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        Immortal Paladin

    
    
    
    
                I had finally done it and achieved the ultimate Paladin build. Maxed stats, impenetrable armor, and so many resistances that death itself had given up on me. I was an unkillable tank, an indomitable force. Nothing could stop me.

And then my PC exploded.

I died.

Irony, thou art a cruel mistress.

But instead of the afterlife, I woke up as my Paladin character… in the wrong freaking genre. Instead of castles and dungeons, there were people flying around on swords, shooting qi beams like fantasy laser guns.

“This is definitely the wrong genre,” I muttered, watching a pompous young master sneer at me.

“Kowtow, kiss my foot, and beg for forgiveness!” he declared.

I looked at my imaginary maxed-out health bar, then at his flimsy silk robes.

Oh, this was going to be fun.
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                001 The Wrong Genre

The city sprawled before me, an endless tapestry of curved rooftops, towering pagodas, and floating lanterns that glowed like artificial stars in the twilight. Breathtaking? Sure. Exotic? Definitely. It was the kind of place that would make a Xianxia nerd weep with joy.

Too bad I wasn’t one of them.

I was a sword-and-sorcery guy: knights, dragons, and good old-fashioned tavern brawls. Not cultivators, qi-powered nonsense, or sect drama. And yet, here I was, trapped in a world ripped straight out of a Chinese fantasy drama.

Just this morning, well, “morning” as far as I was concerned... I had been alive, and sitting at my desk, basking in the glory of my max-level Paladin build. Divine-tier armor, an unkillable setup, and a reputation for smiting anything that so much as looked at me funny. Yep, didn't sound very paladin-ish. But that's gamers for you.

Then my PC exploded.

Now, I was here. Wherever here was.

I had slipped into the city under the cover of night, keeping to the shadows. Not that it was easy. My holy knight aesthetic, gleaming gold and blue armor inscribed with radiant blessings, stood out like a crusader who had taken a wrong turn into the wrong mythology.

So, I did the only thing I could: I dug into my Item Box and pulled out a cosmetic set I had won during a Chinese New Year gacha event... it was called the Lofty Jade Proposition, an entire xianxia-themed robe. I sighed as I equipped it over my divine gear.

Gone was my righteous, indestructible paladin. In its place? A silk-clad nobleman, draped in embroidered robes and weighed down by jade accessories. I looked like a rich young master who had never worked a day in his life. The 15% stat debuff that came with it? Absolute garbage. What kind of game punished you for wanting to look stylish?

Oh, right. This wasn’t a game anymore.

I exhaled slowly and started walking, taking in my surroundings. The streets were alive even at this hour, merchants packing up their stalls while street performers showed off dazzling qi techniques. People actually flew past on swords, zipping through the sky like mystical skateboarders.

I sighed again.

“This is definitely the wrong genre.”

The inn was a riot of color, sound, and motion. Silk banners swayed from the rafters, painted with golden dragons and swirling clouds. Laughter and conversation filled the air, blending with the lively tune of a pipa in the corner. The scent of sizzling meat and fragrant spices was intoxicating, making my stomach twist with longing.

Courtesans wove between tables, their flowing sleeves fluttering as they refilled cups and teased drunken patrons. Warriors, merchants, and scholars sat together, boasting of their exploits and throwing wagers as they devoured their meals with reckless enthusiasm. A few armored men, guards or hired muscle, watched the crowd with sharp eyes, their hands never far from their weapons.

It was loud. It was festive. And it was exactly the kind of place where I didn’t want to be noticed.

I slipped into a shadowed corner near a support pillar, keeping my head down. Too many people. Too many eyes. I just needed to lay low, listen, and avoid unnecessary attention. I had no idea if my gold coins would even work in this world, and I wasn’t about to find out by fumbling with currency I didn’t understand.

I tuned into the conversations around me, filtering out the noise until something useful caught my ear.

“...Yellow Dragon City is at its peak now, I tell you!” a man boasted, his words slightly slurred from drink. “Forty years since the late patriarch laid the foundations with his daughter's marriage, and now look at it! The jewel of the southern province under the guidance of our current governor!”

“A true city of heroes!” another agreed, raising his cup. “That’s why this festival is unlike any other! Forty years of prosperity, forty years of strength! The lords and sects wouldn’t dare ignore this celebration!”

Sects? Of course, there were sects. This was that kind of world.

A younger man chimed in. “I even heard the Seven Grand Clans might appear! If they grace the city with their presence, it could elevate Yellow Dragon City even further!”

“Bah!” The first man scoffed. “Who cares about those lofty immortals? The real excitement is the dueling stage! I hear even Young Master Lu himself will make an appearance!”

More murmurs followed. Apparently, Young Master Lu was a big deal.

I exhaled slowly, processing the information. Yellow Dragon City. That was my first real clue about where I’d ended up. And a festival? That was both good and bad.

Good, because no one would pay much attention to a random traveler when the city was packed with visitors.

Bad, because important people would be gathering. The kind of people who could probably see through my disguise, or worse, decide to start a fight just for fun.

I shelved the name Lu in the back of my mind. As a self-proclaimed gamer who had spent an unhealthy amount of time on RPGs, I knew the importance of remembering significant names. Main quest givers, faction leaders, potential bosses... this Young Master Lu was probably one of those.

The Seven Grand Clans also caught my attention. Sounded like the equivalent of legendary guilds or noble houses. If this were a game, they’d have political power, broken abilities, or both. But right now, lore wasn’t my main concern. Survival was.

I had no idea how things worked here. Cultivators clearly existed, and if Xianxia tropes held true, they operated on something called qi. Me? I didn’t feel a single drop of it in my body. Instead, I had mana and my Paladin skills.

The problem? I had no clue how those translated in a world where people flew around on swords and punched mountains in half. As I mulled over my predicament, a barrel-chested man with the beginnings of a double chin marched to the front of the counter and clapped his hands together. His booming voice silenced the room.

“Brothers and sisters! A most generous gift has been bestowed upon us tonight! Courtesy of none other than Young Master Zhao!”

He gestured dramatically toward the second floor, where an intoxicated young man lounged against a pile of courtesans. His silk robes shimmered under the lantern light, his belt embroidered with golden dragons. He gave a lazy wave, and the inn erupted into cheers.

Within moments, waitresses bustled through the crowd, distributing mugs of ale to every table. One landed in front of me, the liquid inside a murky brown. I lifted it warily and took a cautious sip.

Immediately, my face contorted in disgust.

Holy hells.

It tasted like stale vinegar mixed with a hint of regret. Like someone had left beer out in the sun for a week, then thought, Eh, close enough.

I pinched my nose, forced myself to swallow, then promptly spat the rest back into the mug.

No offense to the locals, but I came from the 21st century. I was used to water filtration and drinks that didn’t taste like they had personal vendettas against my taste buds.

Still, I set the mug aside instead of pushing it away. If nothing else, it made a good prop. Blending in was key.

After all, I had no idea how long I’d be stuck in this world.

I leaned back in my chair, arms crossed, considering my situation.

If I’d been something like a World-Ending Lich, I might actually thrive here. Liches and cultivators had one thing in common... an obsession with immortality. But a Paladin? My strength shone in a party, with a solid backline to cover me. That was the stereotype, at least. Something I’ve disproved time and time again.

But the reality of it was that being alone could kill me in this world.

Sure, I loved playing solo, and I could hold my own in a one-on-one duel, but I wasn’t delusional enough to think I could survive an entire sect coming after me.

I was a PvP guy, not a PvE guy.

I sighed. Overthinking wouldn’t get me anywhere. I needed to focus on immediate problems.

Priority One: Money.

I had no clue if my gold coins were usable here. Maybe I could exchange them somewhere. If not, I needed a way to earn local currency.

Fighting in that dueling stage I’d overheard people talking about? Tempting. I was no stranger to arena fights... the concept was familiar enough. There had to be rewards or betting opportunities involved. But it was risky.

For one, I still had no idea how this world’s cultivation system worked. If I showed off something they didn’t like or didn’t understand, I could get branded as an evil existence. And in Xianxia, that usually meant becoming public enemy number one.

And while Paladins were naturally good-aligned, that wouldn’t stop some self-righteous cultivator from trying to exorcise me on principle.

Conclusion: Gather. More. Intel. Yeah, jumping into a fight right now wasn’t my best move. First, I needed to understand this world’s rules, its people, and most importantly how much trouble I could get away with before someone tried to murder me.

I exhaled, stood up, and adjusted my Lofty Jade Proposition robes. Time to continue my research elsewhere—

—until I bumped into someone.

“Oh, I’m sor—”

I didn’t even get to finish before the other person exploded with righteous indignation.

“DON’T YOU SEE WHO I AM?!”

How was it possible for me to see this not coming? See, I'm just a human being, and I could make mistakes. Even with my godly stats, sometimes the universe just would screw you for not rolling a NAT 20. I blinked as the pudgy, half-drunk young man in front of me turned a shade of red that looked slightly unhealthy. Expensive silk robes. Golden dragon embroidery. The smell of alcohol clung to him like a second skin. Behind him, his courtesan entourage peeked over the balcony, giggling at the commotion.

The barrel-chested man from before gasped, then dramatically announced, “You fool! This is Young Master Zhao you speak to, peasant!”

Ah. So this was the guy who bought everyone drinks.

Zhao crossed his arms and sneered. “Kowtow, kiss my foot, and beg for forgiveness! Or I shall have you thrown into the city jail!”

I stared at him.

He stared at me.

Oh, for the love of... was this a genre-typical young master situation?!
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Back in the good old days of Lost Legends Online, I had my fair share of dealing with annoying fools. From NPCs programmed to act like arrogant young masters to players who thought trolling was an art form, I had seen it all. The ones who blocked dungeon doorways, lured mobs onto unsuspecting parties, or—my personal favorite—spammed trade requests in the middle of boss fights.

So, the question was, how should I handle this situation?

The answer? Smartly.

See, I was a nice guy. Not the kind who expected gratitude for basic decency, but the kind who knew when to keep his cool and not provoke idiots. And the Young Master Zhao standing before me? He was exactly the kind of idiot who needed careful handling.

Also, he was very, very drunk.

“Do you have rocks for eyes, peasant?!” Zhao slurred, his face contorted with exaggerated outrage. “Or did your mother drop you on your head as a child? That would explain a lot, hahaha!”

His courtesans giggled from the balcony above, fanning themselves as if watching a stage play.

“Maybe he’s mute?” one teased.

Zhao gasped, as if struck by divine revelation. “Ohhh, that makes so much sense! A dumb, blind, mute beggar who dares walk into my inn?!” He jabbed a finger at my chest—missing by a few inches. “You think those fancy robes make you someone important?!”

I blinked. Technically, I wasn’t even wearing my best gear.

He leaned in, breath reeking of stale wine. “You should be licking the dirt off my boots for the privilege of breathing the same air as me!”

Classic.

Still, I kept my expression neutral. I’d seen worse in online chat—this was nothing compared to the time a level 3 newbie accused me of ninja looting a sword I didn’t even pick up.

No need to stoop to Zhao’s level.

No need to lose my temper.

But that didn’t mean I wasn’t already calculating my next move.

Zhao was still ranting, words slurring further with each passing second. His face had taken on a distinct reddish hue, his breath practically flammable from all the alcohol.

It was time to end this before he did something regrettable.

I let my expression soften—calm, unreadable. Then, in a voice just friendly enough to throw him off, I inclined my head slightly.

“My sincerest apologies, Young Master Zhao,” I said, my tone smooth and measured. “It was never my intention to offend.”

The gathered spectators, who had clearly been hoping for a brawl, deflated in disappointment. The courtesans above tilted their heads in confusion. Zhao himself blinked, caught off guard by the lack of resistance.

I wasn’t groveling. I wasn’t defying him either. Just an expertly placed, neutral apology—frustratingly difficult to escalate.

Then, with casual ease, I placed a hand on Zhao’s shoulder, my grip light but deliberate. “It seems the wine has been unkind to you, Young Master,” I murmured, shaking my head in mock concern. “Perhaps you should rest. Exhausting yourself before the festival would be unfortunate.”

As I spoke, I pulled him in slightly, as if sharing a friendly confidence. And while doing so, I activated one of my less favored skills—

Divine Word: Rest.

A faint golden light shimmered for barely a second before fading—subtle, unnoticed. Zhao’s eyelids drooped. His posture wavered. And then—

Thud.

He crumpled to his knees, eyes rolling back as unconsciousness claimed him.

His steward, a round-faced man, let out a strangled gasp. “Young Master Zhao!”

Before Zhao could hit the floor face-first, I caught him by the arm and smoothly handed him over. “The Young Master may have overindulged,” I said mildly. “It would be best to see him to a proper bed.”

The steward hesitated before nodding quickly. “Y-Yes! Of course! Many thanks, honored guest!”

And just like that, the situation was resolved—no fight, no unnecessary drama, and most importantly, no need to make an enemy of a drunken noble with a fragile ego.

I stepped out of the inn, inhaling deeply as the cool night air replaced the cloying stench of stale ale and self-important entitlement.

Barely a day in this world, and I’d already gotten into a confrontation. Was that a record? If this world followed Lost Legends Online logic, I was probably halfway to triggering a major questline already.

Still, there was no use dwelling on it. Young Master Zhao was dealt with, and I had more pressing matters—like figuring out how to survive in this unfamiliar world.

With that in mind, I strolled through the city, taking in my surroundings.

Despite the late hour, Yellow Dragon City was far from asleep. The streets were alive with subdued energy, like embers glowing softly in the dark. Everywhere, people worked tirelessly, exhaustion hanging from their shoulders like a heavy cloak, yet they pressed on. The festival was tomorrow, after all.

Banners of deep gold and crimson hung from wooden beams, their embroidered calligraphy swirling in elegant strokes—likely blessings for prosperity and fortune. Silk streamers fluttered lazily in the breeze, strung with tiny lanterns that cast a warm glow over the stone-paved streets.

Vendors and craftsmen worked late into the night, setting up their stalls. Some adjusted wooden signboards, their bold ink still fresh, while others carefully arranged colorful trinkets, incense, and embroidered fabrics, hoping to catch the eye of tomorrow’s crowds.

From a nearby alley, I overheard an old merchant haggling with a carpenter.

“I don’t care if you used the finest lumber from the Western Province, Old Liu! This thing still wobbles!”

“Hah! Wobbles, my foot! That’s just the wind! My craftsmanship is flawless! You want to sell your sugar figurines tomorrow or not? Pay up!”

Further ahead, a group of women—tea house workers, maybe—whispered excitedly.

“I heard the governor himself will attend the festival this year.”

“Really? And they say Young Master Lu of the Seven Grand Clans will be there too!”

“Oh, imagine if we caught his eye…”

A group of children dashed past me, waving small wooden swords as they re-enacted their favorite heroic tales.

“Tomorrow, I’m going to the dueling stage!” one of them boasted. “I bet the warriors will be so strong!”

“I heard a single strike from a top-tier cultivator can split the ground open!” another added, swinging his toy sword with dramatic flair.

I smirked slightly. Kids and their wild imaginations.

But the more I listened, the more the pieces of this world fell into place. This was a city steeped in tradition, alive with purpose, and brimming with anticipation for the days ahead.

Tomorrow would be a big day.

For the city.

And for me.

I stood atop the highest point in Yellow Dragon City, overlooking the countless motes of light scattered below like fallen stars. Lanterns flickered in the night breeze, tracing the winding streets where merchants and artisans toiled in preparation. From up here, the chaos of the city felt distant—mere echoes carried by the wind.

It was a hell of a view.

But I wasn’t here to admire the scenery.

I still had no idea how to exchange my gold for this world’s local currency. But at least I didn’t need food or sleep. It was one of the perks of being Level 275—the max level in Lost Legends Online. In the game’s lore, surpassing Level 250 meant reaching demi-god status, no longer bound by mortal constraints. Rest and sustenance were little more than formalities or mild inconvenience.

At least that’s a silver lining.

I wasn’t sure how long I could go without eating or sleeping, but for now, it wasn’t a priority.

Instead, I focused on something else.

My body.

I flexed my fingers, curling and uncurling them, feeling the raw power thrumming beneath my skin. My movements weren’t just enhanced—they were unnaturally refined. It wasn’t just strength or speed. It was instinct.

Not mine.

My character’s.

I knew how to move, how to fight, how to wield a sword as if it were an extension of my body. Every action was effortless, ingrained like muscle memory I never actually developed.

Was this some kind of simulated instinct carried over from the game? Or was it magic?

Either way, it made me dangerous.

Time to put it to the test.

I took a breath, crouched slightly—

And jumped.

I soared through the air, clearing the rooftop gap with ease. The moment my feet touched down, I rolled smoothly, momentum carrying me into another leap.

It feels natural.

I had never done parkour in my life, yet my body moved with effortless precision, as if it had always known how.

My Dexterity stat was never my highest, I mused, landing on another rooftop. But even then, it was still superhuman.

Jumping across rooftops, I gradually made my way south, where the city’s buildings thinned out. After a few minutes, I found myself in a desolate park on the outskirts of Yellow Dragon City. Overgrown stone pathways wound between patches of wild grass, and a few gnarled trees stood like silent sentinels beneath the night sky.

Here, I could test my limits without interruption.

But first—a precaution.

Divine Sense!

I activated Divine Sense, one of my detection skills. In the game, it typically manifested as red dots on the mini-map, highlighting hostiles. The flavor text claimed it was especially potent against celestials, fiends, and undead, sometimes even revealing their intentions.

I closed my eyes, letting the skill expand outward.

…Nothing.

No hostile presence. No lurking assassins. No demonic ambush waiting in the shadows.

Good.

That meant I could begin.

A smirk tugged at my lips as I stretched my limbs, anticipation thrumming through me.

Time to see just how strong I really was.

My appearance in this world had been strange, to say the least. One moment, my Personal Computer exploded, and the next, I was free-falling through the sky. No warning. No dramatic transition. Just a sudden drop from the heavens with a spectacular view of the landscape below and absolutely no control over my descent.

Then came the burning.

It wasn’t normal fire, either. No heat, no pain—just a golden blaze engulfing my body like I was some kind of meteor crashing toward the earth. My entire being pulsed with energy, my vision flickering with divine radiance. It should have been terrifying. It should have hurt. But instead, it felt… right.

Like it was supposed to happen.

By the time I hit the ground, I had torn through a thick canopy of trees and left a decent-sized crater in the middle of a forest. The impact had barely fazed me. No broken bones, no injuries—just a faint, lingering warmth from whatever magic had coated me mid-fall.

