colossal gale roared upward from the bottom of the abyss, bursting out of that lightless world. The wind carried the chill of death, and the temperature at the precipice plummeted.


   


  ***


   


  THAT DEEP WINTER, wars and conflicts erupting across the realm threw the world’s energy into chaos.


  The collapse of Liangnan Pass inflicted heavy losses on the demonic army. After regrouping, they continued to march southward. Zhong Shan had fallen from the cliff, his fate unknown.


  A hundred miles from the Lianjian Mountains, the first line of defense was breached—not by a demonic palace master but by Chu Huan.


  Meanwhile, outside Yunyang City, the sea of fire was finally extinguished, leaving corpses strewn across the wild fields. The main forces of the demonic army held their positions while elite units besieged the city.


  The Northern Emperor conducted a grand ceremony at the Altar of Heaven to pray for the ancestors’ blessings. Then, three thousand dragon treasure ships crossed the sea, and the emperor personally took to the battlefield.


  Rivers of blood flowed on the battlefields where millions clashed, and both sides found themselves locked in stalemate.


  On the seemingly peaceful Western Continent, towns and cities continued to operate in order, and refugees were suitably settled. Here, victory was decided by the few. For instance, those in the wild fields on the outskirts of Tai’an City.


  Yu Zhanmei was mildly irritated. How do you always know which route I take so you can intercept me? Every single time.


  Liu Qishuang was, of course, not so divinely perceptive that she could predict Yu Zhanmei’s movements effortlessly. She simply knew that whenever Yu Zhanmei got lost, she always took the path on the right.


  Daylight gradually faded, and moody clouds veiled the rising moon. A thin layer of snow blanketed the barren fields, somewhat reminiscent of the Eastern Continent’s Snow Plains. The two stood three feet apart—a distance ideal for both close-range combat and conversation. 


  After tonight, the world will lose yet another person I can talk to, Yu Zhanmei thought, her eyes on the darkening sky. After all, not one soul within the immense Jin Palace dared to meet her gaze. In that case, what harm was there in talking a little longer? 


  “I heard you entered life-or-death seclusion,” she said.


  Liu Qishuang, for some reason, calmly answered. “Yes.” 


  Yu Zhanmei chuckled. “And now you’ve emerged. Have you seen through life and death, then?” 


  Liu Qishuang studied Yu Zhanmei. Despite possessing such a cold and ruthless temperament, she cultivated the most delicate and alluring methods. When she smiled, her long brows were as gentle as spring willows, though her eyes resembled pools of ice. 


  “Life and death are as natural as streams and rivers merging into the sea, flowers blooming in spring, leaves withering in autumn,” Liu Qishuang said. “To fixate on them is to fall to the lesser path.” 


  Yu Zhanmei shot her a frosty sidelong glance, her smile vanishing. “I hate that calm demeanor of yours above all else.”


  At this point, further conversation was impossible.


  The night breeze stirred Yu Zhanmei’s sleeves, then abruptly shifted direction, blowing toward her opponent. A white silk ribbon shot forth with the wind, violently razing the withered grass in its wake, weighted with tremendous demonic energy. The knife-sharp wind sang of danger.


  Liu Qishuang leaped into the air, a forceful barrier of vital qi materializing at her front. She practiced a straightforward martial art. Her punches split the air, triggering a series of thunderclaps that blasted across the wilderness. A weighty energy descended upon the soft white ribbon, but like a pebble dropped into a lake, it vanished after stirring only a few ripples.


  Yu Zhanmei’s expression remained as indifferent as the snow. The white ribbon in her hand stretched three feet across the air, then stopped—motionless, like a bridge. They stood at each end of it, just like that snowy night of warm wine and dim lights they once shared.


   


  ***


   


  A HUNDRED MILES AWAY, a beam of golden light shot through the night sky, pulsing outward in layers.


  It was the radiance of Cangya’s mountain-protection array activating. With the main peak’s grand hall as its center, the light flowed to envelop the other five peaks, from the rolling sea of clouds down to every blade of grass around the mountain gates. This was the first time since the end of the Age of Spiritual Decline, since Cangya’s founding, that the full mountain-protection array had been deployed.


  Led by the sect leader Zhengyangzi, all the elders of Cangya sat in the main hall, channeling their power to sustain the array. Half the Western Continent’s sky blazed with golden light, bright as day.


  Before the powerful aura descending from above the clouds could touch the golden light, it was intercepted by an arc of sword qi. 


  Jun Yu, Chunshan Xiao in hand, stood atop the clouds. He faced Yu Shi, who was riding the wind toward him.


   


  ***


   


  BELOW THE CLOUDS, outside the golden light, two others stood three feet apart in confrontation. 


  “You might not know me. Let me introduce myself: I’m Yan Xing, third disciple of the Sword Sage Wei Jingfeng.” 


  The man at the mountain gates had a changdao on his back and a wine jug at his waist. He had rushed here from the Southern Continent without rest, leaving him travel-worn. Combined with his usual slovenly appearance, his disheveled air made him look like a bum.


  “To be honest, I always thought you should duel my dashixiong. After all, you both wield swords and your paths share similarities.” Yan Xing drawled in a casual, unbridled tone, but his eyes were bright and clear when he met his opponent’s eyes. “Besides, didn’t that Xiansheng from the academy say something about the emergence of twin stars? A lot of people guess it refers to you two… But now isn’t the time.” He pointed at the sky. “My dashixiong is occupied, and my ershijie isn’t around either. So it falls to me. An honor, Lin-daoyou.” 


  His words weren’t just courtesy. Yan Xing did admire Lin Yuangui to some extent. Since he’d begun cultivating, Lin Yuangui’s name had often been spoken alongside Jun Yu’s. But what Yan Xing respected wasn’t the man’s talent with the sword—it was the blade that had dared oppose Yu Shi at the Hengduan Mountains.


  Now that Yan Xing saw Lin Yuangui in person, he sincerely felt that had he been born a hundred years earlier, he might have competed with him as an equal. 


  Lin Yuangui stood as straight as an evergreen pine in his plain cyan Daoist robes, the iciness between his brows like permafrost. He listened to Yan Xing in silence, then nodded. 


  “Yan-daoyou.” That was the extent of his greeting. 


  However, Yan Xing still made no move to attack. He was usually only talkative when drunk, but tonight, he seemed inebriated despite having touched not a drop.


  “Lin-daoyou, why have you come?” he asked lazily.


  “At the behest of my elder,” Lin Yuangui replied. He believed that in a duel where his cultivation surpassed his opponent’s, the latter should strike first. This antiquated etiquette had long been abandoned by most, but Lin Yuangui still practiced it. So while Yan Xing made no moves, he had no choice but to indulge the conversation.


  “What did your elder bid you to do?” Yan Xing continued.


  “To come to Cangya and fight.” 


  “And after that?” 


  “If I lose, I die here. If I win, my debt to the sect will be repaid. I will destroy my cultivation and leave Baopu.”


  “That makes no sense,” Yan Xing said, blinking in shock. 


  Lin Yuangui remained impassive, as if to say this was perfectly logical. 


  Yan Xing thought for a moment. “If you leave, who will inherit the New Moon Sword? And your master’s branch of disciples? They’re gonna have a worse time than they already are.” 


  Baopu Sect’s division into old and new factions was no secret. After Lin Yuangui’s master died, Yu Shi’s seizure of power and purge of dissenters were widely known. Lin Yuangui met these questions with silence.


  Then, he finally spoke, but to ask a question of his own: “Why speak to me about this?”  


  “Because it’s dull to fight without exchanging a word. And because I can’t beat you, so I gotta stall for time,” Yan Xing replied frankly.


  Lin Yuangui was taken aback. Wasn’t admitting inferiority a taboo in a duel?


  On this point, they had no chance to understand each other.


  Lin Yuangui had grown up on mist-shrouded mountains, cultivating and practicing the sword day after day. One year was the same as a decade to him. His master had taught him benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, faith, loyalty, filial piety, integrity, and courage…but never had he been taught that these virtues could sometimes conflict. 


  Yan Xing, on the other hand, had been raised in the chaotic street, accustomed to drifting wherever life took him. The day he met the Sword Sage, he’d been brawling in a tavern with outlaws who’d skipped out on their bill and harassed Miss Luhua. Everyone else had fled except him. Despite knowing he was outnumbered, he’d still stepped forward—and nearly lost his life over it.


  The Sword Sage had said: “With your temper, nine lives wouldn’t be enough.”


  In other words, admitting inferiority didn’t shake Yan Xing’s fighting spirit. “Seeking death” had defined half his life already.


  I can’t beat you. But I’ll fight you anyway. Go on. Kill me if you can. 


  Yan Xing drew his changdao, his face now solemn. “Lin-daoyou, please—” 




  Chapter 98


   


  YAN XING’S DAO STRUCK FAST, drawn and slashed down in almost the same breath. The blade caught light of the array surrounding the mountain gates, slicing through the air like a straight, golden thread.


  In contrast, Lin Yuangui’s sword left the sheath slowly. The clinking of his blade against its scabbard echoed like sudden rain pelting withered lotus leaves. By the time his sword was free, Yan Xing’s dao intent was already before his eyes. 


  Clang!


  Golden thread and longsword clashed—where they met, beams of light spilled out, shedding brilliance onto the withered leaves and snow with startling clarity. Lin Yuangui faced the blinding thread of light head-on and tilted his wrist upward in sync with his sword-drawing motion. 


  Compared to the heavy saber Duanshui, Shuoyue was thin and delicate, and the strike could hardly be considered a formal move. Yet Yan Xing immediately jumped back a hundred feet.


  With a cry of metal scraping against metal, Yan Xing flourished his saber and unleashed more than twenty slashes in rapid succession. Golden light flared and coiled through the air like a soaring dragon. His robes brushed the stone steps of the mountain gates.


  There was no more room to retreat.


  Another ten slashes followed, the loud and clear clashing of saber and sword dense and shrill. At last, after thirty-six slashes, Yan Xing neutralized Lin Yuangui’s first strike.


  Lin Yuangui remained standing in place, the hem of his robes undisturbed. 


  Yan Xing’s vital qi shield had been cut by the sword qi, scattering in all directions. Nausea rose in his chest, the metallic tang of blood unbearable in his throat, so he simply spat the mouthful onto the ground.


  All his previous conjectures about this fight had been rendered useless the moment Lin Yuangui drew his sword. Yan Xing had no idea how strong his opponent truly was—just as he had never known how strong Jun Yu was. Lin Yuangui had merely intended to draw his sword, and in doing so he’d casually flicked aside Yan Xing’s meticulously prepared strike. He didn’t need to use the New Moon Sword he’d executed on the Hengduan Mountains, with its clear light stretching for miles. Even a casual move like “Clouds Peek Over Peaks” could kick Yan Xing’s ass.  


  If anyone else were facing this situation, they would have despaired already. Worse, Lin Yuangui’s second strike was underway. In the distance, crows scattered in alarm, snapping the withered branches around them. Dozens of miles near the foot of the Cangya Mountains were enveloped in a chilling, razor-sharp sword intent, like an all-encompassing net.


  Yan Xing wiped his bloody mouth with the back of his hand. Instead of retreating or evading, he swung his saber again. This strike bore no golden light, nor was it particularly fast, because he was no longer drawing upon the power of the mountain-protection array. 


  A fierce gale erupted from the ground, shredding the snow and dead grass into pieces that swirled upward, yet the floating detritus parted to the sides where his blade passed. An absolute vacuum formed before Yan Xing, carving a path through Lin Yuangui’s net. Duanshui and Shuoyue clashed for the second time. 


  The weblike sword intent converged. Lin Yuangui pressed down with his sword, and a terrible force assaulted the point where the saber and sword met. Allowing his opponent to strike first had been a matter of courtesy. Now, going all-out was a show of respect. 


  The ground beneath Yan Xing trembled, sinking three inches as rubble erupted outward and deep cracks spiderwebbed across the earth. Lin Yuangui’s sword qi bore down the length of his saber, as though the entirety of the Hengduan Mountains were crushing his wrist. Unable to withstand the strain, Yan Xing’s bones cracked.


  With a thunderous boom, Yan Xing was flung backward, a kite with its string cut. He cratered the ground on impact, sending dust and debris flying. Two of his ribs shattered. The blood he coughed up was mixed with fragments of his organs, and his body was now smeared in dirt and gore. He remained standing only by propping himself up with his saber.


  Lin Yuangui’s residual sword qi rampaged through Yan Xing’s meridians, sending sharp, bone-deep pain coursing through him. He couldn’t help but ruefully acknowledge his plight: What does it matter that I can slash through water?


  His opponent was not water, but a mountain—harder than steel, towering beyond reach. 


  Then, with his left hand, he tore off his already tattered sleeve and deftly bound it around his right wrist, securing Duanshui there. Even that motion drenched him in sweat, his face pale from blood loss.


  Yet the vital qi within him burned wildly, igniting his eyes with fire. Suppressing the sword qi attacking his meridians, Yan Xing raised his saber once more.


  Above him, Jun Yu and Yu Shi’s battlefield loomed in the sky, and behind him stood the majestic mountain gates of Cangya. 


  How could he back down? 


   


  ***


   


  ABOVE THE ROLLING SEA OF CLOUDS, Yu Shi stood with his hands clasped behind his back, his expression one of utter indifference. 


  “After tonight, none of Wei Jingfeng’s legacy will be left in this world,” he stated. The mere thought of it filled him with immense pleasure.


  He would kill Jun Yu. The rest of Wei Jingfeng’s disciples would either perish at the hands of demonic cultivators or die before the mountain gates of Cangya. How it happened made no difference to him. As for Duan Chongxuan, his status was unique; now that he had inherited the rule of the Northern Continent, he could no longer be considered a disciple of the Sword Sage.  


  Wei Jingfeng’s past glories were nothing more than a fleeting meteor streaking across the sky, leaving nothing in its wake after death. In a thousand, ten thousand years, who would remember that there had once been a Sword Sage? How utterly gratifying. Wei Jingfeng had been arrogant all his life, cursing heaven and earth. The loss of his legacy was just punishment. Yu Shi felt a great pride.


  For this day, abandoning the Dao in favor of demonic cultivation was worth it. 


  As night fell, the apparition of the Baopu Eight Trigrams Sword expanded until it veiled half the sky, like an ancient beast preying in the darkness. By comparison, the golden light of the mountain-protective array seemed to lose some of its shine. Chunshan Xiao, sensing killing intent, vibrated in Jun Yu’s grip.


  They two stood firm upon the clouds, unmoving. 


  A battle of this caliber far surpassed the concept of things so mundane as styles and techniques. Just as Rong Zhuo had unleashed a sea of blood atop Hengduan’s tallest peak with a simple point of his finger, Yu Shi’s Eight Trigrams Sword was omnipresent across the sea of clouds. If not for Jun Yu and the protective array acting as barriers, Yu Shi’s annihilating sword intent would have been enough to topple the six peaks of the Cangya Mountains.


  Facing Yu Shi directly, Jun Yu could feel the terrifying power. He used Chunshan Xiao to counter thousands of Yu Shi’s swords across every inch of sky above Cangya.


  A mere peak Great Ascensioner, Yu Shi sneered inwardly. No matter how exceptional his combat prowess, Jun Yu couldn’t hope to defy the heavens. The gap between them spanned five hundred years of cultivation—an insurmountable chasm. Unless Jun Yu attained Second Sage overnight, this battle was utterly meaningless. It was merely a question of how long he could hold out. The thought prompted Yu Shi to sigh in wonder.


  “Even without my having undergone a tribulation, there’s now no difference between me and a Sage.” 


  One of Yu Shi’s conditions for cooperating with Rong Zhuo had been obtaining a secret method to enhance his strength in a short period of time. He was confident that even if Wei Jingfeng was still alive, he could slay him.


  “Not a Sage,” Jun Yu corrected. “A False Sage.” 


  There was no mockery or rebuttal in his tone, only calm certainty of the facts. It was the first time he’d spoken tonight, and each word cut like a knife, stirring anger even in the hardened heart of the strongest Second Sage. 


  “You are asking for death,” Yu Shi said frostily.


  The immense apparition of the Baopu Eight Trigrams Sword took form and tore through the wind and clouds, stabbing toward Jun Yu.


   


  ***


   


  ASIDE FROM THE Great Dao-Demon War a million years ago, no conflict in history could compare to tonight in scale or in the cultivation of its participants. Across the five continents, most cultivators were either engaged in battle or en route to the battlefield. Amid the brutal bloodshed, the night dragged on.


  At Changyuan Hall, Yin Biyue had been fighting twelve powerful demonic cultivators from day into deep night. The palace itself, constructed with some magical material, remained impervious to even the sharpest sword intent. Devastating attacks only left shallow scratches upon its surface. Meanwhile, no trace of snow or grass remained in a thirty-mile radius, only abyssal fissures crisscrossing the ground. The battle had clearly been intense. 


  Yin Biyue had suffered only minor injuries, but his face was drained of color, his expression weary, and his sword momentum was no longer as precise as before. In truth, the fact that he had held on for so long under such a siege—only now beginning to show signs of exhaustion—was nothing short of miraculous in the eyes of his elite opponents. They had long dominated the Eastern Continent, and their cultivation and combat experience far surpassed his. Yet each of the twelve bore injuries of their own, and the young man before them was only just faltering. The rumors were true: The Sword Sage’s disciples were indeed experts in fighting one against many, defeating the strong despite being weak. 


  Yin Biyue’s sword momentum poured forward like a torrent of icy water. But because his vital qi was depleted, the strike veered half an inch to the right. His sword qi grazed past his foe, and before he could recover, his back was left wide open. 


  This was a rare opening, allowing the demonic fighters no time to hesitate. The twelve shifted positions instantly. The five strongest among them struck their palms with full force, unleashing every ounce of their demonic energy. The others only needed to delay Yin Biyue for a split second, and the battle would be over.


  Boom!


  The earth trembled anew as demonic energy swept across the land, picking up debris as it went. 


  But the expected outcome never came. Instead, the piercing sound of a blade slicing through flesh rang out.


  The moment their attacks met empty air, the five felt their stomachs drop. A chill shot through their hearts, followed by agony spreading throughout their bodies. Before they could turn their heads, their bodies slumped lifelessly to the ground, faces frozen in disbelief. 


  Yin Biyue materialized behind them, residual sword qi raging unchecked as he stood amid the swirling dust. Once his lightning strike hit, he didn’t linger. Seizing the momentary gap, he broke through the encirclement and sprinted toward the Tongtian Snow Peaks.


  The shift in battle was too sudden. The surviving fighters couldn’t believe their eyes. In such an intense fight, with his aura so tightly suppressed, how had he escaped? With his fading precision, how had he delivered such a swift counterattack, killing five in a single blow?


  In the blink of an eye, Yin Biyue crossed dozens of miles, his figure a blur.


  The next time he reappeared, he’d reached the foot of the Snow Peaks. Even in the direst moments, he’d kept his fastest movement technique, Treading Lands, hidden. All for this moment: to slay five in a single strike and break free. It was far quicker than picking them off one by one, though it demanded more patience and endurance. 


  He pumped his vital qi to its utmost, burning his meridians. The explosive force propelled him forward at near-teleportation speeds. He blasted past twelve watchtowers and charged straight up the mountains.


  The demonic fighters chasing him were even more stunned than before. If he wanted to flee, he should have headed for the edge of the Snow Plains. Even if the Jin Palace Master was absent, scaling the Tongtian Snow Peaks was no walk in the park. Not only was the palace guarded by its disciples, the mountains were protected by the Omens Array. How was this any different from throwing himself into more danger?


  Had he lost his sense of direction and taken the wrong path, or had he gone completely mad?!




  Chapter 99


   


  YIN BIYUE HADN’T GONE MAD. In fact, his mind had never been clearer.


  Along the way, shouts of alarm and rage filled his ears, and spiritual devices of all sorts were hurled toward him. He slashed through them with his sword, cutting down enemies and breaking through barriers without slowing in the slightest.


  Those who could keep up with him were significantly weaker than the elite fighters, but there were over a hundred of them. They pursued him relentlessly. On top of that, the path ahead was uncertain, and swarms of demonic cultivators continuously gathered to block his way. If he slowed even a fraction, he’d be caught in a pincer attack. By all appearances, it was a hopeless death trap.  


  His vital qi collided with demonic energy. The glow of different spiritual devices intertwined, dyeing the Snow Peaks in a riot of colors. Wherever Yin Biyue passed, towering waves of snow surged into the air. The path he carved was drenched in blood and littered with corpses, stretching upward along the peaks like a road from a living hell into the heavens. 


  Yin Biyue killed all in his way without mercy, cutting down man and god alike. He moved as if in a daze, feeling a sense of déjà vu—as though in some distant time and space, he had already raced desperately across thousands of miles, fighting his way up the Tongtian Snow Peaks. 


  His mind was hyper-focused, constantly calculating the angles and styles of his sword strikes. Treading Lands rapidly drained his mental strength, while his vital qi was nearly consumed by his sword qi. Every meridian in his body blazed with a pain so intense it felt like they might explode. But somehow it felt exhilarating.


  Unbelievably exhilarating! 


  Yin Biyue charged past the palace halls atop the peak, his white hair flying. Sinister crimson lights flared to life one after another along the vermilion walls and golden tiles. Red rays spilled over the edge of the heavy, overcast sky.


  The grand array buried within Jin Palace had been triggered. No more enemies blocked his path. The demonic cultivators chasing him saw the crimson light shooting into the sky and fled in panic, dodging the indiscriminate attacks unleashed by the activating array.


  Yin Biyue came to a stop on the upturned eaves of an eight-story pavilion, the tallest structure in sight. A fierce gale billowed his robes, his sleeves whipping in the wind. Blood dripped from Linyuan, and in that vibrant glow, he looked like a deity—or a demon—descending upon the world.


  The world was awash in red light. Bloodlust solidified into thousands of sharp blades in the air, dense as a woven net, and bore down upon the intruder.


  Yu Zhanmei was absent, and the Omens Array was operating at less than half its usual strength. Otherwise, the bloodlust Jin Palace had accumulated over a million years would have reduced anyone below the Sage level to ashes. 


  Yin Biyue leaped into the air just as the pavilion beneath his feet collapsed with a crash. The blood on his sword had long since drained away, leaving the blade spotless to reflect the crimson radiance flooding the sky. 


  He dipped his wrist—then hurled his sword.


  Linyuan, unleashed, pierced through the air with a resonant hum. It didn’t slash the array. It didn’t cut down any enemies. The divine weapon shot straight to the heavens with a dragon’s roar that echoed across the plains. Like it had delivered a strike to the sky itself.  


  Suddenly, the wind across the land changed direction. 


  Above the Snow Plains, the perpetual clouds were pierced by the sword and began to burn violently. The sword’s scorching heat vaporized all moisture, leaving not a single drop of rain or snow. Starlight spilled through the gaps in the clouds, casting silver brilliance over the pristine snow below. As the sword’s momentum charged forward, light erupted from the snow, drawing a dividing line between dawn and dusk. The halls of Jin Palace atop the mountain, the rolling snow dunes, and the frozen rivers of the plains were all illuminated in turn.


  Across the entire Eastern Continent, demonic cultivators in pursuit, hunters in the wastelands, and ordinary folks hurrying through city streets all looked up at the sky at the same time. In the black night, a trail of starlight streaked above them, faintly discernible as the shape of a sword. It pierced through clouds and mist, revealing the starry sky in its wake. An unfathomable pressure emanated from it, as though the radiance of all of those stars had converged upon the sword. The ancient blade blazed with a light too brilliant to look upon directly, as if it might ignite into an all-consuming wildfire at any second.


  The indigo night sky, the silver starlight, the crimson flames—the scene was too magnificent, too shocking to process.


  “What…kind of sword is that?” 


  Yin Biyue stood at the heart of the gale as Linyuan descended from the sky. The process seemed drawn out, but in reality, it lasted only a moment. Carrying with it a tremendous, cataclysmic force, the sword returned to his grasp.


  The opening stance of the Lingxiao Sword: Star River Descends.


  Compared to the weak, flickering sparks when Yin Biyue had faced Wuwang in that seaside town, the difference was like heaven and earth. The brilliance of the entire starry sky was now concentrated in his blade.


  On the Snow Peaks, someone suddenly turned and fled downhill. One by one, the rest followed. They didn’t even know why; they just obeyed their instinct to sprint down the hills, fast as their legs could carry them.


   


  ***


   


  AT THE EDGE OF THE YUNXING ABYSS, Rong Zhuo’s expression darkened. He seemed to have guessed what Yin Biyue planned to do next. If he could leave this place—or if his power could extend beyond it—he would never have allowed the sword strike to take form.


  But at that critical moment, his consciousness was within the illusory realm of Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net, deep at the bottom of the Yunxing Abyss.


  From the time they first fought together at Xingshan Temple, Luo Mingchuan and Yin Biyue had moved in perfect sync. A single glance was enough to coordinate their movements. Later, they didn’t even need glances; they instinctively knew who would draw the enemy’s attention, who would strike, when to regroup, and when to flank.


  The instant sword qi erupted over the Tongtian Snow Peaks, Luo Mingchuan made his decision. The illusion magic he cast shared similarities with Liaoguan’s Meditation Realm. If Rong Zhuo managed to break free, Luo Mingchuan would suffer severe backlash.




  [image: ]




  Although Rong Zhuo was now trapped inside the illusion, battling demonic beings at the bottom of the abyss, his voice was clearly transmitted into Luo Mingchuan and Yin Biyue’s minds. 


  ‹Even if you kill me and end this war, what then? When I die, the blood contracts binding the one hundred thousand demonic cultivators will dissolve. Their hatred for you will be bone-deep. Even if your cultivation surpasses all, enough ants can devour an elephant.›


  His next words were directed at Yin Biyue. ‹Besides, your shixiong practicing the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net makes him a heretic. Orthodox cultivators will never tolerate him. When the war ends, who will trust him? The human heart is more terrifying than any blade. You two will stand opposed to the entire world. Can you truly kill everyone in the world for his sake?›


  ‹You and I see this world differently,› Yin Biyue responded. ‹There’s nothing more to say.›


  No matter how harshly Luo Mingchuan disciplined himself in cultivating the way of a noble man, no matter what they endured at Xingshan Temple, the two never lost their goodwill toward this world. They still chose to believe in others—and in themselves.


  Without another word, Yin Biyue gripped his sword with both hands and slashed toward the Snow Peaks.


  At his current cultivation level, executing the Lingxiao Sword style was far from effortless. The moment Linyuan returned to his hand, he felt the bones in his wrist on the verge of breaking, and his meridians swelled, nearly bursting from the clash with the sword qi.


  Hovering in midair, he steadied his breath, focused his mind, and struck again. 


  The sword blazed with concentrated starlight. Where the sword qi passed, scorching heat followed. Permafrost began to melt. Countless golden tiles from the palace halls tore away, vermilion walls crumbled, and snowmelt swirled in all directions.


  The Tongtian Snow Peaks were the core of the Snow Plains’ dragon vein, a nexus where thousands of strands of spiritual energy cycling between heaven and earth converged. With the execution of Star River Descends, the dragon vein shuddered violently, breaking its circulation. The half-activated Omens Array’s crimson light abruptly dimmed.


  His first sword strike had parted the clouds, breaking the array. His second strike fell upon the Snow Peaks, shaking the earth. As the opening stance of the Lingxiao Sword, Star River Descends was more about gathering momentum than delivering an attack. However, Yin Biyue did not follow up his second strike with Ocean Tides Rises poised to follow. Instead, he went straight to Lingxiao Sword’s final move: “Realms Return.”  


  Boom!


  The raging sword qi landed on the east side of the peak. The earth quaked with the rumble of thunder.


  At first, it was only a tiny fissure, leaving fine snow trickling down the mountainside. But within seconds, it gathered into a massive avalanche. The perilous, steep terrain of the Tongtian Snow Peak accelerated the descent, transforming it into a terrifying force of nature.


  Standing at the summit of the highest peak, Yin Biyue heard faint cries from below.


  “What’s happening?!”


  The demonic army stationed on the east side of the Snow Plains, busy building ships for a sea crossing, fled upon hearing the echoes. Yet they were swallowed by the drowning avalanche in mere moments. Yin Biyue had been calculating from the beginning: how much energy was needed to disrupt the dragon vein’s cohesion with the snow; what amount of momentum; the angle of his sword; the point of impact; the maximum possible range. All to create an unprecedented avalanche.


  From his first stance to the last, the two sword strikes contained the essence of all things within them.


  His mental strength and vital qi utterly depleted, Yin Biyue plummeted from the air. His meridians flared with pain, and the rest of his body felt broken. But he used his sword to push himself to his feet, even as the deafening chaos of crumbling mountains and earth rumbled around him.


  Although the situation was perilous, that sense of déjà vu washed over him again. Like a primordial deluge scouring the wild, it swallowed him in an instant.


  The familiarity of first seeing Changyuan Hall. The familiarity of charging up the Snow Peaks. The familiarity of the scene before him now. It wove together into a net, dragging him into emptiness. He could no longer hear the snow’s roar or feel the earth’s violent tremors. Linyuan rested quietly in his grip, unchanged for a thousand years.


  For a million years.


   


  ***


   


  ALMOST AT THE SAME TIME, by the abyss, Luo Mingchuan coughed up a mouthful of blood. 


  Rong Zhuo had broken free from his illusion.


  “Demonic beings are born of the world’s malignant energy. They multiply endlessly. Now, I am the same. I am the master of the abyss. How can you kill me within my own domain?” 


  In the illusion, the demonic beings of the Yunxing Abyss were under Luo Mingchuan’s control. But in reality, the opposite was true. Rong Zhuo had bound them with blood contracts. 


  Crushing demonic energy barreled out of the abyss, rushing toward the Snow Peaks to stabilize the quaking dragon vein. Even without clouds to block the sky, the stars dimmed. 


  Luo Mingchuan raised his head. His face was pale from the serious injuries sustained from the backlash, but his eyes were black as ink. He gazed into the abyss. And the abyss gazed back.


  Then he leaped in.




  Chapter 100


   


  MANY MILES AWAY, on the outskirts of Tai’an City in the Western Continent, the battle had raged to the point where both sides were severely injured and driven to exhaustion. Demonic energy had ravaged the land, leaving the fields looking like they’d been razed by an inferno. Within a ten-mile radius, there was no snow to be seen, only blackened earth. 


  Liu Qishuang, a physical cultivator with a physique as tough as tempered steel, was now drenched in blood. Her strong right arm hung limp at her side, blood streaming down it in rivulets. From fingers to forearm, every bone was shattered. Nonetheless, her eyes were calm, her expression unchanged. Her left hand, white-knuckled, gripped a dagger at chest height.


  Yu Zhanmei, on the other hand, appeared much better off. The only obvious damage was to her wide sleeves, which were now tattered and exposed her fair, slender arms. Her snow-pale face was also flushed an unnatural red from the rush of blood.  


  The pair had gone from long-range techniques to close combat. Now they stood inches apart, Yu Zhanmei’s white silk ribbon coiling around Liu Qishuang’s dagger, locked in a contest with the vital qi imbued in the blade.


  Suddenly, Yu Zhanmei sensed something. She looked up sharply toward the eastern sky. A single point of light streaked across the night sky in an arc, then plunged like a falling star. She knew exactly where it had landed. She felt the upheaval in Jin Palace’s array and dragon vein.


  After a fleeting moment of shock—then disbelief—then denial—flames ignited in her eyes. A towering, all-consuming fury burned so fiercely her entire body seemed ablaze. 


  The Sword Sage is no longer in this world. Who else could possess such power? Who could shake the dragon vein of the snow peak with a single strike?! Who would dare?! 


  Violent demonic energy erupted from the ashen ground. It howled around her like a tornado, whipping her ink-black hair and white robes into wild disarray.


  With a snap, her white ribbon ripped into segments, and Liu Qishuang’s dagger shattered into pieces.


  Liu Qishuang was sent flying back almost ten feet away and crashed to the ground. Blood leaked from the corners of her mouth. Crushed under the tremendous demonic energy, she couldn’t rise. She looked up as Yu Zhanmei approached, step by step. Yu Zhanmei’s expression was colder than ever. 


  “Even after life-or-death seclusion, you still can’t defeat me,” she hissed. “I was right all along.”


  The remaining piece of white ribbon in her hand gleamed like a blade. She stood over Liu Qishuang and looked down at her dying opponent.


  The fury in her eyes gradually faded into peace. 


  “You know, I once thought that if I died by your hand, I wouldn’t resent it. But you’re too weak,” she said softly. “I’ll bury you. Where should I take you?”


  This wasn’t mockery or sarcasm. Her question was sincere.


  Liu Qishuang couldn’t move a finger, but the excruciating pain kept her mind clear. She knew that when Yu Zhanmei decided to kill her, her hand wouldn’t hesitate.


  “Cangya Mountains, Xihua Peak,” she answered with equal gravity. “Follow the mountain path up. The second courtyard to the east is mine.”


  “Noted.” Yu Zhanmei nodded. “And if that place is gone?” 


  Tonight, Yu Shi and Jun Yu were locked in their duel atop Cangya. They both could feel it.


  “I believe in Dashixiong…” She glanced at Yu Zhanmei. “If the place is truly gone, then nowhere. Here is fine.”


  Why must bones be buried in one’s homeland?4


  Yu Zhanmei suddenly wanted to ask her, Have you never thought of returning to the Eastern Continent? To Qiuliang Town?


  But it was a pointless question. To Liu Qishuang, their childhood struggles on the Snow Plains were but a fleeting moment in the long span of her cultivation journey. She had always known this day would come; she had envisioned this scene countless times. Yet in the depths of her heart, she faltered for the slightest moment—so quick it was as if she’d imagined it.


  Yu Zhanmei pressed her slender hand against Liu Qishuang’s shoulder. A cold more piercing than winter spread from her collarbone to the rest of her body. The agony in her bones was replaced by a deep chill. Yu Zhanmei’s voice, soft as a spring breeze rustling willow branches, whispered near her ear.


  “Any last words?” 


  Liu Qishuang looked at her. “No,” she whispered, her voice barely audible through her chattering teeth.


  “Well, I have something to say!” 


  A sudden shout shattered the silence of the wilderness, cutting through the gale. 


  Yu Zhanmei clenched the hand resting on Liu Qishuang’s shoulder. She looked up sharply and struck skyward with her other hand. Demonic energy collided with a tempestuous wind. The shadow speeding toward them from above shrank unexpectedly when it drew near and landed lightly in the distance. 


  Squinting, Yu Zhanmei eyed the newcomer. It was a young man in golden armor, with a cyan bird the size of an ordinary white crane standing beside him. Or perhaps not quite ordinary—azure feathers, scarlet eyes, wings that stirred the wind, and a breath of fire. It was a cyan-winged luan. 


  The identity of the newcomer was clear.


  Liu Qishuang couldn’t turn her head, but she didn’t need to. She knew exactly who stood there. But he shouldn’t be here right now. 


  How can you still act on impulse, now that you’ve ascended the throne? She sighed inwardly. 


  The earth trembled, the vibrations growing nearer. Hooves thundered in the distance, a line of dust rising in their wake. In the dark, shadows gathered from all around, unstoppable as the tide. But they swiftly halted at the young man’s raised hand.


  The main army had been dispatched to the Central and Southern Continents’ battlefields. The troops here were the emperor’s personal guards. These cultivators with one-in-a-million talent were trained from childhood for coordinated combat, equipped with black, rune-inscribed iron armor, mounted on warhorses bred with the blood of mystical beasts, and bound by absolute loyalty. They were ready to die for their sovereign at any moment, holding duty and honor above life itself.


  A cavalry one thousand strong encircled the wilderness. 


  The golden-armored young man smiled. Though his expression was obscured by the night, his demeanor was visibly relaxed.


  “Your Excellency. Care to have a chat?” 


   


  ***


   


  A LONG TIME seemed to have passed… Or maybe it was merely an instant.


  Yin Biyue regained consciousness. The sense of déjà vu that had overwhelmed him faded, replaced by the backlash of forcibly wielding Linyuan. His blood churned, meridians stinging, spiritual sense reeling from vertigo and the crisis of the quaking earth. 


  He forced himself to stay focused and pushed his spiritual sense outward to grasp his surroundings. The first avalanche had passed, burying the buildings and watchtowers at the foot of the Snow Peaks. A handful of high-level demonic cultivators had escaped to the Snow Plains’ edges. The dragon vein continued to shudder with aftershocks; a second avalanche could be triggered at any moment. But none of this was truly why Yin Biyue was anxious. 


  Luo Mingchuan was gone. Not just beyond the reach of his spiritual sense, but the faint connection forged between them through dual cultivation of the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net had been completely severed. 


  His consciousness churned. He saw, at the edge of the Yunxing Abyss, Rong Zhuo suddenly turn his head. Across the devastated Snow Plains, his gaze locked onto the Tongtian Snow Peaks—onto him!


  The bloodred-robed demonic cultivator curled his lips into a malicious smile. Then he leaped into the abyss.


  That glance made Yin Biyue nearly explode. He channeled his vital qi and raced toward the abyss, pushing Treading Lands to its limit; even his shadow was left behind.


  Shixiong! I know you jumped too!


  As Yin Biyue dashed down Jin Palace, the dragon vein’s aftershocks triggered a second avalanche, the bellow echoing behind him. But he didn’t look back. Sword in hand, he slashed forward. Amid the air-splitting shriek of the sword’s cry, the blizzard parted before him. He carved out a near-vacuum path that carried him straight to the edge of the Yunxing Abyss.


  The area around the abyss bore signs of a fierce battle. Residual vital qi and demonic energy still clashed in the air. The air was unnaturally still, the sliding snow seemingly held back by an invisible force. Yin Biyue felt a terrible chill run through him.


  The world had its own spirit, energy cycling between life and death in balance. But here, there was no vitality, only deathly quiet and malice. No wind or snow could enter this space, nor could any spiritual sense penetrate it. The true terror lay in the unknown. The abyss gaped like the maw of some primordial beast, eager to devour, yet patiently waiting.


  Yin Biyue slashed downward with a burst of sword qi. Then he leaped in. 


  Shixiong is down there, his fate unknown. There’s no other choice to be made here.


  Wind wailed past his ears. A wave of cold, sinister energy swallowed him whole.


  The abyss’s immense pull was irresistible. He couldn’t control the speed of descent, and the sense of suffocation triggered by weightlessness was enough to panic anyone. But for some reason, this reminded him of that crisp autumn night, when his master had hauled him off a cloud, laughing uproariously.


  “Lao-si, wasn’t that exciting? You see? Life is full of surprises.”


  The pulling force weakened. His feet touched solid ground. Despite the breakneck speed of his fall, the landing was silent. An almost-tangible air of death swirled around him on the sinister wind, like the whispers of ghosts.


  All around him were innumerable demonic beings.


  Yin Biyue grinned. How exciting.


  Linyuan, slayer of evil, the most righteous blade under heaven, had never known retreat.


   


  ***


   


  EVER SINCE HE’D SEEN the fragmented visions of a possible future in Liaoguan’s shrine, Luo Mingchuan had sensed a peculiar connection between himself and the Yunxing Abyss. Later, after cultivating the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net and unsealing Liaoguan’s cultivation, he had seen—felt—the abyss more than once. As though his fate was already decided, the abyss was waiting for him.


  Where there was life, there was death. Where there was light, there was shadow. No Sages or gentlemen were absolute saints or noble of heart. And this abyss, this deepest darkness that coalesced the world’s deathly energy, was like a mirror of his own darkness.


  Luo Mingchuan had once rejected this destiny, resisted this bond. But in the end, he’d come after all.


  Now, walking through the abyss, he found nothing foreign within it. The Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net cycled on its own. His eyes were dark as ink, with faint crimson flickering in their depths. Demonic beings lacked intelligence, retaining only the base instinct to avoiding harm. The unique aura emanating from Luo Mingchuan was their deepest fear. Even the scent of fresh blood and flesh couldn’t lure them closer.


  Yet Luo Mingchuan still felt something was missing.




  Chapter 101


   


  IF ONE LOOKED DOWN from the cliff, the abyss would ­appear narrow and elongated. Being inside it was entirely different. The further into its depths, the more expansive the abyss became. As Luo Mingchuan stepped forward, countless demonic beings backed away, leaving behind an empty stretch of darkness.


  Rong Zhuo stared at the man before him and suddenly felt it was all incredibly absurd. 


  Do my hundred years of painstaking efforts and exhaustive dedication, twenty years spent burying my name in the Northern Continent to study blood contracts, mean nothing against an unwarranted reincarnation? 


  As he felt the demonic beings that had once obeyed his every command slip from his grasp, shock, unwillingness, resentment, and many other emotions welled within his chest. The demonic energy around him seethed.


  And as if this provocation wasn’t enough, Luo Mingchuan was calm, his emotions unreadable. “Now, you are no longer.”


  A response to Rong Zhuo’s earlier taunt: “I am the master of the abyss. How can you kill me within my own domain?”


  Rong Zhuo threw his head back and laughed, his eyes bloodshot from fury, his crimson robes billowing like a churning sea of blood. Scarlet demonic energy gathered around him, forming into sharp swords.


  Luo Mingchuan didn’t form any hand seals. He simply watched, and an identical barrier of swords materialized before him. At the same time, he turned his wrist, and Chenzhou appeared in his grasp.


  The thousands of swords clashed in the air, metal screaming against metal shaking the abyss’s depths. The blades shattered into pieces, only to reform again and again, like two massive waves crashing against each other, raising endless violent swells. The ability to borrow the power of the Yunxing Abyss had been the source of Rong Zhuo’s confidence. Now that the abyss no longer answered to him, he descended into madness.


  “What is borrowed remains borrowed,” Luo Mingchuan said.


  No matter how powerful one becomes, losing it all takes but a moment. Even in demonic cultivation, one must rely on their own diligence. To pour one’s painstaking ingenuity into borrowed power was, from the start, a foolish and inferior path.


  Amid the storm of blades, Luo Mingchuan stood unmoving. Chenzhou left his hand, streaking like lightning through the bloody waves, piercing straight toward its target.


  A lone boat against raging seas, forging upstream.


  He seldom wielded the sword, but that didn’t mean he lacked skill. In this deadlocked battle, he always had one more blade than his opponent, and that was the key to breaking through. Chenzhou was swift and fierce, carving a path through the scarlet demonic energy until it halted a mere foot from Rong Zhuo.


  Then another sword glare, bright as snow, slashed diagonally into the fray. In a flash, the duel became a three-way standoff. 


  Luo Mingchuan whirled around in shock. “Shidi!”  


  Linyuan’s sword qi arrived first, followed closely by Yin Biyue himself, who hurtled through the air covered in blood only to stop a dozen feet away. He didn’t understand why his shixiong looked so aghast, because he couldn’t see how terrifying his own appearance was. His black cloak, already tattered and bloodstained from the battle on the Snow Plains, now hung in shreds after being torn while fending off demonic beings. His white robes were soaked crimson, a particularly shocking sight.


  “Shixiong!” Yin Biyue called out. But before he could say much else, he realized something was very wrong with Luo Mingchuan. The most obvious sign was in his eyes. The black eyes he bore when he usually channeled the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net were now tinged bloodred. 


  The moment Linyuan’s sword glare appeared, Rong Zhuo leaped into action. He chose to endure Chenzhou’s strike, allowing it to tear a giant gash across his abdomen. At the same time, he unleashed all his demonic energy and lunged toward Yin Biyue.


  Yin Biyue’s vital qi was nearly depleted. Under the increasing pressure, Linyuan was blocked by Rong Zhuo’s blood sea. Yin Biyue teetered on the verge of collapse. Unexpectedly, Linyuan began to vibrate. As if answering some unseen call, it accelerated and broke free of the demonic energy to plunge straight into Rong Zhuo’s heart. 


  Sword qi erupted within Rong Zhuo’s body, blood misting outward. With two fatal wounds, survival was impossible.


  However, Yin Biyue’s heart lurched. Linyuan didn’t slow. After piercing through Rong Zhuo, it continued to press forward.


  Unable to shield his shidi from Rong Zhuo’s attack, Luo Mingchuan had aimed for Rong Zhuo’s exposed back. He was directly behind him, close enough to strike.


  Yin Biyue watched helplessly as Linyuan buried itself in his unsuspecting shixiong’s heart.


  Shhk! 


  The shift happened too fast. In the blink of an eye, everything was over. From Yin Biyue’s strike to now—Rong Zhuo’s choice, Luo Mingchuan’s choice, Linyuan’s betrayal—it took only an instant.


  In mere moments, the world turned upside down.


  The millions of swords, the demonic energy, the demonic beings all vanished. Only the red of blood remained in the darkness. Luo Mingchuan let out a muffled grunt as he pulled the sword from his chest. Blood flowed as Linyuan clattered to the ground with a piercing ring. 


  Rong Zhuo collapsed, his laughter grating like rough gravel. “‘Life and death within the same gate, only one shall live.’ Neither of you will come to a good end,” he spat.


  He originally thought that if he couldn’t kill Luo Mingchuan, killing Yin Biyue would suffice. This outcome was an unexpected delight. He laughed as blood gushed from his lips until he went still. 


  Hearing those words, Yin Biyue locked his eyes onto the bloody hole in Luo Mingchuan’s chest. His mind was frozen. His body had long been pushed past its limits, by now sustained only by sheer willpower. The sudden turn of events shook him, and countless injuries, both open and hidden, flared at once. Blood rushed into his throat, and he spat out a mouthful before he could stop it. His consciousness convulsed in agony. He tried to grit his teeth and remain upright, but darkness was already at his heels.


  The last thing he saw before passing out was his shixiong’s deep, unreadable gaze watching him quietly as he walked forward, step by step. 


  They were only a few feet apart, but the gap between them felt like an ocean.


   


  ***


   


  ON THE OUTSKIRTS of Tai’an City, the heavy snow clouds had dispersed. The faint starlight shimmering in the indigo sky felt colder and lonelier against the empty wilderness. Yu Zhanmei glanced at the surrounding shadows and snorted.


  “We can chat. But does His Imperial Majesty dare withdraw his troops?” she said derisively. Her grip on Liu Qishuang’s shoulder was as tight as ever.  


  “But of course,” Duan Chongxuan replied with a grin. “How could I refuse when Your Excellency is so lovely that a single smile intoxicates? We’d even withdraw an army of ten thousand!” He tilted and gave a lazy wave. “Withdraw!”


  The encircling cavalry didn’t hesitate. The thunder of hooves kicked up dust as they retreated a short distance, widening the gap between them. The distance was deliberate, ideal for negotiations. Yu Zhanmei was confident she could escape alone, but taking Liu Qishuang with her was impossible. Even using her as a shield wouldn’t protect against attacks from all sides.