I had no time to sit there and contemplate my existence, though. The forest was teeming with life, and not the friendly kind. I sensed them before I even saw them—monstrous creatures lurking between the trees, watching, waiting. Their bloodlust was palpable, an almost tangible weight pressing against my senses.

Probably this world’s equivalent of dungeon mobs.

My instincts had kicked in immediately. I needed to move. Staying put in the middle of unknown territory while surrounded by hostiles wasn’t exactly an ideal scenario. Civilization was my best bet, and I had no intention of getting into unnecessary fights before I understood my own situation. So I had taken off, weaving through the dense foliage with an ease that wasn’t entirely mine. My body just… knew how to move. How to balance, how to react, how to adjust.

And I was fast. Faster than I had ever been in the game.

It didn’t take long before I caught sight of a dirt road, and from there, I followed the path until I found Yellow Dragon City. No time to test my strength. No time to see just how powerful I had become. Just a mad dash toward civilization while creatures skulked at the edge of my senses, reluctant to give chase but watching all the same.

But now—now, I had time.

I exhaled slowly, letting the night air cool my lungs. The park was quiet, isolated, the perfect place to put my abilities to the test. I flexed my fingers, rolling my shoulders as I scanned my surroundings.

A large boulder sat nestled between two gnarled trees a few meters away. Weathered, solid, probably weighing several tons.

I approached it, placing a hand against its rough surface. It felt real. Solid. Heavy. No game physics here—no conveniently breakable terrain designed for player interaction. Just raw, unyielding stone.

I raised my hand and extended a single finger.

A simple stab. That was all I did.

My fingertip met the rock—and passed through it like it was made of wet clay.

For a split second, I felt resistance. Barely. And then the boulder split apart, a clean, precise hole piercing straight through its center. A heartbeat later, the entire thing cracked, fractures spreading like spiderwebs before it collapsed into a heap of shattered stone.

I stared at it.

Huh.

I hadn’t even used a skill. No buffs. No stat enhancements. Just a casual movement, and the rock gave way like it was nothing.

I clenched my fist, feeling the power thrumming beneath my skin.

Yeah. I was strong.

But just how strong?
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I began with careful experiments.

First, my speed.

The ancient tree stood to my left, the ruined fountain ahead. I focused, tensed my muscles, and moved. The world blurred—stone cracked beneath my step, wind howled past my ears. When I stopped, the tree was behind me.

Too fast. My balance wavered for an instant.

Again.

I adjusted, grounding myself before vanishing from one spot to the next. This time, I accounted for momentum, slowing just before I stopped. Much better. My breath remained steady, but my mind reeled.

So this is what peak Paladin Agility feels like.

Next, strength.

I clenched my fist and struck forward—not at anything, just through the air. A sharp crack split the silence as the force rippled outward. The shockwave stirred the dust at my feet.

No need for further tests. That alone proved it.

For balance, I moved through a series of steps—a twisting leap, a controlled flip, landing lightly atop a narrow wooden post. My body obeyed every command with precision, each motion flowing seamlessly into the next. It was as if years of discipline had been carved into my very bones.

I exhaled slowly. This power—it wasn’t just mine yet. My instincts lagged behind my abilities. A single misstep could mean disaster.

I had to be careful.

Finally, the real test.

I reached into my Item Box and withdrew a blade that was neither ornate nor gaudy, yet any true warrior would recognize its worth in an instant.

Silver Steel.

A legendary longsword, unassuming in its simplicity. No glowing runes, no excessive embellishments. Just a weapon honed to perfection, its edge keen enough to bite through mythril.

The moment I gripped its hilt, a familiar sensation welled up inside me—an urge, a hunger. My body demanded release, to swing, to cut, to test the full extent of my strength.

But I restrained myself.

I was too close to the city. If this world’s cultivators could sense energy fluctuations the way they did in the stories… Well, there was no need to invite trouble. Not yet.

Instead, I focused on control.

One hand tightened around the hilt. Normally, a weapon of this size required both hands, but my Monkey Grip passive allowed me to wield it effortlessly in one. I swung in a slow arc, feeling the weight, testing my range. The blade whispered through the air, its balance impeccable.

I smiled faintly.

With slow, deliberate movements, I swung the blade.

And suddenly—

The sword sang. A whisper through the air, smooth as flowing water, sharp as winter’s first frost. My body moved on instinct, each strike precise, each step effortless, as if these motions had been carved into my very soul.

It was too natural.

With every swing, memories surged forth.

My breath hitched. My grip tightened. A shiver crawled up my spine—not from exertion, but from something deeper. A bone-deep wrongness.

I wasn’t just recalling these movements.

I was reliving them.

A young warrior, clutching a crude iron sword, accepting his first quest.A terrified rookie, facing down his first goblin.
A battle-worn survivor, hands trembling as he made his first kill.
The joy of his first class advancement. The agony of countless deaths and resurrections.

The thrill of battle. The weight of loss.

And then—

I saw him.

Not from my own eyes, but from afar. A figure clad in silver and steel, standing tall amidst bloodied fields and shattered dungeons.

David_69.

My game character.

A max-level Paladin, forged through endless battles, sharpened by war. A warrior who had upheld his oath until the bitter end.

For a single, terrifying moment, I wasn’t just remembering.

I was him.

The world spun. My vision blurred. The weight of years—of victories and deaths, of battles fought and quests completed—threatened to swallow me whole.

No.

I ripped myself back.

I staggered, breath ragged, Silver Steel digging into the ground as I used it to steady myself. The memories clung to me, lingering like ghosts.

That wasn’t nostalgia. That wasn’t just a flashback.

That was something else.

Something deeper.

I exhaled slowly, forcing my mind to steady.

This wasn’t a game.

And that?

That was the scariest part of all.

A bitter chuckle slipped past my lips. Strange and bizarre phenomena? Check. Unexplainable memories surfacing from nowhere? Check. A creeping sense that reality itself might be a fever dream? Double check.

If this were a game, I’d expect a flashing quest marker in my vision, urging me to "Uncover the Secrets of Your Transmigration!" or some other cryptic nonsense.

Hell, for all I knew, this was a simulation. Maybe I was just a collection of numbers and code.

Maybe I was never real in the first place.

I shook my head. No use chasing shadows.

With a final breath, I dismissed the thoughts and returned Silver Steel to my Item Box.

There were still experiments to run.

The Item Box worked. That was a win.

But how far could I push gamer mechanics in this world?

Time to find out.

Next test: Fast Travel.

I stood still, focused, and willed myself to teleport. Anywhere.

Nothing.

Next: World Map.

I concentrated, imagining a translucent map appearing in my vision.

Still nothing.

Mini-map?

Nada.

World Chat?

I muttered under my breath, “/global Hello? Anyone?”

Silence.

…Okay. Premium Shop?

I dramatically raised my hand. “Open Premium Shop!”

Nothing. No glowing UI. No limited-time deals. No overpriced weapon skins.

Truly, I was in hell.

I let out a slow breath. So much for buying my way out of trouble.

It was painfully clear that gamer logic wasn’t on my side. No system messages, no convenient level-ups, no tutorials to guide me through cultivation like some overpowered protagonist.

I was on my own.

So much for easy mode.

What was I even supposed to do in this world?

There had to be a reason why I was here, right?

Since my other gamer perks were useless, I returned to the one thing that actually worked.

The Item Box.

It stored weapons and equipment. But could I weaponize it?

Time for the Minecraft test.

I knelt down, pressed my hand against the ground, and tried to shove raw earth into my inventory.

Nothing.

Damn. That would’ve been fun.

Still, through trial and error, I confirmed three key limitations:


	I could store anything—as long as it wasn’t alive. No tossing enemies into the void.

	The object had to be something I could lift with one or two hands. No pocketing buildings or stealing mountains for fun.

	There were no visual cues. No glowing effects, no flashy light, nothing.



That last part? Very important.

It meant my Item Box was invisible to others.

I grinned as possibilities flooded my mind.

Hidden weapons appearing out of nowhere.A dagger materializing in my hand mid-fight.
A healing potion summoned mid-swing, making me look invincible.
An explosive flask hurled at an enemy’s face with zero warning.

Hah. You ain’t ready for me yet, cultivators.

I spent the next few hours pushing my limits, testing theories, adjusting my tactics. I didn’t have a clear path forward, but one thing was certain—

Even if I couldn’t rely on gamer mechanics, I could rely on creativity.

And if there was one thing Paladins excelled at—

It was adapting to survive.

I was tempted to test my flashier skills.

Divine Smite? Would it translate into this world?Holy Wrath? Would it still incinerate low-level wraiths when they got too close?
Sanctuary? Could I just declare myself untouchable and walk away from all my problems?

But even I knew when to quit while I was ahead.

Especially when I suddenly had a visitor.

I sensed her before I saw her.

A ripple in the air. The faint hum of power, touching at the edge of my perception.

And then—moonlight glinting off pristine robes.

She descended gracefully, sword floating beneath her feet, posture rigid with authority. Even without speaking, she radiated a presence that screamed: “Do not test me unless you enjoy pain.”

She looked young—early twenties, maybe. But given cultivator lifespans, she could have been fifty for all I knew.

Great. My first real encounter with a local, and it had to be a city enforcer.

I knew the type.

“State your name,” she said, voice crisp, no-nonsense.

I hesitated. My full username from Lost Legends Online was David_69, but there was no way I was introducing myself like that.

“…David,” I said simply.

She frowned, as if tasting the name on her tongue. Then, after a pause—

“Dei Wu? Dei Vu?” she tested, completely butchering the pronunciation. “Da Wei?”

I blinked.

That wasn’t even close.

Had she misheard me? With her cultivation, she could probably get it right if she really tried. But then, I caught my reflection in her polished pauldron.

Dark hair. Strong features. Clothes that, while foreign, could pass as something a wandering cultivator might wear.

I looked the part of a native.

Probably better this way.

I smirked. Might as well lean into it.

“Da Wei,” I said, recalling an old meme.

“A proper greeting, then,” she continued. “I am an official enforcer of Yellow Dragon City. My name is Liang Na.”

She produced a silver plaque, a clear mark of her authority.

I kept my face neutral.

Close enough.

She studied me, her sharp eyes flickering with suspicion.

“Your affiliation?”

I froze. A second too long.

Was traveler the right answer? Cultivators had sects, clans, or sworn brotherhoods. Saying the wrong thing could mean getting labeled a rogue—or worse, an outlaw.

I forced an easy smile. “Just a traveler.”

Her gaze sharpened.

“A traveling cultivator?”

I hesitated for the briefest of moments.

Technically? No.

I was a Paladin. A holy warrior with divine magic. A knight of righteousness. A lawful good tank.

But in a world of qi, dao, and flying sword nonsense?

Yeah, that wasn’t going to translate well.

So I nodded. “You could say that.”

She gave me a slow, assessing look.

“I see.”

I resisted the urge to sigh in relief.

She hadn’t immediately called me a fraud—that was a good sign. She must have been watching me for a while, gauging my actions. My Divine Sense hadn’t picked her up, either because she was beyond its range… or because she had no hostile intent.

Either way, I was now on the radar of an official enforcer.

Which meant my next moves had to be very, very careful.

I crossed my arms, tilting my head slightly. “So… is there a problem?”

Liang Na’s expression didn’t change. “No problem. Just a warning.”

Warnings were never good.

I frowned. “A warning for what, exactly?”

She exhaled through her nose—already tired of this conversation.

“You used a spell on a civilian.”

Oh.

Ohhh.

So that little Divine Word: Rest trick I pulled on Young Master Zhao earlier did catch someone’s attention. Unfortunate. I was hoping to avoid trouble.

“…I wouldn’t really call it a spell,” I muttered, scratching my cheek. “More like… a harmless suggestion.”

Liang Na stared at me, unimpressed. “A suggestion that rendered someone unconscious.”

“Harmlessly unconscious,” I clarified. “And, if I may add, peacefully unconscious.”

For the briefest moment, I swore I saw the corner of her mouth twitch.

But her tone remained level. “Regardless, do not use spells on civilians in the future.”

Noted.

I gave a slow nod. “Duly warned.”

She cupped her fist in a polite but practiced gesture. “I hope I haven’t troubled you, Young Master.”

Politeness? Or a subtle test?

I returned the gesture. “It's fine.”

“Young Master Da,” she said again, still sticking with her earlier misinterpretation. “It is acceptable to use spells or martial arts within city grounds only for self-defense—or if no civilians are harmed. Do you understand?”

I sighed internally.

Guess I’m Da Wei now.

“I trust I’m not in any trouble, then?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

She let out a slow breath. “No. You handled the incident in the inn well enough.”

Her voice carried a certain… weariness.

“Many cultivators from esteemed clans or sects visit Yellow Dragon City this time of year to indulge in mortal festivities. It is…” She exhaled. “Exhausting dealing with them.”

That made sense.

A bunch of privileged, superpowered rich kids descending on the city for a festival? It was a recipe for chaos.

“So… I take it Young Master Zhao is one of those troublemakers?” I guessed.

Liang Na’s lips pressed into a thin line.

“Among many others,” she admitted. “Though, he is considered more civilian than important scion.”

Huh. So he wasn’t even a big deal.

She must have assumed I was just another Young Master out enjoying the mortal world. But since I had resolved the situation amiably—instead of, say, smiting Zhao into a fine paste—I had somehow landed in her good books.

Interesting.

A thought occurred to me.

Feigning mild offense, I asked, “Why do you think I’m a Young Master?”

I made sure to inject just the right amount of youthful arrogance into my tone—like I actually cared.

Liang Na’s gaze sharpened.

“A junior in cultivation,” she said coolly, “should know where he stands.”

Ah.

That was a warning.

A very subtle, but very real warning.

I schooled my expression immediately and gave a slight bow.

“I see. My apologies.”

She gave a slow nod, satisfied.

Lesson learned—tread carefully.

I wasn’t in trouble yet, but I had definitely landed on someone’s radar.
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To an extent, I have an idea what kind of world this was… but again, I am not big on Xianxia.

Morning arrived, casting golden light over the city and washing away the lingering coolness of the night. The air carried the rich aroma of sizzling street food, freshly brewed tea, and the faint traces of incense. The once-quiet streets had transformed into a sea of movement, alive with the voices of merchants, travelers, and cultivators alike.

Silk banners fluttered overhead as vendors called out their wares—embroidered robes woven with dragon motifs, charms said to ward off calamity, and rare medicinal ingredients promising breakthroughs in cultivation. The melodies of guqins and pipas wove through the air, mingling with the lively chatter of the crowd.

Among them walked nobles clad in flowing brocades, their steps unhurried beneath the shade of servants’ parasols. Cultivators, some in resplendent sect robes and others in humble travel attire, moved with quiet confidence, weapons resting at their backs. Common folk wove through the throng, laughing children darting between their legs, clutching paper lanterns shaped like mythical beasts.

I took my time, observing. A festival of this scale wasn’t just a celebration—it was an opportunity. With so many gathered here, knowledge flowed as freely as wine. If there were secrets to be uncovered, whispers of distant sects or forgotten legacies, they would surface in a place like this.

Still, my mind drifted back to Liang Na.

She had called me a junior in cultivation, which meant she had misjudged my strength. That was good. 

To be fair, it wasn’t entirely her fault. My abilities didn’t rely on qi—the essence by which cultivators measured one another’s prowess. To them, I likely seemed like a privileged young master with a respectable grasp of martial arts but nothing extraordinary.

That suited me just fine.

If others underestimated me, I could use it to my advantage—slipping past scrutiny or catching opponents off guard. But it also had its drawbacks. There were times when authority mattered, and if I was dismissed outright, maneuvering through certain situations would become far more difficult.

I sighed. Something to consider.

For now, my focus remained on gathering information. If anything in this city could grant me insight—a clue to navigating this unfamiliar world—it would be buried somewhere within the festival’s chaos.

I strolled through the streets, blending into the crowd as I listened.

Near a teahouse, a group of young scholars admired the city’s architecture.

“This is my first time in Yellow Dragon City,” one said, adjusting the jade hairpin in his neatly bound hair. “The craftsmanship here is unparalleled. Even the capital cannot compare.”

Another nodded. “The artisans are directly sponsored by the City Lord’s family. It is said they recruit talent from all corners of the continent.”

Nearby, a woman in a traveling cloak paused at a vendor’s stall, inspecting a collection of finely painted fans. As she ran her fingers over the delicate patterns, she hummed thoughtfully.

“I hear the festival is grander than usual this year,” she mused. “The City Lord must be trying to impress someone.”

The vendor, an elderly man with a long white beard, chuckled. “You’re not wrong, miss. Cultivators from major sects have already arrived. Some say a great opportunity awaits in the city—though what form it takes, no one knows.”

A great opportunity?

A few paces ahead, two young men in traveling garb huddled over bowls of steaming noodles, speaking in hushed yet eager tones.

“I heard the auction house will be displaying an ancient artifact this time,” one said between bites. “Something tied to a sect that vanished centuries ago.”

His companion scoffed. “You believe every rumor you hear. What are the chances of that being true?”

“I don’t know, but a friend of mine saw elders from the Cloud Mist Sect arrive last night. They wouldn’t come all this way for nothing.”

I frowned slightly.

That was the second time I’d heard mention of something beyond the festival itself drawing cultivators to the city. A mere coincidence?

Or was this the lead I had been searching for?

I continued my stroll, filing away every scrap of information.

At the very least, I now understood that Yellow Dragon City was no ordinary settlement. It was a convergence point—where the influential and the ambitious crossed paths. That meant ignorance was not a luxury I could afford.

If I wished to carve a place for myself in this world, I needed knowledge. Of cultivation, of sects and their hierarchies, of power and the subtle ways it shifted hands.

A breakthrough would come soon enough.

For now, I needed only to keep my eyes open.

And, as if the heavens wished to test my resolve, my first real lesson came in the least expected way.

Not through careful study. Not through patient observation.

No—fate, ever amused at my expense, delivered my opportunity in the form of a robbery.

The alley was dimly lit, far removed from the festival’s brilliance. The scent of damp wood and aged stone filled the air. Behind me, the distant hum of merriment continued as if the world beyond this narrow passage was untouched by what was about to unfold.

Before me stood a figure clad in ragged garments, a dark cloth obscuring their face. Their eyes—sharp, glinting with hostility—locked onto me with the keen focus of a predator.