  Yu Zhanmei’s smile faded. It had been years since anyone called her beautiful. Her strength and ruthlessness were enough for people to forget the beauty of her skin.


  Then she arched her brows. “To think the Northern Continent would have an emperor like you,” she marveled.


  Even in armor, he looked like some gallivanting wastrel—hardly the image of a proper ruler. She remembered this was the man Liu Qishuang had rushed to save at the Floating Sea. Not only had he survived and returned to the north, but he’d actually ascended the throne. 


  What Rong Zhuo schemed for in vain, others were born holding. Countless people paved the way for them without hesitation. The thought made her wonder at the unpredictability of fate. 


  “To think Duan Sheng’an would have a son like you.” 


  Two “to thinks”; one of disbelief, the other of disdain. She was astonished by his luck, and disgusted that luck was all he had.


  Duan Chongxuan acted as if he didn’t understand what her comments implied and replied to her in earnest. “What does my father have to do with it? Clearly, I’m just exceptionally good at choosing my rebirth.” Then, sounding puzzled, he added, “Does Your Excellency think you’d make a better son for him than me?” 


  Yu Zhanmei, who had cultivated for centuries and killed more people than she could count, found herself speechless for the first time.


  Liu Qishuang’s back was turned to Duan Chongxuan, so she couldn’t see his face. But she didn’t need to. Knowing him, this seemingly pointless chatter would eventually become key to resolving the situation. That was Duan Chongxuan’s way of fighting.


  Yu Zhanmei’s amusement curdled. “You should know that even if I kill her, your little cavalry might not be enough to keep me here,” she said coldly.


  Duan Chongxuan shook his head. “Why must we fight to the death? Can the Northern Continent not provide whatever Your Excellency desires?” 


  He spoke lightly, but his words bore immense weight, because he was the Northern Continent’s master. An emperor’s promise was worth more than a thousand gold. And to Duan Chongxuan, if anything happened to his shijie, not even killing Yu Zhanmei could make up for losing her.


  “Save your breath. I don’t want your cities or territories,” Yu Zhanmei said. “I want the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net.” 


  Duan Chongxuan didn’t know Liu Qishuang’s condition and didn’t dare approach recklessly. While he was anxious, he remained composed.


  “Your Excellency, you have shattered your bones twice in the past, and used Jin Palace’s secret method to rebuild your body with demonic energy. The last time took ten years to complete, correct?”


  “What of it?!” 


  “When channeling energy, do you often feel stabbing pain at the Xingjian acupoint,5 erratic breathing, occasional heart palpitations, and irritability?”


  Yu Zhanmei scowled.


  “No need for alarm, Your Excellency. I’ve a family technique for qi reading, that’s all. If you want to learn it, I can teach you…” Seeing her impatience, Duan Chongxuan grew serious. “I’m sure you are also aware of the damage those reconstructions did to your organs. That damage, coupled with your reckless cultivation at a speed that undermined your foundation, has left the old injuries and afflictions of your early years unhealed. Your body has long been on the verge of collapse. If not for your profound cultivation forcibly suppressing it, you’d already be beyond saving. Even if you’re fine for now, future bottlenecks in cultivation will only grow more perilous.


  “What you need isn’t the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net—it’s the Northern Imperial Clan’s ‘Tranquil Water Heart Sutra’ for recuperation. Which I happen to have with me.” 


  Hearing this, Liu Qishuang was moved by her shidi’s efforts, but sighed inwardly nevertheless. Duan Chongxuan had made a mistake this time. Yu Zhanmei wasn’t someone who cherished her life. Pursuing the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net wasn’t for immortality. She just wanted the world’s most powerful demonic art. To her, being number one in the world for even a day was the pinnacle of achievement.


  She had always been this way—only ever wanting the best. 


  Sure enough, Yu Zhanmei scoffed. “Do I look like a fool to you?” 


  

  

  “I’m thinking only of Your Excellency’s best interests,” Duan Chongxuan proclaimed. “If you don’t believe me, test it yourself. Divide your demonic energy into two streams. Start one at the ribcage, descending diagonally to the Daimai acupoint,6 and then circle it around the body once. The second one flows through the Chong meridian.7 Have them converge at the Xuehai acupoint.8 See if it doesn’t stabilize your qi as I claim. My shijie is in your hands. The slightest error in your control, and the backlash of demonic energy would kill her. Would I dare lie to you?”


  For a moment, Liu Qishuang almost thought her shidi had guessed her plan. After all this talk, she had mustered the last dregs of her strength, and Yu Zhanmei’s guard had relaxed a little. 


  Her body was still frozen stiff by demonic energy, but her mind was focused, waiting for the right moment. She knew, under normal circumstances, Yu Zhanmei would never have tried Duan Chongxuan’s method. But after their battle, she was severely injured. She maintained a calm facade, but she was barely hanging on.


  “Knowing the qi channeling path alone is only about 10 percent effective,” Duan Chongxuan continued. “But if paired with the incantations of the Heart Sutra…” 


  Just then, Yu Zhanmei’s face twisted. Her hand, still gripping Liu Qishuang’s shoulder, shoved her away, the brute force of it sending her flying in Duan Chongxuan’s direction. The rumbling strike of a thunderclap and a pained shout rang out at the same time. 


  Duan Chongxuan, caught off guard, moved to steady his shijie. Liu Qishuang waved him off, rising slowly to her feet on her own. He whirled around and found Yu Zhanmei collapsed on the ground, her right arm and half her body crisscrossed with deep gashes. Her skin and flesh were torn open, leaving white bone faintly visible.


  “Why?” Liu Qishuang asked. Though she remained calm, there was a furrow between her brows. 


  Why push me away? 


  Yu Zhanmei laughed, then coughed violently as the blood in her throat caught. “You want us to die together? I refuse to let you have your way!”


  Stunned, Duan Chongxuan stared at Liu Qishuang in disbelief. She sent him a reassuring look but didn’t offer any explanation.


  Did those who went through life-or-death seclusions really become indifferent to life? Duan Chongxuan’s mind turned rapidly, and he soon understood what had happened. But the realization left him somewhat depressed. Even if he hadn’t come, the outcome probably would’ve been the same.


  Liu Qishuang said nothing.


  She had mustered what vital qi she had at her shoulder’s meridian, like gathering the elements of a tempest, and cloaked it with fist intent. If she self-destructed with the resolve to die, then at such close range, there was a 90 percent chance she’d have killed herself and Yu Zhanmei.


  When Yu Zhanmei diverted her demonic energy to try Duan Chongxuan’s method, her guard had slipped just enough. Liu Qishuang had been about to unleash her vital qi in a suicidal blast. For them, the night’s only true variable hadn’t been Duan Chongxuan’s arrival, but Yu Zhanmei’s choice.


  Liu Qishuang’s body was already corroded by Yu Zhanmei’s demonic energy. The slightest fluctuation would have been noticeable. At the critical moment, Yu Zhanmei couldn’t retreat—nor did she care to. Instead, she’d accelerated her channeling, drained Liu Qishuang’s vital qi, and redirected it into herself.


  Then, at the last moment, Yu Zhanmei had shoved Liu Qishuang out of harm’s way. 


  If she had faltered for even a fleeting moment, both would now be breathing their last. Clearly, she hadn’t had time to think. Her body had acted on reflex. Liu Qishuang asked her to explain, but Yu Zhanmei didn’t know the answer herself.


  Lying on her back, Yu Zhanmei gazed up at the dark blue sky and the dim stars. Her eyes were wide, but her vision slowly tinged red. Her demonic energy rampaged through her shattered meridians and bones, devouring her life at a rapid pace. Duan Chongxuan was right—her body had too many concealed afflictions. Backlash came easily.


  Liu Qishuang approached and knelt by her side, leaning close to hear her whisper.


  “You have to live. The longer the better. That way, someone will remember me…” 


  Liu Qishuang’s stilled, indifferent heart, once quelled by life-or-death seclusion, started to beat once more.


  “I promise,” she said, voice cracking. “Where do you want to go back to?”


  After all, Yu Zhanmei had asked her the same. 


  Yu Zhanmei lifted a hand and pointed with a smile. “I want to go back to the Snow Plains of the Eastern Continent.” 


  That’s west, Liu Qishuang thought. But never mind. If you say it’s east, then it’s east. 


  She bent down and gathered Yu Zhanmei into her arms. The woman’s white robes were drenched in blood, her body as light as paper.


  “All right. I’ll take you there.” 


  She glanced back at her shidi. They hadn’t exchanged a single word tonight, but between sect peers, none were needed. Everything was conveyed in that one look.


  Duan Chongxuan waved. “Go ahead, Shijie. I’ll head to Cangya.” 


  The cavalry, in strict formation, parted to open a path. Liu Qishuang carried Yu Zhanmei through, leaving a trail of crimson in their wake. A bitter wind swept past; the long night was finally over. There was no sunrise, only the faint lightening of the eastern skies.


  “It’s so cold today…” Yu Zhanmei whispered, her voice barely audible. 


  “You’re wearing too little.”


  “I don’t remember the way anymore…” 


  “I do.” 


  I’ll remember the way, and I’ll remember you. I promise.




  [image: ]




  Chapter 102


   


  IN AN INSTANT, dawn split the black night apart. The faint white light on the eastern horizon soon rose and engulfed most of the sky. The remaining pale blue night faded, its stars dimmed until only the translucent shadow of the moon remained.


  What a scene: morning breeze, waning moon. A pity that the wind was a biting northerly, carrying the stench of blood, and the moon was cold, casting its glow on wreckage alone. 


  Zhong Shan was dizzy from blood loss, his consciousness clouded. The collapse of Liangnan Pass had spiraled out of control. Severely wounded, he was trapped in the crevice between two fallen boulders. Thin strands of daylight seeped through the gaps, like the cold glint of a sword or a fine mist.


  Balanced on the line between life and death, he seemed to see his predecessor who had wielded Fengyu a million years ago. The same place. A similar plight.


  In a fog, he realized that in the entire Tempest Sword Style, Besieging Storm wasn’t the strongest move. Because this sword didn’t seek to be strong. It didn’t pursue ultimate strength or utmost speed. The opening stance—Warm Rain Thawing Breeze—was joy. The next form—Bitter Wind Harsh Rain—was hardship. And finally, the closing stance—Gentle Drizzle Return Not—was release. All of life’s myriad states were found within a storm. There was no such thing as distinction in strength, just different circumstances. 


  He felt as though he’d come to understand something.


  As the ancients said, “Hear the truth in the morning, die content in the evening.” He had fought with all his might, attained what he sought. Now, without a shred of regret, it was easy to grow weary.


  But he didn’t want to die. Because he had just begun to understand the Tempest Sword, had yet to wield it freely even once. Because many on the Qinglu Mountains still waited for him. Because his master’s tomb still needed sweeping.


  Attachment could make one weak. Sometimes, it also made one strong.


  He concentrated on keeping conscious, holding on. His wounds had long gone numb, and his body temperature had dropped. His struggle against death was agonizingly drawn out. The fragmented light grew brighter.


  At some point, indistinct voices rose outside. He thought he might’ve imagined them.


  “Wait, there’s another one here! I think he’s still alive. He’s wearing Qinglu robes.” 


  “Can four guys come here to move the rocks? Careful, hurry. Medics in the back, keep up…” 


   


  ***


   


  YIN BIYUE’S MIND drifted in confusion, struggling to stay afloat in an arctic sea of memory, exhausted and despairing. Broken images surfaced like bubbles, flashing through his mind before disappearing. The oil lamps of the Cangya Dungeons merged with the dim glow of the academy’s library. The cicada cries of Ye City’s sweltering summer blended with the changing voices of Xingshan Temple. 


  Amid the woods, as light filtered through morning mist, Luo Mingchuan stood there bathed in the sun, smiling at him.


  “My heart is yours, far more than you could imagine.” 


  All at once, a longsword whirled through the air, cut through the white mist, and plunged straight into his heart. Blood gushed from the wound. 


  “Shixiong!” Yin Biyue screamed.


  The light vanished. The woods gave way to an empty palace hall. Candlelight blazed as a man who shared many of Luo Mingchuan’s features gripped his wrist, cold breath ghosting over his neck.


  “Your shixiong is already dead. You killed him with one clean stab through the heart. So precise, so steady. I admire that.” 


  No. That’s not how it is. How could it be? 


  They’d survived so much before. Why had things still ended up like this?


  He couldn’t breathe; his head was splitting.


  Just as Yin Biyue felt he’d reached his limit—bones and meridians shattered, on the verge of slipping into a sleep he would never wake from—a warm current streamed into him. It entered his right wrist and flowed through him, a gentle spring rain filling his meridians, enveloping him like a warm bath, until he gradually relaxed. 


  He lost all sense of time.


  Eventually, he opened his eyes.


  The first thing he saw was a ceiling of mottled gilt reliefs that vaguely resembled bundles of blooming flowers. In the corners hung layers of shimmering gauze curtains. The bed beneath him was wide, plush, and comfortable. 


  Yin Biyue’s gaze shifted and landed on the man sitting by his bedside. Neat Cangya robes, an upright jade crown, gentle eyes—just like their first meeting. He was holding Yin Biyue’s hand, channeling vital qi through his wrist. His eyes were gentle pools of amber that embraced all they saw.


  Yin Biyue felt tears prick at the corners of his eyes.   


  “Shixiong…” he murmured. “Is this real? Is this a dream? Are you really okay? I…I can’t believe it. Come here. Let me hug you a little.” 


  Yin Biyue was clean, dressed in fresh inner and outer robes, and his wounds no longer hurt. Only his mind was fatigued, and he couldn’t muster much strength.


  Luo Mingchuan smiled and carefully helped him sit up before drawing him into an embrace. 


  “It’s not a dream. I’m fine. We’re both fine,” he soothed quietly. 


  Yin Biyue studied his face—from the arch of his brows to the corners of his eyes, the bridge of his nose to the curve of his lips—unwilling to miss a single detail. All real. The more he looked, the more handsome Luo Mingchuan seemed. Blood rushed to his head and he tumbled forward.


  “Mmph…” Yin Biyue kissed the corner of Luo Mingchuan’s lips when he fell. But before Luo Mingchuan could respond, Yin Biyue had already pulled away.


  “Shixiong, I’m just feeling really insecure right now,” he explained, as if he’d committed a grave sin. “I wasn’t trying to take advantage of you on purpose!”


  “I know.” Luo Mingchuan nodded solemnly, holding back a grin.


  Having gotten his way, Yin Biyue felt revitalized, ready to fight another five centuries. He’d also regained lucidity and had a million questions. “Where are we? How long was I out? What happened afterward? Linyuan…”


  “Slow down. Let me talk first,” Luo Mingchuan soothed. “You slept for three days. Your body was pushed past its limits, and both your meridians and consciousness were injured. Thankfully, because we’ve dual cultivated, our bodies are compatible. I’ve been able to help you recover. There are no major concerns for now. You only need to rest. Best if you don’t touch the sword for half a month.” 


  Three days? That’s so long. Yin Biyue was alarmed. What about Shixiong’s injuries? The world must’ve been turned upside down. What of Cangya? And the other regions? 


  But to Luo Mingchuan, nothing mattered more than his shidi’s health. “Don’t use sword qi either,” he scolded gently. “Circulate your vital qi slowly.”


  Only once he secured Yin Biyue’s promise did he broach other matters.


  “We killed Rong Zhuo in the Yunxing Abyss. The blood contracts binding the hundred thousand demonic cultivators dissolved, and they suffered backlash. With the Northern Army reaching many towns and cities in the Southern and Central Continents, the demonic army fractured. The strongest have seized control of their factions and retreated back to the Eastern Continent. Your wushidi’s luan remembers our scent. It brought word yesterday that the situation is stabilizing. Your dashixiong, Jun Yu, turned defeat into victory at the last moment and managed to slay Yu Shi at Xihua Peak’s cliff…because within Chunshan Xiao was a fragment of the Sword Sage’s sword intent…” 


  Yin Biyue sighed heavily in relief. “Then we’re now—”


  “You’re in no state to travel,” Luo Mingchuan said firmly. “This is an abandoned palace on the Snow Plains. Its protective arrays keep it pristine, so I brought you here. With the Snow Peaks’ dragon vein unstable and the abyss’s malignant energy leaking, the plains are nearly deserted.” 


  A thought occurred to Yin Biyue. “What palace?” 


  “Changyuan Hall.” Luo Mingchuan seemed oblivious to the reason for Yin Biyue’s shift in expression. “I’ve mastered all its barriers and arrays. Shidi, you can rest easy,” he reassured him.


  Yin Biyue suppressed his odd unease. Luo Mingchuan said nothing of his own condition, so at last he had to speak up. “Shixiong, Linyuan wasn’t under my control that day. You must’ve been seriously hurt.”


  “Nothing but flesh wounds. It didn’t pierce my heart,” Luo Mingchuan said with a smile. “Divine weapons have wills of their own. It makes sense that they’re temperamental.” He produced Linyuan. “Now it has returned to its master. But Shidi, you promised. No wielding it until you’re healed.” 


  Yin Biyue accepted the sword with mixed feelings. To a cultivator like him, one’s weapon held extraordinary significance, like an extension of the self. Since arriving in this world, aside from his shixiong, this sword—once Yihu, now Linyuan—had been his constant companion. From rejecting his vital qi to moving in perfect accord with his will, carving paths through dire straits, only to betray him in the Yunxing Abyss, piercing the one who mattered the most to him. Linyuan had been his making and his undoing.


  He set the sword aside and stared at Luo Mingchuan. 


  “Shixiong, remember what we saw in the illusions at Xingshan Temple?” The so-called glimpses of their future. “Who cares about a divine weapon’s will. If it hurts you, I’d rather destroy it myself. If I ever hurt you, I’d rather never wield a sword again.”


  Luo Mingchuan’s eyes darkened. He watched him for a moment, then chuckled softly. “Nonsense. You’re a sword cultivator, Linyuan’s master.”


  Yin Biyue changed the subject. “Does your wound still hurt? Let me see…” He reached out, but right as his hand brushed Luo Mingchuan’s chest, his wrist was caught. “Shixiong! I really am worried. I’m not trying to take advantage of you.”


  Luo Mingchuan kept his eyes trained on Yin Biyue, and he didn’t let go. His bearing was solemn. “Shidi, there’s something I must do. Wait here for me. I’ve already sent word back to Cangya. Your peers will come to take you within two days. If I don’t return by then, go with them. In the future, temper your mind and cultivate with diligence…”


  Yin Biyue’s mind blanked for a moment. 


  “Hold on, nothing’s over, is it?! What are you off to do, Shixiong? Seal the abyss, like Shifu did?!” He scrambled to get out of bed. “Fine! I’ll come with you!”


  Unfazed, Luo Mingchuan pinned him with his arms. “Shidi, what did you just promise me? Have you forgotten?” His voice was gentle but his grip was unyielding. He murmured a soft “Bind,” and a strip of the silk curtain tore free.


  Yin Biyue’s wrists were soon restrained. The silk was soft against his skin, but his strength was sapped, and he couldn’t struggle free. Luo Mingchuan had mastered Changyuan Hall’s arrays; restricting him was a piece of cake.


  Yin Biyue felt cold panic wash over him, and he started to thrash back and forth in a rage. “Luo Mingchuan! How dare you! We came together, we leave together! Otherwise, you’re an asshole! We’re sword cultivation partners! Lawful husbands! If we die, we die together! Try abandoning me. Just try!” 


  Luo Mingchuan eased him back onto the bed and effortlessly subdued his struggles. 


  “The binding spell will lift in two days.” 


  “Don’t you dare go! I’ll never forgive you—mmph!” 


  His tirade was abruptly silenced as Luo Mingchuan captured his lips.


  Unlike the fleeting brush of lips Yin Biyue had dared, this was a true kiss. Their tongues tangled; his heart swelled. Dazed, breath stolen, he could only stare into those amber eyes that mirrored his reflection. Yin Biyue felt weightless, as if he were floating through the clouds.


  Then Luo Mingchuan’s tenderness turned fierce, possessive. His teeth grazed Yin Biyue’s lips, tongue thrusting deep, taking him, swallowing him. Defenseless against the assault, Yin Biyue surrendered to the heat. He uttered no words of rejection; only whimpers escaped his lips.


  When Luo Mingchuan finally released Yin Biyue, his eyes were red-rimmed. He lay in bed with his hands bound, gasping for breath, his robes in disarray after the tussle. Nevertheless, he glared up defiantly.


  “Think you can seduce me into submission?!” he cried. “Not possible! If I were the one risking my life, how would you feel?!”


  Watching Yin Biyue in this state, Luo Mingchuan felt how exceptional his restraint truly was. He hadn’t spent years practicing the way of the gentleman in vain.


  The remnant soul he’d sealed within himself stirred with restlessness. He glanced at his shidi one last time, then turned away.


  Yin Biyue’s vision blurred. He watched as the white-robed, upright figure passed through the layers of curtains, stepped out of the dim palace hall, and vanished from sight. He closed his eyes.


  Emptiness and silence descended. Linyuan was his only companion.


   




  Chapter 103


   


  MORNING RAYS BEAMED from the eastern sky, and the golden light covering the sprawling Cangya Mountains gradually dimmed. The mountain-protection array was shutting down. The sword qi that had descended from the clouds and ravaged the fields rapidly dissipated. The terrifying aura vanished, and the wind blowing over the land felt more at ease.


  Lin Yuangui stood with sword in hand, blood dripping from the blade, his robes fluttering in the wind. He gazed at the sky, looking a little lost.


  Three feet from him, Yan Xing lay on the ground with a shallow pool of blood spreading beneath him. He also gazed at the sky, laughing and coughing uncontrollably, sputtering blood. 


  “I’m really happy for you! Now that the sect elder is dead, his command to you is void. Go live the life you want.” 


  Lin Yuangui did not respond.


  Who would’ve guessed that the battle between Yu Shi and Jun Yu would end so soon—sooner than the arrival of morning light. Yu Zhanmei’s body was still warm, Duan Chongxuan hadn’t yet come, and Yan Xing was alive.


  Some people, even when gone, played a decisive role in the course of the world’s fate. People like Wei Jingfeng. Even Jun Yu himself hadn’t known that a streak of the Sword Sage’s sword intent lay within Chunshan Xiao. When Jun Yu’s life was in danger, an unimaginably powerful attack had been unleashed.


  The outcome of the battle in the sky had been decided; no one could ascend the mountains to challenge Cangya now. Likewise, no one would be able to kill anyone in front of its mountain gates.


  Lin Yuangui understood this. But by his principles, a promise made must be kept, and the debt of gratitude owed to his sect for raising him must be repaid. This had nothing to do with whether Yu Shi was alive or not. Since he had come tonight, whether he won or lost, death was the only outcome.


  But Yan Xing wanted him to live. Lin Yuangui had more than one opportunity to kill him yet had not done so. This meant he was hesitating, faltering over two questions: Who will inherit the New Moon Sword? and What will happen to your master’s branch of disciples?


  The slightest hesitation or doubt slowed one’s sword.


  Yan Xing grimaced as he sat up with the help of his saber.


  “If you leave Cangya now, it won’t be ingratitude, but respect for your life,” he reasoned. “Your master painstakingly raised you so you could gain enlightenment of the great Dao. If he knew you were to die over something like this, he’d be furious.”


  “How would you know?” Lin Yuangui asked. How could you be so sure what my master thought? What if my master really wished for me to die for the sect? 


  “Every master under the sun is the same. Before mine left for the Yunxing Abyss, we drank together at Chunxiu Pavilion and he specifically told me that no matter what happened, even if the sky fell, I must not die. I said I’d try.” 


  The Sword Sage had actually warned him to never do another thing, but Yan Xing didn’t mention it. “Living truly is wonderful,” he said into Lin Yuangui’s silence. “There are so many beautiful things. Won’t you miss any of it?”


  “Like what?”


  “Like the joy of breaking through a bottleneck in cultivation, the clarity of sudden enlightenment. Fighting someone, as long as it’s exhilarating, no matter if you win or lose. The world is so big, what mountain or river isn’t beautiful? And there’s the intoxicating smiles of the ladies in the pleasure lanes… Oh, and most importantly…” Yan Xing paused, then untied a small wine jug from his waist and tossed it over.


  Lin Yuangui caught it reflexively. He’s in such bad shape, but this coarsely glazed little jug didn’t crack at all. Is this a spiritual device or something?


  “Most importantly!” Yan Xing boosted himself to his feet unsteadily. “Sing, drink, and be merry, for life is short! Don’t believe me? Give it a swig!”


  Despite his shakiness, he somehow gave the sense of being towering and indomitable. 


  Lin Yuangui stared at the wine jug with a frown. A sword prodigy equal in fame with Jun Yu, the head of Baopu’s Seven—he had never tasted alcohol in his life. 


  “You kicked my ass! One sip won’t kill you!” Yan Xing barked.


  Lin Yuangui raised his head and took a sip. But the liquor was too strong, and the burn sent him into a coughing fit.


  Yan Xing threw his head back and laughed. 


   


  ***


   


  YIN BIYUE, exhausted from struggling, lay flat on his back to catch his breath. He stared at the beams and carvings on the palace ceiling. The architectural style of the Age of Sages was grand and majestic yet meticulous in its craftsmanship. The more he looked, the more he felt that the intricate floral patterns embodied the great Dao, like some sort of array.


  If he were at his full strength with his divine weapon in hand, he might have attempted to break it. But right now, trapped by his shixiong’s binding and with his injuries unhealed, trying to do so was a pipe dream. Even if he could somehow muster his vital qi and wear down the restraints bit by bit, an entire Changyuan Hall’s worth of arrays awaited him.


  His shixiong was determined not to let him leave.


  Hang on. Array… Rune patterns… Talisman!


  “You may refuse, but company policy requires me to offer anyway. Contact me if you change your mind.” 


  That was right. He still had a talisman! The image of Mister Cheng from the halo’s after-sales support flashed in his mind.


  Yin Biyue swung from the verge of despair to a near-manic excitement. He had originally thought he wouldn’t need the talisman because he didn’t like troubling others. Who could’ve predicted his current predicament? Thankfully, he carried it with him in his qiankun sleeve.


  He didn’t have much vital qi at his disposal; at most, he could push the talisman to the edge of his sleeve. Retrieving it was a difficulty. He had to bend his right wrist upward as far as possible to reach his left sleeve, using the bed to shift his weight. Finally, in a painfully contorted position, he managed to pinch out the thin sheet of paper.


  Yin Biyue sighed in relief and crumpled the talisman fiercely. Then, he focused his mind, feeling the change in the hall’s energy. Moments later, a faint breeze stirred the farthest gauze curtains. A noisy wind picked up from somewhere, sending the hanging silk in the hall billowing like waves of crashing snow. The soft gauze silks whipped chaotically, as if resisting an invisible force. 


  This time, there was no morning mist in the mountains, and Yin Biyue saw the materialization clearly. The light before him subtly bent, as if space itself had been sliced open. Within that space, a translucent outline appeared. It gradually solidified into the figure he had seen before: white robes, wooden sword, stoic.


  The distorted light and fractured space returned to normal. 


  Coming and going freely across the trichiliocosm… A cultivator who’s reached this level should probably have no regrets, Yin Biyue thought.


  “Sorry, but this is an emergency,” Yin Biyue said. “I had no choice but to trouble you, sir.”


  The immortal-like Mister Cheng whirled around at once at the sight of him; his resigned sigh was profoundly mundane.


  “We offer reasonable after-sales support. If you were dying and called me to save your life, or if you couldn’t beat a boss and needed me to block a strike, that would be fine. But why call me at a time like this?” 


  “A time like what?” Yin Biyue asked, utterly confused.


  He didn’t realize that Luo Mingchuan’s kiss had left his face flushed, his eyes red, and his lips swollen. And because of his struggle to retrieve the talisman, the front of his robes lay wide open and disheveled. Coupled with his uneven breathing and bound hands, it made him look like someone who had been thoroughly ravished. 


  Young people these days and their kinks, Cheng Xiaobai thought with an inward scoff. He just didn’t get the appeal of bondage. 


  Yin Biyue had no idea what the misunderstanding was. Though his gut told him something was amiss, he had no time to think about it. “Sir, my shixiong trapped me like this. He’s gone alone to seal the Yunxing Abyss. I’m worried something might happen to him. Please help me out of here!” 


  Ah, so it was just a case of each being unwilling to let the other take the risk. Cheng Xiaobai would sooner die than admit he’d jumped to conclusions earlier. He turned back around with feigned nonchalance and waved.


  “This is our second time meeting. My name is Cheng Xiaobai. No need to call me sir.” He stepped forward to untie the rope for Yin Biyue. “This is tricky. It’s no ordinary binding spell. It also took me some effort to come here. At first I thought it was due to spatial barriers, but now I see it’s your shixiong’s power… Last time I saw him, he was fine. What happened this time?”


  “Shixiong’s cultivation has advanced rapidly—”


  “Impossible.” Cheng Xiaobai cut him off. “No amount of advancement would let him cheat this hard. Where’s your sword? Let me see.”


  Yin Biyue motioned for him to take it.


  Cheng Xiaobai hefted Linyuan and frowned. “The remnant soul in the sword is gone. It hasn’t been that long since I saw it last. Ruling out the possibility of it dispersing on its own, the only possible conclusion is…”


  “It’s inside my shixiong’s body,” Yin Biyue finished. He was surprisingly composed. “My shixiong isn’t fine, but he hasn’t fused with the remnant soul yet. He’s suppressing it.” 


  No wonder he wouldn’t let Yin Biyue see. The sword really had pierced his heart and left a lingering wound.


  Cheng Xiaobai drew Linyuan and slashed down. The gauze curtains parted with a snip. At the same time, there was a loud boom, and the lights in the hall went out. As the entire palace shook, the heavy curtains were blown to pieces. 


  The wooden sword on Cheng Xiaobai’s back shot forth and embedded itself into the carvings on the ceiling with a resonant clang. With the disturbance inside Changyuan Hall suppressed, silence returned.


  Yin Biyue flexed his wrists, then bowed formally. “Thank you, Mister Cheng.” 


  Although he’d told Yin Biyue not to call him “sir,” Yin Biyue didn’t want to address him too directly out of respect.


  Cheng Xiaobai thought Yin Biyue was a bit dense but had a decent temperament. He couldn’t help offering a little advice: “I imagine your shixiong could suppress the remnant soul before because you were severely injured. His will to ensure your safety was strong. But inside the Yunxing Abyss, under the influence of demonic energy, he might lose control. Will you still go?” 


  Yin Biyue had already picked up his sword and was on his way out.


  “Of course. He knows his own condition best. I can guess a bit of his plan. If he can suppress it, he’ll return. If something goes wrong, he’ll seal himself in the abyss.” 


  “If he fuses with the remnant soul, he’ll gain Mo Changyuan’s cultivation and memories,” Cheng Xiaobai said. “You won’t be able to stop him. You’ll likely die instead.” 


  “There’s no other way. I’ll have to give it a shot before I know if I’ll live or die. If this is my only option, it’s the best one.”


  Fine. I rarely meddle in others’ business anyway. Since I’ve stepped in, I might as well see it through to the end, Cheng Xiaobai thought.


  “There may be another way. Your destiny is extraordinary, tied to the stars of this world. If you awaken your past-life memories, your cultivation and comprehension of the Great Dao will be worlds apart from your current state. That will give you a 50 percent chance of subduing your shixiong and taking things slowly.” Cheng Xiaobai stared at Yin Biyue intensely. “The method is perilous. Are you willing to try?” 


  Past-life memories? Yin Biyue felt a momentary daze as he thought of his sense of déjà vu while climbing the Snow Peaks. Now, he felt no shock or doubt. He lifted the hem of his robes and dropped to his knees.


  “Mister Cheng, I trust you. Please help me in this endeavor.” 


  Cheng Xiaobai grabbed his arms to stop the gesture, and shook his head gently. “Trusting me is useless. I’m just an outsider. You have to trust yourself and your shixiong—just as you’ve done many times before.” 




  Chapter 104


   


  WHEN YIN BIYUE stepped out of Changyuan Hall, the sky was already bright. Heavy snow clouds had gathered overhead once more. The biting northerly winds whipped his face as he gazed into the distance. Not a single soul could be found amid the vast white expanse. 


  Three days ago, he’d fought his way up the Tongtian Snow Peaks from here, leaving behind a trail strewn with corpses. Now, due to the tremors of the dragon vein and the ensuing avalanches, all traces of the conflict were buried, as if nothing had happened. Only the faint scent of blood in the cold air drifted to his nostrils and awakened his memories. Not just the images, but even the feelings from that time resurfaced: a heart brimming with solitary courage, utterly fearless. 


  Cheng Xiaobai stood behind him. “Enter meditation here. There’s no need to deliberately draw in spiritual energy. Simply reflect upon yourself. I will act as the bridge between you and the power of the Universe. Although it is day, the stars remain, and so does your constellation,” he said, his firm voice cutting through the wind. “I can only build a bridge for you. Whether you reach the other shore depends on yourself. If you succeed, the laws of this world will detect my presence, and I will immediately break through the spatial barrier and leave. No need to say goodbye. If you fail, you risk backlash. At best, your soul will be wounded and your memories scrambled. At worst, your body will explode, leaving your soul to disperse. If you are ready, let’s begin.”   


  Yin Biyue listened carefully. While Cheng Xiaobai hadn’t said it aloud, if this endeavor failed, he would obviously suffer harm as well.


  Yin Biyue sat cross-legged on the ground but did not immediately enter meditation. Instead, he placed Linyuan across his knees. Then, after a moment’s thought, he took out four yellowed, thin booklets from his robes—the True Immortal’s Chronicles, aka the Lingxiao Sword Manual—and held them gently in hand. He didn’t know why he felt compelled to do this, but he followed his instincts.


  At last, he closed his eyes and focused his mind. 


  Vital qi circulated once through his body, traveling through his meridians before returning to his Sea of Conception, like a river joining the ocean. His physical condition really was far from its peak. Luo Mingchuan was right; after sustaining severe injuries, he needed time to recuperate. 


  But he had no time for a slow recovery. He could only stay cautious and keep his mental state at its peak.


  Yin Biyue sank deep into his consciousness and beheld the Sea of Conception. There was no mist veiling the sprawling ocean, and its waters churned. Vital qi flowed without end. Gradually, the waves aligned with the rhythm of his breathing and calmed.


  Seeing Yin Biyue’s breathing grow steady, Cheng Xiaobai gazed at the sky. When he looked upon the clouds, they exploded and scattered into fine wisps. The fire-bright radiance of the icy-blue star innumerable light-years away shone in his eyes. He lifted his hand and held it just above Yin Biyue’s shoulder. His long sleeves billowed without wind, the ice beneath his feet melting away. 


  His wooden sword sliced through the wind and returned to his wielding hand. With the spatial barrier cut open, he vanished before he could be detected.


  Yin Biyue, immersed in self-reflection, sensed a mysterious power descending from the distant heavens. It seeped into his bones and meridians, then merged with his Sea of Conception. A familiar feeling surged within him, whirling in his mind. He didn’t have the words to describe it.


  After meticulously examining his own being, he let his consciousness drift. He beheld the broad sky and plains anew. Although his physical body remained seated in meditation, it was as if he stood with Linyuan in hand. Within, he saw himself; without, he saw the world.


  This state of separation was both extraordinary and dangerous. 


  The standing Yin Biyue wore a vacant expression. A snowflake landed on his shoulder—then, impossibly, it rose and drifted back into the sky. Millions of snowflakes followed, floating upward. The scattered dark clouds gathered again, churning. Winds shifted. Dawn and dusk alternated as the stars wheeled overhead.


  As if the world had pressed a rewind button, everything around him began to flow backward. Only he remained unmoved.


  Gradually, even he was no longer in the same place.


  At a coastal town, unleashing Star River Descends. In the academy, listening to Xiansheng’s instructions. At the foot of the compassionate yet indifferent Buddha statue in Xingshan Temple.


  The images changed faster and faster, nearly impossible to grasp. 


  At the rooftop of Ye City, while the bitterly cold wind blew, silver moonlight reflected in bowls of wine. In the dark, frigid depths of the dungeon, he opened his eyes. He heard footsteps echo in the deathly silent tunnel. A voice called out to him.


  “Yin-shidi.”


  The eager face of a salesman flashed past. 


  “We also have the ‘Fiend Halo.’ It allows you to kill gods and obliterate the divine. Anyone will cry in fear from a single look! How about it, sir? Would you like one?”


  Then came his seemingly endless career as a villain. At first, it was suffering. Later, he grew accustomed to it. He stopped forming deep connections with the people of those worlds, preferring instead to roast everyone inside his own head, while he watched with the cold indifference of an outsider.


  These memories were so distant, they should’ve been blurred. Yet they appeared before him with startling clarity. Yin Biyue realized then: He had never truly forgotten.


  When his recollections came to an end, a darkness like the deep ocean engulfed him. His consciousness sank into confusion reminiscent of the chaos before the dawn of creation.


  Is this it? Is this my life? He asked himself. No. It shouldn’t be. It won’t be.


  He had come to this world to cultivate, to see the world, to see all living beings—yet he never saw himself. How frustrating.


  What he couldn’t see through, he would cut through. 


  The sword in his hand unsheathed with a mournful ring. A blinding streak of lighting tore through the heavens. As the blade descended, pain exploded through him, as though it would split him apart. Yin Biyue’s gut told him he was facing the peril of soul annihilation, but he also sensed he’d never been closer to the truth. He refused to give up.


  Pain distorted his vision. Through the brilliance carved by the sword glare, he saw a figure walking toward him, sword in hand. He couldn’t make out the man’s face, but he recognized the weapon.


  Linyuan.


  Different man, same sword.


   


  ***


   


  ON THE SAME SNOW PLAINS, at the bottom of the Yunxing Abyss, Luo Mingchuan also saw a man. He was no stranger; this was their third time meeting.


  The first time had been at Liaoguan’s Buddhist shrine. The second, when Linyuan had pierced his heart. The strike rendered him weak, rapidly draining his life force. The remnant soul then invaded his consciousness, seized control of his body, and devoured every demonic being in the abyss. His mind had grown hazy, hurled back a million years, where he saw countless fragmented images. Whether it was faint traces from his past experiences or his intuition from the unseen, nothing could shock him anymore.


  The third time was now.


  The man wore elaborate black robes, the hems and cuffs embroidered with golden array runes like ornate adornments. As he moved, the fabric flowed like water. The dense demon energy of the abyss was enough to sustain the manifestation of his soul. While he had once been a fragment of Mo Changyuan, after the span of a million years, he was less Demon Lord and more a lingering wisp of consciousness.


  Not just his face, but even his voice quite resembled Luo Mingchuan’s. When he spoke, his tone was languid, laced with malice. That, at least, was different. 


  “I am you. And I can give you greater power a hundred times stronger than before. Don’t you want it?” 


  When Luo Mingchuan didn’t respond, he chuckled. 


  “The arrays in Changyuan Hall have been triggered. Don’t you want to go up with me and check on your dear shidi? Do you really think you can keep him with you as you are now?”


  “What cannot be done in ten years, I will do in a hundred. What cannot be done in a hundred, I will spend my life doing,” Luo Mingchuan replied quietly. “What happens between us is none of your concern.”


  The remnant soul had controlled his body until it carried the unconscious Yin Biyue back to Changyuan Hall. When Luo Mingchuan jolted awake, he was filled with dread. Since beginning his cultivation, he had never feared cross-level battles, severe injuries, or brushes with death. He only feared harming his shidi.


  Unable to gauge the strength of the remnant, he had tried and failed to destroy it. The slightest lapse in focus made control nearly impossible. So he planned to seal himself in the abyss, to lock himself in eternal struggle.


  He had healed Yin Biyue, sent a message via the cyan-winged luan to arrange his return, and settled all affairs with Cangya. Luo Mingchuan said only that he would go into seclusion, with no fixed exit date. Everything was methodically arranged. His heart was as calm as still water. 


  “We’re cultivation partners! Lawful husbands! If we die, we die together! Try abandoning me. Just try!”


  When he’d heard those words, he could no longer resist and seized Yin Biyue’s lips in a fierce kiss. Thinking back now, he felt a bit guilty—he had been too rough with his shidi. For all that they’d been through together, their farewell was too brief, too rushed. There was only enough time for a single kiss.


  The man in front of him scoffed. “A lifetime is nothing. He has walked through multiple lives to return to this world. Did you think it was for you? It’s just another step in attaining the Great Dao. You were merely a passing encounter in his long, long journey.” 




  [image: ]




  In the long, long journey, overcoming hardships to reach the Great Dao, you were but one of the myriad beings passing by.


  Fragmented memories flashed through Luo Mingchuan’s mind. How could he not understand the implications? But so what? Should he hide Yin Biyue away, clip his wings, bind him in chains, and destroy a lifetime of cultivation—all for his own selfish desire? 


  Luo Mingchuan wouldn’t deny his possessiveness. But he would never cage Yin Biyue.


  He began channeling his vital qi. In the darkness of the abyss, a gale rose out of nowhere, tousling his black hair and robes. His calm remained steady.


  “This time, wherever he goes, I will follow. If he seeks the Dao through the trichiliocosm, I will seek him through a billionfold worlds.”




  Chapter 105


   


  WHEN YIN BIYUE finally saw who the man was, the surrounding darkness receded like low tide. The mist obscuring his mind and vision had been swept away.


  So it was him. Of course it was him.


  Even if they had never met, he could recognize him without hesitation. Who else could it be but the True Immortal, Yi Lingxiao?


  Gripping Linyuan, Yin Biyue stared blankly ahead. It was like gazing into a mirror or at his own reflection in water. The man felt inexplicably familiar yet profoundly strange. 


  He walked toward him step by step, his gaze distant, until he passed straight through Yin Biyue’s body and continued forward. He wore a quaint black crown carved from wood paired with plain white Daoist robes and exuded an aura of utter detachment. 


  Who was real? Who was an illusion? There was no way to tell. Yin Biyue’s body and soul were separated, immersed in an unknown realm. Here, logic no longer applied. Only instinct remained. 


  Yin Biyue turned to follow Yi Lingxiao with his eyes and realized they were now atop the Tongtian Snow Peaks. Wind stirred around them, sending snowflakes swirling and the hems of their robes flapping. His sight was partially blocked; he couldn’t see the person standing opposite Yi Lingxiao, only glimpsed the black robes.


  Blood dripped from the sword in the True Immortal’s hand. Behind them lay a horrifying scene: palace halls in ruins, a trail of broken bodies soaked in blood. The Wuyin Snow Plains stretched below; the starry sky arched above. To Yin Biyue, it felt astonishingly similar to yesterday, when he had fought his way up the Tongtian Snow Peaks. 


  “You call me ‘Shixiong,’ and that binds us in karma,” the True Immortal said, his voice slightly hoarse. “If the Buddha won’t save you, I will.”


  His tone was devoid of any emotion. Yet Yin Biyue felt as if a boulder of grief had been dropped onto his chest. This feeling didn’t belong to him—it came from Yi Lingxiao’s suffocating anguish. 


  How could this be? All suffering stemmed from powerlessness, but the True Immortal had reached the pinnacle of cultivation. Could he still feel such pain after attaining the Great Dao? 


  If it hurt this much, why couldn’t he say it aloud?


  Yin Biyue was bewildered. He broke into a run, driven by an inexplicable urge to see the man in black robes. The wind sounded like wolves. Even in his current spiritual state, he still felt the pressure of that terrifying aura.


  He couldn’t hear what was said next, but Yi Lingxiao tossed Linyuan to the man. The blade sliced through the air with a sigh. The man caught it by the hilt and raised it in a fluid motion, and slashed sideways.


  Lightning ripped across the heavens. The swirling curtain of snow exploded into powder, and the earth trembled so violently fissures split across the ground. The sword—steeped in bloodlust and unparalleled power—thrust toward the True Immortal Yi Lingxiao. 


  Yin Biyue’s soul burned with pain, but he gritted his teeth and pressed on until at last he saw the man’s face. He froze. No matter how the earth quaked, how deafening the explosions, he was paralyzed.


  That face so resembled Luo Mingchuan’s.


  Now mere inches away, Yin Biyue reached out, only to have his hand pass through the man’s sleeve. The fleeting moment stretched into eternity. Though Linyuan’s cataclysmic strike had yet to fall, he felt himself drowning in sorrow. Whose grief was this? The man’s, or Yi Lingxiao’s? He could no longer tell.


  The world around him shook on the brink of collapse. His vision darkened. Space itself seemed ready to fracture, and a force was pulling him away. He watched helplessly as his outstretched hand faded.


  At the last moment of his form dissipating, he finally cried out: “Shixiong!”


  He’d mustered all his strength yet no sound escaped his throat, not even to his own ears.


  By some incredible coincidence, the man’s lips parted at the same time. He also murmured, “Shixiong…” 


  Their calls overlapped. 


  Then the man lifted his gaze—past Yi Lingxiao—and looked straight at Yin Biyue. 


  Meeting those familiar eyes, Yin Biyue felt his mind reel. He seemed to see him!


  Those eyes were clear, free of worry and fear. He looked at Yin Biyue from afar, as if across the span of a million years. The manifold paths of the Dao all seemed to converge in that single glance.


  The world plunged into darkness. Something shattered with a sharp, crisp echo.


  Yin Biyue stood alone inside the never-ending night. No other living souls. No voices. A torrent of broken memories flooded into him, bringing with them unimaginable pain. Out in space, a bright star burned with icy-blue flames, silently radiating light. It seemed to watch him with both indifference and compassion.


  The agony gradually subsided. Fragmented memories began to piece themselves together into coherent scenes.


  At last, the mixed senses of familiarity and foreignness became clear. All his past questions connected like threads, the answers unraveling before him. It felt as if he’d awoken from a long dream.


  Why did Shifu say Linyuan chose me? Why did Headmaster-xiansheng place such confidence in me? Why the baffling attitude of Liaoguan, Wuwang, and the others? 


  Because I am Yi Lingxiao, Yin Biyue thought.


  The True Immortal of the Age of Sages a million years ago and the him now in the Age of Stars were one and the same. Even if another million years passed, even if oceans turned to fields, as long as he remembered where he came from, remembered who he was, then nothing had truly changed.


  The greatest legend was him. The most ordinary individual was also him. 


  Before he gained the lovely, distinguished name “Yi Lingxiao”—Heaven-soaring spirit—he’d been a boy who prayed to pass his exams, loved reading hot-blooded power-fantasy novels, and harbored a few chuuni fantasies. Later, as an adult, he lived a nine-to-five job, preoccupied with the trivialities of daily survival. 