A knife quivered on the wall beside me, its blade buried deep into the brick.

A casual throw? Hardly. A strike like that belonged to one who had stepped onto the path of cultivation.

I exhaled slowly. This wasn’t quite how I expected to gain insight into this world, but I wasn’t about to complain. If nothing else, I wouldn’t feel guilty about using this as a lesson.

And, if the heavens were kind, perhaps I could even help rehabilitate this fool.

The bandit rolled their shoulders, stepping closer. “Tch. You’re slow to react, Young Master. Most would already be on their knees, begging.”

I kept my expression neutral. “And what exactly am I supposed to beg for?”

“Your life, of course.” A hand tapped the hilt of another knife. “Strip. Leave your robes, your valuables, your storage ring. Do so, and I might just let you walk away.”

Straight to the point. Efficient, if nothing else.

I folded my arms. “Let me understand this correctly. You want me to strip, surrender all that I own, and then you will consider sparing my life?”

The bandit grinned beneath the mask. “That’s the idea.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “Huh. Interesting.”

And then—

I vanished.

For an instant, the world blurred. The next, I stood behind them.

Flash Step. A simple movement technique, but enough to remind those weaker than me of their place.

The bandit stiffened, instincts screaming a warning, but it was already too late.

Thud.

A single push sent them stumbling forward, nearly slamming into the dead-end wall of the alley. I heard the sharp intake of breath—the moment panic began to take hold.

Before they could fully turn, I leaned in, repeating their own words back to them.

“Strip.” My voice was low, measured. “Surrender your valuables, your storage ring, and perhaps—just perhaps—I will spare you.”

The bandit froze.

Then, to my utter disbelief—

They actually started stripping.

I blinked. Wait. What?

Hands trembling, they fumbled with their ragged clothing. Their breath hitched, body taut with fear.

I had meant it as a lesson, a way to flip the script and return the humiliation they had intended for me. But the sheer terror in their reaction… there was no bravado, no defiance—only desperation.

This world must be a truly wretched place.

“P-please, Senior!” the bandit cried, suddenly dropping to their knees. “I—I have no treasures! No storage ring! I was just trying to survive! Spare me, and I will do anything! Anything!”

I barely processed their words before realizing something else.

She.

Now that I was looking, the signs were obvious. Beneath the layers of grime and oversized clothing, her frame was lean but not without its curves. Her voice, though roughened by hardship, carried a distinctly feminine lilt. The balaclava and baggy garments had concealed it well, but there was no mistaking it now.

And there she was, kowtowing before me, forehead pressed against the cold, filthy stone.

I exhaled slowly.

Well.

Now I felt like an absolute bastard.

Perfect. Just perfect.

I let out a long sigh, rubbing my temple. This was not how I had imagined this would go.

I had been expecting some low-level thug—someone I could rough up a little, pry for information, and leave in a crumpled heap. A simple, straightforward bandit interrogation.

Instead, I had cornered what looked like a half-starved woman, trembling on the ground like a stray dog expecting to be kicked.

I glanced at her again, taking in the full picture.

Thin. Not quite skeletal, but malnourished enough that it was obvious even through the layers of ragged clothing. Her arms were wrapped in old, tattered bandages, and the skin that peeked through was rough and calloused—the kind that came from too many fights and too little rest.

Was this really a cultivator?

If she was, she was a weak one. Perhaps she had some minor cultivation—just enough to sharpen her reflexes and enhance her body—but compared to someone like Liang Na, she might as well have been a commoner.

Just my luck.

I exhaled through my nose. “No need to disrobe.”

She flinched at my voice, but after a pause, she slowly lifted her head.

“Get up,” I said.

Hesitation flickered across her face before she obeyed, pushing herself up onto her knees. Her hands remained clasped together in silent pleading, her breathing still uneven.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

Her head remained bowed, but she answered quickly, her voice small. “Gu Jie.”

I sighed again.

This is going to be a pain.

Still… she was the best source of information I had.
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With a flick of my wrist, I retrieved a pair of plush, cushioned chairs from my Item Box, letting them appear as if by magic. Gu Jie’s eyes widened in shock, and I had to admit, her reaction was satisfying.

Who in their right mind would waste storage space on furniture?

Well, I would.

Back in Lost Legends Online, I had planned to sell looted furnishings for quick cash… when the accident suddenly occurred. The game didn’t care if you stripped a dungeon down to its last crate, barrel, or decorative rug. If something wasn’t nailed down? Mine. If an entire throne room could be hauled away? Also mine. Unfortunately, my PC exploded, and now I was stuck in this xianxia world with enough furniture to open a teahouse.

Gu Jie, now properly clothed, lowered herself onto the chair with stiff hesitation, like she wasn’t used to such comfort. I settled into my own seat, exhaling as I leaned back.

Time for answers.

I laced my fingers together, my expression calm and unreadable. "Let’s start with the obvious. Why turn to banditry?"

Gu Jie flinched, fists clenching in her lap. "...I needed resources," she muttered.

"That’s vague." I tapped a finger against the armrest. "What kind of resources?"

"Food. Medicine. Qi-nourishing herbs." Her voice was quiet. "I have no sect. No patrons. No one to rely on. I—" She exhaled sharply, shoulders sagging. "I have nothing."

A rogue cultivator, then. No wonder she was this desperate. Most sect-trained cultivators wouldn’t be this malnourished. That wouldn’t just make sense.

"Fine," I said. "What’s your cultivation level?"

She hesitated, then answered, "Martial Tempering Realm. First Star, Late-Stage."

That meant absolutely nothing to me.

I kept my expression neutral. "And that means…?"

She gave me a flat look. "It means I’m in the first major realm of cultivation."

"Right. And there are how many realms?"

Gu Jie frowned but still answered. "There are eleven major realms in total. But I only know the first four. They’re called the Four Great Attributes."

I nodded for her to continue.

"At the lowest is the Martial Tempering Realm," she explained. "The foundation. The body is strengthened—muscles, bones, stamina, everything. Before one can cultivate the mind, they must first temper the flesh."

"And the next?"

"The Mind Enlightenment Realm," she said. "A cultivator at this stage refines their mental strength and sharpens perception. Their senses, intuition, and ability to manipulate qi improve greatly."

I barely stopped myself from grimacing. The thought of fighting telepaths or warriors with premonition was… troubling.

Gu Jie continued, oblivious to my mild existential crisis.

"Then comes the Will Reinforcement Realm. This is when a cultivator tempers their intent, making their techniques far more powerful. A person with an indomitable will can suppress weaker cultivators just by existing near them."

That sounded like a nightmare to deal with.

"And the last one you know?"

"The Spirit Mystery Realm. This is when a cultivator begins touching upon the deeper mysteries of the Dao. Their qi refines further, and they gain abilities beyond mortal comprehension. Some say this is where true cultivation begins."

I let out a slow breath, mentally digesting everything she had just said.

Apparently, each realm was divided into nine Stars, which were further broken into Early, Mid, and Late stages.

Let me break that down:


	Martial Tempering Realm→ Nine Stars → (Each Star has Early, Mid, and Late stages.)

	Mind Enlightenment Realm→ Nine Stars → (Each Star has Early, Mid, and Late stages.)

	Will Reinforcement Realm→ Nine Stars → (Each Star has Early, Mid, and Late stages.)

	Spirit Mystery Realm→ Nine Stars → (Each Star has Early, Mid, and Late stages.)



And these were just the first four realms—out of eleven.

My lips twitched.

I barely kept my poker face intact.

How the hell did anyone keep track of this? Higher realms probably had even more ridiculous subdivisions. At this point, why not just create a numbered ranking system instead of playing connect-the-dots with Stars and Stages?

Gu Jie studied me, likely expecting some grand reaction. Instead, I exhaled calmly, keeping my expression a picture of polite understanding.

"Alright," I said evenly. "That makes sense."

(It didn’t. But I wasn’t about to admit that.)

I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. "So… let’s say I meet someone who’s three Stars higher than me. How much stronger would they be?"

Gu Jie looked at me as if I had asked whether water was wet.

"That depends," she said carefully. "A three-Star difference within the same realm might be manageable. But if they’re in a higher realm entirely, you’d be like an ant trying to fight a mountain."

I did not like that comparison.

"And let me guess," I sighed. "There are geniuses who can fight people several realms above them."

Gu Jie nodded. "It’s rare, but it happens. Some people are born with heaven-defying talent. Others inherit powerful legacies or possess rare physiques that give them an overwhelming edge. Those people… they don’t follow normal logic."

Of course, they don’t. Because this was a xianxia world, and nothing could ever be simple.

I leaned back in my chair, processing what I had learned.


	Cultivation is absurdly complicated.

	I have no idea what my own "realm" is.

	Some people can straight-up ignore this system and break reality anyway.



Wonderful. Just wonderful.

I exhaled slowly, then fixed Gu Jie with a measured look.

"Alright," I said. "One last question."

She tensed. "Yes, Senior?"

"Where’s the best place to find information on cultivation?"

Gu Jie hesitated before answering. "...If you seek the best resources, the finest manuals, the most profound knowledge—you’ll need to go to a major sect, an ancient clan, or a powerful city library."

I hummed. "And in this city?"

She bit her lip. "The Golden Sun Pavilion. It’s the grandest library in Yellow Dragon City. But…" She hesitated. "It is not open to just anyone."

Of course, it wasn’t.

I sighed, already feeling a headache forming.

"Figures."

Looks like I had a new destination.

I leaned forward, studying Gu Jie’s expression. “What do I need to do to enter the Golden Sun Pavilion?”

Gu Jie hesitated. “You’d need the City Governor’s permission.”

I resisted the urge to groan. Of course, it wouldn’t be simple.

Going through the City Governor could mean a lot of things—political entanglements, drawing attention to myself, or worse, getting caught up with the powerful sects gathering in the city. I wasn’t sure if that was a risk I was ready to take yet.

For now, I needed to understand my own situation first.

I shifted gears. “Alright. Based on your perception, what cultivation realm do you think I’m at?”

Gu Jie’s lips pressed together. She studied me carefully, as if weighing her words. “Beyond the Fourth Realm, most likely.”

That was… concerning.

I tapped my fingers against the chair’s armrest. “Use your qi sense—if that’s even a thing—to determine my realm.”

Gu Jie frowned. “Senior, why do you ask such strange questions?” She hesitated, then cautiously continued, “It’s as if you’re testing my understanding of cultivation.”

I said nothing, letting her work through her own thoughts.

After a pause, she muttered, “Is this because of your movement technique? That must be it…”

I narrowed my eyes. “Explain.”

Gu Jie swallowed and lowered her head slightly, as if afraid to misspeak. “That… step you took earlier, Senior. That was what broke me. The moment you moved, I knew I had no chance. I… I sincerely have no idea what realm you stand in, only that it is far beyond my reach.” She clenched her fists. “I only wish to be spared.”

So that was why she was so submissive. From her perspective, I was some high-level cultivator with unfathomable strength, toying with her for amusement or hidden intent.

The impression my Flash Step left was so overwhelming that she’d rather strip than risk my wrath.

Had she seen a similar technique before?

I remained silent.

Gu Jie hesitated, then spoke again. “But… your question is strange, Senior. It must be a test.”

I raised a brow. “And why is that?”

“Because only those in the Second Realm gain access to something like Qi Sense.”

I schooled my expression, keeping my thoughts hidden behind a brooding look. That was… unexpected.

The question about qi sense had been a shot in the dark, but now I had confirmation that cultivators had a universal method of gauging power levels. That meant if I met someone more experienced, they’d try to sense my qi—and find nothing.

That alone was bad enough.

But in another extreme, they might find something else.

Ugh.

If they detected my mana instead, what would they think? Would they assume I was some strange anomaly and try to capture me for study? Dissect me? Or worse—consider my mana some unnatural, forbidden force and decide to eliminate me on the spot?

…Yeah. That would be a problem.

Just as this world functioned on the universal constant of qi, the world of Lost Legends operated on mana. If the two weren’t compatible—or worse, if I was seen as something outside the natural order—I’d be in serious trouble.

I resisted the urge to rub my temples. One wrong move, and I’d be labeled an anomaly.

No. I couldn’t let that happen.

For now, I had to act like someone too powerful to be questioned. Let them believe what they wanted.

I leaned back into my chair, mind already moving ahead. If Flash Step was something only high-level cultivators could do, then I could use that as a bluff. It didn’t matter whether I actually had qi—what mattered was that others believed I did.

And more than that, I needed to stay under the radar.

If people started digging into my origins, they might realize something wasn’t right. If someone strong enough actually tested me, they might find nothing—no qi, no cultivation base, just… me.

That was the real worst-case scenario.

Being labeled an aberration and hunted down wasn’t how I planned to end up.

No, I had to be careful. Careful in what I revealed, careful in how I moved. If I played my cards right, I could keep people at arm’s length while still using their assumptions to my advantage.

“Good answer,” I said at last.

Gu Jie exhaled a quiet breath of relief, clearly believing she had passed whatever test she thought I was giving her.

I gazed toward the sky, thoughts swirling.

If I wanted real answers, I had to enter the Golden Sun Pavilion. And for that, I needed to make a choice.

But first, I had to deal with this bandit.

I turned back to Gu Jie, studying her carefully. “Have you ever harmed another person with ill intent?”

Her eyes flickered with surprise.

I activated Divine Sense.

It was one of those skills that felt a little unfair back in LLO. . Originally meant as a scouting ability, it doubled as a lie detector when used correctly. The developers had a twisted sense of humor, punishing players for everything from theft to bad quest decisions. This was one of those skills that could make or break negotiations.

Gu Jie hesitated, then answered. “No.”

Divine Sense confirmed the truth.

I nodded. “Good. You didn’t lie.”

She flinched.

Useful reaction. A little fear would keep her honest.

I leaned forward, tapping my fingers against the chair’s armrest. “Now, tell me your story.”

Gu Jie swallowed hard. She understood this was a trial—a test to decide whether she lived or died.

Her eyes grew misty.

And then, she spilled everything.

She had been an orphan, taken as a child by a demonic cultivator. Raised in a world of shadows, she was forced to cultivate a twisted technique that warped her body and left lasting damage. It was no choice. It was a sentence.

Under cruel guidance, she climbed to the Third Realm—Will Reinforcement.

And then, her master stole her life force.

A bitter smile tugged at her lips as she recounted how her so-called master drained her cultivation, reducing her to the First Realm—crippling her progress, leaving her weaker than before.

She had barely escaped with her life.

She had been running ever since.

No wonder she looked so malnourished. The damage wasn’t just starvation—it was deep-rooted, a wound that went beyond the physical.

Her voice cracked slightly as she finished, “I had no choice… I just needed to survive.”

Silence stretched between us.

I studied her.

Then I sighed, rubbing my temple.

Gu Jie’s story was tragic, but it wasn’t unique. This world was brutal—those with power took what they wanted, and those without suffered. That much was already clear.

In a way, there was a smidgen of truth in tropes.

I tapped my fingers against the armrest of my chair, lost in thought.

I couldn’t ignore her suffering.

And honestly? I hadn’t had many chances to test my more magical abilities. I might as well take advantage of this one.

I leaned forward slightly, exhaling.

Time to test something.

Raising my hand, I pointed a single finger at Gu Jie.

"Divine Word: Life."

The air trembled.

Golden energy coalesced around her, flickering like sacred fire. Vitality surged within her, her body instinctively responding to the spell.

Gu Jie gasped as emerald and golden veins pulsed beneath her skin, raw life energy spreading through her frail frame. Her hollow cheeks gained color, her limbs filled out, and the sickly pallor that clung to her faded into something… whole. Stronger. Alive.

She trembled, staring at her hands in disbelief.

The Divine Word series in Lost Legends Online was one of the most powerful single-target magic abilities in the game. Each word was absolute, dictating a fundamental force that either empowered or crippled.

Divine Word: Life was a buff spell.

In game terms, it granted a second health bar atop the original, alongside a powerful regeneration effect. A spell that could turn the tide of a losing battle—or, in this case, restore a broken person.

Gu Jie’s breath hitched. "W-what… what did you just do to me?” Her voice was weak. Afraid.

I didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, I stood, letting the weight of my actions settle in the air.

With a flick of my wrist, the chairs vanished into my Item Box, as smoothly as they had appeared.

Then, meeting her wide-eyed gaze, I spoke evenly:

"This was a once-in-a-lifetime encounter. I pray you’ll live a better life from now on."

Gu Jie looked like she didn’t know whether to cry or kowtow.

Internally?

I was kind of pleased with myself.

Damn, I sound like a fine paladin.
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Gu Jie dropped to one knee so suddenly that, for a moment, I thought she had collapsed. But no—her posture was deliberate, her hands clenched into fists, and her eyes burned with unwavering resolve.

“Please allow me to follow you!” she declared, voice steady despite its tremor. “I may be unworthy, but I swear upon my life—I will serve you with all that I am.”

I frowned.

Not this again.

NPCs were easy to dismiss. People? Real people? Not so much.

“You owe me nothing,” I said flatly. “Your life is your own. Do with it as you will, but I have no need for followers.”

I turned to leave.

But something latched onto my leg.

I halted mid-step, slowly lowering my gaze.

Gu Jie was clinging to me.

I arched a brow. She flinched under my stare but refused to let go.

Was this some xianxia nonsense? Fate weaving a companion into my path? If so, the heavens could shove it.

…That being said, having someone familiar with this world wouldn’t be the worst idea. My understanding of cultivation was spotty at best, and relying on Earth’s logic in a world like this would likely get me killed.

Hmmm.

Reforming a bandit seemed like a decent cause. No harm in testing the waters.

I exhaled. “Fine. If you wish to follow me, I won’t stop you.”

Her grip tightened. “I swear it, Senior!”

I crossed my arms. “Then you’ll have to pass a test.”

She blinked. “A… test?”

I retrieved a handful of gold coins from my sleeve. Unlike in Lost Legends Online, where currency existed in a digital balance, here it had merged into my Item Box as physical gold.

Gu Jie’s eyes widened as she stared at the coins.

I tossed them to her. She caught them with trembling hands, her expression shifting from awe to confusion.

“Your test is simple,” I said. “Exchange this gold for local currency and meet me back here by dusk.”

She turned the coin over in her fingers, examining every detail. Then, in a classic move, she bit down on it.

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

“Senior, this is too valuable,” she said, her voice laced with disbelief. “Judging by the carving, it may have historical worth as well.”

She hesitated before handing most of the coins back, keeping only three. As if holding any more would bring calamity upon her.

I raised a brow. “And if I asked you to exchange all of it?”

She immediately tensed, staring at the coins in deep thought.

“…This is a trick question,” she muttered. Then, as if testing something, she channeled a wisp of spiritual energy into her jaw and bit down again.

The gold didn’t bend. Didn’t crack.

Her eyes widened. “I see! This isn’t ordinary gold.” She clenched her fists, realization dawning. “If I try to sell too much of it at once, I might bring disaster upon myself. But for someone like you, Senior, such matters are mere trifles.”

So she had some sense. Good.

Lost Legends Online’s gold coins weren’t simple currency—they were forged from a special alloy, an unyielding blend of mithril, steel, and black gold. A stable in-game economy had demanded indestructible coinage. At least, lore-wise…

Gu Jie took a steady breath, determination returning to her gaze.

“I will complete this task and prove myself, Senior!”

Without another word, she spun on her heel and disappeared into the bustling streets.

I blinked.

Well. That was fast.

I hadn’t even acknowledged Gu Jie as my follower yet, and she was already proving her worth.

Exhaling, I rolled my shoulders, stretching as I took in my surroundings. Now that the matter with Gu Jie was settled—at least for now—I had time to kill.

The streets were alive with festival energy. Colorful lanterns swayed above wooden stalls, casting a warm glow over the marketplace. The air was thick with the scent of sizzling skewers, steamed buns, and spiced wine. Performers weaved through the crowd, silk sleeves billowing as they twirled to the beat of drums and flutes.

It was… a lot.

In Lost Legends Online, I had avoided crowded hubs when possible. Too many people meant too much noise, too many eyes watching, and too many chances of getting dragged into some quest I wanted no part of.

But here?

There was no minimap, no auction house menu, no convenient fast travel system. If I wanted to survive in this world, I had to live in it. I had to learn its rules, not just treat it like another game.

It would be difficult to curb bad habits though…

The more time I spent here, the more I adjusted to its quirks—some more baffling than others.

One of the strangest was the language.

I shouldn’t have been able to understand or speak it, yet the words came effortlessly. The grammar aligned with my thoughts. The scripts on banners and scrolls made perfect sense. At first, I assumed it was some kind of transmigration perk, but after paying closer attention, I noticed something odd. While I understood the language itself, I had to actively think about certain idioms and phrases. It was as if my brain had absorbed the structure, but not the cultural nuances.

I suspected my Sub-class: Linguist had something to do with it.

In Lost Legends Online, Sub-classes weren’t about direct combat or flashy abilities. They provided long-term benefits—practical skills that supplemented a player’s main class. Blacksmiths forged weapons. Tailors crafted enchanted robes. Chefs prepared meals that granted buffs.

Linguist fell under the historian-type professions, though that didn’t mean I was a scholar or some well-read sage. I didn’t like studying lore for real. People tended to assume that because my character could decipher lost texts, I must also know the histories behind them. That wasn’t how it worked.

Linguists had an innate grasp of languages—spoken, written, even forgotten ones from ancient civilizations. I could translate texts, but understanding their deeper meaning still required study. At best, I was a high-speed translation device with a slight buff to speech.

I hadn’t thought much about it before, but considering how quickly I was adapting to this world’s language, it made sense.

Was this purely the result of Linguist? Or did my Intelligence stat play a role? It wasn’t my highest attribute, but it still far surpassed that of an ordinary human. A superhuman memory likely accelerated my learning, allowing me to pick up the finer details faster than most.

Still, speaking a language I had never studied in my life was... unsettling.

I shook my head. No point dwelling on it. Whether this was a gift from transmigration or a hidden perk of my Sub-class, I wasn’t about to complain.

I kept walking.

The festival’s noise and warmth gradually gave way to something else—an undercurrent of tension. The laughter and music still filled the air, but something had shifted. The energy in the streets buzzed with anticipation. Whispers spread like wildfire.

I followed the murmurs, letting my feet carry me down familiar paths.

It wasn’t long before I reached the abandoned park where I had tested my stats the night before.

Only—it wasn’t abandoned anymore.

The open field had become a gathering place, a landing zone for the powerful.

The city was abuzz with excitement as cultivators arrived in droves.

They descended from the skies on flying swords, golden chariots, drifting leaves, and mist-wreathed clouds. Some rode upon giant cranes or spirit beasts, their robes adorned with the insignias of great sects.

The air crackled with spiritual pressure.

Crowds gathered along the perimeter, careful to keep their distance. The people of Yellow Dragon City understood what an event like this meant. When powerful cultivators descended, it was best to stay out of their way.

Yellow Dragon soldiers formed a defensive line, their polished armor gleaming under the morning sun. They stood tall, spears in hand, ensuring that no reckless onlookers disrupted the arrivals.

At the center of it all stood Enforcer Liang Na.

Clad in her official uniform, she greeted the incoming sect members with a calm, measured respect. A stark contrast to the condescension she had shown me last night. But of course, these weren’t ordinary travelers.

These were the big three sects of the region.

I remained among the spectators, doing my best to blend in. Around me, commoners, free warriors, and independent cultivators whispered in hushed tones, their voices brimming with speculation.

“That’s the Cloud Mist Sect’s crest! I never thought I’d see them in person!”

“Look at their robes! So pristine, so elegant… They must be carrying artifacts worth a fortune.”

Huh? I thought they had already arrived. Didn’t the rumors say they were here yesterday?

The Cloud Mist Sect was renowned for their mastery of illusions and mist techniques. Their members moved like drifting fog, their footsteps silent as they disembarked from a silver cloud. Their leader, an elderly man with a long white beard, exchanged a few words with Liang Na before being escorted into the city.

Nearby, two free warriors watched with arms crossed, their gazes sharp.

“Hmph. I’d recognize that sword anywhere. That’s from the Sword Canopy Sect.”

“So they sent their elites this time. Those aren’t outer disciples—they must be inner sect members at the very least.”

The Sword Canopy Sect. A name synonymous with relentless swordplay and terrifying formations. Their disciples arrived atop floating blades, their postures straight, their expressions unreadable. Unlike the Cloud Mist Sect, they wasted no time on pleasantries. Their presence alone was a statement.

Then came the final group.

The moment they descended, even the boldest onlookers stepped back.

“Isolation Path Sect…” someone muttered, voice barely above a whisper. “Damn. I never thought they’d show up here.”

“Don’t make eye contact. They’re ruthless.”

The Isolation Path Sect. Unlike the Cloud Mist Sect’s refinement or the Sword Canopy Sect’s discipline, these cultivators carried an oppressive, almost unnatural presence. Their robes, deep midnight black, were embroidered with sigils that seemed to shift when one looked at them too long. They arrived on dark clouds, and the temperature around them seemed to drop.

Where the Cloud Mist Sect moved like scholars and the Sword Canopy Sect like warriors, these cultivators moved like phantoms. Silent. Cold. Unfathomable.

One of their disciples turned slightly, her gaze sweeping over the crowd.

For the briefest second, I felt something probe my presence—a spiritual sense.

I immediately suppressed my energy. Or rather, I let my lack of qi make me seem utterly insignificant. Simply put, I used my Dexterity stat to force myself looking like a slouch.

The disciple’s eyes lingered, then moved on.

That was close.

But the arrivals weren’t over yet.

A new stir rippled through the crowd.

Not cultivators on flying artifacts this time, but grand carriages drawn by rare spirit beasts. Their arrival was just as commanding—perhaps even more so.

These were not sect disciples.

They were the heirs of the Seven Grand Clans.

Unlike sect cultivators, who dedicated themselves solely to the path of cultivation, clan heirs were something else entirely. They were not just warriors, but rulers, strategists, and future powerhouses in their own right. Where sect disciples honed their blades, these people honed their influence.

The first to arrive was a tall young man with sharp features, dressed in deep blue robes embroidered with a road stretching into the horizon.

A murmur spread through the spectators.

“That’s Young Master Lu Gao of the Lu Clan!”

The Lu Clan. A name tied to an unwavering philosophy:

"The road is endless, and so is our ambition."

Merchants, warriors, diplomats—they were known for expanding their reach across the continent, their influence growing wherever their roads were built. To some, they were the lifeblood of trade and prosperity. To others, they were conquerors, always moving forward, never looking back.

Lu Gao himself carried that presence. He moved like a man who had never once hesitated in his life. His steps were firm, his gaze cold and assessing.

A few commoners instinctively lowered their heads, afraid to draw his attention.

He did not travel alone.

Behind him, a procession of Lu Clan cultivators followed, each one clad in blue and gold, each one carrying themselves with quiet authority. They did not walk like an extended family. They walked like an army.

“They say the Lu Clan never settles,” someone whispered. “Wherever they go, they build roads. And through those roads, they claim the land itself.”

“A clan that expands without stopping… terrifying.”

I frowned slightly.

Lu Gao wasn’t just strong—he was dangerous.

Not because of his cultivation level, but because of how he carried himself. The confidence. The sheer lack of hesitation. The way he looked at everything as if it already belonged to him.

I had met people like him before.

People who never lost.

And the thing about those kinds of people?

They never considered the possibility of losing.

Which, in a xianxia setting, meant that if you beat them too badly, they’d just call their fathers, grandfathers, and eventually their ancestors to get revenge.

Annoying.

For some reason, I didn’t like Lu Gao already.

It wasn’t rational. He hadn’t done anything to me. Hell, he probably didn’t even know I existed. Yet, the mere sight of him—his arrogance, his unshaken confidence—rubbed me the wrong way.

What was this unreasonable disdain inside me?

Weird…

I frowned, watching him for a moment longer before my thoughts drifted.

Lu Clan… Road?

Wait. Lu as in 路—the character for "road."

I almost scoffed aloud. So they took their whole “unstoppable march forward” theme that seriously, huh? It was almost funny. If I had a sect or clan, I wouldn’t name it something so on-the-nose. It was like calling a fire sect the "Burning Flame Sect" or a sword sect the "Sharp Blade Clan."

…Actually, now that I thought about it, xianxia sects did do that a lot.

I shook my head and turned my attention to the next wave of arrivals.

Lu Gao might have been the first, but he wasn’t the only young heir to make an appearance. One after another, more carriages and processions entered the city, each carrying the banners of the great clans.

The biggest clans around, apparently.

First came the Kang Clan, also known as the Fighting Clan. Their members carried themselves with the air of seasoned warriors, their crimson robes emblazoned with the image of a roaring tiger. They weren’t as refined as the sect cultivators, but there was an undeniable strength in their every step.

“They say a single Kang warrior can fight three cultivators of the same realm,” someone whispered nearby.

“Hah, of course! They train like madmen from childhood. Battle is their cultivation.”

If the Lu Clan were conquerors, the Kang Clan were warlords.

Next came the Xun Clan, the Seeker Clan. Their members wore deep green, their robes stitched with spiraling cloud-like motifs. Unlike the Kangs, they were leaner, their eyes sharp, scanning their surroundings with an unsettling focus.

“The Xun Clan specializes in tracking and intelligence gathering,” a merchant murmured to his companion. “They say there’s no hiding from them.”

“No wonder people hire them for assassination work.”

I made a mental note not to cross them.

Then came the Feng Clan, the Wind Clan. They arrived atop gliding hawks, their robes fluttering in the breeze. Their emblem—a flowing gust of wind—matched their movement. They barely seemed to touch the ground as they dismounted.

“The Feng Clan controls the largest fleet of flying ships,” another onlooker said in awe. “They’re the reason merchants can cross vast distances so quickly.”

A logistics empire, then. I could respect that.

After them, the Bai Clan, the White Clan, and the Hei Clan, the Black Clan, arrived almost simultaneously. Two sides of the same coin.

The Bai Clan, dressed in pristine white, gave off an aura of clarity and righteousness. Healers, exorcists, and scholars—at least on the surface.

Meanwhile, the Hei Clan’s deep obsidian robes seemed to drink the surrounding light. Assassins? Spies? Something else? Either way, they carried themselves like people who knew more than they let on.

And finally—

“The Tian Clan, the Sky Clan, is here!” someone gasped.

This time, even the other clan members turned their heads.

Golden carriages descended from the heavens, carried by celestial beasts wreathed in divine light. The Tian Clan was different from the rest. They weren’t just powerful—they were royalty. The closest thing this world had to a ruling family. 

Maybe? I couldn’t tell… The people at least thought so…

Their young heirs stepped forward, dressed in flowing robes of blue and gold.

I let out a slow breath.

In just a short time, I had already learned a lot about this world. The sects, the clans, their power structures. But gathering information through eavesdropping and casual conversation was one thing.

Seeing it all in person?

That was something else entirely.

This world wasn’t just some game map with scattered NPCs. It was alive. Moving. A place with its own rules, politics, and unspoken hierarchies.

And I was right in the middle of it.

I kept my head down and observed.

Because if I wanted to survive here, I needed to know exactly what kind of world I was dealing with.

And more importantly—

Who not to piss off.
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The gathering of cultivators quickly lost its appeal. At first, watching them descend from the sky on flying swords, chariots, leaves, and clouds had been impressive, but the novelty faded fast. Their grand entrances earned hushed whispers and admiration, yet beneath all that spectacle, they were just more posturing elites.

I had no reason to care anymore beyond my interest.

So, I left.

The streets bustled with activity, a lively contrast to the stiff arrogance of the cultivators. As I wandered, a thought struck me—money. I had yet to grasp this world’s economy, but staying broke wasn’t an option. Gu Jie was supposed to handle funds, but it wouldn’t hurt to earn some myself. Besides, I needed something to pass the time.

An idea took shape—something simple.

I pulled a wooden crate and a bowl from my Item Box and set them down in a busy thoroughfare. Then, hopping onto the crate, I cleared my throat.

“Honored guests and passersby, lend me your ears!”

If I were going to make money, why not as a bard?

Music was a universal language. That had been true in my old world, and I doubted this world was any different.

Back in Lost Legends Online, players could choose a main class and a sub-class. Sub-classes weren’t for combat but instead focused on trade and knowledge. I had chosen Linguist—not out of scholarly interest, but because it made solving puzzles easier and gave me an edge in PvE.

Weird, right? After all, I loved PvP too much.

But the thing was sub-classes in LLO offered little to no edge when it came to direct combat.

The Linguist class granted the ability to understand any language, unlocking secret dialogues and ancient texts. It also improved speech, though it wasn’t as persuasive as the Diplomat class. Most importantly, it had a Translation skill—one that let me seamlessly convert words between languages.

Which meant I could take songs from Earth and make them sound as if they belonged here.

I wasn’t a Bard, but years of karaoke had given me enough confidence to hold a tune. And with the Linguist class’s speech bonus? I could make it sound good.

Maybe?

Nah… it was a harmless experiment at worst…

Taking a deep breath, I let the murmurs of the crowd settle. Then—

I sang.

The melody drifted through the air, smooth and poetic, as if the song had always existed in this world’s tongue. It was a classic from my past life—Freddie Mercury. If I were to do this, I was going to do it right.

At first, my voice cut through the noise like an unexpected breeze—soft, yet clear. A few heads turned, curious. Then, as I carried the melody with confidence, my voice swelled.

“Is this the real life? Is this just fantasy?”

The words flowed effortlessly, shaped to fit this world’s language. The syllables landed with perfect cadence, as though the song had been born here.

People stopped.

First, a handful. Then, more.

A noblewoman paused mid-step, silk robes swaying as she tilted her head. A group of merchants near a tea stall leaned in. A child tugged at his mother’s sleeve, pointing at me with wide-eyed wonder.

I continued, my voice steady, my pacing measured.

“Because I'm easy come, easy go, little high, little low…”

The marketplace quieted, the melody wrapping around them. A man in tattered robes—perhaps a wandering cultivator—nodded along, arms crossed, lips twitching in approval. A young woman in the flowing garb of a minor sect swayed slightly, a thoughtful expression on her face.

Then, the applause began.

At first, a few claps—hesitant, unsure. But as the chorus built, as my voice climbed with the intensity of the song, the energy shifted. Excitement rippled through the crowd. Some clapped to the beat. Others grinned, their faces alight with delight.

For a moment, in a world of swords and sects, music reigned supreme.

Yep, this was fun.

A bit aimless, but fun.

And then, the real proof of their appreciation—

Clink.

A coin landed in my bowl. Then another. And another.

I stole a glance mid-song and nearly smirked. My little wooden bowl, once empty, was steadily filling with silver and copper coins. A generous noble tossed in a gold coin, his lips quirking in amusement. A grizzled mercenary followed suit, flipping a coin with practiced ease.

“Now this is entertainment,” someone murmured.

“Who is he?” another asked.

“Some kind of wandering minstrel?”

“I’ve never heard this song before…”

“It’s incredible.”

I reached the climax of the song, pushing my voice to its limits. My Linguist speech bonus ensured my enunciation was crisp, every emotion laid bare in the melody. I wasn’t a professional singer, but years of karaoke had trained me well enough to stay on pitch.

The final note lingered in the air, stretching just long enough to let the moment settle.

Silence.

Then—thunderous applause.

Cheers, claps, even a few whistles. People beamed at me, eyes bright with excitement. Some nodded in approval, while others murmured animatedly about the performance. My wooden bowl was now respectably full—a testament to the fact that, for all their swords and cultivation techniques, even people from a vastly different world appreciated good music.

I exhaled, a satisfied smile tugging at my lips. Then, with a slight bow, I raised a hand for silence. The murmurs softened as the crowd leaned in, eager for what I would say next.

“Thank you for listening,” I said smoothly, my voice carrying over the gathered people. “But credit where credit is due—this song is not my own.”

A ripple of intrigue spread through the audience.

“This piece was composed by a legendary bard from a distant land—his name was Freddie Mercury.” I let the name hang in the air, allowing the weight of it to settle. “Though he is no longer among us, his music lives on, transcending time and space.”

Some nodded solemnly, as if paying respects to a fellow artist. Others simply clapped again, moved by the sentiment.

I chuckled to myself. If only they knew just how distant a land I meant.

I had long since accepted that I was an outsider in this world. The laws of reality here were different, and so were the people. Power was determined by cultivation, status by lineage. And yet, I couldn’t bring myself to despair. What good would it do?

This wasn’t a game anymore, but I still approached it like one. Like I said, it was difficult to curb bad habits. In the end, I could only move forward. Keep moving, keep adapting. Find the broken mechanics and exploit them. And, when things got overwhelming—find joy in the small victories.

Like turning a street performance into a profitable venture.