  In that world, most people were like that—not losers, not idols, just ordinary folks trying to live their best lives. Even his transmigration had been the most clichéd method: a car accident leading to rebirth. Then life became a story, and he became Yi Lingxiao.


  As an average person with his intelligence intact, he never assumed that transmigration made him a protagonist blessed with cheat skills. He cautiously adapted to his new world, learned its rules, and grew up step by step. When he began cultivating, he found that while he had decent talent, his baffling good luck was his real asset. 


  His good fortune made his ego swell for a time, leading him to think he was shielded by protagonist plot armor. But after narrowly escaping death on multiple occasions, saved only by his shidi’s intervention, he abandoned that fantasy and focused solely on seeking the Dao. 


  A hundred years passed, languid and unremarkable. His life was no different from any other cultivator’s. Fearing he’d forget his past, he recorded the Lingxiao Sword Manual in a notebook. He’d cast a concealment spell over the book and, indulging in a bad joke, titled it The Enchanting Immortal Lord and the Cold, Lovely Consort, a nod to the popular Mary-Sue xianxia novels of his past life. He also used a joking tone to match the title. 


  He also jotted down trivial matters in the book, though most entries concerned his shidi, Mo Changyuan. 


  At first, it was because his shidi was better looking—hailed as the most handsome in the cultivation world—and stronger—hailed as the most powerful of the younger generation. Wherever he stood, his presence seemed to transcend the sky. Later, it was because his shidi was unconditionally good to him, in complete disregard of principles. 


  Whenever he caused trouble, his shidi cleaned up the mess. When he was in danger, his shidi rescued him. And whenever his shidi obtained a rare treasure, he was always the first person he offered it to.


  Yi Lingxiao thought back to his bold declaration on their first meeting when they joined the sect: “From now on, I am your shixiong. We’ll share the good, and I’ll shield you from the bad!” 


  How utterly embarrassing. He’d clearly been the one to rely on his shidi instead, hugging his thigh in times of crisis. His shidi was all-powerful—he could do anything.


  After attaining the Great Ascension level, Yi Lingxiao received an invitation from the cultivation world’s number one beauty to attend the birthday banquet of her sect’s Sage. The letter was lengthy, but the gist was clear: Their sects shared a long-lasting friendship, and she hoped to remain close. At the end, she hinted at a desire to join in union.


  Too used to living free and unconstrained—and doomed to eternal bachelorhood—he didn’t get it. He took the letter to his shidi for advice.


  Mo Changyuan glanced at the last few lines. “There’s nothing unusual. They’re inviting you to represent our sect at the banquet. I’ll come with you.” 


  Reassured, Yi Lingxiao let his shidi lead the way and hummed cheerfully as they set off.


  On the road, they passed through a bandit-infested mountain and were ambushed. The bandits were ordinary—just another group of robbers they’d encountered hundreds of times before. But Mo Changyuan underwent a drastic change in temperament. His killing intent surged, and he slaughtered his way through, leaving corpses in his wake. Even innocent travelers were caught in the crossfire. He seemed to show signs of entering the demonic path. Yi Lingxiao had to take a strike from him before he snapped out of it.


  The incident delayed them for the banquet, and the return to the sect would take far too long. Yi Lingxiao brought Mo Changyuan to Xingshan Temple instead. He heard it housed the best medical cultivators, and he hoped his shidi could study some Buddhism to rid himself of demonic tendencies. 


  If Xingshan Temple can’t cure him, we’ll find another way, he thought. Either way, we can’t give up.


  Unexpectedly, when the temple’s head sermonizer saw them, he had a prophecy. “Those involved in a predicament cannot see it clearly.” He pointed at two stars in the sky. “You are a child of fortune, destined for smooth sailing to the pinnacle of greatness. He is a calamity star of ill omen. Not only is his fate in opposition to yours, but he is also mired in sin and wickedness.” 


  After his speech, the monk spat blood and said no more.


  Am I really the transmigrated protagonist, and my shidi the villain? Yi Lingxiao wondered. Bullshit. I don’t believe that.


  Mo Changyuan meditated quietly in the dim meditation room.


  Yi Lingxiao pushed the door open and stepped inside.


  “Are you really going to stay here?” Yi Lingxiao asked. “Let me… Let me keep you company.” 


  “Go back.”


  “I’m worried you’ll be miserable here by yourself.” 


  “Seeing you makes me feel worse.” 


  His shidi, who had always been the best to him, didn’t want to see him. Disheartened, Yi Lingxiao left the room.


  Outside, he ran into the head sermonizer’s disciple, Liaoguan. His face looked kind. Apparently, he’d been born with innate wisdom. But for some reason, he rubbed Yi Lingxiao the wrong way.


  Yi Lingxiao stayed at Xingshan Temple for a month. Mo Changyuan discussed Buddhism with Liaoguan, but when he saw Yi Lingxiao, he was ice-cold. Yi Lingxiao was certain his shidi had made a new friend, but he couldn’t accept it. 


  “You’re not coming back with me?” 


  At the question, Mo Changyuan’s aura surged, crushing Yi Lingxiao with its might.


  “I have already attained the Sage state,” Mo Changyuan said. “By sect rules, I’m qualified to leave and establish my own sect. You should not call me ‘shidi’ anymore.”


  Yi Lingxiao was flabbergasted. “Shidi, after a hundred years of our brotherhood, you…” 


  “I’m sick of you.” 


  As if struck by lightning, Yi Lingxiao left in a daze.


  Liaoguan emerged from behind a partition screen that concealed his presence. “You softened? Your fates are opposed. As long as you stay with him, he will not attain the Great Dao.” 


  “Shut up,” Mo Changyuan snapped.


  The two most prodigious cultivators of their time then spent the next month exploring a method to connect Buddhism, Daoism, and demonic cultivation—to break the barriers between spiritual and martial cultivation, to pursue power that could turn the world upside down. Liaoguan sought immortality beyond reincarnation. Mo Changyuan sought to alter fate itself. Both were madmen.


  Meanwhile, Yi Lingxiao returned to the sect and entered seclusion. He advanced smoothly, without obstacles. When he emerged and heard the news about Mo Changyuan’s endeavor, he dismissed it outright. 


  “Pure nonsense. My shidi is studying Buddhism at Xingshan Temple. How could he possibly turn to demonic cultivation?”


  Because of his high cultivation and seniority, no one dared contradict him. 


  But reality soon proved him wrong. Not only had Mo Changyuan fallen to demonic cultivation, he established the Demonic Dominion in the Snow Plains of the Eastern Continent, founding his own sect with twelve guardians each overseeing a hall.


  Yi Lingxiao went there alone and stormed into Changyuan Hall, only to find his shidi looking at him like a stranger.


  “Those who walk different paths cannot work toward the same end,” Mo Changyuan said. “I’ve never owed you anything, so do not seek me in the future.”


  “For a hundred and forty years, we were in a sect together, cultivated together, traveled together. And now you dismiss it all with ‘different paths’?!” Yi Lingxiao shouted.


  Besides, you were so good to me before! Have you forgotten? I’ve been working so hard. I’m a Sage now, too. I won’t drag you down anymore. Won’t you please come back? 


  But he couldn’t say those desperate words aloud. Instead, he was once again stunned by Mo Changyuan’s words:


  “Then what do you want? The sight of you disgusts me.”


  Yi Lingxiao fled.


  As Mo Changyuan watched Yi Lingxiao’s retreating back, his eyes abruptly changed color and blood trickled from the corner of his lips. The cultivation of the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net was bumpy, causing violent mood swings, especially when dark desires surged. He didn’t know what kind of monstrous method he’d created.


  When Yi Lingxiao returned to the sect this time, he entered life-or-death seclusion without a word for ten years. When he emerged, a Heavenly Tribulation of twelve rounds of lightning descended. That was when he seized the cosmic molten fire required to reforge his sword.


  Once the tribulation was over, auspicious golden clouds lingered for three days and nights before finally dispersing. The world proclaimed him a “True Immortal.” 


  He rarely wrote in his notebook after that. The joys of life’s trivial matters had turned dull. The more he understood the truths of the world, the more insignificant he found the subtleties of human emotions compared to the vastness of the Great Dao and the universe beyond. 


  At last, he had become a cultivator whose heart was as calm as still water, unmoved by worldly matters.


  Another century passed. Demonic cultivation flourished, and unrest reached the borders of the continents. As for Yi Lingxiao and Mo Changyuan, the world only knew them as the True Immortal and the Demon Lord. No one remembered they had once been shixiong and shidi. 


  One hundred years later, Yi Lingxiao returned to the Eastern Continent. Wind cried over the Minchuan River, its swells soaring to the skies. His sleeves billowed as if he was ready to ride the wind to his end.


  “Now that I am free of attachments and untouched by karma, the time is right to realize the Dao of the Void,” he declared.


  Over the years, his masters, close friends, the people and things he once knew—all had been lost to time. He had never taken in a disciple. Thinking back, he realized the only connection he had left to this world was the man standing before him. 


  “Where are you going?” Mo Changyuan demanded. His once clear eyes were now twisted with madness.


  “Wherever,” Yi Lingxiao replied impassively. “Where I am makes no difference to me.” 


  “As long as you remain in this world, I will destroy it,” Mo Changyuan declared. “Let’s see how free of attachments you are then! See if you can still realize the Dao!” 


  “I know you despise me, but how can personal grudges justify harming innocents? How did you become like this? After all your study of Buddhism!” Yi Lingxiao said, growing angry.


  Mo Changyuan threw his head back and laughed, his eyes crimson, his black locks fluttering in a mad dance. “I was born a demon. What Buddha could ever save me?”


  That laughter ushered in a century of war.


  The Demonic Dominion launched a full-scale assault on the orthodox sects. The Age of Sages crumbled, and the Age of Spiritual Decline dawned. Countless joined the fray. Countless died. Blood soaked the land black, and the rivers ran red. Whenever the True Immortal and the Demon Lord crossed paths, the heavens roiled and the seas churned.


  Yi Lingxiao knew he couldn’t kill Mo Changyuan—neither in terms of cultivation nor personal feeling. Watching the world burn with devastation, he sensed the balance between life and death breaking, heralding catastrophe.


  Mo Changyuan seemed to know why Yi Lingxiao had come this time. He avoided him. 


  When Yi Lingxiao couldn’t find him in Changyuan Hall, he stormed up the Tongtian Snow Peaks alone, sword in hand.


  There, on the summit, he found Mo Changyuan. 


  Standing amid the blowing snow, Yi Lingxiao regarded him calmly.


  “Your cultivation method has taken hold of you, consumed your true nature.” 


  “Shixiong, there is no turning back for me,” Mo Changyuan said, lucid for once. He was sober enough to remember that he’d left for the sake of his shixiong attaining the Dao—that he had created the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net to change their opposing fates.


  How had it come to this? 


  “You call me ‘Shixiong,’ and that binds us in karma,” the True Immortal said, his voice slightly hoarse. “If the Buddha won’t save you, I will.” He tossed Linyuan to Mo Changyuan and dispersed his protective qi. “What is your obsession? To kill me? If I die, will you be free? I can die, if it stops you from spilling more blood.”


  But Mo Changyuan caught the sword, and he stabbed it into his own heart.


  The strike stirred the very forces of the universe. Dark clouds obscured the sun, and the storm over the Eastern Continent raged stronger than ever before. 


  Mo Changyuan’s gaze fell on something in the distance. It made him smile. He stood before Yi Lingxiao in the fading light, Linyuan piercing in his heart, blood spilling down his chest.


  “The sight of you makes me miserable, but not because I want to kill you.” 


  For the first time since he’d become a True Immortal, Yi Lingxiao panicked. He tried to transfer his vital qi into his shidi to heal his heart, but their cultivation clashed, just as they had for so many years. All he could do was hold him in his arms.


  “What did you say?” he asked, helpless.


  “If only we could start over…” Mo Changyuan whispered. 


  Great insights often come at the brink of death. Mo Changyuan, ready to die, glimpsed into the boundary of time’s mysteries. There, he saw a chance to turn it all around. 


  Though his life was rapidly draining away, the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net circulated on its own and severed a sliver of soul, embedding it into the sword.


  It wasn’t long until Mo Changyuan crumbled to dust in Yi Lingxiao’s arms and scattered on the wind. Fresh snow buried the blood he’d left behind.


  Yi Lingxiao was the only one left. 


  “I sought the Supreme Path of Detachment, and now I have attained it, for I am truly alone, free of all mortal bonds. Yet this does not feel like enlightenment.


  “If there is a next life, let me trade fates with you.”


  Let me bear the suffering, the sin, the evil. You can have the attainment of the Dao. Should there be a story, may you be the hero, and I the villain.


  The words of the enlightened ones, when spoken out loud, resonated with the universe. 


  Despite realizing the Dao of the Void, Yi Lingxiao didn’t know where to go. He stepped into the turbulence of time and space, forgetting his past. He left only the subconscious determination to become a villain to guide his fate.  


  His soul entered the trichiliocosm, seeking the Dao anew, rediscovering his heart. 


  At the time of his death, Mo Changyuan dispersed his tremendous cultivation in exchange for a chance for them to meet again. And so, Yi Lingxiao experienced life and death in a myriad of worlds, again and again, until finally, he returned to this one—back to where it all began. 


  As the stars traced their orbits, the intertwined fates of the child of fortune and the star of calamity were irrevocably altered. Cangya, Ye City, Xingshan Temple, the Eastern Continent… The reunited Luo Mingchuan and Yin Biyue had already made countless choices that led them to this moment.


  What a long dream.


  Yin Biyue roused from his meditation and found that in reality, barely a full day had passed. The night wind wailed, and cold starlight scattered shimmering silver dust across the Snow Plains.


  Gripping Linyuan, he rose to his feet and bowed to empty air in silent thanks to Mister Cheng. Then he strode toward the Yunxing Abyss.


  If the tradition between us is the shidi protecting the shixiong, then in this life—as the shidi—it’s my turn to protect you.


  On our stars of destiny above, and with the trichiliocosm as witness, I’m taking you back today.


  And we’re getting married!




  Chapter 106


   


  LIU XIAODAI HAD GIVEN the wrong halo to the client. Wang Wei had started the wrong machine. These two interns had somehow managed to execute a catastrophic accident before even grasping the Accident Warning Clause for Transmigration Services.


  As a result, the company’s elite employee had to be deployed to personally handle after-sales support. They were evaluated as “exceptionally gifted in their stupidity, displaying astonishing foolishness.” Likewise, the incident was dubbed the “Drama of the Year.”


  As the primary responsible party, Liu Xiaodai thought he’d be sacked. But to his surprise, he kept his job. The only repercussion was the HR department docking his pay and ordering him to memorize the company regulations by heart.


  All this was because after Mister Cheng had returned, he had merely patted Liu Xiaodai on the shoulder and said mildly, “Pay more attention to the details next time.” 


  And then, under the stunned and envious gaze of his colleagues, Liu Xiaodai nervously stepped into Mister Cheng’s office.


  Cheng Xiaobai raised his hand and waved. The space before them rippled outward, and a translucent screen floated into view. It showed a landscape: a sprawling night sky, wintry stars, and a lone figure trudging through desolate plains, his long white hair wild in the wind. 


  To his shame, Liu Xiaodai recognized that figure at once. “How is Mister Villain doing?” 


  “He’s fine,” Cheng Xiaobai replied.


  Facing an elite of this caliber for the first time, Liu Xiaodai was under immense psychological pressure. He hardly dared to breathe. Unexpectedly, his senior continued. 


  “When I first started, I made mistakes too,” Cheng Xiaobai said, his voice cool and clear. “You can learn what you don’t know and rectify your mistakes. As long as you put your heart into it. A single oversight on your part could ruin lives.” 


  “Thank you, sir,” Liu Xiaodai said, feeling his eyes prickle with tears. Who would’ve thought that someone as aloof and untouchable as Mister Cheng could be so approachable, speaking to him with such sincerity? He felt overwhelmed by his senior’s kindness. “Thank you for helping me—”


  “I’m not helping you,” Cheng Xiaobai said with a dismissive wave. Though his eyes remained fixed on the white-haired youth on the screen, his gaze was far away. “Many years ago, my cultivation partner and I also faced a great peril. He was ready to sneak off and die behind my back. By the time I rushed to him, his life force was fading, his soul nearly gone.”  


  “What did you do, sir?” Liu Xiaodai couldn’t help but ask, though he immediately regretted his nosiness.


  Recalling the distant past, Cheng Xiaobai murmured, “I lit a lamp for him.” 


  Gales rose from the recesses of the abyss that cleaved its way across the Snow Plains. The white-haired youth leaped down against the wind and hurled forward in the darkness, at last finding the one he sought.


  Cupping the other’s face in his hands, he spoke urgently. 


  The darkness trembled. The walls of the abyss cracked, boulders tumbling down in a storm of smoke and dust. An overwhelming power erupted, shattering the screen into pieces.


  “In the sea of suffering, he needs someone to light the way.” Even Cheng Xiaobai didn’t know if he was speaking to the himself of the past, or to Yin Biyue across the billion worlds.


  Liu Xiaobai stared blankly, feeling an unbearable weight suddenly crushing his heart. It would be many years later before he understood that this was the sorrow of fate’s unending cycle, the futility of contending with heaven, persisting in doing the impossible. 


   


  ***


   


  A MILLION YEARS OF SEPARATION. A past sealed awayin history. When brushed open, they revealed nothing but bloodstained days of old. Yet what lay between them was more than just an endless sea of suffering.


  The world’s energy shifted drastically. Tremors rocked the earth as the cliffs on either side of the Yunxing Abyss slowly drew together. The Abyss was narrower at the top. As the quakes shattered the upper walls, dust and rubble rained down upon the two men deep within.


  Yin Biyue’s voice cut through the chaos within the darkness. 


  “Leave with me!” 


  Luo Mingchuan shook his head. His eyes were crimson from the intense struggle against the remnant soul in his consciousness. “Within me is another’s lingering will. It’s malicious, capable of causing disaster…” 


  “Today, with the help of a great power outside this world, I’ve gained the cultivation insights from my past as Yi Lingxiao,” Yin Biyue said. “You don’t need to worry about hurting me.” 


  At the sudden mention of that name, Luo Mingchuan froze.


  He wished his shidi had never remembered. Whether it be suffering or sin, he’d bear it all alone. 


  And so he made the same choice he had a million years ago. 


  “I can’t let my selfishness ruin your path to the Dao.” Staying with me would only entangle our fates, adding unnecessary hardships.


  When Mo Changyuan’s remnant soul had been in control of Luo Mingchuan’s body, it’d devoured all the demonic beings in the Yunxing Abyss. Now, it was much easier for Luo Mingchuan to seal it. 


  The earth’s shaking intensified, but the air calmed. Yin Biyue felt an oppressive force closing in around them. Something was about to sequester this space.


  Luo Mingchuan swept his sleeve and struck out with his palm, the force whirling into a gust to send Yin Biyue away. 


  But before he could be banished, Yin Biyue grabbed Luo Mingchuan by the sleeves and pulled him into his arms.


  “Being together is what matters!” he cried angrily. “Who gives a damn about the Dao! Let’s go!” 


  Furiously channeling his vital qi, he hurtled them upward.


  Boom!


  A deafening collision followed the howling wind.


  As the dust settled, the abyss sealed shut behind them.


  Yin Biyue, clutching Luo Mingchuan, couldn’t slow his momentum in time after shooting out of the abyss. He barely managed to adjust their landing position before they crashed into thick snow. Silvery white powder puffed into the air where they fell.


  Breathing in the air of freedom, with soft snow beneath him and his warm lover in his arms—it felt too real, too perfect. Even the bone-biting northerly wind seemed gentle, and the stars of the Milky Way shone brighter than ever. 


  He heaved a long sigh of relief, his mind clearing.


  “I know you were thinking of me, but if our positions were reversed, what would you choose?” Yin Biyue asked. “Without you by my side, whether I attained the Dao or not would’ve been meaningless…” He paused, then he mustered the courage to blurt out the rest. “Honestly, since we’re already like this, who gives a shit about fates clashing? Let’s just go back and make it official—entangle ourselves completely! If the universe disapproves and sends a tribulation, then so be it! If such a day does come, I’ll stand in front of you! From now on, as long as I exist in this world, so will you. We’ll never be separated again! So be mine!” 


  Yi Lingxiao had never spoken so bluntly or crudely. It was Yin Biyue’s first time too. He spent all the courage he’d gained in both the past and present.


  As soon as his speech ended, nervousness gripped him. He waited with bated breath. The world seemed to fall silent; even the wind stopped. It was so quiet he could hear his heart pounding in his chest.


  The pause stretched on for an infinity until, at last, he heard a soft laugh. But the voice was heavy with complicated emotions he didn’t understand.


  “Such a sincere show of feelings, Shixiong. How could I possibly refuse?”


  A chill spread through Yin Biyue’s body, freezing him to the core.


  “Shixiong?” he parroted, his mind blank. 


  The man in his arms snorted. “What? Did you mistake me for a sword spirit after all this time I’ve been trapped in Linyuan? If you don’t want me to call you ‘Shixiong,’ would you rather I call you by something else? How about…Master?” He leaned toward Yin Biyue’s ear and whispered, “Master?” 


  Sinister, cold breath ghosted past Yin Biyue’s ear. Yin Biyue turned woodenly, feeling like he had turned to ice, and met a pair of mocking, wicked eyes. 


  A thunderbolt struck his heart. 


  How did this happen?


  Like a bird taking flight, he leaped to his feet and unsheathed Linyuan. He pointed it at the man reclining on the ground. His movements were sharp and precise, and his face remained stoic. But on the inside, he was about to lose his mind. 


  I just want to date without problems! Why is it so damn hard?!


  “You were just talking to me about joining in union. Now you’re pointing a sword at me,” said the man, unfazed by Linyuan’s threat. “Just kill me. Not like you haven’t before.” 


  Slowly, he sat upright and shot Yin Biyue a sidelong glance. 


  Yin Biyue felt his heart throb with fine, stinging pain at those provocative words. His grip on Linyuan tightened, his knuckles white.


  “You’re not my shidi Mo Changyuan or my shixiong Luo Mingchuan,” he said. 


  Mo Changyuan had been cold on the outside but warm within. Luo Mingchuan was an upright gentleman. Neither was anything like the man before him. But the sense of familiarity was undeniable, and he couldn’t bring himself to strike.  


  A distant memory flashed past; Yin Biyue vaguely understood what had happened now. Cultivating the Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net had drastically altered Mo Changyuan’s temperament. Sometimes, he was his usual aloof self; other times, he was cruel and bloodthirsty like a demon—as if he was split between two selves, a union of Buddha and demon. 


  Back then, at the last moment, Mo Changyuan had positioned himself before Linyuan’s strike, draining himself of life. The Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net had circulated on its own, and left a wisp of his soul within the sword. Since the one who had blocked the sword for Yi Lingxiao had been his shidi Mo Changyuan, that meant the remnant in the sword was the unencumbered Demon Lord Mo Changyuan. 


  In other words, stripping away this fragment of evil will had allowed the exceedingly virtuous Luo Mingchuan to be reborn.


  Sheathing Linyuan, Yin Biyue felt lost. 


  A flower had two sides; all things balanced yin and yang. A heart was only complete when holding both good and evil. But how could these two souls, separated by a million years, fuse again? If one had to be discarded, how could it be done without harming Luo Mingchuan’s body? 


  The Demon Lord rose gracefully to his feet and dusted the snow from his sleeves. Then he strode away, into the night.


  Yin Biyue tensed. “Where are you going?” 


  The man glanced back and grinned, as if the answer was obvious. “Back to Cangya to get married, of course.”


  Hearing those words come from Luo Mingchuan’s face was a critical hit to Yin Biyue. He took a moment to steady himself before he caught up.


  “What’s happened to my shixiong?” 


  “Discounting the centuries we knew each other in the past, I’ve been your sword spirit for so long, yet right now, all you talk about is that hypocritical gentleman. I’m so hurt…” 


  Yin Biyue swatted away the hand sliding around his waist and leveled his sword to block the body trying to press closer. 


  “If you want to talk, talk properly. Don’t get handsy,” he warned.


  If you use my shixiong’s body like this, I won’t be able to control myself! 


  And seriously—is this guy really the Demon Lord who once wreaked havoc across the realm? Are you kidding me?! 




  Chapter 107


   


  My name is Yin Biyue. I have a question about my cultivation-partner-to-be.


  Our past lives were full of heart-wrenching angst and bloody tears, a desperate and reckless love-hate relationship. In this life, we’ve learned our lesson, focusing instead on cultivation, sword practice, travel, flaunting our love, defeating bosses beyond our level, and saving the world while we’re at it.


  Although there have been twists and turns along the way, I am about to marry the love of my life and reach the pinnacle of my existence.


  The problem is…my partner-to-be’s soul has split into good and bad—he’s developed a dual personality. 


  What should I do? 


  Waiting online for advice. Urgent.


   


  Before shutting down his mental rant, Yin Biyue silently crossed out the Waiting online line and added: Can’t wait. I’m gone.


  Mister Cheng had already left. In this world, who was the most knowledgeable and skilled at answering questions? Headmaster-xiansheng, of course. Where should they go now? Yunyang City in the Central Continent, naturally. The problem was: How to explain to the man beside him that patients with split personalities must seek active treatment and take their medicine as prescribed, so as to not cause harm to themselves and others?


  “Hang on,” Yin Biyue said solemnly.


  The Demon Lord raised an eyebrow at him.


  “We…will not return to Cangya. Let’s go to the Central Continent first.”


  “Sure. Lead the way.” To Yin Biyue’s surprise, Mo Changyuan continued onward without hesitation.  


  And go they did—on foot. Not using any magical means, they trekked across the wide Snow Plains against the night wind like ordinary travelers. Under the boundless sky and earth, their figures were insignificant.


  That had gone too smoothly; Yin Biyue didn’t use any of the arguments he’d prepared. He fished out a jade slip, imbued it with his spiritual sense, and sent it to Cangya. The message was to inform his peers that all was well; that he and Luo Mingchuan would return together after some time.


  “You’re not going to ask me anything?” From three feet away, Yin Biyue tilted his head and glanced back. 


  “This world is entirely foreign to me. Wherever you are is where I belong,” Mo Changyuan said calmly, his gaze distant. Then his lips curled up at the corners. “Don’t worry about me. Just pretend I’m still inside Linyuan.”


  Yin Biyue nearly started reciting the Purification Mantra. In the past, when Luo Mingchuan smiled, it was like a gentle breeze or warm jade glowing. Now, with the exact same face, his smile was tainted with wickedness, both unsettling and bewitching.


  Yin Biyue said nothing, merely quickened his pace and left Mo Changyuan behind.


  Unrestrained, brazen eyes settled on his backside, pricking like needles against his skin. His keen cultivator senses transmitted the sensation vividly—from his shoulders to his waist, from his hips to his legs, inch by inch, over and over. What relentless fascination. This was more unbearable than walking side by side.


  The edge of the Snow Plains came into view, where the barren land started to sprout sparse, yellowed grass. Starlight faded as the eastern sky paled with the approach of dawn. 


  Finally unable to endure it any longer, Yin Biyue turned to face the Demon Lord.


  He was three feet away.


  “Can’t you walk any faster?” Yin Biyue asked.


  A cool breeze brushed past as Mo Changyuan and his chilling presence closed the distance between them. “Why? Are you in a hurry?”


  Yin Biyue wanted to back away but refused to go on the defensive and lose ground in confidence. “It’s peaceful here now, but the aftermath of war hasn’t ended elsewhere. After visiting Lanyuan Academy, we’ll have to hurry back to Cangya and check on the situation there…”


  His reasoning was flawless. Justified. But under the pointed stare of those somber black eyes, he felt guilty, short of breath, and inexplicably irritable.


  “Fine! I admit it!” Yin Biyue deflated, exasperated. “The way you look at me from behind makes me uncomfortable. What exactly are you thinking? Just tell it to me straight. I’ve never been good at reading people. I couldn’t figure you out a million years ago, and I haven’t improved a lick now, a million years later! Even after experiencing a billion worlds, all I’ve learned is to speak my mind.”


  Having thrown in the towel and laid everything bare, he waited for mockery to come.


  Mo Changyuan’s smile slowly vanished. “You’ve improved greatly. The one who hasn’t grown is me.” 


  But I don’t think I can speak my mind right now.


  Should I tell you I long to pull you into my arms right here, take you back to Changyuan Hall and make you cry? That if I can’t stain you inside and out with the demonic qi you so despise, I have no other way to make up for the torments of a million years of separation?


  If I actually say that, you’ll only reject me more.


  Thus, the Demon Lord only replied coolly, “Shixiong, there used to be a river here.” 


  The subject changed easily. Yin Biyue blinked. He followed the other’s gaze to where no river could be seen, only grass stirring under the morning light. Something flickered in his mind.


  Right. They had fought here a million years ago, obscuring the light of the sun and moon, raising towering waves over a hundred feet tall. But after a long time passed, the river had dried up, its sand covered by earth and stone, overgrown with weeds as spring and autumn alternated. Such was the impermanence of the world. No force could withstand time.


  “Changes are unpredictable. It’s been so long since I truly looked at this world,” he heard Mo Changyuan say. His tone was deceptively calm, laced with loneliness. 


  At that moment, Yin Biyue’s heart softened. 


  “Actually, I’m not in that much of a hurry…” 


  He was trapped in the sword for so long. Now that he’s returned to the world, if he wants to look around, then so be it. It’s not like he’s planning to kill or burn everything to the ground. 


  This softheartedness came out of nowhere, just like his inability to kill this man. 


  Just like how Yi Lingxiao had always been soft on Mo Changyuan.


  The Demon Lord smiled. “Let’s go.” 


  He could use the same methods he’d once employed to upend the world to coax Yin Biyue with tender affection. As long as he was patient enough, nothing was impossible—especially when Yin Biyue hadn’t changed at all, still yielding to softness more easily than to force.


  After leaving the Snow Plains, they passed through towns and villages, heading toward a coastal port. At their level of cultivation, few in the world could detect their presence when they hid it.


  The Eastern Continent hadn’t been a main battleground in the conflict between Dao and demon, yet its atmosphere was tenser than ever. Many had fled to the cities. Aside from former disciples of the Twelve Palaces, there were also wandering cultivators who had once joined the demonic army. After the contracts with the abyssal beings had been abolished, the front lines collapsed, and many demonic cultivators returned to their homeland.


  However, the spiritual energy of the Snow Plains had changed drastically. The dragon vein’s tremors lingered, so no one dared tread there. Over half of the Twelve Palace Masters had perished, and the elite fighters left to guard the Tongtian Snow Peaks had all fallen to Linyuan. Now, the Eastern Continent was fractured into rival factions, more chaotic than before the war. 


  As they neared the largest city bordering the Snow Plains, the wind grew heavy with the scent of blood. The main road outside the city was stained dark purple and littered with corpses. Fresh blood still flowed, creeping toward their feet.


  This was now a ghost town. 


  The Demon Lord glanced at the tattered banners on the city walls. “Let’s take a different route.” 


  Standing amid the bloody wind, Yin Biyue let his thoughts wander. From what lay before them, the scenes that led to this point were easy to imagine. 


  “If one faction grows strong enough to surpass the others, laws can be established. The Eastern Continent could stabilize,” he said eventually. “Once it’s unified, recuperation is a must. And then the world would know peace for at least a century.” 


  “So you want me to intervene, unify the Eastern Continent, and rebuild the Demonic Dominion?” Mo Changyuan smirked.


  “Of course not.” Yin Biyue was taken aback. “If we could start over, I’d wish you’d never practiced demonic cultivation.”


  “Oh, don’t trouble yourself. It was fate and circumstance. If not me, someone else would’ve taken my place. But you… After all these years, you’re still the same compassionate soul at heart.” 


  Yin Biyue laughed. Something felt off, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.


  And so they continued on their way.


  They walked through post-battle wreckage and ruins, past snow-covered hills and rivers. With his past memories intact, Yin Biyue’s understanding of the Great Dao grew closer to his days as a True Immortal. Even his footsteps subtly aligned with the laws of heaven and earth. As long as his mind remained calm, he cultivated with every breath.


  The setting sun was melting into gold upon the horizon when they reached the wastelands. He remembered that this was where his master had taught him how to kill with the sword. Later, he’d sat in that very tree, reading the journal he’d written a millennium ago. Life truly was unpredictable.


  After half a month of travel, he gradually lowered his guard. Strangely, they spoke less. Mo Changyuan no longer brought up the past. They were like ordinary sect brothers wandering the world together, passing through landscapes, appreciating the scenery while cultivating in silence.


  The day they were about to leave the wastelands, Yin Biyue said, “I think there’s something wrong with my state of mind.”


  “And what’s that?” 


  “As my cultivation advances, I seem to become increasingly calm.” 


  Mo Changyuan met his eyes. “When you attained the Dao back then, it was in a time of utter despair. You returned to the origin of the universe and sought transcendence by your own power. When you’ve let go of all things, how can you not be calm? You’re just retracing your steps.” 


  Yin Biyue was stunned. He finally understood what felt off.


  He had seen the war-torn Eastern Continent, the brutal battles. He lamented, but he never considered changing the world himself.


  He recalled the days when his master had still been around. Just as now, he’d grieved the changes in his life but had never sought to reopen the Sword Mausoleum himself. His mindset was no longer that of a participant of the world. He was becoming an observer.


  Perhaps it wasn’t that time had dulled his memories of his emotions after attaining the Dao, but that he had nearly ceased to feel at all.


  How terrifying.


  More old memories resurfaced. He had once stood by the Minchuan River, not a hundred miles from here, and told Mo Changyuan: “I am free of attachments, ready to realize the Dao of the Void. Where I am makes no difference to me.”


  That was when Mo Changyuan had broken with him completely—and it was only then that he felt a stir of emotion.


  “I worry this isn’t retracing my old steps,” Yin Biyue said, “but repeating the same mistakes.”


  “What are you afraid of?” Mo Changyuan replied with a smile, clasping his hands behind his back. “Even if it’s in your fate to walk the Supreme Path of Detachment, and you become a True Immortal no matter how many times you start over, I won’t sit back and watch you become that unfeeling version of yourself.”


  Yin Biyue said nothing. He walked onward.


  In the distance, the outline of the coastal port’s walls came into view.


  He missed Luo Mingchuan so much. He wanted his shixiong back. If he could just hug him, maybe all of his problems would be solved.


   


  ***


   


  LUO MINGCHUAN could still perceive the outside world. He could even converse with Mo Changyuan. When they left the Yunxing Abyss, the remnant soul had absorbed the abyss’s remaining demonic energy, trapping Luo Mingchuan deep within their shared consciousness. But it wasn’t enough to send him into a full slumber. 


  He had guessed Yin Biyue was heading to Headmaster-xiansheng for help. He even heard him say: “Just tell it to me straight. I’ve never been good at reading people.”


  His shidi was wiser than he.


  Understanding didn’t come from cultivation level but from age and experience. If, after the illusions at Xingshan Temple, Yin Biyue hadn’t insisted on clearing the air, they might have become mired in suspicion and misunderstanding. At worst, they could have ended up like their past lives, never understanding each other’s hearts until death.


  ‹His emotions are slowly stripping away. He needs me right now,› said Luo Mingchuan. 


  Mo Changyuan scoffed at him silently. 


  They were originally one. Both knew that, aside from merging, there was no way to eradicate the other. If one soul were destroyed, the other would suffer. And in Yin Biyue’s current state, no matter how unwilling, they had to admit: The best course of action was to return control of the body to Luo Mingchuan.


  But the Demon Lord didn’t do that.


  The constellations orbited. The stars shifted. Another three days passed.


  The damp wind carried the smell of brine. A white lighthouse loomed in the distance, seabirds wheeling overhead. A group of demonic cultivators had just returned by ship, and the city bustled with activity. The pair moved against the flow of the crowd toward the docks where vessels were moored. 


  There were travel-worn cultivators, profit-driven sea merchants, and ordinary folk navigating the turbulent times with caution. The docks were a noisy, chaotic painting of mortal life. 


  Yin Biyue turned to ask whether they should hire a boat or cross the sea directly. The moment he turned, he was pulled into an embrace. A forceful kiss descended on his lips—hot and wet, yet laced with cold.


  After a momentary daze, he stoically pushed the other away and leaped onto the wind with a whirl of his sleeves.


  He wasn’t angry or flustered. He simply couldn’t accept it. 


  Luo Mingchuan’s vision spun, then he realized he’d regained control of his body. Without time to question the Demon Lord, he rode on the wind after Yin Biyue.


  “Shidi!” 


  Yin Biyue stiffened. He glanced back with a faint, elusive twinkle in his eyes. “Shixiong, you’re back?”


  Luo Mingchuan was at a loss for words.


  When they had first arrived, side by side, Yin Biyue had tugged on his sleeve and wondered, “In the past, it was Shifu who took me flying. Now it’s Shixiong. When will I be able to fly on my own?”


  Now, though the sea wind and clouds remained the same, his shidi stood atop the clouds, his hair cascading white, presence pure and pristine. His demeanor was just like when they’d first met in the dungeons—or like Yi Lingxiao after attaining the Dao. The very image of a True Immortal.


  Luo Mingchuan suddenly wondered if his memories of unreserved love and shared intimacy had been nothing but a dream. After waking, his shidi was still the same desireless, detached, otherworldly immortal.


  A voice echoed in his head: ‹Look at him now. All his past intense love, hatred, greed, anger, and obsession seem as if they were mine alone.›


  Luo Mingchuan could understand the remnant soul’s feelings, but he couldn’t agree. ‹Impossible. I would never restrain him or force him.›


  The Demon Lord chuckled softly. ‹I hope you’ll still think the same in a few days.›




  Chapter 108


   


  YIN BIYUE WAS CERTAIN he was happy. When he met Luo Mingchuan’s gentle, accepting gaze, the joy in his heart was undeniably real. He smiled, almost sighing in relief. But in a flash, he remembered the banks of the Floating Sea—the moment he’d bidden his master farewell and reunited with his shixiong. Back then, he couldn’t help but throw himself into Luo Mingchuan’s arms. The memory was vivid, but the emotions he had felt at the time were now indistinct.


  So his current state was still not right. What a hassle.


  Luo Mingchuan said nothing, just stepped forward to take Yin Biyue’s hand. 


  Yin Biyue squeezed back hard. 


  Suddenly, the harsh, cold wind faded, as if blocked by an invisible barrier. He’d done it without thinking. Only afterward did he remember: With Luo Mingchuan’s cultivation, mere northerly wind was nothing to fear. Nonetheless, he felt relieved. To have remembered his master’s words—“When you take someone riding on clouds in the future, remember to block the wind”—meant there was hope for him yet.


  As he pursued the Great Dao, his emotions were gradually being stripped away. But if he stopped seeking the Dao, how would he reopen the Sword Mausoleum to find Wei Jingfeng? How could he defy fate? 


  He hoped the omniscient Headmaster-xiansheng would have an answer.


  The turbulent sea raced beneath their feet. Occasionally, giant sea beasts breached the waves, though from the clouds, they caught only glimpses of their fleeting black forms. Above them, an ever-changing spectacle of sunlight beamed through rolling winds and clouds, casting dynamic light and shadow across the sky.


   


  ***


   


  YUNYANG CITY had suffered grave damage during the siege.


  Although the wreckage remained, the sight of the Northern Army’s camp outside the city walls brought some peace of mind. An academy teacher and a dozen students hovered by the tall city walls with lightness techniques, repairing the damaged runes on the black bricks. Below them, many others waited for their shift.


  Before Yunyang City’s renovation and expansion—funded by several major houses of the Central Continent—Headmaster-xiansheng had personally drawn the plans. At the time, he’d chosen to have runes carved onto each brick rather than to set up an activatable array over the whole wall. The work was far more labor-intensive, requiring carvers with cultivation at the Spirit Concentration level or higher, a solid spiritual sense, and knowledge of rune arts. As a result, the reconstruction of the new walls had been painstakingly slow. But since it was the Second Sage’s decision, no one dared voice doubt or impatience.


  During the war, the runes on the bricks had linked into a massive array, forming a tremendous defense against enemy attacks. Now, in peacetime, the teachers recalled events from years past and couldn’t help but wonder—had Headmaster-xiansheng foreseen Yunyang City’s trials? Had he known this war would inevitably befall the world?


  The students waiting for their shifts at the foot of the walls chatted among themselves. But with the battlefield’s devastation before them, there was no levity. 


  “I was on the wall that night. The demonic cultivators just…fell apart. They were already weakening before the Northern Army arrived.”


  “Thinking back, it was strange.” 


  Opinions varied until someone in the crowd spoke up, voice low. 


  “Apparently their combat power was tied to the Yunxing Abyss. Someone major from Cangya went to the Eastern Continent and sealed it.”


  Though the words were whispered, many heard. They all drew in sharp breaths.


  “Who could seal the abyss…? Could it be…?” The person pointed at the sky.


  Could the Sage have returned?


  “Is that true? What happened?” 


  If the Sword Sage had truly returned, he alone could conquer cities and lay waste to nations. No demonic cultivators would stand a chance.


  The student who had spoken lowered his head. “I only heard about it in passing. I don’t know all the details.” 


  The topic was purposely sidestepped.


  “The demonic army suffered heavy losses this time. With so few elite fighters left, I doubt they’ll cross the sea on more campaigns any time soon… For now, we’re still the stronger side.” 


  The destruction of their homes, the brutality of war, the injuries and deaths of their comrades had left them weary.


  Someone shook his head, still pessimistic. “Of the six Second Sages, only Master Wuwang remains capable of fighting. But while the Venerable Master’s knowledge of Dharma is profound…” 


  After the turmoil of this war, the image of the Second Sages as near-deities had been shattered. Yet most still dared not criticize them. The one who’d spoken trailed off, but everyone knew what he meant—Buddhist cultivators were not skilled in combat.


  If only one of the prominent figures could ascend to Sagehood. Not only did those at Lanyuan Academy of Yunyang City think so, but so did many in Lianjian Sect, Ye City of the Southern Continent, and across the realm.


  Yin Biyue and Luo Mingchuan passed the chatting students and walked through the city gate’s barrier. No one noticed them.


  Evening lamps gleamed in the deepening twilight. The city’s tall buildings stood upright like a forest, and they shone brilliantly. However, the lights didn’t originate from the usual gold and red lanterns of gilded towers and theaters. Torches burned at every door, and certain buildings glowed from the array rings on their walls. Along the way, household gates were locked, and the streets deserted save for hurrying cultivators. Only Lanyuan Academy remained unchanged. The lamplights of the library were visible from afar.


  Yin Biyue had lost count how many times he’d been here. He still remembered how nervous he’d been, walking on thin ice, the first time he met Headmaster-xiansheng. 


  When they reached the familiar alley, someone came out to greet them. It wasn’t a red-robed boy with ringlets or a long blue-robed student, but a young monk clad in Jiekong Temple’s plain robes. Eyes downcast, he pressed his palms together and chanted the Buddha’s name.


  “My master and Xiansheng are playing weiqi in the courtyard. This humble monk will guide you inside.” 


  Luo Mingchuan thanked him and flashed Yin Biyue a reassuring smile.


  Yin Biyue knew his shixiong wanted to put him at ease. The only one who could play weiqi with Headmaster-xiansheng was Master Wuwang of Jiekong Temple. Wuwang was a master of medicine. With him at the academy, Xiansheng was likely fine. If something were wrong, how would they have the leisure for a game of weiqi?


  Luo Mingchuan’s feelings toward Headmaster-xiansheng were complicated. Though the man had once schemed against him, nearly getting them killed at Xingshan Temple, he had also aided Yin Biyue multiple times at great cost. At this point, Luo Mingchuan regarded him as a respected elder.


  It was still the same unremarkable little gate that opened directly into the courtyard filled with locust trees. Bitterly cold wind swept through the withered branches of what had once been lush, flowering pergolas. Inside the courtyard, two figures sat at a stone table, their attention fixed on the weiqi board illuminated by an oil lamp. Despite the bleak background, there was a casual and carefree feeling in the air. 


  Headmaster-xiansheng was wrapped in a black down-feather mantle and cradled a hand warmer. Having just slain his opponent’s dragon formation, he was cheerfully collecting captured stones when he spotted them and smiled.


  “See? I told you it’d work out,” he said to his opponent.


  Wuwang chanted the name of the Buddha in response, tacitly agreeing. 


  The guiding monk withdrew. Yin Biyue and Luo Mingchuan stepped forward and bowed in the disciple’s etiquette.


  “Thank you, Venerable Master, for your guidance at the Floating Sea,” Yin Biyue said. 


  Wuwang’s Lion’s Roar technique had broken Yin Biyue out of his confusions, but it must have cost the monk greatly.


  Wuwang shook his head. “With your clarity of mind, enlightenment was only a matter of time. No thanks are needed.”


  “Come.” Headmaster-xiansheng beckoned them. “Sit and have a chat.” 


  Four wicker chairs had been prepared around the small stone table. As Yin Biyue took his seat, he froze. Then his head shot up, and he stared at Headmaster-xiansheng in disbelief. 


  At a certain level of cultivation, one’s aura could be perfectly controlled, restoring one’s original nature. Thus, the Sword Sage walked among mortals like a young noble, and Headmaster-xiansheng read and sipped tea no differently from an idle rich man. But this was something else. Up close, Yin Biyue noticed that the subtle aura of a Second Sage enveloping the academy came solely from Master Wuwang.


  Headmaster-xiansheng’s cultivation was gone. 


  The man who could glimpse heaven’s secrets by observing the stars, who had mastered unparalleled spatial magic, who could alter rain and shine a thousand miles away with a toss of a cup had become an ordinary man.


  Yin Biyue found himself at a loss for words. 


  But the man in question seemed utterly unbothered. “Just a bit of cultivation,” he said. “Remember the Emerald Gleam I told you about? I ate part of it too. I’ve got a long life ahead of me. If I feel the urge, I’ll just start cultivating again from the bottom.” 


  Those who consumed the leaves of Emerald Gleam had their spiritual meridians purified and their appearances preserved. Those who ate the roots gained strong spiritual senses and long lifespans. When they were boys, Headmaster-xiansheng and the Sword Sage had mistaken it for an ordinary spiritual plant and shared it.


  Yin Biyue felt hollow. Complex feelings flew past so rapidly that only a calm heart was left in their wake. As he suspected, his emotional state had worsened—so much so that learning of Headmaster-xiansheng’s condition could only move him for a few seconds.  