As the crowd dispersed, leaving behind their generous donations, another idea struck me.

Music was one way to captivate an audience, but it wasn’t the only way. Next time, I wouldn’t just sing—I’d tell a story.

Songs and tales both had power. And with my Linguist class, I could weave them seamlessly into this world’s language.

Stepping down from the crate, I pocketed my hard-earned coin with a satisfied grin.

“That was fun,” I murmured to myself.

I crouched down, scooped up the wooden bowl, and gave it a little shake. The clink-clink of silver and copper was music to my ears. Not a bad haul for an impromptu street performance.

With a flick of my wrist, I stashed the bowl, crate, and earnings into my Item Box. A relic from my time in Lost Legends Online—and far more useful in real life than I had ever imagined.

Now, I had money. And money meant I could finally eat properly.

The marketplace was still bustling. Stalls lined the streets, their colorful banners fluttering in the wind. The scent of roasted meats, spiced broths, and freshly baked buns filled the air, making my stomach growl in protest.

I took my time wandering past the vendors, watching as they skillfully worked their craft. A dumpling stand had a steady stream of customers, the cook deftly flipping steaming buns onto a tray. A noodle shop had a line stretching out the door, bowls of fragrant broth passed from hand to hand.

Eventually, I found a more traditional eatery—a simple wooden establishment with an open-air dining area. The smell of sizzling meat and frying garlic drifted from within.

Now this... this was the right choice.

Stepping inside, I found a seat by the window and waved over a server.

The moment my order was placed, I leaned back, letting my gaze wander over the eatery. It had a rustic charm—worn wooden tables, the chatter of travelers swapping tales, the rhythmic clack of chopsticks against bowls.

Soon, my food arrived.

A steaming bowl of braised pork noodles, the thick strands coated in a rich, savory broth. A side of pan-fried dumplings, their golden-brown exteriors crisp and glistening with oil. And to wash it all down, a cup of warm rice wine, its faint aroma carrying a subtle sweetness.

I wasted no time.

The first bite of noodles was divine. The broth—deep and flavorful—coated my tongue with its complex blend of soy, spices, and slow-cooked meat. The pork practically melted in my mouth, each bite a testament to hours of careful preparation.

The dumplings were just as satisfying. The moment I bit into one, hot juices burst forth, the crisp exterior giving way to the tender, well-seasoned filling.

A sip of rice wine. Warmth spread through my chest.

I exhaled, a satisfied sigh slipping past my lips.

“Damn,” I muttered. “This is good.”

It had been too long since I’d last enjoyed a meal like this.

Back in my past life, food had been an afterthought—a necessity rather than an experience. In Lost Legends Online, meals were nothing more than buffs, consumed for stat boosts rather than taste. But here? Here, food mattered. Of course, in a different context. In my case, I felt like I was filling my soul… sheesh… I missed home already.

Just as I was about to savor another bite, a familiar voice rang out from across the table.

“I finally found you!”

I looked up, chopsticks frozen mid-air.

Gu Jie plopped into the seat opposite me, yanking off her balaclava with a grin that practically radiated pride. Her sharp features were flushed with excitement as she dragged two heavy pouches onto the table.

They landed with a clink, heavy with coins.

“I finished the task, Senior!” she announced, chest puffed out.

I sighed. Of course.

Not even dusk yet, and I couldn’t get through one meal in peace.

I set my chopsticks down, leveling her with a flat look. “You know, there’s a time and place for business, and this”—I gestured at my half-eaten meal—"is neither.”

Gu Jie’s grin faltered. “Ah—right. My apologies, Senior! I didn’t mean to disturb your meal.”

She actually looked guilty.

Well, at least she had some self-awareness.

I sighed, leaning back. “Whatever. What’d you get?”

She perked up instantly, pushing the pouches toward me. “As you instructed, I have succeeded in the task you entrusted to me. I managed to exchange the treasure for local currency.” She puffed out her chest. “The people in the lower districts are surprisingly loose-lipped when given a few drinks. I’ve already picked up rumors about some underground dealings—”

I held up a hand. “That’s great and all, but can you at least let me eat first?”

“Oh! Right! Of course, Senior!”

She looked genuinely embarrassed this time, folding her hands in her lap like a scolded child.

I exhaled through my nose and waved over a server.

“What does my friend here want?” I asked, my tone leaving no room for argument. “Let’s eat first, and then we talk.”

Gu Jie immediately stiffened, shaking her head. “No need! I don’t want to impose—”

“Not an option,” I cut in smoothly. “Either you eat with me, or I leave you to your devices.”

She hesitated, clearly uncomfortable.

I could tell that despite all her posturing, she wasn’t used to being on the receiving end of generosity. It made sense—this morning, she’d been a starving street thief. If she wanted to follow me, she’d have to get used to things like this.

After a moment of visible internal struggle, she relented.

“...I’ll have whatever you’re having,” she mumbled.

The server nodded and hurried off.

I smirked, leaning back in my chair. “Seriously, not even a full day since you tried to rob me, and you’re already this eager to please?”

Gu Jie ducked her head, fiddling with her sleeves. “I wasn’t lying when I said I’d do anything for you, Senior. If you’ll have me, I’ll prove my worth.”

I didn’t respond right away.

Instead, I picked up my chopsticks and resumed eating, letting her sit with her own thoughts.

When her food arrived, she hesitated again, staring at the steaming bowl as if it were some kind of rare treasure. I watched as she lifted a few strands of the braised pork noodles, blowing on them before taking a cautious bite.

The moment the flavor hit her tongue, her expression shifted. Her brows lifted ever so slightly, and though she didn’t make a sound, the way she took another bite immediately after spoke louder than any words.

I chuckled. “Good, isn’t it?”

She swallowed, nodded once, then returned to eating with newfound focus.

I turned my attention back to my own meal, savoring every bite.

The xianxia world certainly had its flaws—overly arrogant young masters, ridiculous cultivation rivalries, and an obsession with face—but I had to give credit where it was due. Their spices? Absolutely divine.

The broth was rich, infused with layers of flavor I couldn’t even begin to describe. It had a deep umami taste, but with an aromatic kick—probably some kind of spiritual herb added to enhance both taste and qi circulation. The pork, slow-braised to perfection, melted effortlessly on my tongue.

I took another bite, letting the warmth settle in my stomach. Even if my body didn’t need food as much anymore—thanks to stats improving my physical condition—good food was still good food. And unlike their inferior ale, which barely held a candle to the beers of my old world, the cuisine here was something I could actually appreciate.

I reached for my cup of rice wine, taking a careful sip. It was smooth, with a faint floral undertone. Not bad. Still not as good as a proper whiskey, but leagues better than the swill I’d been offered in the seedier taverns.

Gu Jie, meanwhile, had slowed down after inhaling half her bowl. She glanced at me, her expression oddly serious.

“I wanted to apologize, Senior.” She placed her chopsticks down, folding her hands in her lap. “For failing to follow instructions. You told me to meet you at dusk in the alley, but I…” She hesitated. “I got ahead of myself.”

I sighed, shaking my head.

“Nevermind that.” I waved a hand dismissively. “Just eat your darn food.”

Gu Jie blinked, then huffed a quiet laugh. “You’re not even going to scold me?”

“What’s the point?” I picked up another dumpling, biting into its crispy shell. “You already know you messed up, and you’re actually apologizing for it. That’s more than I can say for most people in this world.”

She lowered her gaze, mulling over my words for a moment before nodding. Then, without another word, she picked up her chopsticks and resumed eating.

For a while, we simply ate in companionable silence.

The marketplace hummed around us, the chatter of merchants and travelers filling the air. The faint scent of roasting meats and freshly baked pastries mixed with the lingering aroma of my meal.

I let out a content sigh, taking another sip of my wine.

Life wasn’t perfect.

But at least, for now, I had good food, decent company, and a pocket full of coin.

Could be worse.
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We finished our bowls of noodles, leaving nothing but a slick sheen of broth at the bottom. The meal had been satisfying—rich, savory, and exactly what I needed after a long morning of singing and wandering the city.

Still, I wasn’t quite ready to leave.

I gestured for the server. “Do you have any dessert?”

It was a long shot. A place like this might not have the delicacies I was used to, but to my surprise, the server’s eyes brightened.

“Yes, Young Master! We have something quite rare—shaved ice!”

I blinked. “Shaved ice?”

The server nodded eagerly. “A specialty of our establishment. Our family possesses an heirloom that allows us to create ice even in the height of summer!”

That caught my attention. “An heirloom, you say?”

“Yes,” he said proudly. “A treasure passed down for generations. Though it is merely a low-grade artifact, it serves us well.”

An artifact, huh?

I wasn’t entirely sure how artifacts worked in this world, but I knew they were akin to magical tools. That was about the extent of my knowledge. I wasn’t about to pry into their family secret, though, so I simply nodded. “Bring us two.”

Minutes later, two bowls of fluffy white ice arrived, lightly drizzled with syrup.

I took a bite. Cold. Sweet. Refreshing. Not bad.

Across from me, Gu Jie hesitated, watching me for a moment before cautiously scooping a spoonful. The moment it touched her tongue, her eyes widened ever so slightly, though she said nothing. Instead, she quietly focused on methodically finishing the dessert.

As we ate, I decided to revisit something that had piqued my interest earlier.

“You mentioned something about the underground dealings in the city,” I said casually. “What’s that about?”

Gu Jie set down her spoon, her interest piqued. “Ah, yes. A rumor I picked up—about the underworld bosses of Yellow Dragon City. It seems they’ve agreed to a temporary truce.”

I raised a brow. “A truce?”

She nodded. “Yes. They’ve joined forces to operate a massive gambling ring for tomorrow’s dueling event.”

Now that was interesting.

“Let me guess,” I said dryly. “The City Governor is turning a blind eye?”

Gu Jie smirked. “Not just that. He’s actively supporting it.”

I exhaled through my nose. Naturally.

A gambling operation of this scale—where rival gangs set aside their grudges—wouldn’t be possible without official backing. If the City Governor was involved, then this wasn’t just some back-alley betting racket.

It was a fully sanctioned enterprise.

With major sects and grand clans gathering in the city, the betting pool was bound to be immense.

Gu Jie leaned in slightly, lowering her voice. “The dueling event is already the talk of the city. With gambling added to the mix, it’s going to be absolute chaos.”

I tapped my spoon against the bowl, deep in thought.

I wasn’t much of a gambler, but I had to admit—I was curious.

Would I attend? Absolutely.

Would I step into the ring? Not a chance.

Right now, the last thing I needed was unnecessary attention. My priority was simple: observe, learn, and stay unnoticed.

That said… I was looking forward to seeing the duels.

With a flick of my wrist, I opened the pouches Gu Jie had handed me, revealing neatly stacked gold coins, gleaming under the dim lantern light.

I let out a small hum of approval. Not bad.

These were originally LLO gold coins, now converted to this world’s currency. To think that just three LLO gold pieces had turned into this many coins… quite the sight.

Across the table, Gu Jie regarded me curiously. “Senior… why do you even need gold? You could have exchanged it for Spirit Stones instead.”

Ah. Spirit Stones.

The lifeblood of cultivators—used for both trade and cultivation. A standard in nearly every xianxia story, and apparently, this world was no different.

I scooped up a handful of gold coins, letting them clink between my fingers. “I need spending money for mortal services. Pretty obvious, don’t you think?”

Gu Jie still looked confused.

I sighed and leaned back in my seat. Right. This was a xianxia world.

Mortals weren’t seen as important.

To someone like Gu Jie, using gold instead of Spirit Stones must have seemed absurd. In her eyes, why waste time with currency that couldn’t enhance cultivation?

Sheesh… xianxia nonsense struck again.

Still, I had better things to do than explain basic economics to someone who had likely spent most of her life just trying to survive.

My gaze drifted to her appearance once more.

She was in better shape than when we first met, but that wasn’t saying much. She was still too thin, her complexion rough, and her clothes—well, calling them ‘ragged’ would be putting it kindly. She wasn’t dirty, but she carried the look of someone who had struggled for far too long.

I exhaled through my nose, then slipped one of the money pouches into my Item Box before sliding the other across the table.

Gu Jie blinked. “Senior…?”

“Take it.”

She frowned. “Why?”

I gestured at her with my spoon. “Because you look terrible.”

Gu Jie stiffened.

I ignored her reaction and continued. “Get yourself proper clothes. Maybe some skincare treatment—or whatever people do in this world to improve their looks.”

Her expression twisted with offense. “I don’t need—”

I cut her off with a flat stare.

“Listen,” I said, tone even, “if my follower looks like a beggar, what does that say about me?”

Gu Jie opened her mouth, then closed it.

I leaned forward slightly. “Do you really want to degrade my dignity like that?”

Her face went through an entire internal struggle before settling into a look of absolute guilt.

I could practically hear her thoughts.

‘I’m shaming my benefactor! I must not bring disgrace to Senior!’ Or something along those lines. Gu Jie gulped, then bowed her head. “I… I understand, Senior.”

“Good.” I waved her off. “Go fix yourself before I change my mind.”

She hesitated only for a moment before clutching the pouch like a lifeline. Then, without another word, she rushed off—no doubt already planning how to ‘restore my dignity’ as fast as possible.

I smirked to myself.

Guilt-tripping xianxia characters was too easy.

But before she got too far, I called out, “One more thing.”

Gu Jie stopped immediately, standing straight. “Yes, Senior?”

I tapped the table thoughtfully, then gestured for her to sit again.

“I want you to use any leftover funds to bribe certain people and gather information for me.”

Gu Jie’s eyes sharpened. “What kind of information?”

I leaned back, resting my chin on my hand. I had to be careful here. If I made it too obvious that I was fishing for world knowledge, she might grow suspicious. The last thing I needed was someone questioning why I was so ignorant.

So, I put on my best frivolous expression, as if struck by a passing whim.

“I’ve been thinking,” I mused, feigning idle curiosity. “I feel like building my own library.”

Gu Jie blinked. “…A library?”

I nodded. “That’s right. I want every kind of book—mundane texts, cultivation manuals, historical records, even merchant logs. If it has words, I want at least one copy.”

Gu Jie frowned, clearly struggling to understand why someone with no known sect affiliation would want a private collection of books.

“…Senior, are you a Scholar?”

I laughed. “Do I look like one?”

“…No.”

“Exactly.” I smirked. “I just happen to enjoy… knowledge.”

Gu Jie hesitated, then eventually nodded. “Understood.”

I reached into my Item Box and retrieved a dozen gleaming LLO gold coins, placing them on the table with a soft clink.

“These are extra funds.” I slid them toward Gu Jie. “Exchange them for Spirit Stones, herbs, or hire some muscle. I don’t care how you use them. Consider it an additional test.”

Gu Jie didn’t take them immediately. Instead, she hesitated, her brows furrowing.

I arched a brow. “Problem?”

She clenched her fists. “Senior… I’m only a First Realm cultivator.”

“And?”

“If I move around too much, I might attract the wrong kind of attention. If people suspect I have wealth, I could be robbed… or worse.”

Ah. Right.

A First Realm cultivator wasn’t much stronger than an above-average mortal. In the world of xianxia, she was barely above common fodder.

I exhaled through my nose, then reached into my Item Box again. If I was going to send her out to handle errands, I might as well make sure she didn’t die in the process.

With a flick of my wrist, I retrieved three scrolls, each rolled up neatly and tied with a thin ribbon.

Gu Jie’s eyes widened. “Senior…?”

I placed them on the table, one by one. “Magic scrolls.”

She didn’t react—clearly unfamiliar with the term.

I sighed. “They contain imbued spells. To activate them, just rip them apart.”

She reached out hesitantly, as if they might explode in her hands. “What kind of spells?”

I gestured to each one.

“This one is Blink—an instantaneous short-distance teleportation spell.”

Her lips parted in awe.

I moved to the second scroll. “This is Greater Teleportation. Unlike Blink, it requires two to three seconds of channeling, but it sends you much farther.”

Finally, I tapped the last scroll. “And this one is Invisibility. Self-explanatory.”

Gu Jie stared at the scrolls as if they were priceless treasures.

“Senior… these are too valuable for someone like me.”

“They’re expensive,” I admitted, “but you’re my follower, aren’t you?”

She straightened immediately. “Yes, Senior!”

“Then it’s my job to make sure you don’t die.”

Her lips trembled slightly. Was she getting emotional?

I ignored it and continued.

“If I could, I’d just give you a magic ring with the same effects,” I mused. “It would be far cheaper than using up my limited supply of scrolls.”

Gu Jie lowered her gaze slightly, hesitating before speaking. “…Then, is there a reason you prefer these scrolls instead, Senior?”

I sighed. “Because I don’t know how they would interact with qi.”

She blinked. “Qi and… your kind of magic don’t mix?”

That was just an excuse.

The real reason I even name-dropped ‘magic rings’ was to gauge her reaction.

I had already learned enough from her responses to my gold and scrolls, but more data never hurt. If she had shown even a flicker of awe at the mention of magic rings, it would have told me that powerful rings existed in this world—ones with innate abilities, much like my own.

But her reaction? Lackluster.

She hadn’t even blinked at the idea, merely asking why I didn’t use them instead. That suggested rings were common, or at least not rare enough to be worth any real excitement.

The problem was… the rings I owned weren’t just accessories.

I idly ran a thumb over the plain-looking band on my index finger. It was an enchanted artifact—something that granted innate skills or stat boosts.

And from what I had observed, the cultivators in this world only wore unassuming rings, likely Storage Rings. No elaborate designs, no flickering inscriptions of power, just simple, practical tools.

If Gu Jie had shown more reverence, I might have concluded that enchanted rings with innate skills existed here. But since she hadn’t, I was left with an unanswered question—were cultivator rings here nothing more than glorified storage?

I exhaled quietly and leaned back, my gaze drifting toward the street outside.

I needed more information.

“Gu Jie,” I said, breaking the brief silence.

She straightened immediately. “Yes, Senior?”

“When you look at my ring, what do you see?” I asked, tapping my finger against the one I wore.

Gu Jie glanced at my hand, then back at me, clearly unsure where I was going with this. “...They appear well-crafted, Senior.”

I arched a brow. “That’s it?”

She hesitated. “Apologies, but… they do not seem special. At least, not outwardly.”

I hummed. That all but confirmed my suspicions.

If enchanted rings with innate skills were common, she would have at least commented on them. But to her, they were nothing more than well-made accessories.

Good. That meant I still had an edge.