  “Please take care, Xiansheng,” Luo Mingchuan said. “If there’s anything you need, Shidi and I are at your disposal.”


  “No need for that…” Headmaster-xiansheng waved. “Enough about me. How are you two?” 


  Yin Biyue didn’t have an answer. Thankfully, Luo Mingchuan spoke up and recounted everything.


  “Shidi connected with the universe and awakened his past-life memories. His cultivation now advances by leaps and bounds daily. His comprehension of the Great Dao is catching up to his past self’s, but his personal emotions are being stripped at the same time. As for me, a wisp of a remnant soul resides in my consciousness. It belongs to the Demon Lord, who left it in Linyuan long ago. Should I fight him in meditation, we’re evenly matched, and harming him harms myself.” 


  Hearing the facts laid out, Yin Biyue suddenly felt how tragic their situation was. The saying was that “Nothing goes well for poor couples.” Why was that also true for the True Immortal and the Demon Lord?


  Sitting here felt like sitting at a doctor’s office. All that was missing was Headmaster-xiansheng’s diagnosis: This illness, you see, is costly to treat and takes a long time. It will be hard on both the patient and his family. So, what will you do? To which Yin Biyue would immediately tackle him, grip his hands, and cry, Treat him! We’ll sell everything if we have to! Doctor, please save my wife!


  But after listening to Luo Mingchuan’s tale, Headmaster-xiansheng just turned to Master Wuwang. “I don’t see as well as I used to. What do you think?” 


  “Benefactor Luo, that soul is a part of you,” Master Wuwang said, serene as always. “Without it, you are incomplete. The only way forward is for you to accept it in your heart. When the time is right, you two will fuse.”


  Luo Mingchuan had considered this possibility, but deep down he still resisted it. He figured the Demon Lord would be unwilling as well. “May I ask when the ‘right time’ might be?” 


  Rather than declining with an elusive Heaven’s secrets cannot be revealed, Wuwang was blunt. “This humble monk’s cultivation is limited. I cannot see it. You must find it yourself.” Then he turned to Yin Biyue. “The Supreme Path of Detachment is a state free of restraints, achieving true liberation. Life is akin to a forest of briars. If the heart does not stir, the body does not act recklessly. To not act is to suffer no harm. Since you have already attained the Dao, what confusion remains?”


  “Venerable Master, you have cultivated Buddhism for many years,” Yin Biyue replied. “You are free of desire, seeing mortal magnificence as fleeting clouds. But I am not the same.”


  After some thought, he continued, “In the past, I had a sword in my hand, and him in my heart. This chased away all my fears. How was that not liberation? To lose my emotion is to lose meaning. Such freedom to me would only be a shackle.” 


  Luo Mingchuan’s face split into a smile. Even in such circumstances, his shidi still cared deeply for him. 


  Wuwang nodded thoughtfully. “Fears chased away… To open a new path is like sailing against the current, with no predecessors to guide you…”


  Headmaster-xiansheng smiled. “No predecessors, perhaps. But successors, maybe. Alas, I can’t help you. Why not ask your ershijie, or Qinglu Sword Sect’s Tempest Sword?”


  Yin Biyue nodded. His second shijie had transcended the life-or-death seclusion, so their situations were similar. As for Zhong Shan, he didn’t know what was going on with him, but if Xiansheng told him to go, there was a reason.


  “One more thing,” Yin Biyue said. “I’d like to know the location of the Sword Mausoleum.” 


  Headmaster-xiansheng’s expression shifted. Then, as if recalling something, he pulled a folded paper from his sleeve.


  “Your shifu left this,” Headmaster-xiansheng said. “He said if you ever asked me such a question and I couldn’t answer it, I should give it to you.” 


  Yin Biyue accepted it with both hands, puzzled why this was such a hard question to answer.


  “Read it when you get back,” Headmaster-xiansheng said. “Lest you ask me more questions.”


  So Yin Biyue tucked the paper away carefully, refraining from probing it with his spiritual sense.


  The pair took their leave. The moon hung at its peak, the trees below dappled in shadows. The distant dormitories dimmed their lights one by one, and faint recitations of texts drifted along the night air. The world was so peaceful it hardly seemed turbulent times had ravaged it.


  Headmaster-xiansheng tightened his mantle as he eyed the weiqi board. “I’m tired,” he said. “We’ll continue tomorrow.” 


  “I’ve been away from the temple too long,” Wuwang replied. “I must return tomorrow morning.” 


  “Then we’ll play next time.” 


  So he said. But “next time” might be centuries later.


  Wuwang suddenly sighed. “One is emotionally detached, the other burdened by obsession. Their road is long and arduous.”


  “But a perfect complement for each other,” Headmaster-xiansheng said. “They shine light upon each other—a match made in heaven.”    


  Wuwang considered this, and found that he was right.




  Chapter 109


   


  YIN BIYUE AND LUO MINGCHUAN strolled through Yunyang City. The bright moonlight above, mingled with the light of torches and arrays along the streets, wove patterns on their figures. A cold wind rattled withered branches, casting their motley shadows on the white walls of the buildings, creating an odd ambience.


  Yin Biyue broke the silence. “It suddenly occurred to me: With my shifu’s talent, it wasn’t that he couldn’t reach the True Immortal state. He simply knew the consequences and chose not to.”


  Someone like his master, who came into this world living freely, expressing joy and anger without restraint—how could he willingly become someone indifferent to all things? 


  “Some don’t want that, discarding what they disdain. Others would die for it, desperately cultivating in vain,” Mo Changyuan commented with a hint of amusement in his voice. “How fascinating.”


  “You’re here,” Yin Biyue noted calmly.


  Perhaps it was the issue with his emotions, or the fact he’d experienced the abrupt switches between the Demon Lord and his shixiong twice before, but he wasn’t surprised in the slightest.


  “You must have heard,” Yin Biyue said. “Getting rid of one of your two souls is unfeasible. The best solution is fusion. I know this is difficult for you to accept…” 


  “He’s the one who’ll struggle more,” Mo Changyuan said with a chuckle. “That hypocrite refuses to acknowledge his darker side. If he can’t reconcile with himself, he naturally cannot accept me, since I embody malice.” 


  Yin Biyue was about to retort that his shixiong was no hypocrite, but Mo Changyuan spoke first.


  “Besides, he values you more than himself. If you struggle to accept me, he’ll be even more reluctant.” 


  Yin Biyue shook his head. “Good and evil aren’t absolute. No one is born a saint or a demon. I have dark thoughts, just as you have goodwill. We’re all the same.” He paused. “Give me some time. I’ll try to accept you.”


  They exited through the city gates, leaving the towering buildings of Yunyang City behind. The night winds, no longer blocked, raged unrestrained in the wild fields beyond the walls. 


  “Don’t expect me to ever become like him,” Mo Changyuan scoffed. “And spare me the platitudes about ‘human nature being inherently good.’ Self-restraint, sincerity, righteousness, the way of the noble man…I don’t believe in such foolish notions.” 


  Yin Biyue furrowed his brows. “What do you believe?”  


  The Demon Lord walked on, hands clasped behind his back, his posture lazy yet arrogant. “Absolute power. The art of manipulating the heart…” He studied Yin Biyue’s expression. “Well? Still determined to accept me?”


  “I will,” Yin Biyue said.


  It sounded very sincere, very touching, but it wasn’t enough to move the demon. 


  “Since when does the True Immortal spout empty words? You claim you’ll accept me, yet you stand so far away.”


  Yin Biyue closed the distance between them. “I’m just not used to it…” 


  Mo Changyuan, ever good-tempered, smiled indulgently. “That’s easy. Let your body grow accustomed to being close to me. Your heart will relax its guard in turn.”


  Something about the advice sounded off to Yin Biyue, but he couldn’t pick out anything obviously wrong with it, so he fell silent. 


  Moonlight streamed over them like silk, painting their shadows onto the tall grass of the wild. Pressed so close together, they nearly merged as one. 


   


  NO MATTER WHERE IN THE REALM, this winter had been exceptionally long. The first snow in the Northern Continent had fallen a month early. Even the typically mild and humid Southern Continent saw flurries. After the season of snow passed, the temperature was slow to rise—rivers upon the plains remained frozen, and plants showed no new growth. New Year’s passed quietly, without a single firecracker heard in towns, let alone bustling markets or festive lanterns.   


  When Yin Biyue and Luo Mingchuan returned to Cangya, a lone winter jasmine at the mountain gates was blooming timidly. A group of young disciples with tender faces clustered around it, their excited, childish voices carried by the wind.


  “Finally, a flower has bloomed! I thought spring would never come…” 


  “If Shifu hears you say that, he’ll definitely scold you. Winter melting into spring is the natural order of things. We cultivators perceive the change in seasons through spiritual energy and vitality. How can we act like normal folks and declare it spring only after seeing flowers bloom…?”


  “That’s not right either. There’s a universe within a single blossom. Shimei, if you see the big picture and gain insight from observing a flower, that’s good too.”


  A young man’s voice suddenly called from above. “What are you all talking about…?”


  The group of young disciples scattered in a flurry to return to their work at the mountain gates.


  Yan Xing and Lin Yuangui’s battle had taken place there. Despite the protection of the mountain’s great array, the stone steps were scarred by the echoes of sword qi and saber intent. The grounds beyond the gates were even more of a wreck.


  Yin Biyue glanced up, his spiritual sense crossing through clouds and mist to survey Cangya’s peaks. Disciples were everywhere, repairing arrays and replanting bushes and trees. Every so often, a patrol of about a dozen disciples passed by. Beyond that, the Administration Hall was crowded as usual, and lectures continued at the Discourse Hall.


  Everything was as it had been before the war. Set against the backdrop of early spring, Cangya brimmed with vitality and new life.


  “My courtyard is on Xihua Peak beside the cold pool,” Yin Biyue said. “Do you want to go there first and wait for me?” 


  The Demon Lord regarded him with a raised eyebrow.


  “If my shixiong and shijie find out about you, they’ll worry. They’re already very tired,” Yin Biyue explained. “Besides, the sect leader is getting on in age. He won’t be able to take the shock.” 


  If good ol’ Grandpa Zhengyangzi saw his disciple return from a trip as the Demon Lord, he might cough up blood in fury. Fortunately, with their current cultivation levels, no barrier in Cangya could stop them. With the mountain-protection array damaged, as long as the Demon Lord suppressed his aura, no one would be the wiser.


  Yin Biyue had expected Mo Changyuan to be too proud to engage in such subterfuge. To his surprise, however, Mo Changyuan agreed. 


  “Sure. I’ll wait until you return,” he said. Then his figure blurred and vanished from sight.


  When Yin Biyue ascended, he made no effort to avoid anyone. Once the first disciple recognized him, many welcomed him back with a bow, and even more hurried over upon hearing the news. Soon, the mountain path was packed elbow to elbow on each side. However, his demeanor was so aloof that people only dared watch him in awe from a distance. They whispered among themselves through sound transmissions instead of speaking.


  ‹Is that Yin-shixiong?› 


  ‹Yin-shixiong’s back from vanquishing evil on the Eastern Continent!› 


  ‹Can you sense it? His cultivation has advanced greatly. Hey, where’s Luo-shixiong?› 


  ‹I heard the Yunxing Abyss in the Eastern Continent has been completely sealed…› 


  This situation was unexpected. Fortunately, the bell atop the main peak tolled three times, startling birds back to the forest and jolting the crowd. They dispersed like a receding tide, each returning to their duties.


  Yin Biyue saw He Yanyun running toward him from afar, breathless with excitement, with Ruan Xiaolian right on her heels.


  After the girl in pink stopped, she offered a proper bow, holding herself with composed grace. “Yin-shixiong, after receiving your letter, we thought it would still be a long time before you returned. Everything at the sect is well. Shifu entered seclusion yesterday to recuperate.” 


  With Zhengyangzi in seclusion and Luo Mingchuan absent, many of Cangya’s affairs and arrangements fell to He Yanyun as the sect leader’s direct disciple.


  “You’ve worked hard lately,” Yin Biyue replied with a nod. 


  “Not at all,” He Yanyun said, flushing a little. “Luo-shixiong left clear instructions before he left. I’m just following them. Did…he not come back with you?”


  “He’s suffered some minor injuries,” Yin Biyue explained. “I had him rest at my place first. I’ll report to the sect leader and my shixiong and shijie.”


  Maybe by the time he returned, the man in the courtyard would have switched from the Demon Lord back to Luo Mingchuan.


  He Yanyun relaxed.


  Ruan Xiaolian grinned at her friend. “Yin-shixiong has just returned. How can you bombard him with questions like this? Let him attend to his business and take a break.” 


  Since the sect leader had gone into seclusion, Yin Biyue bade the two girls farewell and went straight to Xihua Peak.


  The sea of clouds churned by the cliffside. At the sight of his arrival, Jun Yu sheathed his sword and turned around. His aura was as cutting as always. Wisps of sword intent still lingered and drifted along the cliff.


  “Shidi,” Jun Yu acknowledged.


  “Dashixiong,” Yin Biyue said as he approached. 


  Jun Yu nodded.


  There was always such tacit understanding between disciples under the same master. After parting ways, each had experienced their own fight to the death and profound realizations. Upon their reunion, words couldn’t convey their concern for each other; a single glance was all they needed.


  Yin Biyue pulled a thin sheet of folded paper from his sleeve. “Headmaster-xiansheng said Shifu wrote this before going to the Sword Mausoleum,” he said as he presented the paper to Jun Yu. “It should answer our questions.” 


  Jun Yu received the note with both hands. Upon his unfolding it, two bold, sweeping characters leaped out at them.


  The Sword Sage’s hand was powerful and utterly carefree, yet he’d only left two words: Don’t come.


  Yin Biyue was momentarily speechless. Only Shifu could do something like this. And Dashixiong truly is Dashixiong. So composed. Headmaster-xiansheng got me good, too, telling me not to ask him any more questions beforehand.


  Jun Yu’s expression had always been stern, and there was no visible shift there now. He refolded the note and tucked it into his sleeve.


  “Shidi, your cultivation has advanced greatly. Very good. Any issues?” he asked.


  Despite the succinct words, Yin Biyue could sense Jun Yu’s care. 


  “My cultivation is stable, but my state of mind is unusual,” he replied. “Ershijie emerged from the life-or-death seclusion. She may have had a similar experience, so I wanted to seek her advice.”


  “Go. Since returning to the peak, she hasn’t left her courtyard once.” 


  Jun Yu rarely elaborated so much. It would seem Liu Qishuang’s condition was not good.


  As Yin Biyue walked along Xihua Peak’s mountain path, winter plum blossoms occasionally clung to his robes, their subtle fragrance drifting in the air. He remembered the first time he descended the mountain to attend the Flower-Plucking Tournament; he had taken the same path to Liu Qishuang’s courtyard to bid her farewell. Back then, his shijie had hauled out a stack of spiritual devices, adamant that he should take them. Now, while the path remained unchanged, the season was different—and so were their mindsets.


  Spring came late to the mountains, and a biting wind scattered the mist. Liu Qishuang was writing at a desk by the window when she heard a knock.


  “Come in,” she said. 


  The room swirled with the smoke of sandalwood incense. Liu Qishuang wore a long robe and stood straight as she wrote, her face as calm as a still lake. She was copying a volume of Daoist scriptures, her strokes steady and unhurried.


  Yin Biyue stepped closer to look. Each stroke slashed and cut across the paper like a knife bursting with killing intent. The entire page radiated sharpness.


  “Ershijie…” 


  “Sishidi.” Liu Qishuang’s brush continued without pause, unmoved as a mountain. 


  “In this world, aside from life and death, what isn’t trivial? Those who have transcended the life-or-death seclusion don’t care for life anymore, so of course their hearts are like still water, undisturbed by worldly matters.”


  He couldn’t remember where he’d heard that, but it felt very fitting.


  Liu Qishuang finished a chapter and set down her brush, inviting him to sit.


  “I know why you’ve come, but unfortunately I can’t help you,” she said. “This is the rule. If someone could single-handedly upset the world’s balance, they would be too dangerous. So, such people must be stripped of the desire to defy the natural order. That’s why the Supreme Path of Detachment is the ultimate end of the Great Dao.”


  Yin Biyue felt disheartened. 


  At first, he had considered it from his own perspective. He thought that compared to the vast and boundless Great Dao, the emotions in his heart were insignificant. Just as someone who had seen the ocean would pay no mind to a grain of sand, the more one comprehended, the greater their power, and the further they drifted from the mortal world. 


  Liu Qishuang, however, viewed it differently. Those who wished to reshape the world lacked the strength, and those who possessed the strength lacked the passion and therefore the desire to do so. Only in this way could the workings of the universe proceed unimpeded. 


  The ultimate end of the Great Dao was solitude.


  “May I ask, Shijie, if one day we are free of attachments and forget all worldly affairs, what is the meaning of cultivation?” Yin Biyue asked.


  Liu Qishuang shook her head. “Forget worldly affairs? When would we do that?” Her gaze drifted past the window and into the distance. “I promised someone to live well and remember her for a long, long time. I can’t break my word.”


  As Yin Biyue watched her, a thought occurred to him. Past scenes flashed before his eyes, now all explained. 


  “Shijie, do you feel you’ve been unfaithful to Palace Master Yu?” he asked.


  Liu Qishuang returned to her desk and flipped to a new page of scripture. “There were never any vows between us. How could I be unfaithful?” she asked calmly.


  Yin Biyue didn’t know what to say to that.


  He bade Liu Qishuang farewell and left to return to his own courtyard. The sun dipped in the western horizon, but there was no resplendent sunset. The greenery and rocks of Xihua Peak bathed in the dimming light of dusk.


  “Lao-si!” someone called from behind him.


  Yin Biyue turned to find Yan Xing hopping down a tree, his wine jug in hand. 


  “Sanshixiong, are you… Are you all right?” Didn’t they say you were brutally beaten in the fight with Lin Yuangui and broke a bunch of bones? 


  Yan Xing knew what he was asking and waved it off. “Don’t listen to the nonsense Lao-wu spouts in his letters. My bones are tough.” Then he heaved a long-suffering sigh. “Oh god, your cultivation’s spiked again… I’ve no dignity left as your shixiong at this point.” 


  He fished out a letter from his robes. “This is Zhong Shan’s reply to the letter you sent to Qinglu Sword Sect. His injuries haven’t healed, so he dictated it, and Song Tang wrote it for him… I brought it back for you.”


  “I can’t believe he’s that severely wounded… I’ve troubled them,” Yin Biyue said, feeling a pang of guilt. 


  “Amazing,” Yan Xing said, looking impressed. “Song Tang told me you would say something like that.” 


  “What else did Sect Leader Song say?” 


  “He said if you keep that up, it means you don’t consider them friends.” 


  Yin Biyue grinned. “Sanshixiong, have you been at Qinglu Sword Sect all this time?” 


  Yan Xing remembered Duan Chongxuan’s teasing before he left: “Running off to the Southern Continent all the time, you might as well marry into their sect.” He felt no shame in admitting the truth. “Yeah. Song Tang just took over as sect leader. I worry about him.”  


  But as soon as the words left his lips, he remembered Duan Chongxuan’s merciless follow-up.


  “Are you even that close? Since when is it your place to ‘worry about him’?”


  Suddenly feeling glum, Yan Xing vaulted back into the treetops, chucked the wine jug, drew his saber, and leaped toward the cliffs. 


  “You go on ahead, Lao-si. I’m gonna fight Dashixiong.” 


  In simpler terms, he was off to get his ass kicked.


  Yin Biyue didn’t think anything of it, only that his Sanshixiong was as spontaneous as ever. The mood struck, so he wanted to spar with Jun Yu.


  He opened the letter. The writing was succinct, with no unnecessary pleasantries beyond an initial greeting. In just a few lines, the scene of collapsing boulders and billowing smoke sprang vividly to life.


  …A million years ago, the master of the sword Fengyu did indeed fall at Liangnan Pass. By chance, the sword returned to its old haunt, and I entered a mysterious state…


  The evening breeze parted the mountain mist like sword qi sundering the morning fog outside Ye City. His opponent’s strike—Gentle Drizzle Return Not—had scattered like the stars upon an autumn river. Judged by the long lifespan of cultivators, those duels in the ring hadn’t been so distant. But it seemed as though overnight, their paths in the sword and in life had diverged beyond belief.


  Understanding the true intent behind the Tempest Sword Style, given my state of mind at the time, was akin to “Hear the truth in the morning, die content in the evening”… But I suppose I had attachments that made me want to live. 


  Yin Biyue walked as he read the letter, but stopped when he arrived at the last line.


  …I only know that demonic cultivators still roam, and hardships abound across the land. I dare not go on ahead. My master’s vengeance remains unfulfilled, and my sect has yet to flourish. I will not treat my life lightly.


  The melancholy from his talk with Liu Qishuang deepened. When he looked up, he was met with familiar white walls and gray tiles. The walls were low, the tiles old. His courtyard was simply furnished. Were it not for Xihua Peak’s perpetual mist, it might have resembled any common household. 


  The wooden door swayed slightly, creaking open. A lamp burned in the bedroom, its light seeping through the paper window and casting warm yellow onto the stone steps. Only then did Yin Biyue remember that someone was waiting for him.


  He pushed open the bedroom door. For some reason, he was compelled to say, “I’m home.” 


  Lamplight flickered. The outer room was empty.


  From behind the screen in the inner chamber came a soft laugh. The sound was low and husky, echoing in the tranquil night like a crow’s feather alighting upon a wine bowl filled with moonlight. 


  Indescribably tender. 


  Step by step, Yin Biyue approached. Behind the half-closed bed curtains, the man lounged against the headboard, his black hair loose and his snow-white inner robe wide open to expose his jade-smooth chest. 


  Candlelight spilled in, illuminating only part of his face. His thick lashes cast shadows over his features, faintly veiling his expression. He exuded the allure of a soul-stealing demon.


  When he spoke, his voice was intoxicating, his tone lilting with amusement: 


  “Who did you meet? Whose letter did you read? You’ve come back so late.”




  Chapter 110


   


  FOR A MOMENT, Yin Biyue was dazed. He closed his eyes.


  When he opened them again, they were clear and untroubled, free of worldly corruption. His wide sleeves swayed as he clasped his hands behind his back. The wooden window opened soundlessly of its own accord, letting in the cool night wind along with starlight, dispersing the heat that clouded his mind. The breeze lifted the bed curtains, sending Mo Changyuan’s ink-black hair swirling freely.


  Yin Biyue walked to the bedside and leaned down, bringing their faces so close that their breaths mingled. He could even feel Mo Changyuan’s amusement, the faint thumping of his chest. 


  Then he reached out, tugged Mo Changyuan’s collar into place, ensured it was properly fastened, and tied the sash securely. It was the first time he’d done such a thing. His movements were unpracticed but earnest. Finally, he took two steps back.


  “I met with Shixiong and Shijie and read Zhong Shan’s letter,” he said calmly. “If you have something to tell me, do it properly. Don’t try to bewitch me with magic.”


  Mo Changyuan brushed off the comment. Still lounging on the bed, he adjusted his collar, clearly uncomfortable with how tightly it had been fastened. But he humored Yin Biyue. 


  “So, after asking all those people, what answers did you get?”  


  Yin Biyue thought for a moment. “I guess I need to have an attachment.”


  “Do you not have enough of those already?” Mo Changyuan asked with an arched eyebrow.


  Yin Biyue fell silent. 


  I’m concerned for Shixiong, whose soul is split; for Shifu, whose return is uncertain; for my fellow peers of Xihua Peak; and for friends outside of Cangya. By all accounts, I’ve got quite a few attachments.


  “What you’re saying is merely having attachments isn’t enough. You must also have desire,” the man said, his gaze deepening like a whirlpool. 


  “Desire…?” Yin Biyue repeated tentatively.


  “Hunger demands food, cold demands more layers. These are the most basic desires of life. Seeking status, glory, and profit are desires that follow once survival is secured. Living beings’ relentless pursuit of life, as well as death, is driven by desire. As a cultivator, you should desire power and enlightenment. But now you have nothing.” Although his posture was languid, his words were sharp and unrelenting. “Without suffering or struggles, without longing, where does desire come from?!”


  Yin Biyue had to admit there was truth to his words. “You have a solution?” 


  “I’ve thought of a way to stir desire in you,” Mo Changyuan said. “Are you willing to try it?” 


  “Debate the Dao with me? Point out the gaps in my un­derstanding?” 


  Mo Changyuan’s laugh was low and husky. “Why go through all that trouble? As the saying goes, ‘Warmth and full bellies breed lust.’ Is lust not the easiest desire to achieve?” 


  Yin Biyue was stunned. After all that roundabout talk, this was where the trap lay. What a setup! 


  Yet against his will, unsightly, disordered images surfaced in his mind. A dark cave, hot candlelight, intimate touches…


  When he met his shixiong’s gaze again, his heart—and face—felt warm.


  Steadying himself, he sighed. “How did you become like this?” 


  Luo Mingchuan was a man of principle. And Mo Changyuan, though chilly on the outside, had been good to Yi Lingxiao too when he was his shidi. Even after falling into demonic cultivation, Mo Changyuan had only grown colder, pushing others away. Neither version of him would ever do anything so ridiculous.


  Knowing what he was thinking, Mo Changyuan scoffed. “You’re already on the verge of becoming a True Immortal. If I stayed as cold as I was in my past life, we’d only be repeating history.” 


  Yin Biyue frowned at his choice of words. “Sophistry.”


  “You don’t want to?”


  The night wind rushing into the room bit at their cheeks. The candlelight flickered wildly. Yin Biyue didn’t answer, but his refusal was clear.


  A terrifying pressure descended upon the small room. The candle snuffed out. The desk, bookshelves, partition screen, and bed trembled in the darkness. Yin Biyue knew the Demon Lord’s patience had run out. His constant smiling, the accommodating facade—always letting him decide where they would go, what they would do—had been an illusion, as he’d suspected.


  Starlight streamed in, bending when it crossed between them, surreal and eerie. The invisible clash of power had distorted the space itself.


  “Enough,” Yin Biyue said, breaking the silence.


  But he couldn’t think of what to say to make Mo Changyuan stop. In the past, if Mo Changyuan had sought to destroy the world, no one could have stopped him. Why would he care about something as trivial as disturbing the mountain-protection array?


  In the end, Yin Biyue said weakly, “My bed will collapse. I won’t be able to sleep.”


  Even he found the excuse laughable.


  But to his surprise, Mo Changyuan, despite being on the verge of fury just a second ago, calmed down. He flipped his sleeves and rose from the bed. 


  “Sleep. I’ll meditate in the outer room.” 


  Then he walked away, brushing past Yin Biyue. Starlight cascaded over his figure as he moved.


  “I’m sorry,” Yin Biyue said, turning around. He didn’t know why he was apologizing. He only felt that what he’d said must have deeply hurt. The same kind of pain he himself had felt when Mo Changyuan pointed a sword at him atop the Tongtian Snow Peaks.


  Mo Changyuan paused, but he didn’t look back.


  “No need to apologize. You’ve done nothing wrong. It was sophistry on my part.” After a moment, he finally answered the earlier question. “A million years ago, I lived a repressed life and never told you what was in my heart. You must have found it tiresome. So I thought: Since you didn’t like Mo Changyuan anyway, why not live freely this time? If I want something, I’ll tell you.”


  He tilted his head back and flashed Yin Biyue a smile. “But now it seems you don’t care what I’m like one way or the other. After all, with the Great Dao in your heart, what do love and grudges matter?”


  Yin Biyue’s vital qi surged, condensing into an invisible barrier. It solidly blocked Mo Changyuan’s exit.


  If there was one thing Yin Biyue had truly improved in this life, it was this: No one was leaving until they’d talked this out.


  “Shidi,” he called. That single word seemed to turn back time, erasing the separation of a million years. “We joined the sect together, sought enlightenment and cultivated. Later we sank into mortal conflicts and life-or-death trials. Whether love bloomed in those days, I really don’t know. After all, the past is gone. Its grudges are hard to trace. I only know that when I entered the trichiliocosm to seek the Dao anew, it was to change our fates.


  “But I won’t lie and say it makes no difference who you are now. Because your soul is split into two. The one who made me truly understand love in this life, the one I fell for so deeply, is the other half of your soul.”


  Don’t say I don’t care. Be it Mo Changyuan or Luo Mingchuan, shixiong or shidi, past life or present, there’s only ever been you. 


  What does the Great Dao matter? It’s nothing compared to you.


  The heavens’ starry river slowly sank as the moon traveled westward, away from the window. After a long pause, Mo Changyuan said, “I understand.” 


  That was all. He shattered the barrier and walked out.


  Yin Biyue heard the faint sound of air splitting, backed a few steps away, and slumped onto the bed. He didn’t know if he’d done the right thing. Whether his confession had done more damage than good.


  A few minutes later, the candlelight in the outer room flickered back to life. Steady footsteps rang outside. Yin Biyue looked up to see the man who had just left returning. He held out his arms, the candlelight illuminating the warmth in his eyes. His familiar presence was unmistakable. Yin Biyue tentatively returned the embrace.


  “Shixiong…” It’s been so long.


  Luo Mingchuan pulled him close, his voice slightly hoarse. “I’m back.”


  It wasn’t the first time they had shared a bed. There was no awkwardness or hesitation between them; they just lay down together. The candle was extinguished, the bed curtains drawn. Yin Biyue shifted to a comfortable position, wrapping an arm around Luo Mingchuan’s waist in what he thought was a domineering gesture.


  Registering our union can’t wait. Without an official status, it’s too unfair to Shixiong.


  “The time has come.” Luo Mingchuan’s voice was a low rumble against his cheek. “I’ll enter seclusion tomorrow.”


  “When the time is right, you two will fuse.” So Master Wuwang had said. Yin Biyue needed no further explanation to understand what he meant.


  So soon?


  “It’s too dangerous. We’ll register our union tomorrow first,” Yin Biyue insisted.


  “We can’t rush that. Wait until I’ve left seclusion,” Luo Mingchuan said. “We still have to prepare ceremonial robes, send invitations, open Cangya’s gates, host a three-day banquet—”


  “Excuses,” Yin Biyue interjected. “Once we’ve joined in union, our fates will be bound. You’re worried that if something goes wrong during seclusion, it’ll affect me, aren’t you?” 


  Luo Mingchuan had no rebuttal. His shidi might be slow in some matters, but he was sharp in others. There was no hiding from him. 


  Yin Biyue glared up at him. “If we’re afraid of even this, what kind of cultivation partners are we?” 


  Luo Mingchuan patted his back soothingly. “My mistake.” He suddenly grinned. “Your emotions seem to be back. Maybe making you angry is a good thing?” 


  Yin Biyue considered this. “Probably because I have the desire to join in union with you.” 


  Or perhaps it was just that too much had happened tonight. There was so much that could affect his feelings.


  Luo Mingchuan’s voice lowered. “You believe what he said?” 


  “…There’s some truth to it.” 


  “Then shall we give it a try?” 


  Yin Biyue was about to ask what he meant when the words “Warmth and full bellies breed lust” flashed through his mind. His breathing hitched.


  Wait. That can’t mean what I think it means, right?


  A few strands of Luo Mingchuan’s hair tickled Yin Biyue’s cheek. Luo Mingchuan leaned over him and pressed his hand down, pinning Yin Biyue beneath his body, blocking out the stars. His eyes raged with a dark emotion, yet they seemed bright.


  They shared a long, deep kiss. Unlike the brief pecks or desperate one-sided kisses they’d shared thus far, this one was thorough yet tender, lingering and unhurried. Their entwining tongues filled the room with filthy sounds.


  When they parted, Yin Biyue had to catch his breath and his robes were in disarray. Yet his face remained unmoved—a detachment he himself was unaware of. 


  Luo Mingchuan detested the True Immortal look hanging about him. His eyes grew fiercer as he seized Yin Biyue’s wrists in one hand and pinned him down firmly. His other hand roamed from Yin Biyue’s chest to his waist, kneading and caressing, before he reached Yin Biyue’s sash and undid it. Leaning close, Luo Mingchuan sucked and teased at Yin Biyue’s sensitive earlobe, then he blew softly against his skin.


  Yin Biyue shuddered from the sensation and began to squirm. “That tickles…” 


  It didn’t just tickle. A strange, tingling feeling was coursing through him.


  Luo Mingchuan stared into Yin Biyue’s eyes and breathed softly, “Confound.” 


  Suddenly, Yin Biyue lost his strength and fell into a bewitched daze. He felt so good, like he had dipped into a warm bath…


  Luo Mingchuan spread his legs and noticed Yin Biyue’s cock was twitching as it stood erect, drooling precum from the tip all the way to the slickened base. The sight made Luo Mingchuan smile, the upturned curve both gentle and cruel. He teased the hard length, guiding his hand along it softly. He drank it all in as his white-haired, cold-eyed shidi flushed red. Yin Biyue’s eyes soon glazed with unshed tears, and he moaned and shook his head, wanting to struggle free but lacking the strength.


  The abyssal demon had pulled the immortal from the clouds and pinned him to the earth, to be defiled and corrupted at his whim. 


  Pleasure built, layer upon layer, beyond Yin Biyue’s control. When he was right on the verge of release, he heard a low voice whisper in his ear:


  “Shidi, look. You’re so aroused. A True Immortal doesn’t have desires.” 


  The surge of hot shame that flooded his chest pushed him over the edge. Blinding light—brilliant fireworks over green meadows—filled his vision, setting every inch of him ablaze. The easterly wind blew past, and in the span of one night, all the trees waiting for spring burst into bloom.


  When he regained himself, his lower body was a sticky mess. A couple of drops of his cum had splattered on his face from the strength of his peak, but they were swiftly lapped away by a warm tongue. Then, something large and hot ground back and forth in the groove between his buttocks. A tingling feeling raced up his spine, all the way to his brain.


  Something pushed into his entrance. He clenched down, hoping to obstruct the foreign object, but his legs were forced apart. Luo Mingchuan worked warmed lubricant inside Yin Biyue with his fingers, stirring his insides.


  Yin Biyue flushed bright red, then his body was nearly folded in half as Luo Mingchuan lifted him up. Yin Biyue’s legs came to rest on Luo Mingchuan’s shoulders, then he watched with wide eyes as Luo Mingchuan’s massive cock breached his hole. It penetrated him to a terrifying depth.


  Luo Mingchuan let out a contented sigh. His shidi’s body was wet and soft inside, pulsing around his cock. So good.


  Luo Mingchuan sought that sensitive spot inside Yin Biyue, and savored the delightful, shuddering reaction of Yin Biyue’s prone body when he found it. He thrust into him in earnest then, hard and relentless. Luo Mingchuan had always been a man of exceptional restraint, but everything had its limits. Once his long-suppressed desires broke free, he was like a wild beast roused from slumber—consumed by the desire to bite, to devour, to ravage and claim Yin Biyue completely.


  Yin Biyue was going to lose his mind. Harsh breaths rang in his ears, and behind that was nothing but the obscene sound of flesh slapping against flesh. Luo Mingchuan brutally pounded his weak point, forcing Yin Biyue’s spent length to stand tall again. Then, he vaguely heard a familiar voice.  


  Yin Biyue didn’t close his eyes. Instead, he stared at Luo Mingchuan, as if trying to carve him onto his heart. He felt limp and powerless, from his tongue down to the tips of his toes, unable to do anything but rock his hips clumsily to match Luo Mingchuan’s pace. The heat of the spell wrapped around Yin Biyue like a blanket. His vision blurred, much like his mind. He wanted to speak, but only helpless moans escaped his throat.


  “Don’t fault me, please,” Luo Mingchuan murmured. “I’m afraid you’ll shed all desire before I return from seclusion—become too pure, too pristine. If there’s anything I truly fear, it’s losing you.”


  But Yin Biyue could no longer process his words. “Shixiong, it hurts,” he whimpered, struggling instinctively. 


  But Luo Mingchuan, ever the gentle and composed gentleman, turned almost violent in his forceful response. “Call my name,” he demanded.


  “Luo Mingchuan, Luo Mingchuan…!” Yin Biyue choked out hoarsely.


  He lost track of time drifting in the sea of desire. He melted into a pool of spring water, too liquid to lift a single finger.


  At long last, the scalding cock filling him so completely pulled out. But before he could catch his breath, Luo Mingchuan’s arms snaked around Yin Biyue’s shoulders and lifted him off the bed. Then Luo Mingchuan drove back into him from this new position, reaching a depth he never had before. His fingers dug into Yin Biyue’s thin waist as he fucked him, thrusting again and again. Yin Biyue was reduced to a sobbing mess by the sheer intensity of it.


  “Please! How can you treat me like this?” he protested weakly. “You’re always so good to me…”


  His usual cool voice was colored with lust, broken and rough. His cries only added fuel to Luo Mingchuan’s burning desire—but they also melted his heart. With a sigh, he stopped his movements and gathered Yin Biyue into his arms, patting his back soothingly. He couldn’t bear to have his shidi suffer after all.


  He must’ve lost his mind, using the pupil technique to confound Yin Biyue. How was he any different from the Demon Lord?


  He pulled out and laid Yin Biyue on his back, though his eyes were caught by the white cum flowing from Yin Biyue’s open hole and trailing down his long, straight legs.


  Luo Mingchuan slid a finger inside him again, kneading tentatively, and the soft channel immediately clamped down, sucking it in. Luo Mingchuan’s arousal blazed; he was so hard it hurt. But tears were still streaming from Yin Biyue’s eyes.


  “Don’t, no more…” 


  Thus, Luo Mingchuan inhaled deeply, and he proceeded to chant the Purification Mantra in his head. 


   


  ***


   


  YIN BIYUE FULLY REGAINED consciousness at noon the next day. 


  The pale sunlight of early spring streamed into the house, illuminating motes of dust floating in the air. The water mirror reflected their faces. He was sitting at the old desk while Luo Mingchuan stood behind him, tying his hair. Long, nimble fingers combed through silvery white strands, parting them neatly. Half were drawn up, half left loose.


  “Mad at me?” Luo Mingchuan smiled wryly at the person in the mirror. His shidi had every right to be mad. He was entirely in the wrong.


  Yin Biyue snapped out of his thoughts. “I was just curious how you managed to do it, Shixiong…” 


  My cultivation is clearly advancing by leaps and bounds, my will as firm as bedrock. How can the Ghara Pupil Technique confound me so easily? Didn’t I almost instantly detect it when the Demon Lord tried to use bewitchment on me before?


  Luo Mingchuan felt a pang in his heart. “It’s because you trust me. You don’t guard against me.” 


  And I took advantage of your trust; it’s as simple as that. You must be disappointed.


  With a crack, the water mirror shattered into droplets and dispersed. The jade comb in his hand snapped into two from his tight grip, its edges digging into his hands. 


  Yet Yin Biyue turned around and flashed a long-absent smile.


  “This is great.”


  Luo Mingchuan thought he had misheard. “What?” 


  Yin Biyue sighed. “If I’d known this would solve everything, why did we bother with all that trouble before?”


  If not for how embarrassing the method was, he really wanted to write to Headmaster-xiansheng about it. No matter how many ancient texts the man read, Yin Biyue bet he’d never have thought of this method.


  Yin Biyue stood up and, with what he believed to be a suave and tender gesture, smoothed Luo Mingchuan’s collar. “You’ve worked hard, Shixiong. The way I am now, I can hold out until you come out of seclusion.” 


  He finally felt the goodwill of this world. He brimmed with joy and life, like withered wood meeting spring’s warmth, like seeing light at the end of the tunnel. The Supreme Path of Detachment was nothing compared to a single night of pleasure. How wonderful!


  Luo Mingchuan froze. How could he explain to his shidi that, in this matter, he was the one at a disadvantage?


  He sighed instead. 


  Yin Biyue’s heart jumped with nerves. “Shixiong?” 


  Luo Mingchuan took his hand and led him out the door. The early spring plants were sprouting wildly, their tender green hues soaked in Cangya’s perpetual mist. 


  Pleasant is a spring day, lush and bright.9


  “I was just thinking how fortunate I am to have gained heaven’s favor in this life, for it brought me you,” Luo Mingchuan said.


  A few wild cherry trees had somehow taken root in the courtyard. They were still young and short, their frail buds trembling in the wind. Standing beside the flowering trees, Yin Biyue smiled. 


  “What favor? You dispersed your cultivation under Linyuan’s edge and entered the cycle of rebirth for a chance at change. I destroyed my cultivation and started anew, living through countless worlds… The joy we share today was hard-won, snatched from the brink of despair, wrested from fate itself.”


  Many years later, Luo Mingchuan would still remember this moment.


   


  ***


   


  AS THE WEATHER WARMED, the Cangya Mountains bloomed with wildflowers, grasses grew tall, and orioles flitted among the trees. Blue birds rode the east wind from various distant lands, bringing all manner of news. Liu Qishuang received a letter from Duan Chongxuan in the Northern Continent.


  It was long. The first three pages were filled with greetings for everyone, asking after everything from their cultivation progress to their daily meals. The next four pages detailed his own recent life—mostly complaints about the dry air of the imperial capital and how Luan Two had been eating so much that, after shrinking into its miniature form, it’d become a perfect orb.


  No serious business whatsoever.


  Yan Xing figured that after becoming the emperor, Duan Chongxuan probably couldn’t freely express his emotions or speak at length anymore, so he’d gone a little off his rocker.


  “Poor Lao-wu,” he commented.


  Yin Biyue grinned after reading the letter. “We’ll have to trouble you to write a reply, Shijie.” 


  “No trouble,” Liu Qishuang said with a nod. 


  “Just reply that all is well,” Jun Yu said.


  “Why not add a few more lines, Dashixiong?” Yin Biyue encouraged. “Wushidi would be overjoyed to read them.”


  Actually, overjoyed is an understatement. If the chatterbox sees Dashixiong wrote a lot, he’ll celebrate till New Year’s.


  Jun Yu’s stern expression betrayed a hint of nervousness. His grip on his sword went white-knuckled, and he frowned like he was pondering some profound truth.


  “Then, add…” He hesitated, considering his words with grave solemnity. “All is truly well. Do not worry.”


  Yan Xing nearly burst out laughing.


  When it was Yin Biyue’s turn, he offered an unusually lengthy reply. “Shijie, tell him that I’ve joined in union, registered in Cangya’s records. Dashixiong stood in for our shifu during the ceremony, and Luo-shixiong and I sealed the bond with a drop of our blood. From now on, I’m a man with a family. Once Luo-shixiong leaves seclusion, we plan to travel the world and will likely visit the Northern Continent…” 


  Yan Xing seemed to understand his actions and also replied at length. 


  Liu Qishuang noted it all down.


  Yin Biyue sighed to himself. Duan Chongxuan had witnessed Liu Qishuang and Yu Zhanmei’s battle to the death firsthand. Given his perceptiveness, he must have sensed the unusual shift in her state of mind. That was why he kept sending these long letters—to give her something else to think about, something else to do, instead of transcribing scriptures alone in her room the whole day. Yin Biyue marveled at the great lengths Duan Chongxuan had gone to, taking the time to write so much amid his busy schedule.


  He Yanyun and Ruan Xiaolian also received a letter, but this one was from Qu Duiyan.


  Her hand remained elegant, though her strokes now carried a bold, powerful energy. She rambled on for three whole pages, the gist of which was: Lianjian Sect and the surrounding cities and towns were nearly rebuilt, the sect was back on track, and they planned to reopen their gates to new disciples later that year. She now had a good handle on the Lanyue Sword Style. If her parents were still around, they would have spread the news far and wide. 


  Most importantly—she was preparing to confess her feelings for the third time in her life.


  He Yanyun was so shocked by the news she devoured two whole roast chickens, and Ruan Xiaolian had to practice a full set of Mountain-Flipping Fist to calm down.


  “I’ll talk, you write! Tell her not to act rashly! She’s a sect leader now. Every move reflects on the sect’s reputation. She needs to calm down, maybe even meet up so we can strategize properly…” 


  As He Yanyun talked, Ruan Xiaolian’s brush flew across the paper.


  “At the end, ask her who’s the unlucky… Ahem, strike that. Who’s this ‘peerlessly handsome, dashing beyond compare’ person she’s talking about?”


  He Yanyun really couldn’t figure out which sect, which junior of which major house could be so amazing as to win over the number one beauty in the world, Qu Duiyan. Especially when this beauty had the entire Lianjian Sect behind her and half of the Central Continent’s power in her grasp. 


  “How did she fall so hard so fast? She’s writing like it’s a done deal, like she won’t marry anyone else. There hasn’t been any sign of this before, right? Is it the fashionable thing to do great things in secret nowadays? Like my shixiong and Yin-shixiong, who registered their union without a word?”


  Ruan Xiaolian set down the brush, rolled up the letter, tucked it into a bamboo tube, and secured it around the leg of a blue bird.


  “Luo-shixiong and Yin-shixiong had special circumstances. At their cultivation level, many of their decisions are beyond our understanding… As for Duiyan, you know she’s always been impatient. Maybe I should send her some glutinous rice chicken wrapped in a nice big lotus leaf. She might forget about marriage after eating it.”


  He Yanyun considered the idea. “Nah, don’t. I actually hope she gets married soon. That way, with four of us, we can play mahjong…”


  “You just don’t want me to send her the chicken because then you won’t get to eat it, right?” 


  “Yes, exactly!”




  Chapter 111


   


  AS THE SEASON for tomb-sweeping neared, several bouts of cool spring rain fell. They washed over the earth, cleansing the last dried blood and fading marks left behind by the ravages of magic. The dragon vein of the Eastern Continent’s Snow Plains gradually stabilized, and the ice at the edges melted under the spring warmth. Snowmelt gathered into shallow streams, merging into the Minchuan River and rushing eastward.


  People slowly returned to the plains. The blood-drenched path from Changyuan Hall to the Snow Peaks had long been buried, leaving only the collapsed halls of Jin Palace as silent witnesses. But many still remembered the trembling earth and the strange phenomena in the night sky from that day. 


  When Linyuan was unsheathed, the heavens and earth both bore witness to two sword strikes—Star River Descends, which shattered the Omens Array that had stood for a million years, and Realms Return, which shook the very dragon vein of the Snow Plains.


  Speculation about Yin Biyue’s cultivation level began to spread, whispered in tones of both awe and disbelief. It wasn’t unheard of for someone’s talent in cultivation and comprehension of the sword to transcend the limitation of age, but no one had ever reached such heights before. It was unprecedented in history, and unlikely to be matched in the future.


  The world had changed greatly. Yet, in some ways, it hadn’t changed at all. 