I stretched slightly before returning my attention to her. “You mentioned talismans earlier. How do they compare to my magic scrolls?”

Gu Jie pursed her lips, carefully choosing her words. “Talismans are drawn with qi-infused ink and burn upon activation, releasing the stored effect. However, their strength is determined by the skill of the one who inscribes them. A high-grade talisman can be powerful, but low-quality ones are unstable and may fail.”

I nodded. That was in line with standard xianxia settings.

“And artifacts?” I pressed. “The ones that store abilities.”

Gu Jie’s brows furrowed slightly. “Artifacts are refined through various means, but most require the wielder to channel their qi to activate them. The more profound the artifact, the stronger the requirement. Some high-tier treasures can only be wielded by Spirit Mystery cultivators or higher.”

I drummed my fingers against the table, processing the information she provided. “Good, you didn’t lie to me.” I made it sound as if she had passed some hidden test. I wondered how much I could abuse this excuse in the future.

Gu Jie sighed in relief. “Thank you, Senior.”

What for?

Never mind…

I leaned back slightly and explained. “These scrolls work by simply tearing them—no complex activation required. But enchanted rings? Those require a specific kind of energy input. And I don’t know if qi and my magic will mix well.”

Gu Jie frowned, deep in thought, her fingers brushing against the edge of the scroll I had handed her. I could almost see the calculations running through her mind, the way her brows furrowed in concentration.

This whole situation confirmed something for me—whatever this world was, it wasn’t just some undiscovered region of Lost Legends Online. If it were, she would’ve at least recognized some of this magic. The disconnect between her understanding and mine ran too deep for it to be a simple matter of unfamiliarity.

She looked like she wanted to ask more, but after a moment, she swallowed her curiosity and nodded. “I understand,” she said quietly. “Then… I’ll treasure these.”

“Good.” I smirked. “See that you do.”
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The moment she stepped beyond the Senior’s presence, Gu Jie’s expression changed.

Gone was the hesitation, the fleeting embarrassment—only cold calculation remained. She moved with the easy grace of a predator, shoulders loose, gaze sharp.

The gold coins in her hand were no ordinary currency. Even a halfwit could tell they were relics of foreign lands, the kind that could fetch a small fortune in the right hands. Carrying them carelessly was inviting disaster.

She slipped into a secluded alleyway, where dim light barely reached past the tattered talismans clinging to the walls—remnants of half-hearted wards, long since faded. Methodically, she concealed her newfound wealth. Some coins disappeared into the folds of her ragged garments, nestled between layers of fabric where they wouldn’t jingle. Others were pressed against her skin, wrapped within her bandages. The pouch of local gold went into her boot—within easy reach should she need to bribe or flee.

Only when every coin was secured did she move again, vanishing into the labyrinth of the city’s backstreets.

Here, the air hung heavy with the scent of cheap liquor and damp wood, the quiet hum of desperation woven into every breath. Shadows loomed at the edges—ruffians, lone cultivators, beggars who weren’t truly beggars. She paid them no mind. They returned the courtesy.

This was neutral ground. The kind where one survived by knowing the rules, spoken or otherwise.

Once, Gu Jie had dreamed.

She dreamed of cultivation, of immortality, of a destiny worthy of the heavens.

Orphaned from birth, she had clung to hope. Even when a demonic cultivator took her in. Even when that so-called master drained her lifeblood to fuel his own path, leaving her crippled and ruined.

She had been Third Realm once. A promising future, shattered in an instant—reduced to a mere First Realm insect. And yet, she had still believed.

When the righteous sects attacked, she thought her prayers had been answered.

Holy blades gleamed, cutting through darkness. She rejoiced, thinking salvation had come.

She had been naive.

Branded as wicked, she stood alone, frail and trembling, as eager young heroes circled like vultures, debating who would take credit for her severed head.

Her heart shattered.

Then, crueler still, her master—the very fiend they sought to destroy—rose once more in a tide of malice and slaughtered them all.

Those righteous heroes, those beacons of justice, gone in an instant.

The only mercy? She escaped.

But freedom came at a price.

Her body was twisted by the flawed techniques forced upon her. Hunger gnawed at her bones and cold nights stole her rest. Weakened with every breath, she was forced to resort to every trickery just to survive.

Survival demanded its due.

She had abandoned honor long ago.

So, she became a bandit.

She robbed the weak. Threatened the helpless. Struck down those who resisted.

More than once, she had come close to taking an innocent life. But she never dared.

Even at her lowest, she knew that crossing that final line meant no return.

Pathetic as it was, she preyed only on mortals—those who could not fight back. It was shameful, but survival did not care for dignity.

Then came her greatest mistake—and perhaps, her greatest fortune.

She misjudged a target.

A lone young master, wandering the festival streets, unarmed and unguarded.

No weapons. No treasures. No discernible Qi.

Cultivators, especially the powerful ones, rarely mingled so freely with mortals. And this man? He was too ordinary. Handsome maybe, but ordinary. He spoke like a mortal, moved like a mortal, lacked the subtle presence that all cultivators carried.

Gu Jie had spent years honing her instincts, sharpening them like a blade against the whetstone of hardship. They had never failed her before.

And yet, she had been so terribly, laughably wrong.

What should have been a simple robbery became a near-death experience.

And then, impossibly, she was healed.

That was the day she met him.

And now, she walked through the back alleys with his gold in her boot and his words in her mind.

Perhaps—just perhaps—hope was not lost after all.

Yet Gu Jie knew better than to trust in miracles.

She was not naive, only desperate.

Her intentions toward this mysterious Senior were not entirely pure—hopeful, yes, but also selfish. If she could prove her sincerity, if she could earn his favor, perhaps he would take her as a disciple.

She had seen his movement technique. Even now, the memory remained vivid—the effortless shift, the seamless vanishing and reappearance, as though he had stepped beyond the constraints of the world itself.

It was not Qi-based.

She lacked Qi Sense, but she had long since developed Common Sense. No fluctuations, no subtle distortions in the air, no telltale pressure that accompanied even the most refined techniques.

It was something beyond her understanding.

And that terrified her just as much as it fascinated her.

Was he a hidden master? A rogue immortal? Something beyond comprehension?

She did not know.

But she knew one thing.

He was her only chance.

Her only hope.

And he had already given her enough to act.

Gu Jie strode through the dimly lit backstreets with purpose.

The air was thick with the stench of cheap liquor, unwashed bodies, and rotting food. Rats scurried past her feet, their tiny claws scratching against the stone. In the distance, voices murmured—hushed negotiations, whispered threats, the occasional dry chuckle of a man who had nothing left to lose.

She ignored them.

Her path led to a familiar sight—a small, rundown teahouse, its faded red lanterns swaying gently in the night breeze. The wooden sign creaked, the once-proud calligraphy barely visible beneath layers of dust and neglect.

Inside, seated at a low wooden table, was an elderly man draped in tattered gray robes. His wispy beard, once a mark of dignity, had grown uneven and thin. His eyes, half-lidded and clouded with age, still held the sharpness of a man who had seen too much and forgotten too little.

Old Song.

A relic of another time. A man who lived in the present, yet clung to the past.

He hunched over a steaming cup of tea, fingers stained yellow from years spent poring over ancient scrolls and forbidden texts. His gaze flicked up as she entered—piercing, unreadable.

Then, slowly, his lips curled into a knowing smirk.

“Old Song,” Gu Jie greeted, her voice steady. “I have an errand for you.”

The old man chuckled, shaking his head. “An errand, is it? I am an information broker, girl, not your errand boy.”

She ignored the protest.

“I need books. Manuals, common or otherwise. Whatever you can find.” She met his gaze evenly. “I will pay market price—and more. Let’s say… a five percent commission on the total value of the texts you gather.”

A bushy brow lifted. “Five percent?” He let out a dry laugh. “You must have found yourself a fearsome master to demand so much from me. Do you think five percent is enough? That’s too little!”

Gu Jie didn’t so much as blink. “Too little?”

Old Song smirked, stroking his uneven beard. “Information is my trade, girl, but so is business. Procuring books—especially manuals—requires effort. Some are held by scholars too stubborn to part with them, others by sects that guard them like treasures. And then there’s the matter of moving them discreetly, lest someone else decides to stick their nose where it doesn’t belong.” He spread his hands. “Do you know how much risk I’d be taking?”

Gu Jie crossed her arms. “And yet, you’re still considering it. Why?”

The old man chuckled. “Because I can smell opportunity, and you reek of it. Whoever this master of yours is, he’s generous—or foolish—enough to give you spending money. That means you’ll be back. And a repeat customer is worth far more than a one-time windfall.”

Gu Jie met his gaze evenly. “Then five percent is fair. It ensures I return, and it ensures you remain useful.”

Old Song let out a wheezing laugh. “Hah! Clever girl.” He tapped the table with a bony finger. “But let’s say I agree to this robbery of a deal. I assume you’re not expecting miracles? Certain manuals—sect-exclusive techniques, legacy tomes, divine arts—aren’t things I can simply pull from thin air.”

“I don’t need heaven-defying treasures,” Gu Jie said smoothly. “Not yet. I need foundation—mundane books, basic cultivation techniques, general knowledge on alchemy, formations, history.” She met his eyes. “You and I both know those are easier to obtain. And you also know that at five percent commission, you still make a profit.”

Old Song chuckled again, shaking his head. “You’re more ruthless than you look.”

She said nothing.

A pause.

Then, the old man sighed dramatically. “Fine, fine. I’ll play along—for now. You’ll have your books. Two days.”

Gu Jie gave a curt nod. “Two days.”

“How about an introduction from your Master?”

Gu Jie did not blink.

“My benefactor is none of your concern.”

The old man took a slow sip of tea, his lips curling into a knowing smile.

“Oh, but it is, little girl. It always is.”

Gu Jie’s patience was wearing thin.

“I have no time for your games, Old Song.” Her voice was flat, unwavering. “Don’t test me.”

The old man chuckled—a dry, rasping sound like brittle paper crumbling in the wind.

“Oh? And here I thought you were just a little beggar girl not too long ago. Look at you now—ordering me around like some noble miss.” His cloudy eyes held amusement, but he did not press further.

Gu Jie remained silent, watching him. Waiting.

A moment passed. Then another.

Finally, Old Song let out a sigh. “Fine. What else do you need?”

“Directions.”

His brow lifted. “To where?”

“The most famous salon, tailor shop, and bathhouse in Yellow Dragon City.”

Old Song blinked.

“…What?”

Gu Jie did not repeat herself.

The old man leaned back, rubbing his chin, his confusion genuine. “You? Interested in such things? Hah. Didn’t take you for the type.”

She wasn’t. Not really.

But things had changed.

She had never cared for vanity, never had the luxury to consider it. But now, she had no excuse either.

Senior had given her the means—the command, even.

It would be shameful not to use them.

Old Song muttered something under his breath before shaking his head. “Well, I suppose even wolves like you need to clean up once in a while.”

Gu Jie’s gaze sharpened.

The old man raised his hands in surrender, laughing. “Fine, fine. There’s a tailor shop near the southern market square—Golden Thread Pavilion. You’ll know it when you see it. The best salon? Moonlit Silks, in the eastern district. And as for a proper bathhouse… Jade Serenity Bathhouse is what you’re looking for.”

He tapped the table. “Expensive places. You sure about this?”

Gu Jie simply nodded.

Old Song exhaled sharply, giving her a long look—something caught between amusement and something else.

“Hah… Well, well. Maybe you really have found yourself a Master worth serving.”

She did not answer.

She merely turned and left.

The experience was… strange.

Comfortable, yet overwhelming.

Gu Jie had never indulged in such luxuries before. Not once.

The Jade Serenity Bathhouse was far beyond what she had expected. She had prepared herself for simple hot water, perhaps a few scattered herbs. Instead, she was met with fragrant steam, silk robes, and attendants trained in massage and acupressure techniques.

The moment she stepped into the water, she nearly collapsed from sheer relaxation.

She hated how much she enjoyed it.

Then came Moonlit Silks, the salon. Delicate hands combed through her tangled, brittle hair, trimming away the dead ends, washing it with scented oils, weaving strands into soft, flowing locks. For years, her hair had been uneven, rough, neglected. Now? It felt light, smooth, alive.

And finally—

Golden Thread Pavilion.

The tailor raised a brow when she entered, taking in her previously ragged state. But the moment she produced gold, their demeanor shifted instantly.

And now—

She stood before a full-length bronze mirror, clad in black and gold. The ensemble was elegant yet practical, the fabric light but durable, woven with subtle patterns that caught the light. Her freshly cut dark brown hair cascaded over her shoulders, smooth and glossy.

She barely recognized herself.

A stranger stared back.

For a fleeting moment, she looked like the cultivators she had once idolized in her youth. Strong. Proud. Untouchable.

But then—

"Hic!"

A small hiccup escaped her lips.

Gu Jie froze.

Her fingers clenched around the folds of her robe.

For years, she had been nothing but a shadow—scavenging, lurking, surviving in the underbelly of the world. And yet… standing here, before this mirror, she saw a glimpse of the girl she had once been.

A dreamer.

And that terrified her more than anything.

Gu Jie was a patient hunter. Finding her Senior—a man who stood out like a sore thumb in emerald robes—was laughably easy.

After confirming with one of the city’s “rats” that the books she had ordered would be ready for pickup at first light in two days, she turned her focus toward tracking him down.

Normally, it would take her an hour at most. Today, however, she was fortunate.

She spotted him immediately.

There—at an arcade stall.

Playing a children's game.

Her steps slowed.

Senior sat in front of a shallow tub filled with darting goldfish, holding a flimsy paper scoop, his expression one of absolute focus. His brows were furrowed, his entire presence radiating intensity as he stared down his tiny, fishy opponents.

The stall owner, an elderly man, watched in barely concealed amusement.

Gu Jie’s lips twitched.

Still, she approached, stopping just behind him.

The Senior flicked his gaze upward, instantly recognizing her. His eyes swept over her new appearance—the freshly cleaned hair, the black and gold robes, the refined look.

And then—

"You look good," he remarked.

Gu Jie froze.

No one had ever told her that before. Was this a test? A trap? A meaningless remark?

Swallowing her hesitation, she quickly regained her composure.

"Senior," she said, bowing slightly. "How may I be of service?"

She had hoped for some form of recognition. A sign that he approved of her dedication. That she had done well in following him.

Instead—

The Senior frowned.

Then, in a flat, annoyed tone, he said:

"Fuck off."

Gu Jie’s lips twitched violently.

"…Senior?"

"Go enjoy the festival or something." He flicked his wrist dismissively, eyes never leaving the water. "I gave you money, didn’t I? Stop bothering me."

She stared at him.

Her fearsome, mysterious, impossibly skilled benefactor.

Locked in mortal combat.

With a goldfish.

…

Gu Jie inhaled deeply.

Lowering her head slightly, her expression perfectly composed, she murmured, "Understood, Senior."

Then, she turned on her heel and walked away.

Resisting the overwhelming urge to rip her own hair out.
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I narrowed my eyes at the fragile paper scoop in my hand. The thin net quivered as I dipped it into the water, aiming for a goldfish drifting lazily in the tank. My movements were precise, calculated. I was a Paladin, damn it. My reflexes were honed beyond mortal limits, my body refined to perfection.

And yet—

Rip.

The moment I lifted the net, the delicate paper tore as if mocking me.

I stared at the water in silence, watching the goldfish swim away unbothered. My scoop was now nothing more than a useless metal ring.

The old man running the stall let out a wheezing laugh, his grin smug. “Hah! Another one down!”

I exhaled slowly, resisting the urge to snap the wooden handle in my grip. No. I wasn’t some reckless fool throwing a tantrum over a festival game. I had patience. Skill.

And yet, here I was—losing.

I glanced at the old man, his arms crossed as he leaned lazily against the counter. “Give up yet, boy?”

I snorted and reached for another scoop. “Not a chance.” This was the best chance I have of mastering my stats, not to mention improve my control.

The moment the net touched the water, the goldfish scattered as if they had sensed my intent.

I paused.

Could they sense me?

My eyes narrowed. These weren’t ordinary fish, were they? Had this old man trained them? Were they spirit creatures disguised as common festival prizes?

I adjusted my grip and made another attempt.

Rip.

Another failure.

The stall owner let out a snort, shaking his head. “That’s six now. Maybe you should quit before you waste all your coin.”

I stared at the tiny fish, their soulless little eyes brimming with mockery.

This game was rigged.

By all logic, I should have had the advantage. My cultivation had refined my body beyond human limits. I could move faster than the eye could see, snatch them barehanded, and be done with it.

But I wasn’t going to cheat.

I had my pride.

Moreover, this was training.

Even if it meant losing to a bunch of smug, slippery fish.

The old man grinned, throwing his arms up like he had just conquered an empire. “Hah! I told you! Now go home, sore loser!”

I took a slow, deep breath. Let it go. Let it go.

I had endured countless tribulations, battled fierce cultivators, even survived transmigrating to this absurd world. And yet—

I had been defeated by an old man and his cursed goldfish.

Truly, there was always a higher mountain.

If I were some brutish barbarian, a savage orc, or an unrighteous cultivator with no regard for consequence, this old man would have been soaring across the festival grounds by now. Perhaps his stall as well. Maybe even his entire livelihood.

But no.

I was civilized. Honorable. Benevolent.

"Fine..." With the restraint befitting a Paladin, I tossed the tattered remnants of my paper scoop onto the counter. “You win.”

The old man’s grin was so smug, I nearly reconsidered my stance on casting Holy Smite upon the unworthy.

Instead, I turned on my heel and strode away before I did something that might require divine absolution.

As I wove through the festival streets, the irritation faded. The night air pulsed with life—laughter, music, the distant pop of fireworks. Street performers balanced on stilts, others breathed fire, while merchants bellowed over each other to sell their wares.

Then—

A small figure darted into my path.

“Sir! Sir! Take one!”

A child shoved a colorful flyer into my hands before scampering off to ambush the next passerby.

I raised a brow and unfolded it.

Yellow Dragon City’s Grand Festival Itinerary
Day 1: Welcoming the honorable guests from the sects and clans.
Day 2: Elimination Round hosted by the City Governor for the dueling event.
Day 3: Dueling Event - Best 8.
Day 4: Quarter Finals.
Day 5: Semi-Finals.
Day 6: Grand Finals.
Day 7: Grand Feast.

Wait… a damn minute…

Best eight?

“Am I getting my math wrong?”

Meh…

Maybe there was a gimmick in the event.

So… this was a seven-day affair.

Hmmm….

No wonder the city was overflowing with cultivators. This wasn’t just a festival—it was a battleground for the young elites, a stage for them to display their strength, claim glory, and perhaps even attract powerful patrons.

I tapped a finger against the flyer. The elimination round was tomorrow. If I wanted to watch, I had until today to secure a ticket.

…Where did one even buy a ticket for this sort of thing?

“Senior, have some.”

I barely stopped myself from flinching.

Gu Jie had appeared at my side, silent as a shadow. I hadn’t noticed her approach at all.

That was... unsettling.

She matched my pace without a word, holding out two sticks of tanghulu—glossy, candied hawthorn skewered in a neat row. She offered one to me without hesitation.

I took it.

So she had taken my earlier words to heart. My casual remark about enjoying the festival—she had taken it as a direct command.

I bit into the tanghulu. The shell cracked, giving way to the tart sweetness inside. Not bad.

My gaze flickered toward Gu Jie. She was still holding her own skewer, hesitating.

I wasn’t fond of followers.

Even as a Paladin, I had always preferred solitude. In the past, I relished duels—one-on-one combat, no need to rely on allies, no waiting on teammates to fumble, no unnecessary entanglements.

But this wasn’t a game.

This world had no respawns. Probably.

Perhaps having an ally or two wouldn’t be the worst idea.

I chewed thoughtfully. “And the other errand?”

Gu Jie straightened, though there was a flicker of nervousness in her eyes. “The books? I will retrieve them from an acquaintance the day after tomorrow.”

She fidgeted slightly.

That was… unexpected.

For someone as sharp as Gu Jie, a simple book purchase shouldn’t have made her this skittish.

I cast her a sidelong glance.

Something was on her mind.

So I asked plainly, “What’s on your mind?”

Gu Jie hesitated for the briefest moment before replying, “Haven’t caught up on your name, Senior.”

Ah. So that was it.

I chewed the last of my tanghulu, then answered, “David. My name is David.”

Gu Jie blinked. “Huh?”

I smirked, recalling Liang Na’s earlier butchering of my name. Might as well lean into it.

“But you can call me Da Wei.”

Gu Jie pursed her lips, as if testing the name in her mind. Then, to my mild surprise, she asked, “Can I call you Master?”

I shrugged. “Whatever floats your boat.”

Her lips curled into a small smile. “Thank you, Master.”

And then—she looked up at me.

Her head tilted ever so slightly, dark lashes framing her gaze, her brown eyes holding the faintest sheen of warmth. A picture-perfect display of obedience, as if trying to appear endearing.

…Yeah, no. Not buying it.

I knew better than to lower my guard. Xianxia stories had taught me that a situation like this only led to one of two possibilities:


	A treacherous beauty with hidden motives.

	A Type-1 dumbass heroine whose only purpose was to make the protagonist look good.



Unfortunately, both scenarios required me to be a protagonist. And I had no interest in that role.

Still, I was a Paladin before anything else. And if there was one thing I tried to do, it was see the good in people.

Besides, Gu Jie was only human.

The sickly pallor she once had was fading now that she was eating properly. Her ragged hair had been cut and washed, falling smoothly over her shoulders. The dark robes she wore—subtly embroidered with golden dragons—made her look like a cultivator of a proper sect.

She looked the part.

But in the end, she was just a person. Not some nameless bandit barely surviving on scraps.

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “Go buy me a ticket for the dueling event tomorrow.”

Gu Jie’s eyes sharpened slightly, but she nodded. “Yes, Master.”

Without another word, she turned and slipped into the festival crowd, vanishing as easily as a shadow at dusk.

I watched her go.

She was only a First Realm cultivator, but she had survived this long. That meant she had skills—ones I had yet to see. Keeping her at my side had its advantages.

And I wasn’t joking when I decided to rehabilitate at least this one bandit.

Consider it a side quest.

I wandered through the festival streets, taking in the preparations, letting my thoughts drift. Eventually, my steps led me near a small eatery.

A young server, dressed in simple robes, was slumped against the wall, clearly on a break.

I stepped closer. “Care to earn a quick coin while still being able to rest?”

The server cracked an eye open, looking me over with suspicion. “Sounds too good to be true.”

I flipped a copper coin into the air and caught it. “Depends on how much you like talking.”

The server straightened slightly, interest piqued. “I’m listening.”

I sat down on a nearby bench, stretching out comfortably. "I just need some local information. What’s happening with the festival? Who’s in charge? Any interesting rumors?"

The server sighed, rolling his shoulders. "Hah… so you’re one of those outsiders trying to get a leg up, huh?"

I smiled. "Something like that."

Truthfully, I wasn’t completely satisfied with what I’d learned from Gu Jie. There were too many gaps in my knowledge.

I had taken her in, but that didn’t mean I trusted her yet. She was still in a probationary period, and while I liked to see the good in people, a little caution never hurt anyone.

More importantly, I needed to verify what she had told me.

"For a coin, I’ll tell you what I know," the server said, rubbing his chin.

I flipped the copper coin in my palm before flicking it toward him. He caught it mid-air with the ease of someone used to handling money.

"Alright," he said, rubbing his thumb over the coin. "Ask away."

I leaned back. "What do you know about cultivators?"

The server scoffed, shaking his head. "Same as anywhere else, I suppose. Cultivators are like gods. People revere them, fear them, and avoid them when possible. They can summon storms with a flick of their hands and tear apart mountains like it's nothing."

I hummed in acknowledgment. "And cultivation realms?"

His expression blanked. "Cultivation realms?"

"Yeah. How strong they get, what their ranks are—things like that."

The server frowned, clearly out of his depth. "Beats me. I’m just a commoner. All I know is that the stronger they get, the less they bother with folks like us."

That was… disappointing.

I had hoped to cross-examine Gu Jie’s information, but it seemed that cultivation knowledge was vague and scarce among the common folk. Even a city-dweller had no clue.

If he was this uninformed, then most people probably were as well.

What a bummer.

I exhaled, shifting my approach. "How about more mundane things, then?"

"Depends on what you mean by mundane," the server replied.

I smirked. "Let’s start simple—what’s the name of this continent?"

He raised a brow, eyeing me like I was an idiot. "You a lost foreigner or something?"

"Something like that."

He shrugged. "Riverfall Continent."

Good. Now I wouldn’t sound like a fool when someone else mentioned it.

"And this city? Who rules it?"

"The City Governor, of course," he said, rubbing his temples. "You really ain’t from around here, huh?"

"Indulge me."

The server sighed before continuing, "Our City Governor is an imperial prince sent by the Empire. They say this city thrives because of his wisdom. Trade, roads, even this festival—it’s all under his rule."

An imperial prince?

That was a crucial piece of information. It meant that while the city prospered, it wasn’t independent.

I leaned forward slightly. "And this Empire… it’s the strongest force in Riverfall?"

The server chuckled. "If it wasn’t, we’d be ruled by someone else, wouldn’t we?"

Fair enough.

While his perspective was limited, he made up for it with honesty and insight. This kind of information might not have been groundbreaking, but it was practical—and practical knowledge kept people alive.

I gave him a nod. "Appreciate the chat."

The server grinned, pocketing his coin. "Anytime. Just don’t go asking around about cultivators too much. Folk might think you’re looking for trouble."

Noted.

I wandered through the festival streets, weaving between stalls and the chattering crowd. The scent of sizzling meat and spiced wine drifted through the air, mingling with the distant clang of a blacksmith’s hammer and the occasional burst of laughter.

I had spent the last hour repeating the same thing—asking around, gathering bits and pieces of information, and confirming what I already knew. But with each conversation, a nagging thought settled in the back of my mind.

What exactly did I want out of this life?

Survival was the obvious answer. I wasn’t some protagonist hell-bent on reaching the peak of cultivation or carving my name into the annals of history. But survival alone felt... hollow. Even if I aimed to go home, that was still an uncertain goal. For all I knew, there was no way back.

So what did that leave me with?

I stepped aside as a group of children rushed past, waving toy swords and shouting about legendary heroes and demon kings. Their excitement was infectious, and for a brief moment, I saw a familiar reflection of my past self in them.

Hmmm… I suppose I should try a hand in PvE and role-playing in general.

Doing Paladin things.

Maybe that was enough.

I wasn’t about to throw myself into some righteous crusade, but I could at least hold onto my values in this strange world. Play my role properly. If everything around me changed, then I would remain the same. A Paladin was meant to protect, to stand for something greater than themselves.

Yeah. That seemed like a fine goal to follow.

At the very least, I wasn’t aimless.

“Master?”

I snapped out of my thoughts. Gu Jie had returned, standing beside me as if she had never left. If I hadn’t already been growing accustomed to her quiet movements, I might have flinched.

I glanced at her. “Got the ticket?”

She nodded and held out a small, rectangular token, engraved with flowing characters. “For tomorrow’s dueling event.”

I took it, running my thumb over its surface. The craftsmanship was surprisingly refined, the edges smoothed and the engravings deep and clear. No doubt it was enchanted in some way to prevent counterfeiting.

Gu Jie studied my expression. “Is something troubling you, Master?”

I exhaled, pocketing the ticket. “Not really. Just thinking.”

She hesitated, then spoke cautiously. “If I may ask… about what?”

I chuckled. “The meaning of life.”

She blinked, then frowned, clearly not sure if I was being serious. “That is... a difficult topic.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, stretching my arms. “Figured I’d start small.”

She gave me a strange look but didn’t press further. Instead, she changed the subject. “Would you like to find a place to stay for the night? I have some recommendations.”

Right. Lodging. That was another thing to take care of.

I nodded. “Lead the way.”

As she guided me through the city, my thoughts drifted back to my earlier musings.

A Paladin, huh?

I could live with that.
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A meal at an expensive inn should have been a luxury, but instead, it felt dull.

I sat at a finely carved wooden table, absently twirling my chopsticks in a plate of fried noodles. Across from me, Gu Jie signaled a waitress and ordered a dish of greens. The lanterns overhead cast warm, flickering shadows, but even the cozy ambiance couldn’t distract me from my thoughts.

I needed a way to gauge power levels.

In Lost Legends Online, it had been simple—every player had a Level Display floating above their heads. But here? Strength was veiled beneath layers of cultivation, hidden in the way one carried themselves, in the flow of their qi. I lacked the instincts to read such signs.

More than that, I needed a way to cultivate.

My Paladin abilities alone wouldn’t be enough to survive. Yet, the risk was immense. There were cultivation methods specifically designed to turn people into mindless husks—tools for someone else’s gain. What if the method I was practicing was designed for slaves or something? Gu Jie had suffered under such a technique once, trapped in servitude to a so-called master. I couldn’t afford to step into the same snare.

Gu Jie interrupted my thoughts by sliding a ticket across the table. “Master, I got one for myself as well. I trust you don’t mind?” She sounded cautious.

“It’s fine,” I said, setting it back down. “You’ll be coming with me regardless. I could use a servant.”

I half-expected a glare, maybe some reluctant defiance, but Gu Jie only smiled—genuinely, at that. She accepted orders too easily. A bad habit left from her past? Or something else? I let my Divine Sense brush over her, searching for any trace of deception, but all I sensed was quiet composure. Either she was an exceptional liar that just bested my Divine Sense, or she truly didn’t mind.

The waitress returned, placing Gu Jie’s dish in front of her with a polite nod before retreating. My so-called servant picked up her chopsticks and ate with measured, practiced grace. I sighed and turned back to my own meal.

I had considered infiltrating the Golden Sun Pavilion. If I wanted to learn about cultivation and power levels, it would be a prime place to start. But after some thought, I dismissed the idea.

Antagonizing a sect? A foolish move. Even the smallest sects had foundations built on blood and iron.

Antagonizing the City Governor? Worse. The man was an imperial prince, with wealth and influence beyond my means to challenge.

Antagonizing the Empire itself? I had no desire to court death.

I exhaled, pushing those thoughts aside and taking another bite of my noodles. Across from me, Gu Jie had taken it upon herself to fill the silence, recounting the latest happenings in the city.

“There was a duel between two First Realm cultivators earlier,” she said between bites. “It escalated quickly, but a Second Realm stepped in and ended it with a single strike. The crowd was impressed.”

I nodded. Expected.

“A lot of people are betting on tomorrow’s elimination round. Wagers are flying.”

I smirked. Gambling was inevitable wherever martial prowess was involved. A tournament meant opportunities—not just for fighters, but for those who knew how to profit from the chaos.

Tomorrow, I would have to decide—was I going to be a mere spectator, or would I carve my own place in this world?

"Anyone of note?" I asked.

Gu Jie shrugged. "The usual prodigies. No fresh talents worth mentioning."

I hummed, sipping my tea as she continued.

“There was an assassination recently,” she added.

That caught my attention. I raised an eyebrow. "Who?"

"A Young Master Zhao," she said, lowering her voice slightly. "Got himself drunk and picked a fight with Young Master Lu of the Lu Clan. The latter cut him down—at least, that’s the story. But it was clearly a setup."

I frowned. "Describe him. The Zhao boy. Everyone already knows the Lu clan."

"Infamous for wasting his days in brothels," she scoffed. "Always surrounded by courtesans, flaunting his wealth like a fool. Wore black robes embroidered with golden dragons."

I froze. Slowly, my gaze flicked to Gu Jie's attire.

She blinked, puzzled at first. Then, realization dawned. Her eyes dropped to her own robes, and the blood drained from her face.

"...Oh."

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

Then, Gu Jie muttered a curse under her breath. "So that’s why it was so cheap!"

I pressed my lips together, failing to suppress a laugh. In Lost Legends Online, no one would have cared about looting and wearing gear from the dead. Hell, some players would gladly equip female-exclusive armor on their male characters if the stats were good enough. But here? Here, it was practically an invitation to be hunted down.

Gu Jie hurriedly bowed her head. "Master, I—I didn’t mean to put us in danger! I swear—"

I waved her off, still amused. "Just change before someone recognizes it."

"I—I will! Right now!" She abandoned her food, rising so fast her chair scraped against the floor, and rushed out.

I leaned back, finally letting out the chuckle I had been holding in. Fate was cruelly ironic sometimes.

I had been hoping for a quiet evening, a simple meal while discussing the power structure of the Riverfall Continent. Understanding the average cultivation levels here would be crucial for me to measure my place in this world.

But fate had other plans.

The entrance of the inn swung open, and a young man in green and blue robes strode inside, his steps exuding practiced arrogance. His chin was slightly raised, his posture exuding the casual disdain of someone accustomed to having his way. The symbol of a fist within a diamond was embroidered onto his chest.

His gaze swept the room before settling on the empty seat Gu Jie had just vacated.

“I recognize the wench,” he declared, his voice laced with entitlement. "How much for her?"

I blinked.

...What?

Before I could respond, one of his lackeys stepped forward, puffing out his chest like a self-important rooster. "You stand before Young Master Kang Shi of the Seven Grand Clans!"

Another toady chimed in, his voice oozing sycophantic pride. "Young Master Kang Shi is a once-in-a-generation genius! He has already reached the Ninth Star of the Martial Tempering Realm before even turning twenty!"

Ah. Not just a rich brat, but a rich brat with actual ability.

The first lackey continued, undeterred by my silence. "The Kang Clan is renowned for their unparalleled close-combat techniques! Young Master Kang, shall we teach this insolent fool some manners?"

At his signal, several men moved to encircle my table. The air in the inn grew tense. Waiters and serving girls scrambled behind the counter. Patrons abandoned their meals and fled, wanting no part in whatever was about to unfold.

I exhaled slowly.

First, a Young Master yesterday. Now, another one today?

Fate was playing jokes at my expense.

I placed my chopsticks down with deliberate patience, hand still clutched on the chopsticks. “What do you want with Gu Jie?”

The crony practically barked at me. “How dare you lay your offending eyes upon the Young Master?!”

Kang Shi ignored his lackey’s outburst, his gaze fixed on me with casual arrogance. “How much is she?” he repeated. “Word is, she sold herself into slavery. I intend to buy her from you.” He smirked. “She possesses a bloodline ability—Sixth Sense Fateful Encounter. That alone makes her worth the price. I’ll be generous and pay you at a mark-up.”

I stared at him.

...Slave?

To say I was offended would be an understatement.

I was really living the xianxia life.

It had barely been two days since I arrived in this world, and already, I had checked off several tropes. First Young Master encounter? Check. Near-robbery? Check. Picking up a follower? Done. A run-in with a City Enforcer? Accomplished. Mysterious, unexplained memories surfacing? That too.

And now, my meal was being interrupted.

The situation soured my appetite. I hadn’t even realized I was gripping my chopsticks too tightly until they snapped in half. The sharp crack echoed in the now-silent restaurant.

Kang Shi’s smirk faltered, his gaze sharpening. He straightened, his posture shifting as he roused his qi. Though I couldn’t see it, my Perception stat was high enough to catch the subtle disturbance in the air—the faintest ripple, like a still pond stirred by an unseen force. His lackeys immediately tensed, poised for violence.

I took a slow breath, my mind sharpening as I ran through the situation from every angle.

Fact 1: Kang Shi came here looking for a fight. An exchange of blows was inevitable. How do I control the damage?

Fact 2: His men claimed he had reached the Ninth Star of Martial Tempering, the peak of the First Realm. According to Gu Jie, cultivators only learned Qi Sense at the Second Realm. That meant none of them could actually detect whether I had qi or not.

Fact 3: Kang Shi relied on his family name to intimidate others. If he knew I was an ordinary mortal, he wouldn’t waste time posturing—he’d go straight for Gu Jie instead.

Conclusion? Kang Shi was acting on his own. His clan likely had no idea he was here, throwing his weight around. And if he had a stronger bodyguard lurking nearby, they were keeping their distance, letting him handle this himself.

That meant I had room to maneuver.

Violence was unavoidable—but I could dictate how it unfolded. If I played this right, I wouldn’t have to worry about an angry ancestor crawling out of some hidden chamber to avenge his great-grandson.

Taking a deep breath, I stood from my seat, my expression turning grave. I tapped into every xianxia novel I had ever read, letting the weight of imagined wisdom settle over my stance.

Then, I raised three fingers.

“Three moves,” I said, my voice steady and measured.

Kang Shi’s brows furrowed.

“Strike me in three moves,” I continued. “If you succeed in making me step aside even once—Gu Jie is yours.”

The restaurant fell deathly silent.