  In the Eastern Continent, the land where everyone scrambled for supremacy, new factions of demonic cultivators rose rapidly, establishing city states and carving out territories.


  In the Northern Continent, troops returned from all corners of the realm. The new emperor, having personally led the campaign, reconsolidated military power, reinforced coastal defenses, and eradicated the remaining rebel forces.


  The students of Lanyuan Academy worked tirelessly to rebuild Yunyang City’s walls. Afterward, they returned to their books and classes. 


  Qu Duiyan’s formal ascension ceremony took place on a fair, pleasant day. With no parents to preside over the ceremony and no elder qualified to stand in their place, she crowned herself, took up the sect leader’s staff, and swore her oath before thousands. The exuberant cry of “May heaven watch over Lianjian” soared to the skies.


  Zhong Shan’s injuries improved enough for Cheng Tianyu to help him out of bed. They went deep into the bamboo grove to pay respects to Zhou Yuandao’s cenotaph. 


  The Southern Continent, unlike the Western Continent, faced great challenges in post-war reconstruction. Song Tang was buried under sect affairs, unable to break free. But sometimes, on his way back to his courtyard, he could expect a familiar hand to toss a wine jug down from the trees.


  Baopu Sect, once dominated by Yu Shi, descended into internal strife after his death. The elders refused to defer to each other and argued over the election of the next sect leader. No one had the time to speak of revenge.


  Lin Yuangui walked into the ancestral hall and took his master’s memorial tablet. At the time, the mountain path was lined with sword-wielding disciples, and even an elder shouted harsh questions. However, not a single one of them dared to draw their blade. They could only watch as he walked out of the mountain gates and disappeared without a trace. The New Moon Sword was never seen in the mortal world again.


  In this spring of thawing warmth and gentle rains, events both grand and small unfolded—some with great fanfare, others in silence. Some would leave bold strokes in the annals of history, others brief mentions. Whether in the bustling mortal world or the misty peaks of the immortals, life went on.


  Yin Biyue’s own settled down, though the rumors making waves in the shadows were anything but peaceful. Some said he would enter seclusion to realize the Dao of the Void. Others claimed he would take advantage of Baopu Sect’s infighting to sever their legacy. There were even those who insisted he would flatten the Mighty Mountains and unite the Western Continent. It seemed everyone was convinced he would follow in the Sword Sage’s footsteps and accomplish great, earthshaking feats.


  But on Xihua Peak, Yin Biyue simply watched the mountains and the clouds. Sometimes, he joined Liu Qishuang in transcribing scriptures. They didn’t speak. Instead, they spent entire afternoons accompanied by the cool spring rain that fell outside the window.


  The jug of Fleeting Life’s Joy from Chunxiu Pavilion was freshly bottled. Yan Xing prepared to travel down the mountain again—though “travel” was a generous term for his usual aimless wandering.


  It coincided with the return of the yearly east wind, painting the mountains green. Jun Yu’s sword intent burned so fiercely that Chunshan Xiao rattled in its sheath. That night, before Yan Xing’s departure, Jun Yu, Yan Xing, and Yin Biyue sparred together at the edge of the cliff.


  At times, they fought individually; at others, two teamed up against one. The flow of combat shifted unpredictably every second, guided purely by instinct. It was an exhilarating fight. Even with barriers erected over Xihua Peak and no vital qi used, their rampaging sword and saber qi tore the sea of clouds overhead to shreds.


  As the Milky Way began to fade, Yan Xing sat on the ground with his legs crossed, Yin Biyue perched at the cliff’s edge, and Jun Yu leaned against a tree, cradling his sword.


  “That felt so good,” Yan Xing sighed. “I wonder how Lao-wu’s spear practice is coming along. We’ll call him over next time. Let him be the one to take all the beating…”


  “That probably won’t work,” Yin Biyue said with a grin. “He has helpers.” 


  Jun Yu grunted in agreement.


  Yin Biyue was referring to the imperial guards, but Yan Xing clearly misunderstood. He slapped his thigh. “Right! He has that bird. It’d definitely die fighting for him.” 


  “No, he has four birds.”


  Yan Xing fell into a sullen silence. That means you all have helpers. Once Luo Mingchuan is out of seclusion, he’ll help Lao-si for sure. If Shifu returns, he’ll help Dashixiong. Ershijie doesn’t fight anymore, so she can’t help me. No matter how I look at it, I’m the loner getting beat.


  What the heck!


  As dawn broke in the east, a line of golden light burst forth from the sea of clouds. Yan Xing leaped to his feet, moving easily despite his wounds, and laughed heartily at the sky. Without another word, he strode down the mountain in the morning light. 


  Almost a month later, Zhengyangzi and several elders convened. The post-war reconstruction was mostly complete and everything was returning to normal. It was time for Cangya’s classes to resume. Thus, they sent someone to ask if Yin Biyue would be open to teaching.


  Yin Biyue wasn’t sure what to lecture about. As he rose in level, he increasingly felt that each person had their own path, and whether that be orthodox or otherwise, outsiders had no sway. But then he remembered how Luo Mingchuan used to give lectures, and how he himself had once waited outside the hall for him to get out of class.


  So the next day, he went to the Discourse Hall. Every seat inside was full, and even the corridors were crowded. When the students saw him appear in the distance, they parted as respectfully as the mass of bodies would allow, bowing as he passed.


  Faced with the fervent stares below the podium, Yin Biyue sweated. 


  “Today, I’ll be teaching how to guide qi into the body and unblock the meridians. Those above the Marrow Purification level don’t need to learn this. You may leave.” 


  No one moved. The burning, thirsty looks didn’t falter either.


  Is everyone just curious about me and not what I’m actually teaching? Yin Biyue wondered in resignation. At that moment, he missed his emotionless state. At least he wouldn’t have been nervous. When he got nervous, he tended to ramble. 


  “Initially, I wasn’t sure what to teach. But my cultivation partner, as Cangya’s chief disciple, has a duty to instruct beginners in cultivation. Since he is currently in seclusion, it falls to me to take over…”


  Despite what he’d said, his expression was impassive, his tone calm. Very serious. 


  The entire hall gawked at him. Millions of sound transmissions shot off at once, flying back and forth like a net caught in a breeze.


  ‹Did I hear that right? Yin-shixiong and Luo-shixiong have already joined in union!› 


  ‹Grandmasters above! I thought I was the only one who heard it!› 


  ‹My heart is racing. Oh gosh, they’re so in love!›


  Yin Biyue grew even more nervous. “Don’t ask me when Luo-shixiong will emerge from seclusion. I don’t know. I miss him very much myself…” By the time he realized what he’d blurted out, he wanted to tear open space and flee. However, since he’d already said it, leaving would only make him look worse. He had to steel his nerves. “All right. Let’s get started.” 


  Thus, he began class.


  “All things possess a spirit. Heaven and earth have yin and yang, thus giving rise to spiritual energy and turbid energy. We cultivators, whether spiritual or martial…”


  The lecture was successful. Yin Biyue was not adept with words, but when it came to teaching such an introductory class, he was an expert with all-encompassing knowledge.


  Many years later, when the young disciples grew up and came of age, many still sighed at the memory of that day.


  “Can you believe it?” they said. “My ‘Intro to Cultivation’ class was personally taught by the True Immortal…”


  Yet in this moment, what left the deepest impression on everyone was: “I miss him very much myself.” 


  In the cultivation world, few chose to form cultivation partnerships. Most believed that the pursuit of the Dao was a solitary path and were unwilling to intertwine their fates with another to share both fortune and misfortune. Some sects even advocated ascetic and austere cultivation, such as Qinglu Sword Sect, where couples were scarcely seen.


  The arts taught at Lianjian Sect didn’t require emotional detachment. The former sect leader and the Second Sage Qu Jiang had once been a celebrated love story, and for a time, weddings had been frequent within the institution. However, youthful infatuation diminished over long years, turning love into mutual loathing, and some couples became resentful partners. There had even been an incident where one party met their demise. Thus, a new sect rule had been established, dictating those who had known each other for less than five years were forbidden from joining in union.


  What Yin Biyue said during the lecture caused quite a stir, because not only had his words revealed that he and Luo Mingchuan were official and practiced dual cultivation, they had also shattered the traditional notion of cultivation partners: “Highest and brightest, sun and moon, nearest and farthest, husband and wife.”10


  After Yin Biyue returned to his courtyard and mulled over what he’d said, he felt less embarrassed. In fact, he stopped caring that he’d flaunted his relationship. This way, everyone would know Luo Mingchuan was his. No one would get any funny ideas about his husband.


  My shixiong is a handsome sweetheart with high-level cultivation who knows how to spoil me. Where in the world would I find another like him?


   


  ***


   


  THAT NIGHT IN YUNYANG, Luo Mingchuan had bidden farewell to Headmaster-xiansheng and Master Wuwang, then left the academy to find the city ablaze with light. The shadows of trees swayed in the background.


  “I refuse to wait any longer. Dragging this out will only add unnecessary trouble. Why don’t we make a bet?”


  So said the Demon Lord to Luo Mingchuan.


  “What kind of bet?”


  “A bet that the century-long entanglement between him and me far surpasses the few short years you’ve shared.”


  Luo Mingchuan shook his head. “Why bother? You and I are one, cause and effect intertwined. How could our affairs ever be cleanly divided?”


  “Unless I hear him say it with his own lips, I cannot rest,” Mo Changyuan said with a quick quirk of their lips. “If I lose, I’ll fuse with you. Since he loves you, surely he’ll spare me a sliver of affection.”  


  Right now, he was nothing like the Demon Lord who had defied heaven all his life, but rather an ordinary mortal asking for a little kindness. Whether striving for survival or love, he would be content with just a crumb.


  Luo Mingchuan fell silent. It was as if he had crossed the torrent of time and seen himself a million years ago. Back then, he had believed that staying by Yi Lingxiao’s side was enough. He kept all his thoughts bottled, never speaking them aloud.


  He hadn’t asked for much… Just a little would have been enough.


  Who could have predicted that their fates would clash, turning even companionship into an unattainable luxury, until it finally drove him to madness?


  “Very well. I accept your bet.” 


  “Thank you.” 


  Luo Mingchuan was deep in meditation, having reached a critical juncture in his introspection. Terrible waves churned in his sea of consciousness while fog swirled above. Not far away, on a deserted island, stood a figure with hands clasped behind his back, his wide sleeves caught by the wind.


  In this hidden and tranquil realm, they gazed at each other. It was like looking into a mirror. 


  “Do you have any regrets?” 


  Mo Changyuan smiled faintly. “Where would the regret come from? A million years passed like the fleeting shadow of a galloping colt. I am just a wisp of a will left in the sword. Only my obsession remains.”


  A monstrous wave surged, submerging the lone island. Mo Changyuan’s form broke into pieces under the crushing force. 


  “I bear the karma of countless killings. Be cautious when you face your tribulation” were his last words before he disappeared. 


  “From now on, I am you, and you are me,” Luo Mingchuan replied.


  I shall share with you the rest of my life; I will bear for you the blood on your hands.


   


  ***


   


  “WHEN VITAL QI CIRCULATES sluggishly with a noticeable lag during heavy output, it can generally be one of three reasons. The first is that one’s spiritual meridian is narrow…” 


  Yin Biyue’s second lecture at the Discourse Hall was held at the disciples’ insistence, this time as a question-and-answer session. Midway through his explanation, he felt a pang of unease and stopped. He paced to the window and saw peach blossoms just beginning to bloom. Birds chattered on the branches. A pleasant, warm breeze swept in, carrying petals into the hall, marking their robes with fragrance. It was a vibrant display of spring. 


  The disciples followed his gaze, puzzled. Before they could guess anything, the sky suddenly darkened. Birds cried and beasts whimpered. Outside the window, sands and stones flew in the fierce wind that erupted. Thick, dark clouds gathered from all directions. Amid the roiling sky, the heavens and earth seemed transformed. The main peak of Cangya plunged into a darkness as heavy as night. Yin Biyue’s figure flickered, then vanished.


  The disciples rushed out of the Discourse Hall, their exclamations and shouts rising one after another. Various spiritual devices flared to life.


  “What’s going on?”


  “Are we under attack?!” 


  When they looked skyward, there was no trace of blue. Linyuan unsheathed with a mournful cry, cleaving a path through the dark clouds as it soared upward. The bells of Cangya rang out urgently. Thunder and lightning flickered beyond the heavy overcast clouds, their terrible power hidden. 


  An impassive voice echoed from afar, ringing clearly in everyone’s ears:


  “My cultivation partner is in need. Today’s lecture will be postponed.”




  Chapter 112


   


  EVER SINCE YIN BIYUE and Luo Mingchuan had each forced out a drop of heartblood to inscribe their names in the registry at Cangya’s memorial hall, Yin Biyue could sense an invisible thread woven into his undulating fate. It bound him tight to Luo Mingchuan. The feeling was strange; no matter how far apart they were, he could still perceive Luo Mingchuan’s joys, sorrows, and vitality. There was no closer bond in this world.


  Just like now. As Luo Mingchuan’s energy surged uncontrollably, Yin Biyue felt it as if it were his own. It distressed him, and he wanted nothing more than to storm the meditation room with his sword and ensure his partner was safe. Fortunately, Jun Yu stopped him.


  Above the dark clouds, Chunshan Xiao slashed sideways, barring Linyuan’s path like a towering mountain range or the long iron chains stretching along an embankment. 


  “Heavenly tribulations cannot be borne for another,” Jun Yu warned. “It invites unforeseen troubles.”


  Yin Biyue returned to his senses. He turned and landed on the eaves of the main hall, then drew in a deep breath. At this moment, not only could he not shield Luo Mingchuan from the tribulation, he couldn’t even step into the range of the descending thunder and lightning. Disturbing the workings of the universe would only worsen matters. Cultivators bore their own karma, and each must wrestle with fate alone.


  As Cangya’s bell tolled, disciples streamed in from all directions, gathering before the main peak’s hall to watch the ever-shifting sky.


  The voice of Sect Leader Zhengyangzi boomed over the wind: “Disciples below the Marrow Purification level, seal your spiritual sense. Those above, focus with your eyes and ears and observe the heavenly tribulation. Act within your limits should epiphanies come to you. Do not force yourselves.”


  Over a dozen peak lords and elders—long secluded themselves and rarely seen—also emerged, standing behind the sect leader. The dark clouds blotting out the sky coiled into a swirling vortex, pressing closer and closer. The wind howled with a force so immense it seemed to shake the soul. Countless onlookers watched on, their hearts swelling with indescribable emotion. 


  “To think I would witness a heavenly tribulation again within my lifetime,” Zhengyangzi said. He couldn’t help but marvel at it.


  The last time had been when Wei Jingfeng transcended his tribulation to become a Sage. The scene remained vivid in his mind, as though it had happened only yesterday. The wind had roared, and the thundercloud maelstrom had spun faster and faster, gathering light and heat until flames erupted. The firmament burned, tongues of fire rolling like waves, devouring everything. Before such majestic natural power, before the power of the universe itself, humans seemed as insignificant as ants. Yet one man had defied the thunderous strikes with his strength alone.


  “Shifu,” He Yanyun murmured, “it suddenly occurs to me that the fact that we can cultivate is nothing short of a miracle.”


  The phenomenon over the Cangya Mountains was visible to many. Cultivators across every continent could sense the intense upheaval of spiritual energy. After the Sword Sage’s departure, was the world about to give rise to another Sage? Or perhaps…something beyond that? Amid the shock, each faction harbored their own hopes and fears.


  Yin Biyue, however, felt none of the envy, excitement, or awe. He was just agitated.


  At times, he thought that Luo Mingchuan must’ve long anticipated this outcome, since he’d chosen a remote meditation room at the back mountains for his seclusion, rather than his courtyard. The heavenly tribulation was nothing to fear.


  Other times, he worried the initial fusion of two souls might be perilous. With Luo Mingchuan’s careful, steady nature, he would surely suppress the breakthrough, just as he had done when absorbing Liaoguan’s cultivation.


  Yet the current situation indicated he could no longer hold back. Thunder exploded overhead, shaking the earth beneath their feet. Yin Biyue sheathed Linyuan, withdrew his aura entirely, and vanished from the eaves. Gauging the range of the lightning and fire, he made his way to the back mountain, positioning himself as close as was safe. His sleeves whipped in the wild storm.


  The back mountain’s meditation chamber had once been a cave. Now, the runes of the array covering it lay shattered, debris crumbling from the entrance. The earth quaked and the mountains shook. Luo Mingchuan broke out of seclusion.


  Those of weaker cultivation only glimpsed a figure treading air who appeared over the clouds in the blink of an eye. Wind filled his sleeves, black hair streaming behind him, flames framing him like a deity—or a demon—descending upon the world. Even with vital qi infused in their eyes, most onlookers could glean nothing of the mysterious magic within. But those of higher levels found their previous assumptions overturned.


  “So the heavenly tribulation isn’t to endure thunder and fire but to ascend through the flames and battle the heavens?”


  The man in the sky casually flicked his sleeves. A tremendous power formed, then the black clouds were blasted apart by the force, scattering like wisps of ink-dyed cotton. Before the shock wave reached the ground, Zhengyangzi activated the mountain-protection array. The golden barrier trembled under the wind and thunder, shielding the mortal world from heaven.


  Yin Biyue watched it all, stunned. He could see the terrifying spatial rifts within the torn tribulation clouds, the countless intersecting threads slicing through everything. These were the universe’s laws made manifest. He understood then: Luo Mingchuan’s comprehension of the Dao far surpassed his own.


  Linyuan thrummed incessantly.


  Blazing molten fire splashed across the sky like stars falling through eternal night. The deafening booms were no longer thunder but echoes of colossal forces colliding. This continued for so long that all lost track of time…


  Until the flames receded and the dark clouds cleared. Pale, serene sunlight spilled through the gaps in the clouds, bathing the land in warmth. The plains were washed by a torrential downpour; every blade of grass and every tree glistened with renewed vitality. Yet in the azure sky, no trace of Luo Mingchuan could be found.


  Many were slow to regain their senses, still immersed in the phenomenon they’d just witnessed.


  Linyuan finally returned to calm. Yin Biyue felt the hidden connection between him and Luo Mingchuan abruptly snap.


  “Is he off to realize the Dao of the Void, now that he’s touched the boundary of the universe’s laws and witnessed a vaster world?” Yin Biyue murmured. Just like I did when I was Yi Lingxiao?


  Panic gripped him. But then, his senses sparked, and he whirled around.


  There Luo Mingchuan stood, perfectly unharmed, three steps away. He couldn’t fully control his aura yet, and its might choked the air. 


  “Shidi,” he called out.


  Despite his blinding sharpness, his smile glowed like warmed jade. Just like their first meeting.


  Yin Biyue flung himself into Luo Mingchuan’s arms and shamelessly nuzzled against him. The icy storms of blades and blood, the million years of pain, and all the insurmountable chasms between them died in the wind.


  The heavenly tribulation had been overcome. Their love was sealed.


   


  ***


   


  AFTER THAT DAY, Cangya became quiet. Many who had witnessed the power of the universe firsthand felt stirringsof epiphanies—signs of impending advancements in their cultivation. One by one, they entered seclusion.


  Outside Cangya, however, excitement reigned. The celestial radiance in the sky lingered on past the tribulation, and the stars at night shone more brilliantly than ever. Even the spiritual energy in the air grew denser. Cultivators from afar rushed day and night to the Western Continent to converge at the foot of the Cangya Mountains.


  Yin Biyue, too, had gained insights. He often discussed the Dao with Luo Mingchuan late into the night. With their relationship formally registered, they began living together. On the moonlit nights of late spring, the east wind carried warmth. Candlelight, dim and flickering, inevitably stirred restless thoughts.


  “Nine rounds of thunder and lightning. The spectacle was truly terrifying. I’m grateful that nothing happened to you,” Yin Biyue said.


  “The Nine Revolutions of Heavenly Net has always been a cultivation method that defied the heavens. The same goes for soul-splitting reincarnation. It was natural the tribulation would be arduous to overcome.”


  Luo Mingchuan removed Yin Biyue’s crown, letting his hair tumble free. Their shadows overlapped, as if they were cuddling. 


  “Shidi, with your profound fortune and orthodox Dao, your tribulation will certainly be peaceful.”


  “I don’t care about that,” Yin Biyue said. “I’m more worried about what comes after. Shixiong, aren’t you concerned at all?” 


  Luo Mingchuan’s face went blank. “Shidi, you mean…?” 


  Yin Biyue thought he was being too bold, but what could he do? His cultivation partner was so proper! He would have to take the initiative when it came to matters of the bedroom. “Let’s dual cultivate.”


  Luo Mingchuan looked stunned. Yin Biyue wondered if he was being too subtle. After all, practicing swords and sparring could also be considered dual cultivation, right?


  “Ahem. Even mortal weddings have their consummation night, their moment of springtime passion. After our union, you were either in seclusion, or we were simply cultivating. It’s honestly so… Shixiong, just indulge me this once.”


  As he spoke, he couldn’t resist reaching for Luo Mingchuan’s sash. Although their relationship was quiet and long-lasting—like that of an old married couple—Yin Biyue was still flush with the hot blood of his prime. How could he restrain himself when greeted each day with the handsome face of the one he loved? Remembering their two previous intimate encounters only made him itch for more.
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  When no answer came, he glanced up, his voice lilting. “How about it, hmm?” 


  Luo Mingchuan caught his hand, eyes sparkling with mirth. “Why not.”


  He knew to take the initiative now. Yin Biyue felt pleased and satisfied. But when passion came over him, he grew flustered. “What should I do now? What comes next?” 


  “You don’t need to do anything. Just…make noise,” Luo Mingchuan replied.


  Later, Yin Biyue came to understand many things. He was full of regret. So much so that he wished he could master the secrets of time, return to the past, and shake some sense into his past ignorant, overconfident self. All the tears he shed now were the water that had once filled his empty brain.


  I’m on my knees praying for a peaceful, uneventful life. I’m on my knees praying for closeness between husband and wife.


   


  ***


   


  AS DAY BROKE ON THE HORIZON, Yin Biyue, his vision blurred by tears and his voice hoarse, sobbed out, “Shixiong, please spare me this time, I can’t take anymore…” 


  “Shidi, at your current level, your physical body is much tougher than a mortal’s. ‘Can’t take anymore’? There’s no such thing…”


  Yin Biyue shook his head weakly. “No, I really…” 


  Luo Mingchuan leaned down and pressed a kiss to the corner of his eye. “I’m afraid that once you advance to the next state, you’ll revert to that desireless True Immortal demeanor. Endure a little longer for now,” he said, tender and sweet. “Set my mind at ease.”


   


  ***


   


  AS SPRING FADED INTO SUMMER, the weather grew increasingly hot. The students at the academy changed into summer uniforms. On the Qinglu Mountains, fresh bamboo shoots started growing wildly. The ice cellars at the Northern Imperial Capital opened, transporting carts of ice to the palace and noble estates.


  Great cultivators, indifferent to heat and cold, focused on studying the remnant powers of the heavenly tribulation. Meanwhile, commoners preferred to pour a bowl of cool tea and share amusing gossip. The most talked-about joyous occasion was the upcoming union ceremony of the sect leader of Lianjian. No one called Qu Duiyan the “number one beauty” anymore; compared to her power and status, her great beauty was secondary.


  After the auspicious date was set for Qu Duiyan and Chen Yi’s union, invitations were sent far and wide to every notable sect and clan, encompassing nearly half the cultivation world. As the wedding approached, Lianjian was draped in ten miles of red silk, with celestial music drifting in the air. Down in the cities at the foot of the mountains, the price of everything soared overnight. 


  By contrast, in her letters to He Yanyun, Qu Duiyan’s tone grew increasingly sharp.


  After the demon-slaying war, people’s minds are wavering. There are even rumors that Lianjian, having endured so many trials, is no longer deserving of its place as the leading sect of the Central Continent. That we’ve weakened, that we’re no longer a threat… They want to test our strength but don’t dare act rashly. So I’ll give them a chance to come and see. That’s why we must not only hold the ceremony—we must make it grand.


  He Yanyun broke into a cold sweat reading it. 


  “Duiyan’s got it rough. Even her union ceremony feels like she’s preparing for battle.” 


  Ruan Xiaolian sighed. “She’s the sect leader now. She has a lot to consider.” 


  But her later letters soon returned to mundane matters, the words brimming with the lovely sentiments of a bride-to-be. The recipient this time was Ruan Xiaolian. She was baffled by the change in tone until He Yanyun flipped the pages to the last line: 


  Anyway, Chen Yi said he’d handle everything and told me not to worry.


  The two exchanged a look, speechless, then packed for their journey.


  Ruan Xiaolian’s master, the Xiping Peak lord who loved a good time, intended to represent Cangya at the union ceremony. He selected more than a dozen disciples for the party.


  When He Yanyun went to the Administration Hall to collect congratulatory gifts, she wasn’t impressed. “Instead of spiritual devices, we should just give her two glutinous rice chickens.” 


  “I got that covered!” Ruan Xiaolian cheerfully informed her.


  Luo Mingchuan wrote a heartfelt scroll of congratulations, sincerely wishing the new couple well, and stamped it with Cangya’s seal. Yin Biyue happened to see it when he found him in the inner hall.


  “I see. So Sect Leader Qu has happy news,” he remarked with a smile.


  When he thought back, the Flower-Plucking Tournament had only been a few years ago. Yet so much had happened since that his encounter with the purple-robed maiden by Qiushui Lake felt like ancient history.


  “You still remember her,” said Luo Mingchuan. It was a statement.


  Oblivious, Yin Biyue nodded. “Of course. We met once. Sect Leader Qu is as candid and stunning as they say. Don’t you remember, Shixiong?” He studied Luo Mingchuan’s expression, then swiftly amended his statement. “Though in my heart, Shixiong is the best looking of all. No one else could match even your toe.”


  Beside them, He Yanyun received the congratulatory letter and promptly said farewell, not wanting to stick around these two a moment longer. Still, she overheard Luo Mingchuan’s gentle voice as she left. 


  “Nonsense. Beauty fades. Looks aren’t that important.”


  Maybe Yin Biyue was overthinking things. His cultivation partner was open-minded. Why would he be jealous? “I was just worried you’d be upset with me…”


  “Why would I be upset?” Luo Mingchuan smiled warmly, the picture of a noble gentleman. “You’re old acquaintances after all. If you wish to attend Sect Leader Qu’s union ceremony, I’ll gladly accompany you and offer my congratulations.”


  But that night, Yin Biyue once again regretted his life choices.


   


  ***


   


  IN THE MOUNTAINS, time passed without distinction. 


  Duan Chongxuan continued sending lengthy letters, complaining about the Northern Continent’s unusually rainy season and the early preparations for flood prevention: If Sanshixiong is so free, why not come help me control the rivers?! He can “slash water”—it’d be nothing to him! And Sishixiong promised to visit me here on the Northern Continent, but he’s probably forgotten all about it. Forgetting his shidi now that he has a cultivation partner…


  Liu Qishuang couldn’t bear reading any more, so she handed it to the other two instead. 


  Yan Xing was stunned after skimming it. “I rush back every time just to read this? Can’t he focus on being a wise ruler or something?”


  “Wushidi has no one to talk to,” Yin Biyue reasoned. “He’s probably having a hard time.” 


  “How’s it hard? He’s got birds. Four of ’em.”


  Well, it’s not like you can expect an emperor to openly play with his bird, Yin Biyue thought.


   


  ***


   


  IN CULTIVATION, years passed without notice.


  That day, while he copied Daoist scripture with Liu Qishuang, Yin Biyue’s heart was calm as still water.


  When he returned to his courtyard under the stars, his energy began to rise. He sensed his imminent breakthrough. He ascended to the sea of clouds at Tianxin Cliff to await the gathering of the tribulation’s clouds. They were light as mist, the flames the colors of twilight. He harnessed the fire therein and retempered Linyuan.


  Stars continued on their orbit; seasons turned. 


  Over the next decade, spiritual energy across the five continents fluctuated wildly. News of breakthroughs was frequent. Eventually, people no longer found it unbelievable when another Second Sage emerged somewhere.


  Headmaster-xiansheng’s prophecy had been fully realized: This was the Age of Stars.


  Those brilliant youths had grown into formidable figures capable of shouldering great responsibilities. They lived in the world, cultivating, comprehending the Dao, and battling. Battling their fated rivals, battling their past selves, battling the unpredictable trajectories of destiny. 


  Never to cease.


   


  THE END
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  Chapter 113:
Extra
Jun Yu: My Snow-Grayed Hair


   


  YIN BIYUE ONCE APPROACHED Jun Yu with a question.


  “Dashixiong, when you first started learning the art of the sword, it was to live up to Shifu’s expectations. Later, you practiced the sword to uphold Cangya’s reputation. These are all others’ sword styles. What about your own?” 


  “I don’t know,” Jun Yu replied.


  Eleven years after Wei Jingfeng’s departure, Jun Yu’s cultivation entered a bottleneck. In the long journey of seeking the Dao, of crossing the threshold to Sagehood, stagnation lasting even a hundred years wasn’t unusual. But for Jun Yu, it was very strange indeed. Then again, deep down, he had always known this day would come.


  Wei Jingfeng had watched him practice in this very spot the day he left. The sun had been setting.


  “There’s nothing left for me to teach you about this set,” the Sword Sage said. “However, this was my sword. It’s time you have your own.”


  Without developing his own path, Jun Yu would remain a mere journeyman in his life as a cultivator and never truly master the sword. He understood that. He had considered the issue for a long time. To find his sword, he had to look within and find his true heart.


  What was his true heart? And why did he cultivate?


   


  ***


   


  THE YEAR JUN YU joined Cangya, Xihua Peak didn’t exist. 


  The world learned that the Sword Sage Wei Jingfeng had picked up someone from the front gates of Lanyuan Academy not to be a servant, but to be the inheritor of his legacy. On that day, a new peak was established in the Cangya Mountains, called Xihua Peak. 


  Visitors came in droves, but they were all barred from entry by the barrier at the foot of the mountains. Even when Baopu’s grand elders personally showed up, they were turned away. Rumors spread like wildfire. They said the Sword Sage had divined the appearance of a genius disciple bound to him by fate, which was why he’d taken him under his wing before the academy could. They said it was only a matter of time, a few centuries at most, until Cangya was sure to produce another Sage.


  In truth, Wei Jingfeng had been having a drink at Louwai Pavilion that evening, slapping the table in a heated argument with Headmaster-xiansheng while he indulged. After the tavern closed for the night, he passed by the academy gates and spotted a small creature crouched in the corner. At first, he thought it was a stray cat or dog. But when he got closer, he met a pair of wary eyes. Perhaps it was the liquor, but his mouth spoke before his brain had time to think.


  He’d just wanted to strike up a conversation. He had always been impulsive—or, put less politely, reckless. So what if this was his first disciple? He liked the kid, so he took him in. 


  Jun Yu was still young at the time. He only knew that there was no such thing as a free meal in this world. If he ate Wei Jingfeng’s food, he naturally had to become Wei Jingfeng’s disciple.


  “What does a disciple have to do?” he asked Wei Jingfeng.


  Wei Jingfeng clearly didn’t understand his question, but this didn’t stop him from answering in a prideful tone.


  “My disciple can do whatever he wants. Who can stop you?!” 


  Jun Yu began practicing the sword. If nothing else, he understood this: A disciple was supposed to take up the master’s mantle and carry it forward. So he swung his sword 63,000 times a day, every day of every season, never taking a single break. The world assumed that the Sword Sage’s disciple must have unlimited miraculous pills and elixirs and treasures, with the Sword Sage himself offering meticulous instruction. In truth, Wei Jingfeng only ever gave him two swords: a three-tael iron blade from Old Li’s smithy at the foot of the mountain, and the world-renowned Chunshan Xiao.


  It wasn’t that Wei Jingfeng refused to teach him. Rather, he didn’t know how. The Sword Sage was a once-in-a-thousand-years genius. He cultivated on instinct. When it came to verbal instruction, he was worse than the local Xiliang Village’s schoolteacher.


  More often than not, they spent their time together learning how to talk to each other—how to best communicate without causing misunderstandings—rather than in martial training. Jun Yu attained the Spirit Concentration level in his youth, a feat unmatched except by Wei Jingfeng himself. No one could have guessed it took these two peerless geniuses twenty years to progress from constant confusion to budding understanding. 


  It was a true blessing for the cultivation world, worthy of celebration. Elated, Wei Jingfeng descended the mountain to roam the world.


  Later, Xihua Peak gained Liu Qishuang, Yan Xing, Yin Biyue, and Duan Chongxuan. They each came from different places, with different temperaments and pasts. Jun Yu became the elder shixiong. He really wanted to guide his juniors in cultivation. After all, that was a shixiong’s duty. But he also didn’t know how to teach. So his method was simple: fight. 


  “Even if you know you can’t win, grit your teeth and fight.” 


  Thus, Xihua Peak’s tradition of self-study and getting beaten up was born. Yan Xing adapted the fastest. “If I get frustrated, I’ll just go fight Dashixiong” was his motto. Even Duan Chongxuan eventually came to accept it. “Better to get beaten up by Shixiong on the mountain than strangers in the valley,” he’d say.


  As a disciple, Jun Yu fulfilled his duty. As a shixiong, he took responsibility. As the Sword Sage’s eldest disciple, aside from being a little overprotective, Jun Yu was flawless in the eyes of the world. But he was still confused.


  He devoted effort for his master, for his peers, and for his sect. What about himself? Why did he wield the sword? Towering cultivation and reverence from the world were fine things. But they weren’t what he wanted.


   


  ***


   


  THE BATTLE WITH YU SHI was the most brutal Jun Yu ever fought. With Cangya’s fate resting on his shoulders, he couldn’t back down despite his grievous injuries. When not even his immense combat ability and mid-battle epiphanies could bridge the gap in cultivation, when all hope seemed to have been lost, a surge of tremendous aura erupted from his sword, shooting heavenward and severing the very laws of the universe.


  Chunshan Xiao blazed like the sun.


  The rising aura was a streak of sword intent Wei Jingfeng had embedded into the sword’s runes during its forging, hidden under a concealment spell. No one expected Chunshan Xiao to hold such a secret; all assumed the Sword Sage was too spontaneous and carefree to do such a thing. Even Jun Yu hadn’t anticipated it.


  Perhaps not even Wei Jingfeng himself could explain what’d made him so thorough back then. Being meticulous was a pain, after all.


   


  ***


   


  JUN YU HAD APPROACHED Wei Jingfeng before he left for the Yunxing Abyss.


  “When will you return?” 


  Wei Jingfeng waved in what he thought was a nonchalant manner. “Who knows,” he said as he turned away. “Don’t wait for me.”


  He’d even left a note when he visited the academy that said, Don’t come. He thought writing that was the most troublesome thing he’d ever done. Luckily, Jun Yu would never disobey him.


  Now, looking at the giant sword impaling his abdomen, Wei Jingfeng mentally sneered at himself. Guess this is it for me. 


  Viewed from above, this was a terrifying scene. The ground stretched on and on, densely embedded for two hundred miles with swords of all kinds—some long, some short, many chipped or snapped. Wei Jingfeng was at the center, pierced by many blades. His robes were black with old blood, but his fresh blood still spilled across the ground in ruddy streams. 


  Humans died. Even Sages. 


  Even the most tremendous, concentrated vital qi could be exhausted. Even the hottest blood could run dry. Even the strongest soul could be worn down by time or fate. The Sword Sage dying in the Sword Mausoleum was a fitting end.


  He no longer felt pain, only the heaviness of his head, as if he’d drunk too much the night before and caught a chill in the early morning. His body lightened.


  I’ve danced with death countless times in my life, but this is the closest encounter yet, he thought. This time, he was actually dying. A lifetime of hardships, of battles, of revelry in wine and song flashed before his eyes. He didn’t want to witness the Great Dao or see the world anymore. He just wanted to go home.


  With a thought, his spiritual sense crossed thousands of miles, following the wind back to the Cangya Mountains, where the solitary Xihua Peak stood beyond the sea of clouds. Inside the first courtyard, Jun Yu sat polishing his sword with unwavering focus.


  He so resembled Wei Jingfeng in his youth. Wei Jingfeng opened his mouth to speak. But what should he say?


  “When I first brought you back, you were barely at my waist. Now you’re taller than me…” That’s too sentimental. Not cool at all.


  “Your Dao is profound, your heart in the sword unyielding. Becoming a Sage is only a matter of time, no need to rush…” Too obvious.


  “Don’t burden yourself too much. Go down the mountain and have some fun. Drink some wine and admire some pretty girls, it’s good for the soul…” What nonsense.


  “Each of my disciples has their own destiny, yet it’s you I worry about the most.” 


  He couldn’t say it.


  He stepped closer, close enough to see the perpetual coldness in Jun Yu’s eyes. He reached out, wanting to ruffle his hair…


  Or maybe not. Jun Yu had grown so tall; a pat on the shoulder would do. 


  A sudden wind gusted past. In the end, the outstretched hand never landed. 


  Jun Yu stood, frowning at the window blown open by the wind. The room was as simple as ever, yet it felt somehow emptier. As if, in that fleeting moment, something had ceased to exist.


   


  ***


   


  JUN YU USUALLY MEDITATED at night. Sleep was rare, and dreams were even more so. But tonight, his mind had wandered. He dreamed.


  In the dream, it was a time when his sword momentum had only just taken shape. Wei Jingfeng had also just returned to Cangya, travel-worn and hair slightly disheveled. 


  “When this old fellow left the mountain, I forged two swords. Skills of my youth still unforgotten…” Wei Jingfeng’s eyes sparkled with pride. “This one’s for you.” 


  Unsheathed, the longsword’s chilling glint brightened Jun Yu’s brow. For a moment, the green mountains and the sea of clouds glowed with vibrant color.


  “Do you like it? It’s called Chunshan Xiao.” 


  “I do.” 


  Wei Jingfeng stood there in the distant past, letting spring blossoms fall all over him without brushing them away. Abruptly, his smile faded and his expression grew serious. 


  “Take my sword, and henceforth never let it leave your side.” 


  When Jun Yu woke, dawn was just breaking on the horizon. Cold snow drifted through the half-open window. Jun Yu stepped outside. He seemed to have grasped something in his dream of the meaning of cultivation. 


  The leaden sky stretched endlessly. Snow descended upon the world like a curtain, mantling Cangya’s mountains and trees in white. Another year of bitter winter storms. He practiced the sword atop Tianxin Cliff, his sword qi shredding the swirling snowflakes in the air, frost gathering on his lashes. 63,000 swings a day. As time passed, many people and things had changed. But still he continued to wait.
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  You rest below, by earth your bones decayed,


  I dwell above, by snow my hair now grayed.11




  Chapter 114:
Extra: Qu Duiyan


   


  QU DUIYAN’S FATHER, Qu Jiang, was one of the world’s six Second Sages. Her mother, Yang Liu, was the Lianjian sect leader and an elite late-stage Great Ascensioner. Lianjian Sect’s prestige was at its zenith, with half of the Central Continent—hundreds of sects and clans—vying for its protection. 


  Lianjian had many spiritual cultivators. Before Qu Duiyan could walk, her mother often carried her around to watch people form hand seals and cast spells. Sometimes she would clap and giggle at wondrous sights like waterfalls freezing or suspended pools turning into ice. As she grew into a graceful young woman, she showed astonishing talent and extraordinary beauty.


  The common folk spread groundless rumors speculating how pleasant and wondrous her life must be. “Leisurely I read the Daoist texts, too lazy to rise; under the crystal curtain, slowly combing my hair”12 was a favorite poetic reference. They said that her shixiong, who practiced Rejuvenation of the Withered, made all the mountain flowers bloom overnight in the depths of winter for her thirteenth birthday, just to amuse her. Compared to the Northern Continent’s crown prince, raised deep within the inner palace and known only by title, she was the people’s uncrowned princess, the one who captured everyone’s gaze. 


  Fate seemed to lay out all the best things in the world before her. Her childhood was so blessed that later, she wondered whether the happiness and perfection of her eighteen years were just an illusion—a beautiful dream. The darkness and gloom of her young adulthood seemed far more real.


  Her parents were slain by her shixiong and peers, close companions whose loyalty they’d never doubted. Killing a Second Sage and a late-stage Great Ascensioner was difficult but not impossible, if plotted meticulously over many years by those closest and most trusted. Even a Sage could not guard against the human heart. Chu Huan managed it all: the deadly poison from the Qiong Palace, the spiritual devices from Baopu Sect, and a feigned qi deviation to draw them in under the guise of needing urgent help.


  Qu Duiyan later understood a certain truth: Some people valued power and fame above all else. If the reward for their betrayal was great enough, no amount of gratitude and righteousness could stop them. But in the moment, she was about to lose all hope. She finally realized how naive she’d been, ignoring sect affairs and cultivating away in her own little world. So much so that when Chen Yi was absent, Lianjian nearly fell into the hands of those traitors. 


  But Chen Yi returned.


  From the foot of the Cangya Mountains to Lianjian, he endured pursuit and ambush over hundreds of miles, yet still they failed to kill him.


  In the end, he walked into the hall, covered in blood, saber in hand, and declared, “I believe her.”


  His words were heavy with the weight of honor.


  That late autumn, blood dyed Lianjian’s spring red. The crimson leaves fluttering in the wind paled in comparison. Their spells and blades fell upon their former peers. Chu Huan fled the Lianjian Mountains, heading straight for Baopu Sect. Soon after, the demonic armies from the Eastern Continent crossed the sea, and the curtains rose on war. 


  The few remaining elders urged Qu Duiyan to abandon the mountain. The anxiety running through the sect was palpable. The night before she assembled all the disciples to announce her decision of whether to leave or stay, she stood in the ancestral hall, gazing at the memorial tablets. After a long time, she made her choice.


  “I will not leave. Even if no one is left to bury my bones, I will die fighting here.” 


  Chen Yi walked her to her courtyard gate in silence. The bright moonlight illuminated his eyes, which were serene as always. In the face of great upheaval, she held herself together to quell the mutiny. Overnight, she’d mastered many ruthless methods on her own, revealing the unyielding strength in her bloodline.


  But while she stood there with him, she panicked. 


  “Shidi, do you want the Lianjian Sect?” she asked, giving in to her malicious suspicions. I’ll give you Lianjian if you won’t join the demonic path.


  Chen Yi only shook his head. “Rest. Leave everything to me.” 


  And he kept his word.


  In that great war, Chu Huan led the demonic army to break through Lianjian’s first line of defense in the north of the Central Continent. But Chen Yi, saber in hand, carved a path through the army of ten thousand and personally executed the traitor.


  They went through many more struggles together until the war ended.


  Only after the situation stabilized did Qu Duiyan’s focus return to her own affairs. Sometimes, she sensed that Chen Yi also liked her. Other times, she thought his kindness was merely out of duty. He Yanyun and Ruan Xiaolian both advised her not to act rashly. But she hated ambiguity. She decided to demand a clear answer. Even if it was all in her head, a clean cut was better than endless tossing and turning.


  That night, she bolstered her nerve with glutinous rice chicken, and before her courage could fail her, she went to knock on Chen Yi’s door. When he answered, her carefully prepared speech flew out the window. 


  “Do you like anyone? What do you think of me?” she blurted out. 


  Dumbfounded, Chen Yi stared at her. 


  “Well? Say something!” Qu Duiyan pressed.


  “When I first entered the sect, I thought…” Chen Yi began, speaking slowly, “even though I’m your shidi, I’m older than you, so I must protect you and ensure you live an untroubled life. Then, I couldn’t bear to see you hurt or suffer. I worry about you all the time, more than is appropriate for a shidi. If you find this offensive, I won’t bother you again in the future. But I would never dare think you’d have feelings for me.”


  Qu Duiyan was stunned, unable to process his words. “Huh?! What’s the point of saying all that? I’ve only one question for you—do you have the guts to marry me?! Let’s join in union already!” 


  “Yes,” Chen Yi replied immediately. Intoning every word, he said, “I am willing to take Qu Duiyan’s hand in marriage, to seek the Great Dao together. You will be my one and only in this life. I will love you, cherish you, and never betray you. If I break this vow, may my cultivation be destroyed and my soul dispersed.”


  Qu Duiyan looked down in dismay and saw crimson blood drip to the ground, though it vanished in an instant. He’d made a Heartblood Oath. 


  “You dummy!” Her tears finally spilled over. “Who makes such a terrible vow when they’re joining in union?”


  Chen Yi wiped her tears away with a smile. When he’d studied at the academy in his youth, he had read many romantic poems. But when facing Qu Duiyan, he couldn’t utter a single verse. No matter how moving the words of romance, they all felt too frivolous. Since he couldn’t express himself clearly, he could only swear an oath.


  The day for their union was set. Beneath the calm facade were churning undercurrents of various factions. Rumors flew that Lianjian, having suffered internal strife and the Dao-Demon war, would inevitably be greatly weakened. How could it remain the leading sect of the Central Continent? 


  The approaching wedding day felt like the descent of a great foe to Qu Duiyan. But Chen Yi was calm.


  “Leave everything to me,” he said. Still the same words. And still he followed through.  


   


  ***


   


  SPRING RAIN DRIZZLED OUTSIDE the curtained windows, while inside the tavern the intoxicating scent of wine drifted. This particular tavern served the kind of plum wine that suited a maiden’s taste. Qu Duiyan, in high spirits from drink, slapped the table.


  “I really married the person I fell for when I was eight! That’s legendary. Not even storybooks would dare write something this much like a fairy tale!” she exclaimed.


  He Yanyun grumbled around a mouth full of roasted goose. “It was so obvious Chen Yi liked you. Everyone saw it. You were the only one too nervous to notice…”


  “What do you mean I’m the only one too nervous to notice?” Qu Duiyan refused to accept that criticism. “His Dao is pure and refined, his cultivation high and profound. He’s handsome and dashing with extraordinary bearing! Besides! He’s gentle and patient! He doesn’t know how to refuse people at all!” She slapped the table. “That’s not acceptable! So many young girls must have thrown themselves at him!”


  “Wait, I can agree with the Dao and the cultivation part. But handsome and dashing? Extraordinary bearing? Are you sure we’re talking about the same guy?”


  “You don’t think he’s handsome? You need your eyes checked,” Qu Duiyan shot back without missing a beat.


  He Yanyun fell silent, speechless.


  Ruan Xiaolian knew that Qu Duiyan was tipsy and easily influenced by the romantic atmosphere of the spring season. “Yes, yes, you’re right,” she said in a soothing tone. “He’s handsome, you’re gorgeous, you two are a match made in heaven, all right?” 


  Who knew why the esteemed sect leader of Lianjian, a great cultivator, would put so much importance on appearances. What nonsense. Worse, Qu Duiyan didn’t look happy hearing the compliment.


  “No matter how beautiful one’s appearance, after staring at it day after day, for ten or a hundred years, you’ll grow tired of seeing it eventually,” she said.


  Now even Ruan Xiaolian was speechless. Weren’t you the one who boasted that you had admirers of all sorts because of your stunning looks at the age of eight? Where did that confidence in the world’s number one beauty go? 


  “That’s enough drinking for you.” He Yanyun nudged Qu Duiyan. “Go home with your cultivation partner.” 


  Qu Duiyan whirled around to see Chen Yi standing at the stairwell. When he saw her facing him, he rubbed his nose like he was embarrassed. 


  “I noticed you haven’t come home yet, and, um… It’s getting late.” 


  He Yanyun was utterly defeated by these two. When we play mahjong, they sit next to each other and discard tiles for the other to pick up. Like, okay, I get it. Chen Yi’s a Second Sage now, but after all these years he still follows her around like a devoted servant. 


  The two left, clinging to each other. But when He Yanyun looked down and saw the meat Ruan Xiaolian had just put in her dish, all her complaints evaporated. Her life was good—way better than Qu Duiyan’s.


   


  ***


   


  QU DUIYAN OFTEN THOUGHT about the time she first met Chen Yi.


  She had gone with her father to visit Headmaster-xiansheng. Finding the adults drinking tea and playing weiqi dull, she ran off to play on her own. Back then, Chen Yi was still a tender youth, and she’d found him crouching in the woods bandaging a kitten. He possessed a scholarly air but lacked the sharp decisiveness he would gain many years later.


  “Whose child are you? Here, want some?” he said, offering her candy. The light from the nearby library reflected in his eyes, shining with a captivating warmth. 


  “Big brother, your candy is so good. Your looks are also so good. When I grow up, will you marry me?”


  Chen Yi laughed. “You’ll marry me just because I gave you a bag of candy? Doesn’t that make me look like a bad guy?”


  “Don’t you like me?” Qu Duiyan was a little sad.


  “When you grow up, you’ll realize I’m not good-looking at all. Many people will like you, and you’ll fall in love with someone wonderful. When you think back to today, you’ll be embarrassed,” Chen Yi said. He patted her head. “It’s all right. I won’t hold it against you.”


  Qu Duiyan would always remember those words. 


  Later, she did laugh at her childhood folly. She thought she would fall in love with someone else; she’d even felt her heart flutter over that white-haired youth at the Flower-Plucking Tournament. But after all was said and done, the memory of her encounter with Chen Yi still shone lantern-bright in her mind.


  In a letter to her two close friends, she once wrote: He’s probably forgotten about that encounter. Even if he remembers, he wouldn’t recognize me.


  The one she fell in love at first sight with was him; the one she fell in love with over time was also him. Nothing could have been more wonderful.


  It was another year of spring breeze brushing the willows and rising in the morning to comb her hair.


  The woman more beautiful than fresh blossoms summoned a water mirror with a sweep of her sleeve. Gazing at her own reflection, Qu Duiyan asked, “Am I beautiful?” 


  Chen Yi tensed. “Very beautiful,” he replied seriously.


  “How beautiful? Flawless and never tiresome to look at?”


  “Naturally.” 


  “You’re just placating me. Nothing in the world is flawless.” 


  Baffled and amused, Chen Yi lowered his eyes and pinned up her hair, adorning it with a jade hairpin set with lustrous pearls. 


  Qu Duiyan, in awe of her cultivation partner’s skill, forgot her unreasonable complaints. A moment later, she heard him murmur, “There are no flawless faces in the world, save that of the one I love.” 


   


  ***


   


  THREE YEARS AFTER Chen Yi reached the Second Sage level, Qu Duiyan gave birth to two sons. The higher the cultivation, the harder it was to conceive. Aside from painstaking effort, it needed a chance granted by heaven. Once the mother and children were confirmed safe, He Yanyun and Ruan Xiaolian rushed back to Cangya without pause, not even staying for night snacks.


  “Even though the boys are small and soft and super cuddly, if I stay another day, I’ll go blind,” He Yanyun complained.


  “I don’t want to see the two of them together for at least a year. It’s simply insanity,” Ruan Xiaolian agreed.  


  During her pregnancy, Qu Duiyan was too lazy to go out and only handled sect affairs when she couldn’t avoid them. The rest of the time, she invited the two girls to play mahjong. With Chen Yi, they had enough players. Chen Yi’s cultivation was high, and he could foresee moves, so technically none of the three were a match for him. Yet he never won a single game.


  As He Yanyun put it: “Even if Duiyan played with her eyes closed, Chen Yi would help her form a winning hand.”


  Besides giving her tiles, the Second Sage of Lianjian was especially adept at serving tea, massaging shoulders, and soothing his pregnant wife’s irritations.  


  Although the perfect couple never displayed their affection in public, the unspoken understanding in their communication and the tender looks they exchanged were impossible to hide, easily causing psychological damage to their two main spectators.


  Lianjian boasted many waterfalls, and therefore revered the virtue of water. Thus, Qu Duiyan named their eldest Chen Zhuo and the younger Chen Lian, both with the water radical in the characters. At the babies’ one-month celebration banquet, major clans and sects rushed to offer their congratulations. Half the Central Continent could see the radiant glow above the Lianjian Mountains.


  Sect Leader Qu, who had long held a high position, was unyielding in her methods and commanded deep respect. Although her brilliance was greater than in the past, no one called her the number one beauty anymore. Or rather, no one dared to highlight her appearance. After all, to the world, power and cultivation level were more important than mere beauty. No one knew Sect Leader Qu cared deeply about her appearance, especially during the post-partum period, when she succumbed to overthinking.


  She even wrote to her two bosom friends: In your opinions, has my beauty diminished over time?


  He Yanyun was stunned. She wrote back immediately: I think you’re the last person in the world who should worry about this.


  “I’ve said it before. Even at a hundred and eighty years old, when it comes to Chen Yi, she’ll act like she’s eighteen,” Ruan Xiaolian said with a sigh.


  He Yanyun groaned. “Eighteen?! You’re so generous. Eight at most, I say! The same age as when she saw him for the first time at the academy and said she would marry him. Eight, no more!”


  Qu Duiyan sulked when she saw her friends’ reply. “Why shouldn’t I worry? You two don’t understand. The girls coming up the mountains to join the sect get lovelier every year.”    


  When Chen Yi entered the room, he saw Qu Duiyan muttering to herself by the window. He withdrew his aura, approached quietly, and engulfed her in a hug from behind.


  “What girl could be more lovely than my dear girl?” he asked with a gentle laugh.


  Qu Duiyan was startled. Then she blushed, even though they were an old married couple at this point. She shot him a glare. “You don’t have a dear girl, only two sons who roll around in mud like pigs every day. So lovely.” 


  “Huh, do I not? Is the one in my arms not a girl?” 


  Qu Duiyan burst out laughing. Now she really looked eighteen.


   


  ***


   


  FOR A LONG TIME, the most-speculated-about youths in the cultivation world were Chen Zhuo and Chen Lian. Their innate talent aside, their status alone placed them at the top among the younger generation. They were destined to inherit Lianjian’s immense legacy. This held until Liu Qishuang took in a disciple, and Xihua Peak gained a new generation of its own.


  The world said Lianjian’s two young masters were precocious, immensely talented, and blessed with divine looks and grace. But once, when Qu Duiyan went down the mountain to have hot pot with her two friends and heard these rumors, she was so grieved she only ate five plates of meat. 


  He Yanyun seized the chance to take the rest of the meat for herself. “Why sigh? They’re not wrong,” she said around her full mouth. 


  Not wrong, but the praises had to be separated.


  The precocious, immensely talented one was the eldest son, Chen Zhuo. His took after his father, and when he stood next to Chen Yi, they looked like two peas in a pod. After he studied at the academy for a few years, his temperament had also grown more like his father’s. He was clearheaded, gentle, down-to-earth, and blended into the background.  


  The younger son, Chen Lian, had his mother’s looks, with Qu Duiyan’s youthful spirit in his eyes and brow. Because he matured later, he’d been spoiled by his father and brother. Brazen and unbridled, he called He Yanyun and Ruan Xiaolian “my good jiejie” without a care. As he grew, he became even more spontaneous, acting entirely on his whims, heedless of the world’s rules. By the time Sect Leader Qu decided to discipline him with strict instruction, it was too late.


  Thus, it was common to see a stunning young man sprinting through Lianjian’s back mountains, leaping over roofs, darting through halls, climbing tall trees, and skimming waterfalls. His lightness technique was exceptionally advanced, his form like the wind, leaving only blurs. Unfortunately, not even he could outrun Sect Leader Qu.


  But it didn’t matter. He just needed to cry pitifully for aid. “Ahh! Oww! Help! Mom is beating me to death! Dad, save me! Dage, save me!”13


  A woman’s icy voice always followed these cries. “Still running? I’m going to break your legs! You think Lanyue is just for show?”


  Chen Yi, now a Second Sage, rarely needed to show off his cultivation, but any time his youngest and his wife clashed, he appeared out of nowhere and caught Qu Duiyan in an embrace.


  “Let’s talk it out. Why draw blades against family? Getting so angry will make you sick.”  


  Another youth arrived just then, rushing over to hug Qu Duiyan’s waist. “Mom! Don’t hit Didi! You’ll kill him!”14


  Within moments, the dust settled. Qu Duiyan had to struggle free from the two clinging to her, but she sheathed her sword.


  “You! A doting father ruins the son! And you! Always protecting your little brother!” She looked at them both with exasperation. “Now he’s so spoiled he doesn’t know his limits. Can you protect him forever?”


  Chen Zhuo immediately patted her back to soothe her. “Three months ago, I brought Xiao-Lian15 back and kept him on the mountain. Now he wants to travel again. It’s not too much to ask…”


  “Travel? Did he say where he wants to go?” Qu Duiyan tossed out a stack of drawings. “Look what your good little brother had been up to!”


  Chen Zhuo quickly caught the papers but didn’t open them, his cheeks pink. Qu Duiyan rolled her eyes. “You can look. It’s not erotic paintings—this time.”  


  They were detailed drawings for ship-making and navigation routes packed with notes on local customs taken from ancient texts. Clearly, the one who’d made them was exceedingly thorough.    


  Chen Yi glanced at them and wrinkled his brow, but he didn’t comment.


  Chen Zhuo’s face fell. “Xiao-Lian, you’re going to the Eastern Continent?”


  “Don’t worry. I’m just taking a boat to see the beast tide and experience another continent’s culture,” Chen Lian said. “Just think of it as an autumn outing. I’ve invited friends. It’ll be fine…”  


  “How dare you!” Qu Duiyan’s temper flared again.


  The handsome boy stepped out from behind his father and brother.


  “Mom, I promised my friends we’d leave today. They’re waiting for me at Songhe Gazebo ten miles down the mountain. I can’t break my word.”


  Seeing him no longer hiding, she snorted. “Quite the tough guy, huh? Keeping your promises as a good friend, are you? If you can withstand three moves from me today, I’ll allow you to descend the mountain.”


  “Duiyan, calm down,” Chen Yi said. “Let’s talk this out.”


  “I’m very calm. He’s sixteen this year, old enough to take responsibility for his actions. This is between him and me. Don’t interfere.” Qu Duiyan’s voice turned sharp. “Draw your saber! If you don’t even have the courage to fight me, what business do you have going to the Eastern Continent?!”


  Silence fell, broken only by the roar of waterfalls. Wind rustled through the forest, causing the canopies to ripple deafeningly like waves. 


  Chen Lian indeed used a saber, despite everyone who met him thinking a longsword would better suit a graceful young master. Facing his furious mother and worried father and brother, he sighed in resignation and stepped back a few paces.


  “I naturally wouldn’t dare strike my mother,” he said.


  Chen Yi and Chen Zhuo breathed a sigh of relief and waited for Chen Lian to sweet-talk Sect Leader Qu out of her anger like he always did. But instead, he became serious and performed a proper junior’s bow.


  “Please make the first move, Mother,” he said calmly. 


  “Don’t be daft!” Chen Zhuo barked, but Chen Yi stopped him before he could move.


  “Your mother knows not to go too far,” Chen Yi said quietly. 


  This was when they finally realized Chen Lian had stepped back to create enough space for their match.


  In the end, Chen Lian went down the mountain, taking one step at a time down the path without letting Chen Zhuo assist him. The intoxicating early spring breeze of the third month lifted his hair and robes. The boy’s figure was straight and tall; he was in the prime of his youth.


  As it turned out, Chen Yi had overestimated his wife’s restraint; Sect Leader Qu, in the midst of fury, did not hold back at all. Lanyue, wrapped in wind and thunder, drew itself from the sheath. Leaves fell and birds startled to flight as tempestuous vital qi rushed forth, shaking the back mountain’s barriers, and making every Lianjian disciple shudder. 


  Chen Lian held his saber level to his chest horizontally, retreating again and again, crashing through swaths of giant trees until he reached the mountainside waterfall. One more strike, and he would fall into the icy pool below. Unfortunately, three moves had passed. Chen Lian, leaning on his saber, swayed on his feet but didn’t fall.


  Qu Duiyan sheathed her sword. “That’s not your father’s technique,” she said coldly. “Where did you learn your saber?”  


  “From a friend,” Chen Lian replied, wiping blood from the corner of his lips.  


  Sect Leader Qu was silent for a long time. In the end, she waved him off. “Forget it. To each their own fate. You may go.”


  She turned on her heel and strode back up the mountain, sparing him not a single look. Chen Lian bowed deeply toward her retreating figure, only to stagger and nearly fall. Chen Zhuo rushed forward and caught him before he could hit the ground. He fed him a pill.  


  Watching their son descending the mountain, Chen Yi studied his wife’s expression and grinned.


  “Not feeling bad after hitting him? Still angry?”


  Sect Leader Qu pounced on him, shaking his shoulders furiously. “What kind of lowlife bastard of a friend has he made?! Even more reckless than him! A grown son no longer listens to his mother. Oh, I’m so mad! Ahhh!!!”


  At the same time, Yan Xing, warming wine in Songhe Gazebo, was hit by a sudden feeling. He paused.


  “What’s wrong?” asked the man beside him.


  Yan Xing rubbed his nose. “Feels like someone just cursed me.” 


  “That’s nothing unusual,” Song Tang quipped. “I want to curse you every day.” 


  “You can curse me as much as you want,” Yan Xing said shamelessly, his hands groping as he scooted over. “I love hearing it.” 


  Sect Leader Song cleared his throat and backed two steps away out of reach. “We have juniors coming today. Be serious.”


  “Are you talking about that brat Chen Lian?” Yan Xing raised an eyebrow. “You think he’s more serious than me?” 


  Song Tang thought for a moment and found himself at a loss for words. 


   


  ***


   


  CHEN LIAN WAS COMPLETELY different from Chen Zhuo. He ignored the weight of being Lianjian’s young master. In fact, because his parents were so famous, he avoided mentioning his identity when he traveled. He even made up several aliases.


  Passing through Panlong Ridge, he’d met Yan Xing by chance. They’d both happened upon brigands robbing and killing travelers at the same time, so they’d stormed the mountain and wiped them out.


  After the fight, they went drinking. Finding they shared similar temperaments, they became fast friends. They even called each other brother.


  “You’re pretty good with that saber,” Yan Xing said, in high spirits.


  After all, few in the cultivation world practiced the saber, even now. Young geniuses preferred to imitate those few cultivators from the Cangya and Qinglu Sword Sects—dressing all in white, swords at their waists, cold expressions on their faces. They thought it looked mighty cool.


  That day, Chen Lian unexpectedly shared things with someone outside the sect that he’d never mentioned before.


  “My dad taught me. He’s the most powerful person I’ve ever met.” He filled their wine bowls. “But I don’t want to learn his saber art…”  


  “Then what do you want?” Yan Xing asked, chewing his pickled peanuts.


  “I want to learn Grandmaster Yan’s Water Slasher. We only live once, so of course we ought to do what we want. If I must learn, I want to learn the most gratifying saber.” At Yan Xing’s odd expression, Chen Lian asked, “Why’d you go so quiet? Think I’m crazy?”  


  “No. I’m just thinking ‘what a coincidence.’”


  Chen Yi started. “You want to become his disciple too?”  


  Yan Xing slapped his long saber on the table. “No. I am him.”  


  In that moment, he finally understood why his master did this when he took him in as a disciple. It felt great!


  Alas, he wasn’t Wei Jingfeng, and he didn’t care to pick up strays to bring up the mountain. He clarified his intentions. “I don’t need disciples, but I am lacking a drinking buddy.”  


  Seeing the boy still stunned, Yan Xing kept going. “You said your dad also uses a saber? Next time, pick a place, and we’ll drink and spar together.”


  The gawking boy finally snapped out of it. “He never drinks alcohol, only tea. Actually, you know him. My father is Chen Yi.”


   


  ***


   


  AFTER THAT, Yan Xing became known to the Lianjian couple as “our younger son’s shady bastard friend.” Chen Lian’s worldview was also reshaped several times when he learned what the prominent figures from outside his own sect were really like.


  The white-haired, cold-eyed True Immortal believed whatever his cultivation partner said; the Northern Emperor, the mighty ruler of the era, loved gambling and listening to storytellers; the eldest disciple of Xihua Peak went down the mountain on the first and fifteenth of every month to buy wine and sweets for his master—who, by the way, was the arrogant and unbridled Sword Sage. Compared to them, what did it matter that Yan Xing liked to get wild when drunk? 


  Not everyone could withstand the image of their idols shattered. Chen Lian only sighed. The legends are all lies.


  Now, Yan Xing jumped at the sight of Chen Lian, who had rushed to Songhe Gazebo all dirty and weary. “What happened to you?”


  “My mom almost didn’t let me come,” Chen Lian explained with a bitter smile. He nodded at Song Tang, who sat with poise at Yan Xing’s side.


  Yan Xing poured him a cup of wine. “Kid, when I was your age, I got beaten often too. Couldn’t help it. My dashixiong didn’t know how to teach. Getting beaten a few times helped me improve. But I’m tough, thick-skinned and all. A beating won’t kill me. You, though, looking so soft and tender, how could your mom bear to hit you? Why didn’t your dad stop her? Are you sure you’re their son?”


  Chen Lian had no response for that.


  “Why don’t you consider changing your surname?” Yan Xing continued. “If Yan doesn’t sound good to you, Song is nice too. Look at Sect Leader Song. Serious, down-to-earth, loves reason, and never hits people.”


  Song Tang choked on his tea. Then he grabbed his sheathed sword and gave Yan Xing a hard smack. How could he try to convince someone else’s kid to take someone else’s surname? If the kid’s parents found out, how would Lianjian and Qinglu Sword Sect maintain peaceful relations? 


  Fortunately, Chen Lian was unmovable. “Thank you, but no. I like being a Chen.” Then he changed the subject. “Where’s Shihua?”  


  Shihua was the name of Liu Qishuang’s disciple.  


  “Lured away by Lao-wu’s bird to the Northern Continent for an imperial meal,” Yan Xing replied. “She’ll probably be late.”


  Chen Lian thought of that fantastic red-eyed, cyan-winged luan. Weren’t mystical beasts supposed to have the intellect of children? Books also lie.


  He sighed.


   


  ***


   


  THE DEEP NIGHT WAS heavy with dew, and the spring breeze brisk. Chen Yi and Chen Zhuo stood on a turret, engaged in a father-son conversation.


  The view there stretched for what seemed like forever. Beneath the moon, Lianjian bathed in silvery glow, lush forests sprawled, and waterfalls and springs glimmered. The father and son pair always spoke directly, and oftentimes it was the father who began first.


  “I already know about last month’s incident.”


  Chen Zhuo was silent for a moment, then bent slightly at the waist. “I handled it poorly and caused you worry.”


  Chen Yi patted his son’s shoulder. “No. Under the circumstances, you did your best. As for street gossip, pay it no mind.”


  Last month, Chen Lian had gotten into minor trouble. For someone who frequently caused and resolved all sorts of problems, it was routine. But this time had not been like the others, because his older brother had happened to be there.  


  In a border city of the Central Continent, Chen Lian had accidentally saved a woman and escorted her home. Who would’ve thought she was the city master’s eldest lawful daughter? Smitten by his looks and bearing, she tried to force him into a matrilocal marriage. When he refused, she flew into a rage and ordered him murdered. A romantic tale turned right into a personal vendetta.   


  When Chen Lian was cornered in the street by retinues and servants, the young lady sneered and hurled insults. He was so speechless he couldn’t be bothered to respond. News traveled fast in a small border town. The onlookers were indignant on his behalf, but none dared speak out. They assumed his silence meant anguish or terror. In truth, Chen Lian was lost in surprised thought.


  I didn’t realize the southernmost parts of the Central Continent had such terrible culture, that even a prominent clan under Lianjian’s protection could act so tyrannically. Maybe it’s time someone did something.


  However, before he could draw his saber, the crowd scattered, and the attackers halted. The young lady stared past him, her face paling. 


  Chen Lian turned. At the end of the long street, clouds of dust rose as a group of cultivators in purple robes approached swiftly, their auras formidable. Their leader had an ordinary youthful face, yet he exuded might, his expression calm. About twenty cultivators followed behind him, creating an impressive sight.


  The crowd backed away in awe, sensing this was an incredible figure. Even the haughty city master seemed a changed man as he trailed obsequiously beside the youth, pleading something. Suddenly, the youth stopped and looked over. His expression stirred.


  Chen Zhuo clearly hadn’t expected to run into his little brother here. They stared at each other blankly for a moment.


  Chen Lian was the first to react. He darted behind his brother and played up the act. “A-Zhuo,16 have you come to save me? Oh, thank goodness!” 


  Chen Lian only called Chen Zhuo “gege” in two situations: when fleeing from their dear mother or after getting pummeled by her. A Lianjian disciple recognized Chen Lian and nearly exclaimed, but Chen Lian silenced him with a finger to the lips. 


  Chen Zhuo glanced back at his brother. With his cultivation, he could hear the crowd’s whispers clearly, and he roughly understood the situation.


  The young master of Lianjian surveyed the scene. “You plan to teach him a lesson?”


  The city master caught on immediately. He cursed his foolish, troublemaking daughter in his head, but on the surface, he was all smiles. “It’s just a misunderstanding. We didn’t realize he’s your friend.” He bowed deeply. Seeing this, the servants behind him all fell to their knees, and the street became filled with prostrating figures.


  Chen Zhuo reached out to stop the city master. “Don’t be afraid. Explain the situation clearly. If he is at fault, I will apologize on his behalf.”


  The city master, restrained by Chen Zhuo’s vital qi, couldn’t bow or straighten. Sweat drenched him. “Oh no, not at all,” he said hastily.


  “If not”—Chen Zhuo shifted his tone—“I will have to seek justice for him.” His voice was calm, his expression unreadable. He didn’t need to show emotion, for Lianjian’s justice wasn’t about street brawls. Calmness itself conveyed power and stance.


  Chen Lian was so moved he wanted to call out “Ge!”—but Chen Zhuo didn’t give him the chance. 


  “Is this how you’ve been living outside alone?!” Chen Zhuo eyed his brother, who had lost significant weight. The fine clothing he’d worn when he first left home was now coarse linen. All sorts of pitiful scenarios appeared in Chen Zhuo’s head. “You must come home with me.”


  “Oh…”


  This was his older brother’s first time being so stern with Chen Lian. He grew docile, tugging at his gege’s sleeve with a bowed head. The Lianjian disciples followed, leaving in a cloud of dust. The onlookers were left to gape in shock.


  Their looks were very different, and they carried themselves in such distinct ways. Without close scrutiny, no one would notice the similarities in their features. No one thought they were biological brothers. 


  Talk on the streets ran rampant; rumors flew across the Central Continent within days. They spoke of the youth of stunning beauty who made the composed Lianjian young master lose his head. Others said Chen Zhuo, though usually mature, couldn’t help but falter for a beauty in distress. Without romance, youth would be lived in vain. Acting that way made him seem more his age.


  As for whether the beauty was male or female, what did it matter?


  “You’re all grown up and have your own ideas. I can’t guess what you’re thinking anymore…” Like every father worried about his sons, Chen Yi rubbed his temples. “Why do you think Xiao-Lian never roamed the land using his identity?” 


  “He said he likes freedom and wants to make real friends,” Chen Zhuo replied. 


  “How do you feel about that?”


  Chen Zhuo smiled. “I’ll watch him from afar. As long as he’s happy.”


  “This might bring you trouble.”


  “I’m his older brother. Helping him with his troubles is my job.” Chen Zhuo gazed at the undulating hills in the endless night, his eyes calm. “Mother asked me today if I could protect him forever. At the time, I thought: If I can’t even protect those close to me, how can I protect Lianjian? The Central Continent?”


  He chuckled quietly. “Now that I’ve calmed down, I realized a lifetime is too long. I can’t predict the future. But I’m his elder brother. For as long as I live, I will protect him. Let him do what he loves, become who he wants to be. As long as he does no evil, I’ll always stand by him, no matter how the world sees him.”


  Chen Yi patted his son’s shoulder.


  “You both have you own paths. I can’t control you. Go ahead and do what you need. Leave the rest to me.”  


  “Father, that line you say always sounds so mighty. When will I have your confidence?”  


  “You’re only so old. Besides, I wasn’t the first to say it.” 


  “Then who was?”


  “The master of the Lanyue sword, Lianjian’s Second Sage and your mother’s father. My master.”


  Chen Yi’s thoughts returned to the distant past, to that wise and gentle middle-aged man. 


  “I had just entered the path of cultivation at the time,” he began. “I thought someone as powerful as my master should be unfailing like the sun, the moon, and the stars. But fate is unpredictable. When he was assassinated, your mother was only eighteen. If your mother and I are gone one day, you and your brother must rely on each other to walk the long road of life.” 


  Chen Zhuo was stunned. He had never heard his father mention this part of his past. When he regained himself, he found the topic too heavy to brush off and wanted to say more, but his father waved him off.


  “Go rest. Don’t overwork yourself.”  


  Chen Yi remained lost in his memories.


  It had been spring the year he entered the sect. He couldn’t recall what elaborate ceremonies he performed, nor which elders he met. All he remembered was following his master, Qu Jiang, through flowers and willows toward the back mountains.


  Suddenly, his master stopped and beckoned to a willow tree on the side of the path. A little girl jumped down.


  Smiling, his master ruffled the girl’s hair and turned to him. “This is my only daughter, named Duiyan. She’s your shijie, though younger than you and not as composed or diligent. She’ll need your assistance in the future.”


  Chen Yi approached and saluted. “Greetings, Shijie.” 


  Qu Duiyan, caught hiding in the tree—and perhaps remembering their first meeting at the academy—turned away, refusing to look at him. Back then, her stunning beauty hadn’t fully blossomed; her eyes were full of innocence untouched by worldly affairs.


  This is my little shijie, he thought. I will protect her from all her worries for life.




  Chapter 115:
Extra: Li Tugen


   


  AMID THE SEASON of bleak autumn wind, fallen leaves fluttered through the air of Yunyang City. Several teachers from Lanyuan Academy were leading students on a fall hiking excursion, their procession a grand fanfare as they passed by Diligence Hall and exited the main entrance gates. 


  Once the party was gone, a ringlet-haired attendant in red, cradling scrolls and books, traversed the winding corridor. The youth walked under the pergola gate and entered the courtyard lined with locust trees.


  The tomes were handed to the headmaster, reclined in his wicker chair. When their pages were flipped open, the attendant noticed they were sword art manuals. Curiosity got the best of him.


  “I heard the Sword Sage and Xiansheng are bosom friends?” he blurted, then immediately regretted it. No matter how magnanimous Xiansheng was, it was inappropriate to pry into his private affairs. 


  Li Tugen, however, wasn’t offended. “Not bosom friends, per se,” he said, his gaze impassive. “We just happen to have known each other for a long time.”


  The attendant didn’t dare ask more and bowed himself out. Li Tugen was left alone in the empty yard, where the west wind tossed fallen leaves into the air.


  He didn’t believe he needed any bosom friends, and he figured Wei Jingfeng was probably the same. From the ripples in his tea, he caught sight of the deepened wrinkles around his eyes and white-streaked black at his temples.


  I really have grown old, he thought.


  But what about Wei Jingfeng?


  No, Wei Jingfeng would never age. He was forever a youth, forever spirited and hot-blooded. Unrestrained by convention, unmatched in swordplay, his eyes ever fixed on the injustices of life. There was no one else like him in the world.


  It would seem, then, that growing old had nothing to do with one’s face or age. To grow old was to feel nostalgic for the past. Thinking of it this way, he did miss Wei Jingfeng a little.


   


  ***


   


  BACK THEN, they’d both been relatively young. The academy did not yet have a library, just a small private schoolhouse with undue ambition.


  The Sword Sage had no eaves to perch on in those days, so he’d had to stand atop the gray tiles of the courtyard wall, looking down at his friend.


  “Li Tugen, there’s a group of people trying to kill me.” 


  Wei Jingfeng was travel-worn, hair mussed, sleeves stained with dried black blood. Despite his sorry appearance, his eyes were as spirited as ever.


  Rather than seeking help from his sect when his life was in danger, he had detoured to the Central Continent and come to the Lanyuan Private School. Weirdo.


  Li Tugen was standing by the window, writing. He frowned.


  “You’re unbelievable. Three years without a word, and the first thing you say when you show up again is to ask me to go kill people with you?” Despite his protest, he prepared himself to leave. He put away the books, washed the brush, and grabbed an array disk before heading out the door.


  Wei Jingfeng raised an eyebrow. “So I should pick an auspicious day, send a formal calling card, sit down for tea, and then ask you to go kill people with me?” 


  They had already stepped out of the courtyard.


  “And where are these people?” Li Tugen asked. 


  “They’ll arrive a hundred miles outside Yunyang City tonight.”


  “You came too late. If you had arrived yesterday, I could’ve set up arrays in the Yun Ridge.” 


  Wei Jingfeng blinked.


  There were many kinds of friends in this world: Some clung on ordinary days but fled without a care during crisis; others stayed distant unless needed, but when real trouble came and the call was made—whether they were indulging in pleasure or buried in study—they would toss aside everything and follow through hell and high water.


  Through tempests endured, old friends still remain;17


  Drawing swords on strange roads, sharing debt and pain. 


  Alas, the Sword Sage and Headmaster-xiansheng were not so heroic or chivalrous. They fought side by side and advanced or retreated merely out of habit formed in childhood. They both believed it was only because they weren’t strong enough to go it alone at the start.


  Before the Sword Sage existed and before Yunyang City had a headmaster, there was a village called Xihe in the easternmost part of the Eastern Continent. It was named Xihe—west river—because a river ran west of it. Women fetched water upstream, while children splashed about downstream like a bunch of wild monkeys. The village had no concept of education; children were left to run around as freely as livestock.


  Only two children never joined the water fights or played with the others. The older one was Li Tugen, who spent his days reading indoors. His mother complained that he was wasting lamp oil and chased him out, so he went to read next door at the Wei family’s house.


  The younger one was Wei Jingfeng, born into the only literate family of the entire village—hence his elegant name “Jingfeng,” taken from the verse “Brushstrokes that startle tempests.” It was a name that brimmed with scholarly refinement, but unfortunately, he never read.


  At six, he passed by a blacksmith’s shop and decided to become his apprentice. 


  The two were only three months apart in age and both peculiar compared to the other village youths. Their peers shunned them, and their families paid them little attention. Logically, they should have bonded over their shared misfortune. In actuality, they’d never gotten along. 


  As neighbors, they saw each other constantly, especially since Li Tugen often visited the Weis to borrow books. Wei Jingfeng, sitting in the yard whittling wooden swords, would shoot him sidelong glances.


  “Scholars are the most useless of all,” he’d say. 


  A gentleman does not argue with a barking dog, Li Tugen thought. But boy do I want to smack him! 


  Their only commonality was curiosity about the outside world.


  Behind the village was a massive mountain range full of rare flora and fierce beasts. No one dared venture there, usually. But Wei Jingfeng once snuck up and found Li Tugen staring at flowers and grass, trying to compare them to illustrations in a book.


  What’s so interesting about plants? he wondered. This guy must be nuts.


  At first, they loathed the sight of each other. Then, one day, they met again in the mountains and were chased by a wild boar. That was when they finally developed a shallow camaraderie—shallow to the point where they’d pull each other up when running for their lives, but if they couldn’t, they’d run without looking back.


  The locust trees in the village were older than the village itself. Their canopies blocked out the sun in the summer, and their leaves danced in the air come autumn. Days passed without notice; five years were no different than ten.


  By sixteen, aside from helping in the fields, Li Tugen’s life goal was to become a private school teacher, while Wei Jingfeng spent all his time at the blacksmith’s shop. Both assumed their futures would consist of nothing more than sweat in the fields, and either lamp oil at night or the heat of the forge. 


  The day their lives changed forever was the same as any other ordinary day before it. 


  Li Tugen dearly regretted ascending the mountain that day. According to the moon and the stars the night before, there shouldn’t have been a storm. But the earth quaked and the mountain shook, as if the cave he’d taken shelter in might collapse at any moment.


  Then a shadowy figure rushed into the cave. A flash of lightning illuminated his face: Wei Jingfeng. 


  Wei Jingfeng saw him too. Amid the flashing lightning and roaring thunder, neither spoke. 


  The earth shook, pieces of rocks pattering down inside the cave. With a deafening crash, the light inside the cave suddenly vanished. Wei Jingfeng grunted as he fell backward onto the ground.


  Li Tugen glanced over. A fallen boulder had blocked the cave’s entrance. He caught a faint whiff of blood.


  No wonder the brat is sitting there so quietly. He must be injured because of the rocks or branches, or whatever beasts or fowl.


  Thunder and rain rumbled faintly behind through the boulder, but the clearest sound of all was their breathing. In a situation like this, all they could do was wait.


  Eventually, the storm and tremors subsided. Li Tugen’s head was feeling heavy; he could no longer keep count of time. Wei Jingfeng propped himself against the rock wall. Without a word, they both braced against the boulder and pushed.


  It was wedged tight. Their combined effort had no more effect than trying to empty the ocean with a pail. They kept trying until they exhausted all their strength. Hunger and cold gnawed at them.


  “At this rate, we’ll both die.” 


  “Keep struggling and you’ll die quicker.” 


  “If I die first, what will you do?” Wei Jingfeng asked.


  This was their first proper conversation since they’d known each other.


  Li Tugen rolled his eyes. “Bury you.” 


  Wei Jingfeng thought for a moment. “You’d better eat me. Don’t waste anything.” 


  Li Tugen blinked. “You’re right. If I die first, you should eat me. Survive a few more days. Maybe your parents will show up with a rescue team.”


  Perhaps they were too young to understand, or perhaps they were born eccentric, but their views on life and death were incomprehensible. After this exchange, they had nothing more to say.


  By the third day after the earthquake and storm, a ray of sunlight seeped through a crack in the cave entrance, but there was no sign of rescue.


  Li Tugen speculated that something might have happened to the village. They might not be well-liked, but surely not to the point no one would search for them. By the fourth day, they’d eaten the last of the plants and flowers in the cave. They didn’t lack for water, but the hunger made them dizzy. 


  On the sixth day, Li Tugen plucked a lone stalk of grass on the cave wall. It was emerald green with a streak of purple and had astonishingly long roots. He split it with Wei Jingfeng. 


  “Why give me the leaf?” Wei Jingfeng asked.


  “Roots usually aren’t poisonous.”


  Wei Jingfeng’s temper flared. “Are you trying to kill me so you can eat my flesh?” 


  Li Tugen stared at him with a look that said, Are you stupid? “If you die from poison, your flesh would be poisonous too.”


  And so they gobbled up Emerald Gleam like bulls chewing on peonies. 


  It was the real Emerald Gleam. Contrary to the imaginations of countless cultivators, the earth didn’t shake and no rays of light appeared. Despite containing immense cosmic energy, the little plant had grown quietly in an ordinary cave, without a single wisp of spiritual energy leaking out to the rest of the world.


  The moment it entered his stomach, Li Tugen felt an icy current spread from his innards to his limbs. The agony was so excruciating he thought he might explode. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Wei Jingfeng was also racked in pain, unable to even scream. He groaned deep in his throat. 


  What a miscalculation, Li Tugen thought. Both the leaf and the roots are poisonous.


  Many years later, after he’d pored through innumerable texts, he would be grateful he had shared the herb. Otherwise, his meridians that had never cultivated spiritual qi would have ruptured beneath the flood of a million years’ worth of accumulated spiritual energy. 


  But at that moment, he knew nothing of this.


  After the drawn-out agony subsided, things became very simple. Wei Jingfeng’s injuries healed completely. With one hand, he pushed aside the boulder and walked out of the cave.


  The long-lost sunlight bathed his body. The woods were in ruins, broken trees and rubble strewn everywhere. The storm had destroyed a large number of locust trees, but the buildings and fields of the village were mostly intact. Chickens clucked and dogs barked as usual. But the place was deserted. 


  “Who are you?!” Wei Jingfeng abruptly snapped, looking up.


  Atop the branch of a surviving tree stood an elder in dark blue Daoist robes, sizing them up with piercing eyes. It was an extremely uncomfortable look.


  “A group of demonic cultivators came in search of a rare flora,” he said. “I hurried here with warning. Since the demonic cultivators left empty-handed, they’ll likely return.” 


  “So…everyone left?” Li Tugen asked.


  The old Daoist didn’t respond, but his expression said it all. 


  “May I ask what they were searching for?” Wei Jingfeng asked.


  “The Emerald Gleam, commonly known as the ‘Immortality Herb.’ The Qiong Palace has diviners who sensed its presence here.” 


  The elder frowned, feeling he might’ve revealed too much. The two were stunned by the news, but neither felt exhilaration from unwittingly consuming the rare herb, nor grief from being abandoned by their kin. This earned them a measure of respect from the wandering cultivator. He hadn’t expected such composure from country bumpkins and was moved to make an offer.


  “You two have ingested the spiritual herb and therefore entered the world of cultivation. Without support, you may not survive for long. Would you be willing to enter my tutelage?” 


  Anyone else, faced with such astonishing upheaval and a glimpse into another world, would have been overwhelmed.


  “No,” Wei Jingfeng said, composed and decisive.


  Li Tugen bowed. “Thank you for the offer, sir. But I also decline.” 


  Fortunately, this Daoist cultivated the natural path and saw all matters with detachment. His life neared its end; he sought only to accumulate merit for the next. He didn’t press them.


  “Just as well,” he said. He gave them two books before he left with a whirl of his sleeves. 


  The two books—Basics of Sword Art and Divination—were both foundational texts for cultivation beginners. Just like that, they fell into the duo’s hands. 


  Li Tugen turned to Wei Jingfeng. “Why didn’t you want to become his disciple?” He thought a brute who loved swinging swords and spears would have jumped at the chance.


  “Why didn’t you?”


  “It happened so suddenly. I don’t trust strangers. Could’ve been a trap,” Li Tugen replied. “Were you the same?”


  Didn’t think you had a brain.


  “No,” Wei Jingfeng said. “He just made taking a disciple sound like charity. Felt bad.” 


  Li Tugen was baffled. If he felt that way, why even bother entering the cultivation world? 


  This guy is bound to get himself in trouble sooner or later. 


  The two rummaged through their homes to gather what important items they owned. Wei Jingfeng slung an iron sword across his back, while Li Tugen balanced a shoulder pole heavy with books. They were ready to see the world beyond.


  When they stepped out of the village, Li Tugen set down his burden and bowed three times at the entrance. Wei Jingfeng scoffed and walked away.


  The outside world was vast indeed. The mountains and rivers, the bustling markets of civilization—each picturesque scene was unique; each town had its own charm. Faced with their unearned power, Wei Jingfeng actively explored how to wield and improve it, while Li Tugen focused on controlling it. Their paths differed, though the destination was the same. By some luck, they managed to advance through Marrow Purification. 


  Had things continued this way, all would have been well. Although their horizons had broadened, life continued to be blacksmithing and sword practice, book transcription and study, now with the addition of cultivation. However, word of their consumption of Emerald Gleam eventually got out.


  It began with a medical cultivator noticing something unusual. Then, somehow, the news reached the ears of the disciples of the Twelve Palaces. Before they could leave the Eastern Continent, trouble came for them in droves. 


  Rumors sprang out of nowhere and began to spread: The Emerald Gleam’s spiritual energy had fused with their flesh and blood, and to refine and consume them would grant over half of the herb’s effect. Many of the demonic cultivators of the Twelve Palaces, even if skeptical of such outlandish claims, were still curious to see what became of the two who had consumed the legendary spiritual herb.


  Thus began Wei Jingfeng and Li Tugen’s desperate escape. From their first joint kill to repeated ambushes, and finally counter-killings, they narrowly escaped death time and again. They didn’t dare seek help from medical cultivators to tend to their injuries; they relied entirely on Emerald Gleam’s effects to heal. At last, they stowed away on a merchant ship bound for the Central Continent.


  Many years later, when the Sword Sage recounted this blood-soaked period of his life to Yin Biyue, it was reduced to a single offhanded remark: “We avoided the enemies he foresaw. Those he couldn’t foresee, we killed together.” 


  Most demonic cultivators either didn’t dare or didn’t want to leave the Eastern Continent. After they deliberately hid their tracks upon crossing the sea, no one found them. 


  Li Tugen’s writing was excellent—elegant and full of character. He rented a thatched hut in Yunyang City and earned a meager living by transcribing texts and writing letters for others. Children from nearby neighborhoods who couldn’t afford formal schooling were sent to him to learn how to read.


  Wei Jingfeng, who couldn’t stand listening to their recitations every day, left with the sword on his back.


  Li Tugen was honest and polite, charging only a pittance. As his reputation grew, so did the number of his students. A year later, he acquired a small courtyard and opened a private school.


  The day the school was established, as a new year was fast approaching, snow fell on the Central Plains. The cold cut to the bone. Wei Jingfeng’s letter arrived with the first snow. It said he had joined a sect and was off to cultivate. If Li Tugen ever starved teaching in Yunyang, he could come find him at the Cangya Mountains.


  The Cangya Mountains seemed to be on the Western Continent, somewhere quite far away.


  After some thought, Li Tugen named his school Lanyuan—Billows of the Deep.


  Teaching was a stable occupation. A sword cultivator fought and killed all day. Wei Jingfeng was the one most likely to starve.


  Li Tugen enjoyed studying and calculation. Studying required no innate talent, only diligence and focus. As the years passed, he devoured every book he could find across the Central Continent. Prolonged calculation, however, demanded formidable spiritual sense. He began to cultivate with purpose. But he never obsessed over his personal power. To him, cultivation was merely a tool to aid his calculations. 


  With a scholar of high cultivation, the reputation of Lanyuan Private School spread. Students came from far and wide, crossing seas to attend this institution. People began addressing him as “Xiansheng.” Only in Wei Jingfeng’s letters was he still called “Li Tugen.”


  The private school expanded to an academy with a campus the size of a city within a city, grand and majestic. He planted locust trees throughout his own courtyard and expedited their growth using spells. Within months, the trees shaded the courtyard with their lush canopies.


  As his students multiplied enough to become a faction of their own, certain prominent clans of the Central Continent tried to coerce him into submission with bribes and threats. After his outright refusal, the elite fighters housed by these clans descended upon the academy. That night, Wei Jingfeng stood atop the library’s eaves, sword in hand, and watching in silence. By daybreak, the enemies in the shadows soundlessly retreated. 


  Compared to this singular event, Wei Jingfeng faced many more troubles. When he was truly outmatched, he sought Li Tugen’s aid. But as their cultivation and statuses grew, the number of foes and hurdles they couldn’t overcome dwindled, and they gradually fell out of contact.


  Wei Jingfeng, with his one sword, drifted alone. Headmaster-xiansheng, on the other hand, seemed to have many friends. Cultivators valued fate and divination, and many prominent figures who admired his abilities came seeking his readings. Later, they themselves became prominent figures, whom the world dared not speak lightly of. 


  One day, moved by a sudden whim, Li Tugen went to Ming Lake to drink in the night. Gazing at the stars, he slipped into a mysterious state of epiphany. He saw beyond the heavens.


  Another night, a stormy one in winter, he invited Wei Jingfeng for a drink in Yunyang City. By a roaring fire, as hard liquor burned their insides, he pointed out the two stars. 


  “Life and death within the same gate, only one shall live. You see it too, don’t you?” 


  Wei Jingfeng glanced up and said nothing. When the tavern was about to close and the liquor was gone, the Sword Sage slammed his cup on the table.


  “Stay out of it! Scholars are the most useless of all!” he roared. Then he stormed downstairs without paying. 


  Li Tugen understood. Wei Jingfeng didn’t want him involved—because peering into the will of heaven came at a great cost. Besides, Wei Jingfeng was no great believer in the inevitability of fate.


  Li Tugen stood by the railing upon the higher levels of the tavern to sober up in the frigid air. Large snowflakes settled on his shoulders, unmelting. Looking down, he saw Wei Jingfeng pick up a child outside the academy’s entrance. A skeletal boy of about six or seven. After a closer look, he could tell the boy was a good kid.


  Because of their final decision, the greatest tribulation of their lives arrived as foretold.


  Wei Jingfeng went alone to the Sword Mausoleum, while Li Tugen defended Yunyang City against the demonic army.


  He could guess what awaited in the Sword Mausoleum. To unleash the sword qi there, Wei Jingfeng would have to endure ten thousand swords striking at once. As for himself, already severely wounded and forced to expend heartblood to activate a grand array, he was ready to die. 


  No matter. He’d seen much and learned much of the best in this life. Although not as carefree as some, he had no regrets.


  But in the end, he survived. The effects of Emerald Gleam were far stronger than he’d imagined, saving him one last time before it vanished completely from his system.


  Wuwang pronounced that he would never cultivate again. All he had left was a prolonged lifespan. He wasn’t fazed. He continued to read and write, just as he had a hundred years ago.  


   


  ***


   


  ANOTHER YEAR PASSED, bringing with it bleak autumn winds. His tea had gone cold, the book in his hand unread. The elderly Headmaster-xiansheng, having revisited his memories, mused on the differences between himself and Wei Jingfeng.


  Neither had friends. But Wei Jingfeng, at least, had disciples. When many believed Wei Jingfeng wasn’t coming back, Li Tugen heard that once-skeletal child, Jun Yu, was still waiting. 


  Staring at the white walls and gray tiles, he was struck by a sudden sense of nostalgia—as if that man might suddenly appear atop the wall, calling down to him.


  “Li Tugen.” 


  Someone was calling him. It was an unfamiliar voice. No one stood atop the wall. No one perched on the library’s eaves. Instead, unsteady footsteps, coupled with a leaking aura, approached the academy’s back door.


  He rose in shock, recognizing the newcomer at once. He couldn’t speak for the longest time. When understanding dawned, he was inwardly amused, though he raised a brow and feigned confusion.


  “How did you end up like this?” he asked. But before the other could answer, he mimicked the other’s usual tone. “Ah, right. ‘Beauty is fleeting. It’s just appearances.’ You’d never care about such things…”


  The Sword Sage, having accepted reality on his journey here, snorted. “At least this old fellow still has half his cultivation left. What do you have?”


  “My life,” replied Headmaster-xiansheng, unoffended. He drew his brows together. There was only one rational explanation for the sight before him. “Emerald Gleam reconstructed your physical body, but it couldn’t restore your original form?”


  Wei Jingfeng didn’t answer.


  “Only managed a feeble, childish version? Can you still grow, or is this permanent?” 


  Wei Jingfeng really wanted to draw his sword, but he never drew against those without cultivation. So he could only endure it, reducing their exchange to marketplace squabble.


  “Shut up! In another eighteen years, this old man will be back in his prime!” 


  Had he still been the youthful Sword Sage, his anger would have silenced Headmaster-xiansheng. But right now, he was an adorable little boy who even spoke in a childish voice. So Headmaster-xiansheng laughed instead.


  “Aww, don’t be mad. Come give uncle a hug,” he crooned.


  Wei Jingfeng turned on his heel. “I’m going to sleep. Write and have someone fetch me.”


  He couldn’t actually cut down Li Tugen with his sword, so any more conversation was pointless. He didn’t mention whom to write to, or who should come for him. He simply entered the side wing and slammed the door shut. 


  Headmaster-xiansheng knew what to do. But first, he laughed even harder. 


  With a few simple strokes, he finished the letter and summoned the deputy headmaster to deliver it to Xihua Peak, addressed explicitly to Jun Yu.


  Whatever came next was the concern of those on the Cangya Mountains. 




  Chapter 116:
Extra: Wei Jingfeng and Jun Yu


   


  JUN YU ARRIVED IN YUNYANG CITY in the dead of night. Headmaster-xiansheng, having estimated he wouldn’t arrive before the following morning, had already retired without sending anyone to receive him.


  Now, as he stood outside the academy’s tall vermilion gates and walls, Jun Yu’s brows were slightly drawn, his usual cold demeanor betraying a touch of barely perceptible eagerness. Before he could knock, a figure vaulted over the courtyard wall from within. Sleeves fluttering in the night wind like a white bird in flight—it should have been an awe-inspiring sight.


  Then the figure turned.


  Moonlight spilled past the edges of the clouds, pooling on the ground in silver puddles. Locust trees swayed in the breeze; their interlacing shadows, deepening and lightening, were cast upon the walls and the roof tiles. And on him.


  Jun Yu’s expression stirred.


  Why so surprised? Wei Jingfeng thought. Chunshan Xiao and Qiufeng Li’s energies draw from the same source. Of course I know you’ve come. But then he realized his current appearance was probably the real reason for his disciple’s astonishment.


  “What?” Wei Jingfeng snapped. “After many years apart, has my grown disciple forgotten his master?”


  He regretted his words immediately. His sharp tone was uncalled for. Vexed by his own thoughtlessness and annoyed that Jun Yu, like Li Tugen, seemed fixated on his appearance, he turned to leave.


  Before he could, Jun Yu knelt on one knee. This closed the distance between them, and Wei Jingfeng no longer had to speak with his head tilted up. Jun Yu stared at him hard, rendering him speechless.


  “Not ‘many years,’” Jun Yu corrected him solemnly. “It’s been one hundred twenty-four years and six months.”


  In that instant, all of Wei Jingfeng’s frustrations vanished.


  He reached out and stroked his disciple’s head. “Let’s go home.”


  Jun Yu stood and followed, keeping one step behind him just like before, a mark of unbreachable reverence. To Jun Yu, Shifu was Shifu. Appearance, age, cultivation level—none of it mattered.


  On the deserted street, the bluestone-tiled road was patterned with shadows. Lanterns and tavern banners fluttered on tall poles. Wind in late autumn carried a biting chill. Wei Jingfeng tugged his collar tight. In truth, the exhaustion of the long journey from the Sword Mausoleum to the Central Continent couldn’t be dispelled with just a night’s sleep. But he paid it no mind. He’d weathered countless storms. What was a little fatigue? Just the usual.  


  Jun Yu stepped forward and took his hand.


  Wei Jingfeng froze.


  Jun Yu’s palm was cool, but then tremendous vital qi poured forth. Warm currents streamed through their interlaced fingers and spread through his body. 


  It’s so nice to have raised a disciple, Wei Jingfeng marveled. He even knows to take care of his shifu now. 


  The entire city slumbered as they wandered through the tranquil night.


  Wei Jingfeng, hand held by his disciple, seemed to sense something.


  “Although I suffered a great calamity this time, it was also a blessing. My sword spirit is firmer than ever. My cultivation can be rebuilt. This form is like reliving childhood, which is a kind of cultivation of its own. I’ve made peace with it. You needn’t grieve.”


  He was never good at consoling others, and his words came out stiff. Nevertheless, Jun Yu listened intently. In the end, he hummed a quiet acknowledgment. 


  Wei Jingfeng relaxed.


  The autumn wind picked up piles of leaves at the street corner like waves lapping the shore beneath the silver moonlight. Their shadows stretched long behind them. Life was unpredictable. Many years ago, the Sword Sage had picked up a disciple outside Lanyuan Academy’s gates. Now, it was the disciple’s turn to come here and bring him home.


   


  ***


   


  WEI JINGFENG WASN’T in a hurry to return. After so long in the Sword Mausoleum, he found checking out the bustling mortal world refreshing. Jun Yu, of course, indulged him. 


  “You should come out more often. What’s the point of practicing the sword on the mountain all day? To transcend the world is to enter the world…”


  Jun Yu nodded. One glance, and Wei Jingfeng could tell Jun Yu hadn’t taken it to heart. Wei Jingfeng tried a serious face. “Xihua Peak is your home. It shouldn’t be a cage. Don’t shackle yourself.”


  Jun Yu pressed his lips together and said nothing.
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  In the busy streets of Lüeyang City, many peered at them with curiosity. A dour young man holding the hand of an adorable child was an unusual sight. 


  When they entered the flowery pleasure lane, the stares intensified. Wei Jingfeng remained utterly unselfconscious, while Jun Yu merely creased his brows, his expression cold as he passed by the beckoning, perfumed silks and elaborate hairpins. The crowds in the narrow alleyway parted to make way.


  Chunxiu Pavilion, nestled in that fragrant lane of sweet wine and blooms, was mostly empty in the morning. Only a few tables were occupied in the main hall. The air was thick with the scent of wine and faint rouge powder. A brazier crackled merrily.


  Behind the counter, the boss lady—still charming despite her age—flipped through the ledger absently. Everything was as Wei Jingfeng remembered. Except now, he was too short to reach the counter on his own.


  He glanced back at Jun Yu, signaling him to buy him booze. But Jun Yu seemed to have misunderstood. He blinked. Then he bent and picked Wei Jingfeng up. 


  When Wei Jingfeng unexpectedly gained height, his condescending confidence returned. Grinning, he affected the local Lüeyang accent to speak to the madam. “Ma’am, got any Fleeting Life’s Joy left, ya?”


  Miss Luhua finally looked up at them and broke into a rare smile. “Fer you or fer yer father?” 


  “Fer me!” replied Wei Jingfeng, not having caught on.


  Normally, when fetching wine, Miss Luhua would slam the jug onto the counter with a loud thud that sent dust flying. But this time, she was uncharacteristically gentle, cradling a small porcelain pot and placing it gently into Wei Jingfeng’s arms.


  “This one’s on the house,” she said. 


  Did she recognize me as a regular? Wei Jingfeng wondered. A bit skimpy on the wine… Well, whatever. It’s the thought that counts. Can’t complain about freebies.


  He was in high spirits the entire time Jun Yu carried him out of Chunxiu Pavilion and out of the pleasure district. Until he popped the cork. His sharp senses picked up on something amiss before he even tasted the liquor. 


  “This isn’t Fleeting Life’s Joy. It’s peach-blossom wine!” He struggled out of Jun Yu’s hold, ready to march back to the brothel. 


  “What’s the difference?” asked Jun Yu, who was ignorant about wine. 


  “This is for kids!” Peach-blossom wine was insipid on the palate and cloyingly sweet at the finish. It was basically juice.


  Jun Yu caught him. He said nothing but bent down on one knee to meet his eyes. 


  Wei Jingfeng’s protests died in his throat under that gaze. Clutching the pot, he deflated.


  “Forget it. You don’t need to comfort me.” He flashed a brief smile. “Being a child again isn’t so bad, I suppose. No one ever gave me anything when I was little.” 


  It felt like a whole new life. As a child, Wei Jingfeng was ostracized and disliked in his village. As a youth, he fought for his life in the wastelands of the Eastern Continent. There were no happy memories.


  Jun Yu wordlessly took the pot and his hand. They continued on their way. 


  Wei Jingfeng, now at eye level with the stalls, discovered a world of novel little trinkets he’d never noticed before—pinwheels, candied hawthorn skewers, dough figurines, clay dolls, rabbit lanterns. How fun. 


  “Shall we get it?” Jun Yu asked.


  “No.” The Sword Sage couldn’t bring himself to buy a rabbit lantern.


  The pinwheel vendor, charmed by his cuteness and accustomed to children who said one thing but meant another, stuffed a red pinwheel into his hands. “Here. For you.” 


  Caught off guard, Wei Jingfeng accepted it.


  Jun Yu fished out a tael of silver and handed it to the vendor. Because he rarely descended the mountains, much less spent money, he had no clue what things cost and overpaid. The vendor couldn’t suppress the broad smile on his face. The other stalls followed suit and showered Wei Jingfeng with trinkets. Jun Yu trailed behind him, settling the bills generously. 


  By the time they neared Lüeyang’s city gates, Wei Jingfeng was firmly in his role as a child. He nibbled on the candied hawthorn skewer while Jun Yu carried the rest of his purchases. 


  This isn’t so bad, he decided.


   


  ***


   


  THAT DAY, Yan Xing’s wanderings brought him to Qingzhou City, where he encountered a few old drinking buddies at Tianxiang Pavilion. They were a mix of rogue cultivators and young masters from major noble houses. A few rounds in, the party really became unrestrained. 


  “So what’s the deal with that kid your dashixiong’s got with him? Is he his son or his disciple?”


  Yan Xing was stunned. “What?” Dashixiong? Kid? You’re joking.


  “You don’t know? You really don’t know?”


  “Tsk. Your dashixiong took that kid to Cangya. A bunch of folks saw it.”


  “Really don’t believe us? He dotes on that kid like crazy.” 


  “If we dared to ask him, why would we bother asking you?”


  Yan Xing sobered up immediately. He vaulted through the second-floor window before his friends could react, leaving only a blur in his wake. He raced back to Xihua Peak, traveling day and night without rest. Finally, at the mountain gates of Cangya, he spotted Jun Yu, who was bending down to speak to the child in question.


  Yan Xing had never seen Jun Yu like this. The icy indifference in his brow was the same as always, yet somehow his whole demeanor was gentle.


  The child was definitely not a disciple.


  He stalked up to the two. “Dashixiong, that your son?” His words escaped his mouth before his brain could stop them.


  The child turned and shot him a flat look. 


  Yan Xing finally noticed the sword at his waist—an exquisite shortsword adorned with pearls, so magnificent it almost seemed to be an ornament. He dropped to his knees.


  After a long gawking pause, he finally regained his senses. “Shifu?!” 


  The Sword Sage grunted and tossed him the peach-blossom wine. “Perfect timing. Have a pot of wine.” 


  Yan Xing caught it on reflex, still dazed when he climbed to his feet. As they ascended Xihua Peak, he suddenly threw his head back and laughed uproariously. “Ha ha ha! Shifu’s back!” 


  The laughter startled the crows in the forest into flight. 


  Wei Jingfeng scowled at him. “Did you think this old fellow was dead?”


  Yan Xing’s mirth faded like morning mist, and tears welled up in his eyes. Watching the two others rush out to greet them, he suspected everyone wanted to cry.


   


  ***


   


  THE SWORD SAGE HAD RETURNED. This was world-shaking news. But because Wei Jingfeng loathed trouble and didn’t want anyone to know, the news stopped at Xihua Peak. 


  Life on the peak hadn’t changed much. He never quite grew accustomed to his form. It was fine in front of Jun Yu, but facing his other disciples always felt awkward. Thus, he dismissed Yin Biyue to establish his own peak with Luo Mingchuan.


  “At your cultivation level, and as registered cultivation partners, you ought to strike out on your own. Why are you hanging around my place?”


  Obeying his master’s orders, Yin Biyue found a pure, pristine spot on the Cangya Mountains’ dragon vein and called it Ximing. Cangya gained its seventh peak.  


  Yan Xing was even easier to deal with. “You’re here but your heart is not. Off with you!” And that was that. Duan Chongxuan was already gone, so he just said, “Lao-wu? Tell him don’t bother coming back. If he’s so free, go build a bridge over the Floating Sea.”


  Liu Qishuang, brush paused in midair, was at a loss. She didn’t know if Wei Jingfeng was being serious, or if she should reword what he’d said. 


  Finally, Wei Jingfeng turned to her. “Qishuang, you should get out more. You’re too young to spend all your time cooped up copying scriptures.”


  Liu Qishuang heeded his words. When the spring breeze transformed into the rainy season, she descended the mountain, her destination unknown. To Wei Jingfeng, it didn’t matter whether she’d conquered the life-or-death seclusion or how many partings she’d endured. She would always be the little girl from the Snow Plains. She was still young with a bright future ahead of her. She ought to experience the world, to waste time, to regret.


  With everyone gone, the Sword Sage could finally play with his rabbit lantern openly. 


  Xihua Peak was quiet again, like years ago, when Wei Jingfeng first brought Jun Yu back. They were the only ones on the peak, along with the vibrant sea of twilight clouds and the wildflowers covering the slopes.


  Seasons passed, clouds rolled in and out. Cultivation knew not the passing of time. Thinking back, he realized this might be the longest he’d ever stayed on Xihua Peak. He was confident he owed nothing to heaven and earth, nothing to Cangya. But if he were to question whether his life was free of regrets, he always felt he owed Jun Yu.


  His eldest disciple was only six or seven when he first came to Cangya. Wei Jingfeng hadn’t known to shield him from the wind when flying, hadn’t known to hold back during sparring, hadn’t bothered to specify how long his travels would last. Jun Yu never complained. Only now, reliving childhood himself, did Wei Jingfeng begin to understand how difficult those days must have been. Just as he’d told Yin Biyue, he really hadn’t been a good master.


  Jun Yu, meanwhile, tempered his strikes when they practiced, held his hand every time they descended the mountain as if worried he’d tire or get lost, and even learned handicrafts somewhere to make him trinkets. Wei Jingfeng, true to his childlike spirit, would grow bored with the toys after a couple days but kept them nonetheless.


  Jun Yu was a far better master than he’d ever been.


  “I remember when you first came to Cangya, we were learning how to communicate and you used to say so much in a day. How have you regressed?”


  “With nothing to say and no one to say it to, regression is inevitable.”


  Unacceptable, thought the Sword Sage. Looks like conversation is like cultivation; stagnation means backsliding. We’ll have to practice anew.


  And so, they started over from scratch.


  To a great cultivator, a dozen years was but the blink of an eye—the time it took to get drunk beneath a flowering tree. Wei Jingfeng was once again a spirited young man, untouched by the years. As his cultivation returned, he was ready to wander the world again with his sword and no longer in need of his disciple’s company.


  On a midspring day, when the mountains seemed to smile, Jun Yu saw him off at Xihua Peak’s trailhead. He watched Wei Jingfeng’s figure shrink into the distance until it was indistinct against the blue skies. He returned alone to his courtyard.


  When he sat at his desk polishing his sword, he suddenly felt the past dozen years had been but a long dream. When he woke, the world had been the same as always. Nothing had changed. 


  As a disciple, he’d listened to his master’s every word and carried them out faithfully. There was only one thing he didn’t agree with.


  “Xihua Peak is your home. It shouldn’t be a cage. Don’t shackle yourself.”


  That man would never know. Cangya wasn’t a cage, nor was Xihua Peak shackles. The only one who could ever bind him was the Sword Sage. Wei Jingfeng himself.


  Jun Yu polished his sword slowly. Chunshan Xiao’s surface was smooth as water, reflecting the coldness in his brow. Then, a sudden breeze stirred behind him. Bright light blocked, the room suddenly dimmed. He turned, surprise flickering across his face.


  “I thought you were going to see the world?” he asked.


  The Sword Sage rubbed his nose, somewhat abashed.


  “Nah. It’s not as interesting as seeing you.” 


   


  ***


   


  “PLEASE FRY A BATCH of pine nut candy with extra pine nuts. Make sure the candy coat is extra crispy, and don’t skimp on the portion. I know my stuff.”


  The vendor gaped at the stern-faced cultivator before him, as if seeing a ghost in broad daylight.


  Jun Yu frowned. He reviewed the instructions he’d given and found nothing amiss—every word had been exactly what Wei Jingfeng had told him to say.


  Returning to Xihua Peak’s main courtyard, he found Wei Jingfeng seated imperiously in a taishi chair while Yan Xing knelt below. Spotting Jun Yu’s entrance, Yan Xing, face scrunched in misery, shot him a pleading look.


  “Shifu, I beg you for permission!” he cried in a raised voice.


  Unfortunately, Jun Yu failed to understand the silent and hopeful Dashixiong, please put in a good word for me! He presented the oilpaper package to Wei Jingfeng and fetched a pair of chopsticks.


  The Sword Sage, munching happily on the pine nut candy his eldest disciple had bought, waved for Jun Yu to sit before turning back to chew Yan Xing out. “You useless whelp! Why do you have to go? Why can’t you bring him to Cangya instead?”


  “But Song Tang is a sect leader…” How was he supposed to come to Cangya? Shifu, be reasonable.


  Wei Jingfeng smacked the table. “So what? Luo Mingchuan is also a sect leader! Look at Lao-si. When he says jump, Luo Mingchuan asks how high. That’s the authority a man should wield at home! What’s wrong with you? I don’t have such an embarrassing disciple like you.” 


  I used to think Lao-si wore the pants too, Yan Xing thought. But after a while it became obvious that he’s being spoiled by Luo Mingchuan. I want to spoil Song Tang. What’s the issue? But he kept these thoughts to himself. The Sword Sage seemed to be working himself into a rage and on the verge of fetching something to hurl at him.


  Wei Jingfeng thought drawing a sword against his own disciple was a bit excessive, but he couldn’t bear to slap him with the pine nut candy either. His eldest disciple had gone out of his way to buy it, and he wasn’t finished eating. In the end, he hurled his chopsticks. Yan Xing took the hit without dodging. He thought to rub his shoulder and whine to feign injury, only to find it didn’t hurt at all.


  Jun Yu brought another pair of chopsticks and simply gazed at his master, silent and calm. 


  Under that gaze, Wei Jingfeng’s temper evaporated. He waved dismissively. “Fine, you have my permission. Now go… Wait. There are a few jugs of wine buried under the old pine by the cliff. I buried them there back when I conquered the heavenly tribulation and became a Sage. Take one. But only one! Do you hear me?”


  Yan Xing, who was just about to step out the door, rushed back and kowtowed in front of Wei Jingfeng, overjoyed. “Shifu!”


  “Shut up,” Wei Jingfeng snapped irritably. “Take it and scram. I’m out of spare chopsticks.” 


  Once Yan Xing had gone, the Sword Sage abandoned the chopsticks altogether, happily eating candy with his fingers. He instructed Jun Yu, “Fetch a jug later as well. We’ll drink on the sea of clouds tonight and moongaze.” 


  As the eldest disciple, Jun Yu knew every item in Wei Jingfeng’s possession.


  “More candy?”


  “No, it’s too sweet.” 


  Jun Yu wrapped up the remaining half of the candy pack and brewed a pot of Junshan Mist tea to help Wei Jingfeng cleanse his palate. Then he took out a soft handkerchief and began wiping sugar crumbs from Wei Jingfeng’s hands. These days, besides practicing the sword, he often attended to such trivial tasks, so he kept small necessities on his person. He found it nice. As for why, he couldn’t explain.


  “Shifu, you once said the wine by the cliff was a treasured stash to be unsealed only on a special occasion.”


  The Sword Sage watched his eldest disciple clean his fingertips with the same focus as when he polished swords. His touch was gentle and meticulous. 


  “Any day I’m happy is a special occasion,” he said with a smile.  


  In this long journey, every day with you—grand or ordinary—is a treasure.




  Chapter 117:
Extra
Yan Xing: Part 1


   


  THE DAY YAN XING met Wei Jingfeng, rain had been falling in Lüeyang City for half a month, the autumn wind and damp casting a gloom over everyone’s hearts. The pleasure district was immersed in a misty haze. Night had yet to fall, and without the glow of colorful lanterns and red silk, the alley only saw a few girls with umbrellas. Their skirts lifted in one hand, they gracefully avoided the puddles on the bluestone path, hems fluttering in the wind and rain.


  Inside Chunxiu Pavilion, the lamps were not lit. The main hall was dim, lit only by the fading daylight streaming in through wide-open wooden windows and the braziers in the center of the room. The drinkers inside were a motley bunch. Some gathered at the same table in groups of seven or eight, their dialects mixing, their boisterous laughter and curses filling the air. A lone young nobleman in white sat by the window, sword at his side, painting an image of effortless elegance.


  As for the scruffy youth with a saber strapped to his back in the corner, even though he dressed like a wandering swordsman, his young face made him look more like a street punk. Sitting alone only made him seem all the more down-and-out. However, he didn’t seem concerned by his appearance. He ordered the cheapest liquor—Fierce West Wind—and paired it with a plate of pickled peanuts. He drank and munched by himself with relish. 


  Suddenly, the clear voice of a girl cut through the clamor: “Sirs, you haven’t paid yet.” 


  The crowd turned their eyes to the delicate, pretty girl behind the counter, her almond-shaped eyes wide with indignation. The group of burly men who’d been heading for the door stopped and burst into raucous laughter, which soon shifted into curses as they turned back.


  The patrons who were still drinking and chatting drew sharp breaths, as did the merchants accustomed to traveling through Panlong Ridge. Their unease spread to those who didn’t yet understand the situation.


  The fierce-faced men were obviously pleased by the silence their intimidation caused. One kicked over a table as they stalked toward the counter, shattering it into pieces. 


  That seemed to be the signal. The patrons abandoned their cups and rushed for the door in a panic. In the blink of an eye, the hall emptied. 


  The leader of the group reached the counter, his face splitting into a leering grin. “You don’t know any better, and I won’t hold it against you. But my brothers might not agree. What do you think we should do about that?”


  More laughter followed, accompanied by all sorts of crude remarks. The thin little girl said nothing, frozen in fear.


  Just as it seemed the ruffians were about to cleave the counter in half, a new voice broke in. 


  “You should pay for your drinks. What else?” 


  It was the lone street punk, now standing in front of the counter. His presence had been so minimal, no one noticed him move.


  The brigands of Panlong Ridge were worldly men, practiced in rudimentary body-training techniques. They could size up danger at a glance—if someone was a cultivator, their energy and aura gave them away.


  Sensing nothing, the leader spat out, “Where’d this little bastard crawl out from? Piss off.” 


  Yan Xing didn’t piss off.


  He sidestepped the leader’s incoming fist and reached for his blade. Before his hand touched the hilt, he sensed a breeze at his back. With a nimble flip, he leaped onto a table. Using his sheathed blade as a rod, he hit the man trying to sneak attack him square in the chest with a reverse-grip blow. The man crashed into the leader’s fist, taking the full brunt of the strike.


  Yan Xing darted through the thugs like a fish in water, weaving between them, turning wine jugs and cups into projectiles at his disposal. He used his opponents’ momentum against them, his movements fluid and almost dashing.


  Unfortunately, he was outnumbered. Before long, he was pinned to the ground with a kick in the chest.


  “Damn mutt! Call me Granddaddy and I’ll spare your life today—”


  Yan Xing spat a mouthful of blood in his attacker’s face.


  Enraged, the brigands abandoned their blades and began kicking harder, like they were intent on killing him.


  Luhua, the girl at the counter, pulled out a sword from a hidden compartment under the counter. She rolled up her sleeves, ready to step in.


  Before she could, something whizzed through the air. The brigand leader toppled backward, a wooden chopstick firmly nailed into his Dazhui acupoint.18 When Luhua looked around, the forgotten young nobleman in white had set down his wine bowl, and the remaining chopstick was in his hand. 


  Yan Xing cracked open his eyes, but the blood made it hard to see the nobleman’s face. He could only hear an elegant voice quoting poetry.


  “My song of ambition lies silent, desolate.” 


  The hell?


  The brigands lunged forward, brandishing broadswords. The young noble didn’t even lift his eyes as he plucked another chopstick from the holder.


  “Yet still I must drift, alone evermore.”


  Yan Xing couldn’t stand despite mustering all his strength. Propping himself up to his knees, he bent forward and coughed up more blood.


  Can you please focus on the fight? Now’s not the time for poetry! 


  “Yellow leaves still face wind and rain, blue towers keep their songs unchanged.”


  The wind blew rain in through the window as the young nobleman rose gracefully, sleeves billowing. Just as the brigands reached him, he rolled up his sleeves and punched. 


  He pummeled them with none of the elegance of his recital. Cries of pain and pleas for mercy echoed through Chunxiu Pavilion.


  Wei Jingfeng used neither vital qi nor sword qi—just brute strength to beat the crap out of the mob.


  In the aftermath, they lay sprawled on the ground, more breath rasping out than going in. Troublesome but satisfying. Then, he glanced at the kneeling punk and hauled him to his feet.


  Yan Xing didn’t know how, but the man lifted him easily. A stream of energy poured in from the point on his wrist, spreading through his limbs and erasing the pain completely. 


  Miss Luhua brought them a jug of wine before fetching iron chains to bind the ruffians. 


  Yan Xing still hadn’t snapped out of it. Just moments ago, he’d genuinely thought he was about to die.


  Seeing him like this, Wei Jingfeng felt compelled (as a wise elder) to impart some life wisdom.


  “That girl has already entered the path of cultivation. Dealing with a few lowlifes would’ve been no trouble. But with patrons around, she couldn’t act. She was waiting for them to clear out before she shut the door to teach the ruffians a lesson. Did you use your brain before rushing in to meddle? Do you really think anyone would dare open up shop on this street without some skill or backing?”


  That said, Wei Jingfeng felt the illusion of being a good person for the first time in his life.


  Unexpectedly, Yan Xing showed no regret. “Whether I attack is my business. What’s her skill or backing got to do with me?”


  The Sword Sage was amused. What an interesting kid. Recklessly following his heart without a care for consequences like a dimwit. Such a rare sight. 


  He’d always been impulsive, and the words slipped out before he could think. “How about I take you in as a disciple?” 


  “Why?” 


  Wei Jingfeng poured himself a bowl of wine. “‘Small grievances in the heart can be drowned in wine, but the great injustices of the world can only be cut down by the sword.’ Follow me. Learn some skills, so the next time you see injustice, you can seek death properly.”


  Yan Xing glanced at the exquisite shortsword at Wei Jingfeng’s waist and bared a toothy grin. “The sword is the noblest of weapons. Unfortunately, the world has more false gentlemen than genuine. I don’t want to practice the sword, nor do I want to become a gentleman. I want to learn the saber and become a gallant rogue.” 


  “Who says practicing the sword makes one a gentleman? Saber or sword—they’re but tools. This old fellow’s disciple can learn whatever he wants.” 


  I can tell you’re powerful, not anyone ordinary, but I haven’t even agreed yet. How am I suddenly your disciple? Yan Xing thought. Besides, you’re about the same age as me. How are you an ‘old fellow’? 


  He poured himself a bowl of wine as well. “All this talk and I still don’t know your name, sir.” If the man hadn’t shared his temperament and made for pleasant conversation, he wouldn’t have bothered asking.


  “Wei Jingfeng.” 


  Yan Xing nearly dropped to his knees, wondering if he’d misheard. “What?” 


  The young nobleman slapped his shortsword onto the table. “Some call me the Sword Sage.”


   


  ***


   


  YAN XING CONSIDERED himself a lucky man. His childhood idol, the Sword Sage, became his master—though he was nothing like the legends.


  After entering the cultivation path, Yan Xing did many things others considered suicidal yet survived them all. Even under Lin Yuangui’s Shuoyue, he managed to cling onto his life.


  Years later, one question still puzzled him: Shifu clearly isn’t a scholar, so why was he quoting classics and reciting poetry on the day we met? 


  Unbeknownst to him, that day, Headmaster-xiansheng had deduced the exact location of the twin stars’ appearance. The Sword Sage had just returned to the Western Continent after a fight with the headmaster, so his mind had been filled with verses and his chest with frustration.


  While drowning his sorrows in wine, he’d happened to see Yan Xing. In him, Wei Jingfeng saw the shadow of his younger self: hot-blooded, foolish, and recklessly brave. 


  Yan Xing had said, “Whether I attack is my business. What’s her skill or backing got to do with me?” 


  Wei Jingfeng thought, What I decide is my business. What do the universe’s arrangements have to do with me? That’s how it ought to be. 


  The workings of fate were inscrutable. Yan Xing believed the Sword Sage had saved his life, never realizing he’d helped the Sword Sage in return.


   


  ***


   


  MORE YEARS PASSED, and autumn rain fell once more. They still drank in Chunxiu Pavilion while admiring the ladies. The former street punk had become a dashing, gallant rogue, while the young nobleman in white looked the same as always.


  After Yin Biyue passed out drunk, Wei Jingfeng spoke to Yan Xing about many things. About the Yunxing Abyss, the Sword Mausoleum, fate, and the trajectory of stars. He slapped the table and scolded Yan Xing, at first.


  “You little troublemaker. Keep it up and not even nine lives will be enough for you.” In the end, however, he softened. “But don’t you dare change, okay…?” 


  When Yin Biyue roused, Wei Jingfeng rose to leave without a shred of reluctance.


  That bout of drinking left Yan Xing drunk for a fortnight. Fortunately, Wei Jingfeng returned from his perilous, near-fatal ordeal, and all those words became daily admonitions instead of last words. Only then could Yan Xing bring up the past without feeling traumatized.


  “Hey, my shifu said if I kept up the way I am, not even nine lives would be enough,” he said.


  Song Tang blinked. “The Sword Sage was right.”


  “He’s right?” Yan Xing turned to him, eyes sparkling with mirth. “Actually, he said more: ‘After this old man is gone, find someone to keep you in line.’ Was that also right?” 


  “That’s…right too, yes.” Flustered, Song Tang made excuses to leave. “I still haven’t finished reviewing today’s reports. Excuse me, Yan-daoyou.” 


  He hopped down from the tree and strode toward the main hall of Qinglu. Yan Xing’s soft laughter floated along behind him.


  In the obscure night, the trees’ shadows swayed. Any disciple spotting their stern sect leader sitting in a tree and chatting idly with a drunkard would have dismissed it as a trick of the eyes. 


  Sneaking onto the Qinglu Mountains at night was really becoming a habit. No one knew how that’d happened, not even Yan Xing himself.


   


  ***


   


  THE SWORD SAGE’S third disciple was widely known as a libertine. In his youth, he’d risen to fame with carefree arrogance, slashing water with his saber and drinking freely astride his horse. His dreamy peach-blossom eyes charmed the hearts of countless innocent maidens. 


  But those who met him knew he was neither sentimental nor promiscuous. Sometimes, he was even frustratingly dense. What a shame.


  Which was why, when word spread that Yan Xing had behaved improperly toward Junior Sect Leader Song and ended up with a broken leg, the first reaction wasn’t Is it true? I don’t believe it! but rather… 


  Finally! The day has come!


  The bigger the spectacle, the better. People spread the news with more excitement than if they’d achieved a breakthrough in secluded cultivation. Later, when Yan Xing drunkenly boasted that “He’s even sweeter than his name,” it only added fuel to the flames of salacious gossip. 


  The Qinglu Sword Sect upheld ascetic discipline and strict self-restraint, with an emphasis on chastity. Thus, Song Tang found himself stuck in a wild goose chase over half the Southern Continent.


  At the time, Yan Xing had felt horribly wronged; it was the alcohol’s fault, or the rumors’. He was no lecher! But when the misunderstanding was cleared—after they fought side by side against the demonic army and had a heart-to-heart—he finally realized, with sober clarity, that he was indeed a pervert.


  Every time he saw Song Tang, he behaved shamelessly. The truth was undeniable, and no amount of strong liquor could shoulder the blame.


  For a time, he stopped visiting Song Tang. When vexed, he sought out his elder shixiong or fourth shidi for a fight, or wandered the land in search of new thrills. Eventually, it dawned on him that his avoidance was pointless and would become a mental obstacle in his cultivation path. 


  So he followed his heart and saw Song Tang whenever he so desired. 


  It’s not like I touched him. I just have him on my mind. That’s not so bad, Yan Xing thought to himself.


  Duan Chongxuan caught on and never missed a chance to mock his cowardice. 


  And so life went on. Years slipped by.


  This lasted until, during his wanderings through the Central Continent, Yan Xing encountered Chen Yi at the foot of the Lianjian Mountains. It wasn’t their first meeting, but unlike their previous fleeting encounters of quick nods, this time was different.


  Chen Yi said his cultivation had hit a bottleneck. Since they both pursued the path of the saber, he wished to challenge Yan Xing to a duel.


  Yan Xing accepted gladly.




  Chapter 118:
Extra
Yan Xing: Part 2


   


  NEWS OF THE DUEL spread swiftly. The meeting of the era’s two greatest saber wielders—the clash between Duanshui and Shuanglan—was a grand occasion for the cultivation world.


  Yan Xing had reached fame at a young age and had higher cultivation, while Chen Yi progressed at a meteoric speed, his potential immeasurable. The last time the two were seen in action had been decades prior. These days, no one could declare with certainty who was the superior in combat. 


  Regardless of whether they practiced the saber or not, whether they were spiritual or martial cultivators, everyone was looking forward to their clash. It was destined to be recorded in the annals of history.


  Given this and the duo’s special statuses, finding a location for the match proved troublesome. The Central Continent housed Lianjian; the Western Continent was home to Cangya. Either choice would appear partial. The Eastern Continent was divided by factions, and the Northern Emperor had old ties to Cangya. In the end, the match was arranged to take place on the Southern Continent: orderly, capable of accommodating the many cultivators drawn by the news, and well prepared with protection arrays.


  After much deliberation, the foot of Mount Chongming beside Ye City was selected. Once the site was determined, Sect Leader Qu sent word to Cangya.


  She turned to Chen Yi with a sigh. “I should be happy for you. This is a good chance for advancement.” 


  “What are you worried about?” Chen Yi embraced her from behind. “It’s just a spar, not a fight to the death.”


   


  ***


   


  “MOUNT CHONGMING, Ye City. To think I’d see it again one day,” Yin Biyue marveled. 


  Luo Mingchuan smiled. “I wonder if the courtyard by Qiushui Lake is still there?” 


  “Hey, I’m the one off to a fight. This isn’t a trip down memory lane,” Yan Xing grumbled. Their lovey-doveyness made him sick.


   


  ***


   


  INSIDE THE IMPERIAL GARDEN, Duan Chongxuan was teasing a bird. “Ye City, huh. Want to go? That’s right, that’s a place you’ve been before. Beg me and I’ll take you.” 


  Luan Two shrank in size and rolled around in his palm like a kitten.


  The palace attendants stood far away, eyes downcast, not daring to make a sound.


   


  ***


   


  IN PRIVATE, Cheng Tianyu never addressed Song Tang as sect leader. “Shixiong, will you go watch the match? Many people from the sect want to.”


  Sitting poised before a desk, Song Tang moved his brush across the paper without pause. “There’s too much to do lately. I doubt I’ll go.” 


  Cheng Tianyu couldn’t hide his disappointment. What a shame. “Then I’ll go with Zhong-shixiong and the others and tell you all about it when we come back!” 


  Song Tang hummed an acknowledgment. Once Cheng Tianyu was gone, he stared at his work. The writing was messy, the words incoherent. Melancholy descended upon him.


   


  ***


   


  THE DAY BEFORE THE DUEL, Zhong Shan personally went to the main hall to ask if Song Tang wanted to attend.


  Song Tang still said no. But that evening, he descended the mountain after all and went to the most well-known tavern within a hundred-mile radius of the Qinglu Mountains. 


  Yan Xing didn’t carry himself with the air of a great cultivator. He drank freely, spoke without restraint, and had drinking buddies all over the world. If he didn’t want to imbibe alone, there was always someone ready to keep him company.


  Just like now. The entire second floor of the tavern was filled with people from all walks of life, from young nobles to wandering rogues. They surrounded him in merry conversation, creating a lively atmosphere.


  Right as they were discussing the twelve ways to drink Fleeting Life’s Joy, someone suddenly stood up in a fluster and bowed.


  “Sect Leader Song.” 


  The crowd turned their eyes to the newcomer and fell silent.


  Song Tang, at Qinglu’s helm for years, had long shed the gentleness of his days as chief disciple. He radiated innate authority and awe-inspiring righteousness. In his ink-splashed robes, hair tight in a jade crown, he looked proper and dignified—not a single hair out of place. He was, however, utterly out of place in this cheerful atmosphere. 


  The crowd glanced at Yan Xing for his reaction. They more or less knew he’d been pursued by Sect Leader Song in the past. Though the matter had been dropped, there was clearly old enmity between them. After paying their respects, they quietly dispersed. In the blink of an eye, the clamor was gone. The entire second floor now stood empty, save for Yan Xing and Song Tang, who stared wordlessly at each other. 


  Song Tang hadn’t expected his arrival would clear the room. He shifted awkwardly. Yang Xing had been drinking with friends; his sudden intrusion had no doubt dampened the mood. If Yan Xing asked What are you doing here? he would turn and leave immediately. 


  But Yan Xing asked him nothing. He simply smiled and beckoned. “Come sit.” 


  Song Tang sighed in relief.


  “You have a duel tomorrow,” he began as he sat down. “Why are you here instead of meditating to regulate your breathing?”


  He stopped, regretting the words immediately. He wasn’t Yan Xing’s master or elder. What right did he have to say such authoritative words? He remembered how much Yan Xing hated being restrained by others. Even the origin of his water-slashing fame had come from someone chastising him with the air of an elder.


  “I’ve overstepped. My apologies, Yan-daoyou.”


  Yan Xing had been in high spirits, but now he frowned.


  “I don’t get it. Why do you always call me Yan-daoyou?” If Yan-shixiong was too awkward to say, Song Tang could very well call him by his full name. Insisting on “daoyou” was so stiff. So formal.


  But for once, Song Tang had taken the initiative to find him. Nitpicking over trivialities wasn’t worth it. Yan Xing let it go with a grin.


  “Never mind. What have you been up to lately?” The question sounded casual, but he genuinely wanted to know.


  Ever the meticulous individual, Song Tang answered everything seriously. 


  “Recently, over a dozen prominent houses of the Southern Continent have been negotiating with Qinglu over the next fifty years of tribute resources. They’ve requested Qinglu install communication arrays in their estates for protection. I’ve been reviewing the agreements. Those with issues are returned for revisions, and those without are stamped for approval and assigned to elders for setup.


  “Another matter. There’s been talk of a rare treasure appearing in the far west of the Southern Continent. Many wandering cultivators have gathered at Qinglu’s foot, petitioning us to lead an expedition, both for safety and to mediate disputes over distribution…” 


  He rambled at length until, at last, even he found himself dull. It must’ve been hard for Yan Xing to act like he was listening with rapt attention. 


  Finally, Song Tang asked, “Did you understand any of that?” 


  “Nope.” 


  “Then why are you smiling?” What was there to smile about? 


  Yan Xing locked gazes with him, his peach-blossom eyes shimmering with charm. “You’re talking to me. I like that.”


  Stricken, Song Tang averted his eyes and rose to leave. “You’ve had too much to drink.” 


  Yan Xing stood casually, reached out with his long arm, and pulled him back. 


  Caught off guard, Song Tang stumbled into his arms and reflexively reached for his sword. Yan Xing’s aura erupted, forcing him a few steps back and pinning him firmly in the corner of the room. The force was like a blast of wind. The tavern’s wooden windows shuttered with a clack, and some of the wine cups on the table toppled, shattering on the floor.


  Yan Xing’s fleeting kiss, carrying the fragrance of liquor, made the teetotaler Sect Leader Song flush beet red. Yet Yan Xing still refused to let him go. He blew against Song Tang’s ear, the hot breath tickling the side of his neck.


  “Yeah, I overdrank. Why don’t you hit me? Which leg do you want to break this time?” 


  Song Tang trembled in anger. His vital qi surged, his sword half drawn, only to halt when Yan Xing continued:


  “I have a duel at dawn. A promise I can’t break. If you cripple me tonight, I’ll have no choice but to die tomorrow.” Yan Xing dispersed his aura, leaving himself wide open. He bent down to kiss Song Tang again. 


  Song Tang’s moment of hesitation resulted in his lips being thoroughly ravished as Yan Xing pinned him against the wall. Yan Xing even licked his lips and sighed contentedly at the end.


  “You really are sweet.” 


  “Insolence!”


  “Don’t glare at me like that. I won’t be able to control myself.” 


  Normally, Sect Leader Song’s stern, authoritative demeanor kept others at bay. But now, his damp eyes, flushed cheeks, rumpled robes, and mussed hair were an irresistible sight to a scoundrel like Yan Xing.


  Song Tang had finally had enough. He smacked Yan Xing with his scabbard, though he remained mindful of his strength. Yan Xing grunted at the strike and stepped back, grinning. He was prepared for the inevitable lecture.


  “What are you thinking?! Before a duel, a warrior must avoid agitation, and especially lust! I saw Chen Yi draw his saber years ago. His talent is one in a million. You can’t afford to underestimate him. Even if the gap in your cultivation levels is insurmountable, no battle is ever without surprises—”


  “Are you done?” 


  “Mn…” 


  “Feel better?” 


  Song Tang glowered at him. 


  Moonlight filtered through the shuttered windows, bathing them in its glow. The night watchman’s clapper sounded from the street below. Yan Xing glanced at the sky.


  “If I don’t hurry to Ye City, I’ll really be late.”


  “You should’ve gone a long time ago.”


  Yan Xing wanted to say, Wait for me. But in the end, he simply straightened Song Tang’s robes and hair.


  He pushed open the second-floor window and leaped down with what seemed like carefree grace. In truth, he just didn’t dare look back. Moments later, Song Tang’s voice carried down from the tavern.


  “If you lose, don’t bother coming back.”


  Yan Xing laughed brightly. In that case, he had better not lose. 


   


  ***


   


  SONG TANG sat down.


  The empty tavern was strewn with overturned and broken cups. The half bowl of wine Yan Xing had left behind reflected the moonlight and his own face. He raised it and gulped it all in one go, then coughed from the burn down his throat. 


  Song Tang smiled ruefully. He often wondered what Yan Xing liked about him. If it were a passing fancy, the novelty should’ve faded years ago. When it came to talent or looks, Song Tang was hardly peerless. In terms of status, sect leader of Qinglu certainly was a lofty position, but Yan Xing cared for none of that.


  He didn’t know what Yan Xing cared about.


  “I hear the sunrise from Cangya’s Tianxin Cliff is exceptionally spectacular?” Song Tang asked. 


  “It is… But see it enough and it’s all the same,” Yan Xing said. “Speaking of sunrises, there’s a nameless lone peak at the easternmost border of the Eastern Continent. When the sun rises there, it feels close enough to reach.” 


  “So the sunrise on the Eastern Continent is the best one?” 


  Leaning against the tree, Yan Xing tilted his head to look at him. “The most spectacular, but not the best… There was one time when I got caught in a beast tide while crossing the Floating Sea in a lone boat. By the time I fought my way ashore, it was just as the sun and the moon traded places. That one was the best.”


  Whenever such topics arose, Song Tang always found himself dull when compared to breathtaking scenery and life-or-death adventures. Not Yan Xing. He was like an eagle that could soar over towering peaks and sheer cliffs. Cangya couldn’t keep him. Neither could Qinglu. 


  When the sky lightened, Sect Leader Song stepped out of the tavern, basking in the morning wind that cleared his mind. He exhaled a long breath, cast off his melancholy feelings, and strode forward. 


  Had he known Yan Xing would rush back as soon as the duel ended just because of his words, he would never have left. Because then he wouldn’t have been cornered at the entrance of Qinglu’s main hall in broad daylight, giving everyone a free show!


  “Didn’t you promise to wait for my return?”


  Song Tang frowned. “When did I say that?” 


  “A gentleman never retracts his word. Are you going back on what you said last night?” Yan Xing sounded aggrieved. “How is that fair?”


  That day, a new rumor spread across the Southern Continent: Sect Leader Song was an unfaithful lover.


   


  ***


   


  SONG TANG WAS TEACHING Cheng Tianyu how to review official documents when Yan Xing appeared, wanting to take Song Tang to watch the sunrise over the Cang River.


  Though it was still night, Yan Xing took Song Tang’s hand and dragged him away without any room for refusal.


  Cheng Tianyu, arms full of jade slips, chased them all the way out the mountain gates of Qinglu. “Shixiong! Wait! I don’t get it yet! I really can’t do this!”


  Song Tang turned back to say something, but Yan Xing stopped him and gave Cheng Tianyu’s shoulder a hearty slap. 


  “You’re not a kid anymore. A man should never say he can’t do.” 


  Cheng Tianyu scowled at him. “You perv!” 


   


  ***


   


  THE BRISK WINDS of night rocked the boat. 


  “Qinglu is so big. If you micromanage everything, you’ll never be done with work. Just look. See if Qinglu collapses without you for a few days.”


  Song Tang blinked. “You don’t understand,” he muttered.


  The cool night breeze dissipated the harsh scent of liquor. Yan Xing lounged in the boat, drinking with one leg propped up, while Song Tang stood at the bow, his sleeves billowing in the river wind. The little black-canopied boat rocked as it drifted eastward with the current. Hills and mountains rose and fell along the banks, rushing past them. Truly, a magnificent landscape. 


  Yan Xing said nothing more, because it was true. He didn’t understand. He quieted to gaze at the river of stars and the moon, enjoying the breeze. All of these things were intoxicating in their own right.


  Amid the crisp wind, clear moon, and rushing current of the river, Song Tang’s thoughts wandered through his memories until they inevitably circled back to Qinglu. His shidi had no experience. Would he encounter difficulties during these next few days of his absence? 


  He shook out of his reverie when a pair of arms engulfed him in an embrace, and an airy chuckle sounded by his ear.


  “What’s on your mind?” 


  Song Tang was silent.


  “Me?” 


  Something hard pressed against the small of his back, grinding back and forth, the heat seeping through the robes. Startled, Song Tang tried to struggle free. Nevertheless, a tingle jolted up from the base of his spine. Echoes of past encounters flickered through his mind, setting him aflame with shame.


  The feeling was all too familiar.


  To make matters worse, Yan Xing was relentless. He nibbled on Song Tang’s earlobe, trailed kisses down to suck and nip at his lips, entwined their tongues—teasing and taunting—and made wet, sloppy noises.


  “How about it?” he crooned.


  Song Tang swallowed his gasps for breath, clinging onto clarity with sheer force of will. He still appeared cool on the surface. “Out in the open? Outrageous. Let me go.” 


  Yan Xing didn’t. He was used to indulging in whatever he pleased, whenever and wherever he pleased. This wasn’t his first time doing something outrageous. Time and again—on the second floor of a tavern where they were the only souls; on top of the nephrite desk upon which Song Tang often read; in the locust trees of the Qinglu Mountains—Yan Xing trapped Song Tang in his arms and peppered him with feverish kisses.


  He always accepted any corporal punishment after the fact without retaliation. 


  “You haven’t spent time with me in ages,” he whined, though his body continued its shameless motions.


  It had indeed been a while, Song Tang realized after some thought. His heart softened. With a quiet sigh, he closed his eyes, resigned to his fate.


  Given an inch, Yan Xing sprinted a whole mile. With an arm firmly secured around Song Tang’s slender waist, he slid a hand beneath his robes and kneaded the soft skin there. When Song Tang shuddered, Yan Xing chuckled quietly against his ear. 


  The low vibration of his voice flustered Song Tang, further scrambling his composure. In the darkness, every sensation was amplified. When he opened his eyes and saw himself reflected in the river water brimming with stars, his cheeks were flushed. Unable to endure any longer, he began to fight Yan Xing’s hold, only for Yan Xing to sweep him off his feet and carry him into the boat cabin.


  “That’s enough,” Song Tang protested. 


  In the past, when they reached this point while outdoors, Yan Xing would stop. But tonight, whatever Yan Xing had drunk was making him more of an ass than usual. “That’s enough? If I stop here, my rep as a perv would be for nothing.”


  The small boat came to a stop in the heart of the river. The rippling waves, the cold of night were all blocked outside an invisible barrier. Sensing the shift in the air, Song Tang figured Yan Xing had established a privacy barrier forbidding prying eyes and senses.


  This man’s methods for covering his tracks are becoming more advanced… He couldn’t have learned them solely for the sake of such outrageous deeds?


  A chill ran through him. Yan Xing had stripped Song Tang’s undergarments away, and soon he hadn’t the mind to worry.


  Yan Xing’s hand closed around his length, stroking it playfully with measured strength. Then, Yan Xing seized Song Tang’s lips in a crushing kiss, pressed his parted lips against Song Tang’s chin, and stamped kisses along the contours of his jaw. As he moved downward, he nibbled Song Tang’s neck before pecking toward his collar bone. Eventually, he meandered to his nipples. He sucked and nipped the rosy buds, rolling them between his teeth until they ached.


  Song Tang frowned with his eyes closed, his teeth clenched, biting his tongue as he coolly accepted Yan Xing’s ministrations. Unfortunately, his body couldn’t lie. His breathing grew shallow and rapid, and he had grown painfully erect.


  Yan Xing loved the way he looked in moments like this. His neat and proper robes were draped loosely around him, exposing his long, fair legs. They hardly covered his shame. His hairpin, shaken off, let his hair cascade like silk. Despite his forbidding, dignified expression, his lower body was an unsightly mess.


  The pervert was surprisingly patient. He groped Song Tang’s ass and spread it before slipping a finger into his tight entrance.


  “You and I are lawful cultivation partners, you know. Intercourse is normal… Heh, you’re squeezing my finger so tightly.” 


  Yan Xing had roamed the streets since his youth and was acquainted with all manner of riffraff. When in bed, he enjoyed a bit of dirty talk. Song Tang was another story. He’d been taken back to Qinglu to focus solely on the sword and cultivation when he was young. After succeeding as the sect leader, he’d enforced stricter self-discipline, his adherence to precepts rivaling the monks of Jiekong Temple. Matters of love and intimacy made him bashful. How could he possibly take teasing?


  “You’re too tight. Relax,” Yan Xing coaxed. His gently calloused finger thrust in and out of Song Tang, curling pointedly against his walls, driving him mad. 


  “Don’t say anymore,” Song Tang pleaded weakly. It was mortifying enough to have his rear violated. “Ah!”


  Yan Xing pushed something like a bead into him with a teasing finger. Song Tang’s aura started to erupt, but Yan Xing subdued it without missing a beat. He neutralized his assault with one soothing hand while he lathed his tongue over Song Tang’s nipple, then bit it.


  “Don’t be alarmed. It’s just a pill,” Yan Xing assured him.


  Song Tang’s energy, now erratic, made waves in the river that rocked the small boat. He didn’t dare struggle further. The pill dissolved into liquid inside of him, its fluids flowing out and trickling lewdly down his inner thigh. 


  Adding two more fingers, Yan Xing carefully and meticulously stretched Song Tang’s opening. He brushed against a spot that made Song Tang shudder hard from the rush of pleasure. Yan Xing withdrew his hand, then lifted one of Song Tang’s legs to rest on his shoulder and pushed inside him from the front. 


  “Open your eyes. Look at me.” 


  Song Tang felt Yan Xing’s massive, scalding length drive into him. It dragged in and out without rhythm, striking that spot inside of him without fail with every thrust. The thrusts felt like they nearly pierced through him, battering him with an almost brutal force. 


  Song Tang’s body thrummed with pleasure as he was pinned against the cabin wall, his limbs numb and useless. At last, he could no longer hold back his cries. His voice caught as whimpers escaped his throat.


  “Insolence…”   


  But all that earned was Yan Xing’s husky chuckle. “You’ve been spared more insolent things because I couldn’t bear to do it to you…” 


  Song Tang clamped his mouth shut again, clenching his teeth to hold back any more mortifying moans, but his stifled groans bubbled up nonetheless. 


  Yan Xing, his cock squeezed by Song Tang’s feverish insides, was in ecstasy.


  “Come on, let me hear you,” he demanded.


  Song Tang shook his head back and forth, refusing to relent. So Yan Xing slowed his hard fucking to a vexing pace. He set a firm hand on Song Tang’s waist and pushed deep inside him, grinding small, unrelenting circles against that sweet spot within him.


  Precum drooled down Song Tang’s cock, then Yan Xing closed his hand around it and pumped teasingly from the base to the sensitive opening at the tip. 


  “Yan Xing…” Overwhelmed tears finally leaked out of Song Tang’s eyes.


  The perv, having gotten what he wanted, drawled, “You only call my name in times like these.”


  He never wanted to hear “Yan-daoyou” ever again.  


  Another brutal thrust, and Song Tang came, shuddering as white ropes of cum spurted out. Yet Yan Xing didn’t allow Song Tang’s sensitive body a second to rest. He felt Yan Xing’s hands on his waist, then he was lifted and maneuvered onto his knees.


  Yan Xing brutally penetrated him once more. 


  After that, Song Tang’s thoughts blurred. It was as if he were rising and falling in a turbulent, never-ending sea of desire. Locked in Yan Xing’s embrace, and despite Song Tang’s every attempt to crawl away—every whispered purification mantra meant to clear his mind—he was dragged back into the fire. He couldn’t say how long he was fucked, or what he pleaded through tears, or what embarrassing positions he was shifted into. All he could hold onto was the warning to himself that he mustn’t allow Yan Xing to have his way again next time.


  Yan Xing, however, remained lucid the entire time. He fucked Song Tang raw, and only released his seed once he felt truly satiated. Then, he circulated a stream of vital qi into Song Tang to initiate dual cultivation.


  As the boat drifted along the river, the scenery on the banks gradually changed. 


  Stars hang low over the plains unending,


  The moon swells bright on the great river’s flowing.19
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  HOLDING THE UNCONSCIOUS Song Tang at the bow of the boat, Yan Xing remembered the first time they had met. A long, desolate street, deep in the night—shadows of trees dappled their crossing paths, and moonlight spilled over his ink-splashed robes. So beautiful.


  Song Tang had been a high-spirited young man, full of purpose, yet he’d pretended to be mature and solemn. It’d made Yan Xing want to tease him. Looking back, it felt like a lifetime ago.


  So the years passed, just like this.


  Holding him was akin to embracing a river of spring water, or like cradling the cool moonlight.




  Chapter 119:
Extra: Convergence of All Resentment


   


  WARM, DRIZZLING SPRING RAIN and gentle breezes began to melt away winter, dyeing the grass and trees in verdant hues. The Cangya Mountains, veiled in sheer, silken mist, appeared hazy and distant. Suddenly, a streak of blue pierced through the rain and layers of spiritual barriers in an instant, shuttling toward the recesses of the range of mountains. 


  The blue streak soared through the sea of clouds and slipped through a half-open fretwork window, landing on a sandalwood desk. There, it transformed into a cyan-winged luan no larger than a palm. Its feathers were smooth and glossy, untouched by moisture. 


  A pair of slender-fingered hands covered the bird, and it nuzzled against them. 


  Liu Qishuang untied the thin bamboo tube attached to its talon. The letter was written on mica paper from Kui Prefecture, light and soft; the ink was the deep-water ink of Orchid Terrace, smooth and thick. The characters were full of vigor, clear and elegant like upright bamboo, yet sharp as a sword with a concealed edge.


  The letter read: It snowed again last night. It may be the last snowfall of the year. The white plum blossoms in the garden have yet to wither; their subtle fragrance still lingers in the air. I had the snow upon the blossoms collected to brew tea, and the taste was refreshing and pure. I wonder how fares the climate in the Cangya Mountains, so many miles away? Has the spring breeze swept over the southern peaks once more…?


  Liu Qishuang thought, Winter in the Northern Continent is truly long.


  She didn’t know if Duan Chongxuan’s cultivation had progressed, but his temperament had certainly matured, and his writing had improved.


  At first, she’d replied to his long letters with only a few scant words. But over time, she found herself able to manage a few pages in response. Cultivators had many ways to send messages. Duan Chongxuan seemed to prefer letters, while Yin Biyue and Yan Xing favored messaging talismans. Seeing her shidi all doing well set her mind at ease. 


  Time passed swiftly and soundlessly.


  She had never been to the Northern Imperial City, yet she knew it had thirty-six main streets and eighty-two lanes. She knew the name of every tall building, every festival and custom. She hadn’t seen her shidi since escorting him back then, yet she knew what time he held morning court every day, when he retired, that his imperial garden had newly planted silver-mist begonias, what he ate, and what tea he drank.


  The letters rambled at length yet spoke only of trivial matters, as if the man writing them was not an emperor but some affluent young master, strolling leisurely in fine robes, his life peaceful, content, and plentiful. As if the hardships and dark undercurrents of reality did not exist.


  The Northern Imperial City gleamed with brilliant moonlight and magnificent lanterns. In contrast, the Cangya Mountains sat tranquil, their silence broken only by lone birds riding on the wind.


  Once Liu Qishuang had transcended her life-or-death seclusion, her cultivation had advanced by leaps and bounds. Yet many years later, she remained stalled at the late stage of Great Ascension, unable to cross the final threshold.


  As Wei Jingfeng put it, she had a knot in her heart.


  “If the knot cannot be unraveled, the bottleneck will not break.”


  But cultivation of the mental state couldn’t be rushed or forced, and she was in no hurry.


  Her shifu shooed her down the mountain, so she went to the Central Continent, concealed her cultivation, and became a teacher at Lanyuan Academy. Hair drawn up in a wooden crown and dressed in simple blue robes, she lectured on The Jiuhua Scripture at a calm, unhurried pace, shedding the sharp edges of her past self. 


  Years passed this way. Returning to Xihua Peak felt like waking from a long dream in the mortal world, like clouds rolling across the sky, leaving no trace behind.


  Today’s letter was not only delivered by a cyan-winged luan, it was also much shorter than usual, marking it as particularly unusual.


  Sanshixiong has accepted Chen Yi’s challenge to a duel at Mount Chongming. I plan to attend. Would Shijie be interested in descending the mountain to watch? After the match, I’ll accompany you to the Snow Plains for a visit.


  The Snow Plains of the Eastern Continent—a taboo topic that had been left unmentioned for many years. Just like that, on an ordinary spring day, Duan Chongxuan mentioned it in a nonchalant manner.


  Liu Qishuang stiffened. She remembered a woman with ink-black hair and a white dress standing barefoot in the snow. Her smile was soft and stunning, but her eyes were resolute and fierce. She seemed to want to tell Liu Qishuang something, but as soon as she opened her mouth, she collapsed backward. In an instant, half her body decayed into white bones. Blood pooled around her.


  Yu Zhanmei of Jin Palace, on the Eastern Continent’s Snow Plains.


  Standing by the window, Liu Qishuang gazed far into the distance, her expression unreadable. The rustic Cangya Mountains teemed with vitality as greenery sprouted to life in the pattering spring rain. Raindrops cascaded from the eaves, splashing into mist that dampened her ink, causing it to bloom dark blossoms on the paper where her brush hesitated. 


  She wrote: I’m not interested.


   


  ***


   


  WHEN DUAN CHONGXUAN received her reply, he berated himself. He’d been too hasty. For a great cultivator, the passage of time was neither frightening nor worrisome. What did it matter if he waited another century?


  He had witnessed his shijie carry Yu Zhanmei’s corpse back to the Eastern Continent. Bystanders saw things clearly—he understood many things Liu Qishuang had not. Now, those of Xihua Peak had achieved their aspirations, and their cultivation paths lay unobstructed. All save for Liu Qishuang, whose heart remained knotted. Her worries had never truly been unraveled, only buried so deeply that neither she nor others could see them clearly.


  Liu Qishuang had once escorted him through thousands of miles of obstacles to return to the Northern Continent. Now, he was seated firmly on the throne, but he still couldn’t do anything for her.


  “Forget it,” murmured Duan Chongxuan with a sigh. “It’s better if she breaks through the obstructions in her heart herself.”


  Luan Two knew nothing of any heart obstructions. It swooped down from the gilded beams of Duan Chongxuan’s bedchamber and crashed into his arms, chirping for fruits. 


  “What a glutton! Away with you! You’re too heavy to hold anymore!”


  Outside the curtains stood a row of palace attendants with their heads bowed. None of them actually dared to take the cyan-winged luan away.


   


  ***


   


  IN THE EARLY HOURS OF THE MORNING, mountain fog still lingered on the peaks. Yan Xing had never considered his duel with Chen Yi to be a major affair. On Xihua Peak, he often sparred with Jun Yu when the mood struck, so what was the big deal?


  Which was why, when he arrived at the foot of Mount Chongming from the tavern and saw the massive crowd, he was baffled.


  Why are so many people here? Do they have nothing better to do? 


  On the distant high platform sat Chen Yi, flanked by several elders from Lianjian and Ye City. Someone in the crowd recognized Yan Xing, and a wave of excitement erupted. People bowed in succession, parting to clear a path.


  “He’s here, he’s here! Grandmaster Yan is here!”  


  The sudden bombardment of “Yan-shibo,” “Yan-shishu,” “Grandmaster Yan,” and a dozen other titles startled him sober. A young attendant rushed forward to offer tea and guide him to a seat on the high platform. Uncomfortable, Yan Xing waved him off.


  “No, I’m not sitting. I’ll just say a few words and go.” 


  Chen Yi and the elders stood to welcome Yan Xing.


  “Been a long time, Yan-daoyou,” Chen Yi said. 


  Yan Xing glanced around. “Sect Leader Qu didn’t come today?” We both have a sect leader partner, and neither showed. Guess misery loves company.


  But to his surprise, Chen Yi beamed. “Duiyan is pregnant. I told her to rest at home.”


  Yan Xing fell silent.


  Chen Yi wasn’t much of a talker, but whenever his wife was mentioned, he always had plenty to say. “Duiyan also said winning or losing doesn’t matter. Hurrying home to keep her company is what’s important.”


  Yan Xing looked despondently to the sky. Sect Leader Song told me not to bother coming back if I don’t win. But he didn’t say that, just waved his hand again.


  “Being watched like a bunch of circus monkeys… We can’t fight like this. C’mon, let’s go up the mountain.” 


  The crowd below couldn’t hear the conversation, but they were buzzing with excitement. If they missed this, they might never witness such a momentous event again.


  Suddenly, under the watch of countless eyes, Chen Yi and Yan Xing blurred and vanished. 


  They didn’t take the mountain path. Traversing the sheer cliffs as if walking on flat ground, they disappeared into the clouds in the blink of an eye, then reappeared thousands of feet away on the hills of Mount Chongming.


   


  ***


   


  THAT MORNING, at the break of dawn, Ye City’s largest gambling house had opened its bets. Visiting cultivators rushed to place wagers, the line stretching into the streets. Most locals, however, didn’t dare participate. Betting during the Flower-Plucking Tournament was customary, but gambling on a duel of this level seemed disrespectful to the elite fighters. Offending Cangya or Lianjian would mean trouble.


  Yin Biyue acquired a jug of good wine and dragged Luo Mingchuan to sit on top of a rooftop near Qiushui Lake to gaze at the misty Mount Chongming. His vision moved past the lake, piercing through the distant crowd and the mountain fog, and landed on the two figures bowing to each other at the summit. The memory of his own match with Chen Yi a hundred years ago, long buried in dust, suddenly sprang to life. 


  “Seizing the Moon of the Shuanglan changdao, long time no see,” he murmured nostalgically.


   


  ***


   


  CHENG TIANYU STOOD at Mount Chongming’s base, his aura steady and controlled. Though he was close to the crowd, no one noticed him. He blended seamlessly into his surroundings. With hands clasped behind his back, he closed his eyes in concentration. The clamor around him died.


  He sensed saber intent surging skyward in the mist, like a colossal tidal wave so great it formed an upside-down river over the mountain. With a clang, another saber glare flashed past, gleaming like the soaring moon casting its glow across a thousand rivers. The two forces clashed, vital qi tearing through the sea of clouds, remnant saber intent spilling through the gaps. 


  “Your cultivation sure advanced quickly, but why not your height?”


  Someone gave a marveling sigh, startling Cheng Tianyu from his focus. He glanced back—and relaxed his instinctive grip on the hilt of his sword.


  The man who’d spoken wore a gold-threaded mud-silk long robe, had a coiling dragon jade pendant at his waist, and was holding a folding fan painted with blooming peach blossoms. His flamboyant attire, paired with his smirk, made him look anything but respectable. The attendant behind him, on the other hand, exuded an aura of pure menace.


  Cheng Tianyu glared at him for a moment before twisting away without a word.


  It’s like he never grew up, Duan Chongxuan thought. He’s clearly angry but pretending to be above it. He scuttled closer and lowered his voice, even shielding his mouth with his opened fan. “I’ve got a betting pool opened in the city. Want in?”  


  Cheng Tianyu paused. He had never dabbled in such things, but it sounded fun. Without even asking the odds, he pulled out a money pouch. “I didn’t bring any silver notes. Just bet twenty spiritual stones for me.”


  “How is twenty enough? I’ll give you two hundred. Who do you want to bet on?” 


  Cheng Tianyu had wanted to bet on Yan Xing at first, but Duan Chongxuan flashing his wealth irked him. “I bet on Chen-shixiong,” he declared.


  “Sure thing. I’m the house, so I can’t lose either way.”  


  Cheng Tianyu said nothing and retreated behind Zhong Shan. Puzzled, Zhong Shan glanced over.


  “What a shame Sect Leader Song isn’t here today,” Duan Chong­xuan said, fanning himself. 


  Zhong Shan nodded in acknowledgment. “The sect leader is very busy.”


  Duan Chongxuan sighed inwardly and muttered a “Too bad” for his third shixiong. After bidding the two farewell, he sauntered away from Mount Chongming.


   


  ***


   


  STILL WAVING HIS FAN, Duan Chongxuan enjoyed a leisurely stroll through the main avenue of Ye City, like a dragon in fish’s clothing.


  Time had flown. Ye City had doubled in size, though it looked much the same. Tavern banners fluttered atop buildings, carriages clattered along the roads, and orderly black-armored guards wove through the crowds.


  As he wandered from the raucous northern markets to the quiet, secluded alleys of mansions in the southern district, he stroked his chin and wondered aloud, “Am I getting old? Less handsome?”


  How come there aren’t as many girls staring at me as back then? 


  The warrior disguised as a servant immediately stepped forward, cupping his hands with a bow. “My lord, you will never be old. Your age aligns with the heavens.”  


  Duan Chongxuan choked, speechless.


  Never mind that your response didn’t answer my question, “age aligns with the heavens” is flattery reserved for old men. You don’t even know how to seize a good opportunity to kiss ass! If I were a tyrant, I’d have you decapitated right here!


   


  ***


   


  THE TALLEST STRUCTURE in the Southern Continent’s greatest city wasn’t its towering walls, but the terrace of the city master’s mansion. Standing there now, Ye Zhiqiu watched the scene below with amusement.


  After years as emperor, even if you pretend to be mild-mannered, what’s innate cannot be hidden. Who’d dare stare at you?


  The old steward glanced at the sun, then turned to Ye Zhiqiu. “My lord, you’ve been standing for a while. Please mind your health.” 


  An attendant stepped forward respectfully with an umbrella. Ye Zhiqiu patted the railing, turned, and descended from the high platform with the steward’s assistance, guards following behind. A decade ago, the young City Master Ye An had renovated the terrace, installing an elaborate lift. Still, Ye Zhiqiu preferred to climb up and down on his own, step by step. 


  To the citizens of Ye City—generations of whom had lived in peace—City Master Ye was almost a deity, and gods did not age. But Ye Zhiqiu had indeed grown old.  


  Master Wuwang had passed long ago. Headmaster-xiansheng had left the academy three years prior. Some speculated he was seeking a breakthrough, but most believed his time had come and he wished to return to his homeland. Time was impartial; heroes faded, beauties grayed. This was no longer their era, where a single wave could summon storms, when they drew their swords with unbridled passion.


  Ye Zhiqiu had risen early that day. He instructed the servants to bring out the ceremonial robes worn for heavenly worship. They busied themselves dressing him in layer upon layer of robes, adorning him with intricate accessories.


  At the end, he faced the mirror, adjusted his attire, strapped a sword to his waist, and stepped out of his chamber.


  “We have an honored guest coming today,” he said.


  Ye An hadn’t seen his father wear a sword in years. The sight made him nervous. “Friend or foe?”


  “An old acquaintance.”


  Ye Zhiqiu had spent six hours in observation upon the terrace before descending. Waving off the steward’s assistance, he fixed his robes, accepted the presented cane, and strode forward with steady steps. 


  “Open the main gate,” he said. His voice was deep and strong, powered with ample vital qi, not at all like that of an old man nearing his end. The resonant sound carried to every corner of the massive city master mansion, alerting all within.


  Hierarchy and rules were strictly observed within these walls. The young city master usually entered through the side gate facing the main avenue. Female and younger family members used the side entrances facing the alleyways. Servants took the rear doors. In the past ten years, Ye Zhiqiu had never left his complex, nor had any guest ever warranted the opening of the main gate. 


  With a heady clack, four guards pushed open the aged vermilion gates, raising clouds of dust. Beyond lay the broad avenue that was wide enough for four carriages abreast. This street belonged to the city master’s mansion and was usually empty, patrolled day and night by the city guards. Inside, the doors opened to the complex’s main path, flanked by two rows of fully armed guards.


  At the sound of his father’s voice, Ye An emerged from the main hall. As he walked down the main path, the guards saluted and fell in behind him, their synchronized footsteps and clinking armor forming an imposing procession toward the open gates.


  Ye An stopped three steps beyond the threshold, watching the empty street. He stood in silence. His father’s generation was extremely senior; only a handful of great cultivators his age were left in the world. Who was the “old acquaintance” coming today? If the guest arrived in a grand litter, should he be asked to dismount? If in a palanquin, how should the guest be invited inside? Though he appeared calm, his body was tense, his inner aura mustered in case it was needed.


  The early summer sun filtered through the black locust trees lined outside the mansion, dappling the grounds with swaying shadows. A bell tolled faintly three times from the distant crossing in the city’s north end, followed by the sound of footsteps. They were leisurely and scattered, like they belonged to someone strolling through a garden.


  A young master fanning himself rounded the corner, his shimmering white brocade robes dazzling beneath the sun. He bore a warm smile as he approached and cupped his hands in greeting.   


  Ye An stepped forward.


  “The city master’s mansion has an important event today. May I ask—”


  When he met the man’s gaze, his words died in his throat. He had grown up following his father, so he’d seen much of the world and was a decent judge of character. The man before him had a youthful face, yet his age was indiscernible. Time seemed powerless against him; storms had left no weathering marks. Although he was smiling, he radiated a majesty that awed the heart.  


  “I’m here to see your dad,” said the man.


  The city master’s mansion was immense. In large, brisk strides, Ye Zhiqiu traversed winding corridors, passed training grounds and pavilions, and arrived at the main hall—just as a tall figure crossed the threshold. 


  Backlit by sun, the figure snapped his folding fan shut and clasped his hands behind himself.


  “Lord Ye. It’s been a while,” he said solemnly. 


  For a moment, Ye Zhiqiu thought he was seeing Duan Sheng’an: dignified and majestic, newly enthroned, not yet riddled by illness. Then the man smiled, dispersing the shadow in Ye Zhiqiu’s memories, leaving only a relaxed, carefree stranger.


  Only then did he snap out of it. Duan Sheng’an had been dead for many years. Even Duan Chongxuan couldn’t be considered young anymore.


  He glanced at the rows of guards and wearily signaled for Ye An to dismiss them. Since Duan Chongxuan had come alone, there was no need for such posturing.


  “Please,” he said, beckoning Duan Chongxuan inside, and the two filed into the reception hall. Guest seating flanked the room. Beneath the establishment plaque in the center were two taishi chairs—the hosts’ seats.


  Duan Chongxuan took one unabashedly.


  Just like your father, Ye Zhiqiu thought, acting like the whole world is yours.


  After the steward served their tea personally, Duan Chongxuan stopped him. “Wait.”  


  Ye Zhiqiu’s hand paused halfway to the teacup.


  Duan Chongxuan pulled out a wad of silver notes, handing it to the steward, then set a ledger on the table. “Three thousand six hundred taels. All here.”


  The city master didn’t lack money. Confused and hesitant, the steward only accepted the cash with both hands after receiving Ye Zhiqiu’s approving glance. The steward quickly bowed himself out with a quiet “Thank you.”


  Ye Zhiqiu picked up the ledger. The pages were thin, brittle, and yellowed with age. This ledger of debt meant to fleece Duan Sheng’an had been sent out when Duan Chongxuan, still a youth, had summoned the cyan-winged luan to Ye City, destroying the city streets and collapsing buildings. Ye Zhiqiu hadn’t expected to collect on it today. Nostalgia washed over him.


  “This was originally meant for your father.” 


  Duan Chongxuan took a sip of tea. “A son repays his father’s debts.”


  For the first time in a full day and night, Ye Zhiqiu’s mood lifted.  


  Recently, the city had seen an influx of visitors, which was unsurprising, given Yan Xing and Chen Yi’s duel at Mount Chongming. Ye City’s streets were ten times busier than usual. But since the night before, unfamiliar faces had blended in among the peddling street vendors and errand runners. Gambling house dealers, tavern waiters, even a woman cradling a child under a tree—something about them seemed off. Their cultivation far surpassed that of Ye City’s elders, yet they were willing to pose as common folk to protect their master.


  The ones Ye Zhiqiu could see numbered over a hundred. The ones he couldn’t were countless. This was his city, not the Northern Continent’s territory. It upset him.


  Only when Duan Chongxuan arrived alone, repaying his debts without delay, did Ye Zhiqiu think, This boy’s better than his father.


  When Duan Sheng’an had been alive, they’d met once every few decades. Every time the Northern Emperor visited, he acted like he was touring a vacation villa. He brought his own chefs to arrange their meals, freely ordered Ye Zhiqiu’s servants around, and even had garden plants he disliked replanted elsewhere. He had no awareness of his status as a guest at all. 


  “I am the city master. This is my residence!” Ye Zhiqiu snapped.


  He thought, If you dare say “So what? We are the emperor,” I will draw my sword and fight you, even at the risk of the city’s honor. I’ll fight even if I can’t win!


  Unexpectedly, Duan Sheng’an replied, “But we’re friends.”


  The nerve of him. Ye Zhiqiu fumed silently with nowhere to vent his spleen, cursing all eight generations of Duan Sheng’an’s ancestors.


  All but youthful memories now. When Ye Zhiqiu recalled them, they felt like another lifetime. He was silent for a long time. He sipped his tea and squinted, watching dust motes drift in the light.


  “Your father wanted to send you here back then… I said I couldn’t take you. I didn’t have the ability. Protecting this city is already all I am capable of. It poured the day he left. He said he was going to see Xiansheng at the academy. Who would’ve thought that, in the end, he’d send you to Cangya.” 


  The elderly often reminisced about the past. Alas, their memories were fragmented, like loose beads no longer strung together in sequence.


  Duan Chongxuan listened quietly, then grinned. “So you all pushed me on each other? None of you wanted me? I’m so pitiful.”


  Ye Zhiqiu smiled too, the lines around his eyes deepening. He gazed at Duan Chongxuan like he was a junior ignorant of his good fortune. “Nothing pitiful about it. Just look at my son, Ye An. He was destined to succeed me as the next city master since the day he was born. He had no choice in the matter.”


  Fate had originally been beyond human control, yet Duan Sheng’an had painstakingly carved out another path for his son. Duan Chongxuan knew this well. 


  Years ago, when Liu Qishuang had crossed the Floating Sea to rescue him, he could have chosen to return to Cangya. Had he done so, he would’ve remained merely a disciple of Xihua Peak. Even if the Northern Capital turned upside down, he wouldn’t have been harmed. But if he contended for the throne, it became a family affair. Cangya wouldn’t intervene, never mind the Sword Sage.


  And what had he chosen?


  Standing before the majestic imperial gates, he bowed to Liu Qishuang. “Shijie, this is far enough.”


  The ambushes and assassinations along the way had neither terrified nor killed him. In the end, he still ascended the tall terrace of the palace to gaze upon the land, the Fenghuo spear in hand.


  “We have never been afraid,” Duan Chongxuan said.


  Now, Duan Chongxuan sighed. “I had another option, but I didn’t take it.”  


  “I don’t understand,” Ye Zhiqiu said with a frown. “Why did you return to the Northern Continent?”


  “It was my duty to return. I couldn’t stand by and watch the land my father protected fall into the hands of others.”


  “The imperial blood is domineering. Those who inherit it often live short lives. Aren’t you afraid?”


  Back when the charming young man had visited Ye City, he’d been the darling of every young maiden of the city. Every gambling house and tavern owner knew him too. With his temperament, even a boundless domain and the worship of millions would not compare to a long, carefree life.


  Ye Zhiqiu’s question had been posed casually. In the past, he and Duan Sheng’an could talk about anything. But to Duan Chongxuan, it was a sharp question.


  He set down his cup, his eyes turning icy as he gazed at the tea’s ripples. “Prosperous fate is ours. The Mandate of Heaven is ours. What do we have to fear?” 


  “Calm your temper, young man. Consider your reason for coming today. Have you only come to repay a debt, or do you have questions for me?”


  Duan Chongxuan fell silent, his imposing aura withdrawing completely. “Lord Ye, you were my father’s friend. What do you think I might ask?”


  “It was many years ago. I can’t recall clearly all the various entanglements of cause and circumstance… I only remember that your mother was, in fact, a demonic cultivator tasked to kill your father.”


  Duan Chongxuan nodded after a long pause. “I understand.”


  As a child, he’d believed his father capable of anything. So why had he killed his wife and sent his son thousands of miles away? Now, after years on the throne, Duan Chongxuan understood the many inevitabilities of the world, and that emperors faced the most of all.


  The dissolute young master stepped out the door, fluttering his fan, and took in the late spring scenery—lush greenery interspersed with gazebos.


  “Thank you for your hospitality. Farewell.”


  Ye Zhiqiu watched him leave. From the back, he didn’t resemble Duan Sheng’an at all.


  Not like his father. Good.


   


  ***


   


  LIU QISHUANG CONTINUED to cultivate on the mountain. She didn’t think it dull, but the Sword Sage couldn’t stand the sight.


  “It’s time you take on a disciple,” he said. “Having a disciple take care of you makes life better.”


  But I don’t need a disciple to buy me wine or snacks or little rabbit lanterns, Liu Qishuang thought. Nonetheless, she believed her master and descended the mountain. She returned to the academy to teach and actually encountered a junior she liked this time. When the little girl smiled, cute dimples appeared on her cheeks.


  “How about taking me on? I want to learn the Dao from you,” she said.


  Liu Qishuang’s disciple-taking process was even more casual than the Sword Sage’s. She found the girl pleasing to the eye, so she went with the flow. “Let’s go, then.”


  The girl immediately shifted how she addressed her. “Shifu, I borrowed a few books from the library. Let’s go as soon as I return them.”


  Upon reflection, despite her time spent in the academy, Liu Qishuang had never once visited the library. She’d only heard that it housed an ocean of tomes covering myriad subjects.


  “I’ll go with you,” she said.


  The three-story building was lined with rows of massive shelves, arranged neatly, stretching as far as the eye could see. While the girl went to find the administrator to return the books, Liu Qishuang wandered the aisles and glanced around.


  When she reached the third floor, she paused. Closing her eyes, she adjusted her aura before continuing her ascent, steps steady.


  The third floor was also a dense forest of shelves. At the far end stood a man. When he saw her, he set down the book in his hand. They exchanged a bow from distances away. Outside, the breeze seemed to still.


  “Shi—”


  But the little girl’s voice died like it’d been choked out of her after she bounded up the stairs and saw Liu Qishuang and the man.


  He picked up his book anew and wiped it carefully with a cloth. Liu Qishuang turned and descended the stairs, the little girl following behind. They were quiet until they left the academy. That was when the girl finally recovered, though she felt a little frightened.


  “Shifu, who was that?”


  “Many years ago, he went to Cangya and fought your sanshishu,” Liu Qishuang explained. 


  “He’s that strong?” The girl gasped audibly. “Did he lose in the end?” Was that why he was now a janitor in the library?


  Liu Qishuang gazed back at the academy’s upturned eaves in the distance.


  “No. He won.”  


  “Where are we going, Shifu?” 


  “Traveling for experience. Anywhere.”  


  The girl tugged Liu Qishuang’s sleeve. “Then can we make a trip to the Eastern Continent?” 


  “Why the Eastern Continent?”


  “I have a friend who lives there. I promised her I’d visit.”


  Liu Qishuang was silent for a moment, but she eventually agreed. “All right.”


  “Shifu, you’re the best!”


  “I also…have a friend there,” Liu Qishuang said. “Let’s go.”


  “Is she a very good friend?” 


  “Yes.”


  “Have you also not seen her for a long time?”


  “Yes.”


  They took a boat to the Eastern Continent, and Liu Qishuang delivered her new disciple to her friend’s house. It was warm and cozy inside, with merry laughter spilling out of the window.


  Alone, Liu Qishuang continued eastward. Snow continued to fall on the plains, flakes swirling like the sparse winter willows on the outskirts of Tai’an City.


  A hundred years later, Liu Qishuang finally returned to the place where she’d once lived. The place where she’d once fought and killed. The place she’d never wanted to see again.


  The place where Yu Zhanmei’s bones were buried.


  Brushing snow from the tombstone revealed the beautifully carved characters: Here lies my friend Yu Zhanmei.


  She’d never been talkative, but now, as if influenced by her chatty disciple, she felt compelled to say something.


  “I think this place is better than Jin Palace. It’s quiet. Undisturbed. Don’t you agree?”


  She paused.


  “I never understood. You couldn’t tell directions, mistook salt for sugar when you cooked, recognized people only by their clothes and voices. How did you manage to become a palace master when you were so clueless?”


  Only the howling wind answered her. 


  “Ahhhh—!” 


  A long cry pierced the air. It rang clear at first, then dropped to a low, heart-wrenching echo. It shook snow from dead branches and shattered icicles to pieces, which then fell upon Liu Qishuang’s robes.


  Once upon a time, she had transcended life-or-death seclusion, shedding greed, anger, ignorance, and resentment to attain the Great Dao. Yet in a life full of gains and losses, what she’d lost was ultimately more than what she’d gained.
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  WANG XI 王禧: Captain of the Imperial Guard of the Northern Continent Empire.


  YE AN 叶安: Ye Zhiqiu’s son. The young city master of Ye City.


  YE ZHIQIU 叶之秋: The city master of Ye City.


  YI LINGXIAO 让意凌: The True Immortal who killed the Demon Lord Mo Changyuan.


  YU SHI 余世: The Second Sage of Baopu Sect, the second strongest cultivator in the world after the Sword Sage.


  ZHONG SHAN 钟山: A disciple of Qinglu Sword Sect, called the “Tempest Sword.”


  ZHOU YUANDAO 周远道: The Second Sage of Qinglu Sword Sect.


   


  DEMONIC CULTIVATORS


   


  MO CHANGYUAN 莫长渊: The Demon Lord who ruled the Demonic Dominion during the Age of Sages.


  RONG ZHUO 容濯: An Omen-level demonic cultivator and the Qiong Palace Master.


  YU ZHANMEI 玉展眉: The Jin Palace Master. A beautiful and deadly demonic cultivator.


   


  Name Guide


  Names, Honorifics, and Titles


   


  Diminutives, Nicknames, and Name Tags


  A-: Friendly diminutive. Always a prefix. Usually for monosyllabic names, or one syllable out of a disyllabic name.


  DA-: A prefix meaning “big” or “elder,” which can be added before titles for elders, like “dage” or “dajie,” or before a name.


  LAO-: A prefix meaning “old.” Usually added to a surname and used in informal contexts.


  XIAO-: A prefix meaning “little” or “younger,” which can be added before names or titles for juniors like “xiaodi.” Often used in an affectionate and familiar context.


   


  Family


  DI/DIDI: A word meaning “younger brother.” It can also be used to address an unrelated (usually younger) male peer, and optionally used as a suffix.


  GE/GEGE: A word meaning “elder brother.” It can also be used to address an unrelated male peer, and optionally used as a suffix.


  JIE/JIEJIE: A word meaning “elder sister.” It can also be used to address an unrelated female peer, and optionally used as a suffix.


  XIONG: A word meaning “elder brother.” It can be attached as a suffix to address an unrelated male peer.


  XIONGDI: A word meaning “brother.” It can be attached as a suffix to address an unrelated male peer.


   


  Martial Arts and Tutelage


  SHIFU: Teacher or master. Literal meaning is “martial father,” but can also be used for female masters. For one’s master in one’s own sect.


  SHIBO: Martial uncle. Used for someone who is older than one’s master. 


  SHISHU: Martial uncle. For junior martial siblings of the speaker’s master, including women.


  SHIZHI: Martial nephew or niece. For disciples of the speaker’s martial sibling.


  SHIXIONG: Older martial brother, used for older disciples or classmates.


  SHIJIE: Older martial sister, used for older disciples or classmates.


  SHIDI: Younger martial brother, used for younger disciples or classmates.


  SHIMEI: Younger martial sister, used for younger disciples or classmates.


   


  SEQUENCING: When there is more than one sect member under the same teacher, seniority is determined by when one joined the sect. Immediate martial siblings address each other using sequential numbers according to seniority rather than by direct names. The eldest is given “Da,” then “Er” for second-oldest, and so on. 


   


  Example: Yin Biyue is the fourth disciple on Xihua Peak. His shixiong and shijie refer to him as “Sishidi.” His shidi, Duan Chongxuan, refers to him as “Sishixiong.”


  1: Da 


  2: Er 


  3: San 


  4: Si 


  5: Wu


   


  Other


  DAOYOU: A fellow peer of the Dao.


  GONGZI: A young man from an affluent household.


  XIANSHENG: A term of address for men, originally only for those of great learning or those who had made significant contributions to society. Sometimes seen as an equivalent to “Mr.” in English.




  GlossaRy


   


  ARRAY: Area-of-effect magic circles. Anyone within the array falls under the effect of the array’s associated spell(s).


   


  CHANGDAO: Though considered a ‘knife’ in Chinese, it is commonly considered in English to be a two-handed, single-sided blade sword. It is often translated as the Chinese long saber.


   


  CROWNING CEREMONY: The ceremony marking the coming-of-age for boys at the age of twenty, when they are conferred a “crown.”


   


  CULTIVATION: Cultivators are practitioners of spirituality and martial artists who seek to gain understanding of the will of the universe while also attaining personal strength. Each stage of their enlightenment is called a ‘level’ or ‘state.’


  The levels in this novel are: 


  Qi Cultivation


  Marrow Purification


  Spirit Concentration


  Breakthrough


  Small Ascension


  Great Ascension


  Second Sage


  Sage


  Immortal


   


  DRAGON VEIN: Underground channels of natural spiritual energy that flow through mountain ranges.


   


  DUAL CULTIVATION: A method of cultivation wherein two cultivators cultivate together by having sex.


   


  HAND SEAL: Refers to various hand and finger gestures used by cultivators to cast spells or while meditating. A cultivator may be able to control their sword remotely with a hand seal.


   


  MERIDIANS: The means by which qi travels through the body, similar to a bloodstream. Some medical and combat techniques target the meridians at specific points on the body, known as acupoints, which allows them to redirect, manipulate, or halt qi circulation. Halting a cultivator’s qi circulation prevents them from using their internal cultivation until the block is lifted. Most cultivators have a single spiritual meridian, but more advanced cultivators may have more.


   


  QI: Qi is the energy in all living things. Cultivators strive to cultivate qi by absorbing it from the natural world and refining it within themselves to improve their cultivation base. A cultivation base refers to the amount of qi a cultivator possesses or is able to possess. In xianxia, natural locations such as caves, mountains, or other secluded places with beautiful scenery are often rich in qi, and practicing there can allow a cultivator to make rapid progress in their cultivation. Cultivators and other qi manipulators can utilize their life force in a variety of ways, including imbuing objects with it to transform them into lethal weapons or sending out blasts of energy to do powerful damage. Cultivators also refine their senses beyond normal human levels. For instance, they may cast out their spiritual senses to gain total awareness of everything in a region around them or to feel for potential danger. 


   


  QI DEVIATION: Refers to a situation where one’s cultivation enters a perilous, highly volatile state. This is usually the result of using risky, incorrect, or high-level cultivation techniques that are beyond the practitioner’s ability to handle, but can also be triggered by unstable emotions or overtaxing oneself in battle. Qi deviation is heavily damaging to the body and comes with the risk of death.


   


  SEA OF CONCEPTION: Also known as the conception vessel or dantian, it is the core in which qi is conceived. It is located in the bowel area.


   


  SECLUSION: Also known as “closed-door meditation,” seclusion or secluded cultivation is when a cultivator isolates themselves from the rest of the world to meditate and further their internal cultivation. Often used to heal injuries or take cultivation to the next level.


   


  SOLAR TERM: Refers to the twenty-four periods that reflect a change in season in accordance with an astronomical event or natural phenomenon.


   


  SUPREME PATH OF DETACHMENT: Also known as the heartless dao or the path of emptiness. Theoretically allows one to focus on cultivation free of emotional attachments.


   


  TALISMANS: Strips of paper with incantations written on them, often using cinnabar ink or blood. They can serve as seals or be used as one-time spells.


   


  VITAL QI: The essential life force cultivated to use as power.




  About the Author


   


  Hao Da Yi Juan Wei Sheng Zhi is a contract author at Jinjiang Literature City. She considers herself a slow-working xianxia writer who creates absurd stories inspired by daydreams. She’s grateful to all her readers.




  Footnotes


   


  Chapter 87


  [1] “To the High Monk Wei Yan of Mount Yao” by Li Ao, Tang Dynasty.


   


  [2] A play on a verse from the poem “Spring” by Feng Tang, 2011.


   


  Chapter 93


  [3] From Book II of Shadows of Delicate Dreams by Zhang Chao, Qing Dynasty.


   


  Chapter 100


  [4] “To Father” by Mao Zedong, 1910.


   


  Chapter 101


  [5] A point located between the first and second toes.


   


  [6] A point located on the side of the waist, under the lower ribs.


   


  [7] One of the eight extraordinary meridians, most of which traverse multiple ordinary meridians. Runs through the kidneys, spine, and the inside of the legs.


   


  [8] A point about two inches above the kneecap.


   


  Chapter 110


  [9] “Chariot Departure” from The Classic of Poetry, circa Western Zhou through Spring and Autumn Period.


   


  Chapter 111


  [10] “Eight Superlatives” by Li Ye, Tang Dynasty.


   


  Chapter 113: Extra - Jun Yu: My Snow-Grayed Hair


  [11] “Dream About Weizhi” by Bai Juyi, Tang Dynasty.


   


  Chapter 114: Extra - Qu Duiyan


  [12] A modified quotation of “Ache of Separation” by Yuan Zhen, Tang Dynasty.


   


  [13] Da- is a prefix meaning “big,” “elder,” or “oldest.” It can be added before names or titles. “Dage” means the “older (or oldest) gege.”


   


  [14] Didi is a term of address for a younger male, meaning “younger brother.”


   


  [15] Xiao- is a prefix meaning “little” or “younger.” It can be added before names or titles.


   


  [16] A- is a prefix used as an affectionate diminutive.


   


  Chapter 115: Extra - Li Tugen


  [17] Paraphrased from “Inscription for The Stupa of Three Fidelities” by Lu Xun, 1933.


   


  Chapter 117: Extra - Yan Xing: Part 1


  [18] A point on the spine, just below the neck.


   


  Chapter 118: Extra - Yan Xing: Part 2


  [19] From “Sentiments on a Traveling Night” by Du Fu, Tang Dynasty.
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