Kang Shi’s eyes gleamed with excitement, arrogance swelling like a tide. His lips curled into a smirk. His lackeys exchanged knowing glances, already convinced of the outcome.

It was exactly the kind of challenge a Young Master wouldn’t be able to resist.
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Kang Shi stood before me, radiating arrogance.

His long, dark hair was tied loosely behind him, and his sharp, greedy eyes sized up the world as if it already belonged to him. His features were chiseled, his posture aggressive—he carried himself like someone who had never known defeat, who believed his place above others was ordained by fate.

The smirk on his lips widened.

“Three moves?” Kang Shi scoffed, amusement flashing across his face. “Fine! I shall indulge your delusion. You will regret your arrogance soon enough.”

One of his cronies—a rat-faced sycophant—sneered at me. “The Kang Clan’s martial cultivation is unparalleled! Fool, you would do well to surrender now and spare yourself the humiliation.”

I tilted my head slightly. “I have a name, you know.” Then I shrugged. “But enough talk. Show me what you can do.”

I wasn’t concerned.

As a maxed-level Paladin, my Constitution was near-unbreakable. Yet, to my quiet amusement, it wasn’t even my greatest strength. Constitution was merely second.

What was my highest stat? Charisma.

In Lost Legends Online, Charisma wasn’t just about charm—it governed persuasion, willpower, and the force of one's presence. For a Paladin, it dictated spellcasting, divine authority, and the weight of one’s words. And I had pushed it beyond its natural limits, using cap-breaking artifacts to elevate it to absurd levels.

But my ‘Immortal Build’? That was the true masterpiece.

It was a fusion of two extreme playstyles:

Heal/Drain Build – Endless regeneration and life-steal, making me all but unkillable.

Stagger/Barrier Build – Defensive buffs and stagger effects, ensuring I would never fall.

With my combat passives reinforcing my offense, I was an indomitable force of endurance and power. Of course, I doubted whether I was truly that indomitable… since this was xianxia… but still, there was a reason I could act so confident.

So as Kang Shi prepared to strike, I stood at ease, hands clasped lightly behind my back. My voice carried the weight of one who had walked through battlefields and emerged untouched.

"Glorious Defense."

There was no need to mutter the name of the skill.

It was simply for show.

Glorious Defense was a passive ability, strengthening my defenses in proportion to the feats I had achieved. Simply put, the number of main quests completed. And I had completed every main quest in LLO. It was a rite of passage for veteran players after all.

Tough was an understatement.

But for the sake of spectacle, I added another layer.

"Shield of Faith."

A translucent barrier shimmered into existence around me, its silver sheen casting a faint glow.

Kang Shi and his lackeys hesitated for a heartbeat. Then, his smirk returned.

“Let’s see if that faith of yours can withstand my fist.”

I remained unmoved. Hands still clasped behind my back, I inclined my head slightly.

“Come.”

Kang Shi’s grin sharpened. Lowering his stance, he coiled his energy, and his aura ignited in a blood-red hue.

"Fighting Spirit!"

Heat rippled through the air. Fire curled from Kang Shi’s lips as he exhaled, his entire body surging with violent energy. With a flick of his wrist, his clenched fist shifted into a knife-hand strike aimed directly at my throat.

“Soaring Phoenix!”

A fiery phoenix silhouette flared around his right hand, its blazing form twisting and coiling as he lunged.

It was a move meant to dazzle—designed to overwhelm opponents with speed, spectacle, and sheer aggression. For a fleeting instant, instinct screamed at me. A lesser man would have flinched.

But then—

Clink.

His strike stopped cold against my Shield of Faith.

Kang Shi’s smirk vanished, his expression twisting into sheer disbelief. His trembling fingers hovered mere inches from my throat, unable to push through the barrier. Then, realization struck, followed swiftly by anger.

With a snarl, he pulled back and shifted stances.

“Fighting Spirit: Rising Dragon!”

Golden energy coiled around his leg like a soaring dragon as he launched into a vicious roundhouse kick. This was faster, sharper—an attack meant to shatter bones, a technique honed through years of cultivation. The force of his spin sent the air whistling.

But—

Clink.

His foot stopped short, hovering just before my face.

Not even close.

Kang Shi froze. His entire body tensed as the truth settled in. He couldn’t break through.

Panic flickered in his eyes.

With a sharp breath, he leapt back, his retreat far less composed than he intended. He nearly stumbled before regaining his footing.

I remained where I was.

Unmoved.

“That’s two moves already,” I said, my voice steady, as if we weren’t even fighting. I met his gaze and slowly lifted three fingers before folding two of them, resisting the urge to leave the middle one up.

In the end, I left only my index finger raised and waved it lazily in the air.

“One more move, Young Master Kang.”

Kang Shi’s fists clenched, frustration and humiliation warring on his face. Then, something shifted.

His anger tempered into resolve.

“I have shamed my clan with such a lackluster performance,” he muttered, his voice taut with emotion. “But do not mistake this for the limits of my Kang Clan’s Fighting Spirit!”

His eyes burned with renewed determination as they locked onto me.

“What is your name, unknown cultivator?”

I exhaled through my nose. “I’d rather not say.”

A small smirk curled Kang Shi’s lips, though his gaze remained sharp. “I see… so you refuse to offer respect until the very end.” He shook his head. “It is my failing for not recognizing Mount Tai. But hear me—by the end of this, I will have your respect, your name, and, if necessary… your head!”

He straightened, pressing his fists together before slowly drawing them apart. His qi surged, heavier, fiercer than before.

“No more underestimation. Now—prepare yourself.”

Huh. He wasn’t as overbearing as I first thought.

I resisted the urge to yawn.

For a brief moment, I considered using a defensive reflection technique—just to be a little shit and let him punch himself into oblivion. But no… Better not to spill any blood. Another reason why I raised Shield of Faith in the first place was so that Kang Shi wouldn’t accidentally hurt himself from my innate reflect passive.

“Show me what you’ve got,” I said, lazily gesturing him forward.

Kang Shi dropped into a deep squat stance, arms spread wide, fists clenched. His muscles coiled like steel cables, his qi surging erratically.

“I shall pour my vital qi—my very life force—into this final strike!”

Wait. Vital qi?

Did he just say life force?

This guy was insane.

No… not insane. Young. Barely twenty, still brimming with reckless ambition.

Before I could stop him, he continued, his voice thick with conviction.

“This technique—I devised it to counter Lu Gao and surpass him! But you… you will serve as my test instead!”

Oh, come on. I was just trying to eat dinner.

Kang Shi took a sharp breath, then snapped his fists open, spreading his fingers like ox horns.

“Fighting Spirit: Trampling Ox!”

The floor shattered beneath his feet as he surged forward like a human battering ram. His hands elongated into the shape of horns, his entire body transforming into a projectile. The sheer force of his charge ripped up the floorboards, sending shards of wood flying in every direction.

Boom!

His full-body tackle slammed into my Shield of Faith, unleashing a shockwave that rocked the entire inn.

Great. Now I had to compensate the innkeeper.

…Or maybe I could just make Kang Shi pay for it.

A moment passed.

Then another.

I stood exactly where I had been. Unmoved.

Kang Shi stared at his hands, his expression crumbling from disbelief to sheer horror.

“How?!” he choked out.

His palms—carrying the weight of his strength, his qi, even his vital energy—hovered mere inches from my skin.

He had given everything.

And it still wasn’t enough.

Kang Shi stumbled back, his fists clenching, his breath ragged. And yet, rather than fear, I saw something else in his eyes.

Determination.

“I understand now,” he murmured, voice hoarse but firm. “You are of a higher realm than me.”

Finally. Took him long enough to figure that out.

“But I cannot let this stand.”

…What now?

Please don’t tell me you’re about to call your father. That would be such a shame, considering how hard I worked not to kill you.

Kang Shi straightened his back, drawing in a deep breath. His qi steadied, his posture exuding renewed resolve.

“You have received three of my strikes! Now, I shall receive three of yours!”

I blinked.

What?

His followers exchanged uneasy glances, shifting uncomfortably between their Young Master and me. Their loyalty was visibly wavering.

Kang Shi stamped his foot, his voice booming like some righteous war hero.

“I will not move! Strike me three times, and I shall not budge!”

Was this guy an idiot?!

I opened my mouth, trying to talk some sense into him.

“There’s no need. You’ve already acknowledged my higher realm—”

“I REFUSE!”

Huh?

I turned to Kang Shi’s lackeys, half-expecting them to talk some sense into him.

But the moment my gaze swept over them, they flinched and quickly averted their eyes.

Come on, guys. Dissuade your Young Master.

Sheesh. They were clearly torn—questioning Kang Shi’s decision might be seen as disloyalty, but if I got serious, I could probably kill him.

I sighed.

Even if I held back, my strike would still hurt. Too much restraint, and Kang Shi would scorn me. But anything beyond that risked shattering his bones—or worse.

And that ran contrary to my goal. Not spilling blood.

I made up my mind.

“How about this?” I proposed. “One move—just one. But I get to use a weapon.”

Kang Shi’s eyebrows twitched upward.

“Hmph. I am a generous man, and I acknowledge your strength. Fine! I grant you permission to wield a weapon.”

I was tempted—oh, so tempted—to just cast Divine Word: Rest and knock him out on the spot.

No way he had the resistance for that.

But no. He’d call it a cheap trick. Kang Shi looked like the type to take offense at anything that wasn’t brute force.

So instead, I inclined my head slightly.

“I thank you for your generosity.”

Then, without hesitation, I reached for the table beside me—

And ripped off one of its legs.

Crack!

Silence.

Kang Shi’s lackeys stared, dumbfounded.

Even the innkeeper, peeking from behind the counter, looked like he wanted to protest—then wisely kept his mouth shut.

I didn’t bother drawing a real weapon from my Item Box. Too risky. If I used any of my enchanted weapons, I might accidentally turn Kang Shi into a smear on the floor.

No. This was fine.

I took a slow, deliberate step forward.

Then another.

The wooden planks groaned beneath my weight as I advanced, gripping the broken table leg in one hand.

The tension in the room thickened.

Kang Shi’s lackeys gulped. The inn workers shrank back.

Stopping a few feet before Kang Shi, I raised the wooden leg and exhaled.

I needed something flashy. Something overwhelming. Something that felt dangerous… but wouldn’t actually kill him.

And so, in a calm and measured voice, I invoked:

“Thunderous Smite.”

The moment my weapon struck the floor—

BOOM!

A blinding explosion of silver-white radiance erupted from the impact.

The entire inn shook as light engulfed the room, flooding every corner with holy brilliance.

People screamed, shielding their eyes.

Kang Shi flinched, momentarily stunned by the sheer force of the display.

And in that moment of distraction—

I cast Divine Word: Rest.

Silent. Instant. Unstoppable.

Kang Shi swayed—his body trembling—

And then, he crumpled to the floor.

Unconscious.

To everyone watching, it would seem as if he had simply collapsed under the sheer weight of my martial prowess.

The light faded.

Kang Shi’s lackeys blinked, rubbing their eyes as they struggled to process what had just happened.

Then, one of them whispered, hesitant—

“…Young Master Kang?”

Another took a cautious step forward—then froze in terror.

“H-He’s down!”

I dropped the broken table leg. The top was completely charred, still sizzling from the remnants of my attack.

Then, before panic could set in, I spoke.

“Take him away.”

The lackeys stiffened, standing at full attention.

“And,” I continued, voice calm but firm, “tell him not to bother my follower, Gu Jie, ever again.”

My words hung in the air, heavy with finality.

Then, after a moment of consideration, I gestured at the ruined floorboards.

“And make sure he compensates the innkeeper.”

I turned on my heel—

And without another word, walked out of the inn, leaving Kang Shi’s men to scramble over their defeated Young Master.

“Oh man, I just wasted another Ultimate Skill just this week alone… It’s too expensive for my liking…”
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The second day of the festival was livelier than the first.

The streets teemed with even more people, and the tournament venue was packed to the brim. A towering archway marked the entrance, with two long queues stretching before it.

Gu Jie stood just ahead of me, arms crossed, surveying the scene with an indifferent gaze. Gone was the ill-fated robe from last night—today, she wore a black robe embroidered with crimson serpents, its fabric flowing like shadows under the morning light. Though the crowd buzzed with anticipation, she remained composed, tilting her head only occasionally at something of note.

Then, just a step ahead of us, a commotion broke out.

A man brazenly attempted to cut the line, shoving himself between two others without a hint of subtlety. He carried himself with arrogance, as if mere presence warranted obedience.

A hand seized his collar.

“You dare cut in line?”

The offender scoffed. “Do you not recognize me? I am Zhao Feng of the—”

He never finished his sentence.

A dull thud echoed through the air as his body struck the ground.

A burly enforcer stood over him, his strike too swift for most to catch. Though Zhao Feng was clearly a Martial-Tempering Realm cultivator, he hadn't even put up a resistance.

The enforcer dusted off his hands and motioned to the guards. “Take him away.”

Zhao Feng groaned, clutching his ribs as he was dragged off. No one spared him a second glance.

I exhaled through my nose. Yellow Dragon City truly had no patience for nonsense.

When our turn came, Gu Jie stepped forward, producing our entry tickets. Her posture was straight, her tone calm. “We are here to spectate today's matches.”

The middle-aged attendant scrutinized the tickets, then gave us a once-over before signaling a nearby guard.

“The rules,” the guard said, his eyes sweeping over us—lingering on Gu Jie longer than necessary. “No stepping onto the tournament grounds. No disturbing the mortals. Do not approach the honored guests from the great sects unless spoken to first.”

The weight behind that last rule was clear. They wanted no troublemakers pestering the sect elites.

Gu Jie merely nodded. “Understood.”

The guard grunted but finally stepped aside.

Once inside, she loosened her stance and gestured ahead. “The City Governor’s estate is just beyond. The tournament is held in his personal arena, so security will only grow stricter from here.”

“What should I know about him?” I asked. “I mean, the City Governor.”

She hummed in thought before replying, “Lord Ren has ruled Yellow Dragon City for over four decades. He was not born here—he was appointed by the empire to oversee the region. Though strict, he is fair, and under his rule, the city has prospered.”

I nodded, taking in the sprawling inner city.

Yellow Dragon City was a fusion of ancient elegance and thriving prosperity. Sturdy buildings with sweeping, curved rooftops stretched across the landscape, seamlessly blending with the rivers and waterfalls that wove through the city like veins of jade. Beyond them, the governor’s estate stood in quiet grandeur, and just behind it, the tournament arena loomed, its towering stone walls visible even from a distance.

Gu Jie continued, her tone slipping into something almost instructional. “Yellow Dragon City was once a minor settlement, no different from countless others. But over time, it became a major trade hub. The Lu Clan’s roads connected it to the rest of the continent, and now, merchants, warriors, and travelers flock here. This tournament is among the grandest annual events—it draws people from every corner of the land.”

I listened as we walked, letting her words weave a clearer image of the city’s history.

Despite the trouble I had already encountered, I had to admit—this world had its charm.

I had never been to China, only seen glimpses of it in pictures. But magical China? That was something else entirely.

The scale of the event was staggering. Thousands had gathered for this spectacle, a testament to its importance. In a world lacking modern distractions, this was one of the rare occasions when common folk could witness true grandeur. The wealth poured into the festival was evident in the sheer extravagance of the decorations, the finely crafted banners, and the towering arena that awaited us.

Gu Jie and I followed the crowd into the coliseum, where attendants guided us toward the seating area. To my surprise, it did not pale in comparison to the stadiums of my past life. The arena itself was a vast, elevated platform of polished stone, its surface refined and solid. The bleachers stretched in a grand semicircle around the battlefield, rising like a tide to embrace the spectacle.

At the far end of the manor, an opulent viewing box loomed over the arena. There, the City Governor and the honored guests reclined in luxury, their figures visible even from this distance. Draped in silk and brocade, they observed the gathering below with unreadable expressions, their mere presence a reminder of the power they wielded.

Beside me, Gu Jie remarked casually, “The seating is reinforced with Earth Qi.”

I raised a brow. “And that means…?”

“The stone here has been tempered through special techniques. Unlike mundane construction, Earth Qi refinement strengthens the material, making it near-impervious to damage. A normal arena would crack and crumble after a few heated battles. This one will endure the entire tournament without a single mark. Well, that’s what they say at least…”

That explained why the architecture of this world remained so pristine despite the absence of modern construction methods. Even the buildings were shaped by cultivation.

Since the matches had yet to begin, I decided to ask Gu Jie about something that had been bothering me.

“So… about that bloodline ability.” I leaned in slightly. “Sixth Sense Fateful Encounter. What do you know about it?”

Gu Jie stiffened, her expression darkening.

Ah, right. She hadn’t been there last night when a certain Young Master Kang nearly purchased her like some rare trinket.

She exhaled sharply. “That name is wrong.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“The real name of the ability… is Sixth Sense Misfortune.”

I blinked. “What?”

Gu Jie sighed and rubbed her temples. “The name was deliberately altered. ‘Fateful Encounter’ makes it sound like a blessing, a divine gift. But in truth, it is nothing of the sort—it is a curse.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Explain.”

She hesitated, glancing around as if wary of eavesdroppers. Finally, she sighed and leaned closer.

“There are those born with peculiar abilities,” she said. “Some bloodlines grant unparalleled strength. Others awaken supernatural talents. Mine? Sixth Sense Misfortune grants me the ability to instinctively perceive impending disaster before it strikes.”

I frowned. “That doesn’t sound too bad.”

She shook her head. “That’s because you don’t understand the price.”

I gestured for her to continue.

She took a deep breath. “This ability does not merely grant foresight—it demands balance. If I avoid one calamity, another will inevitably take its place. The misfortune I escape does not vanish. It merely waits, seeking another moment to strike. Simply put, I accrue misfortune in the future in exchange of avoiding one in reality…”

I stared at her. “Wait… so dodging disaster just guarantees another down the line?”

Gu Jie nodded grimly.

“That’s idiotic,” I muttered.

She let out a dry chuckle. “Tell me about it.”

I recalled the matter of the ‘discounted’ robes and the ill-fated Young Master Zhao, who had supposedly perished some time ago. “…So that’s how you ended up with the Zhao clan’s clothes?”

Gu Jie groaned, burying her face in her hands. “Yes. That was one of them.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. An ability like that was both fascinating and absurd. But it also made me think—if I kept her around, wouldn’t that misfortune eventually spread to me?

Before I could voice my concerns, Gu Jie seemed to read my expression and panicked.

“I—I’m still useful, though!” she blurted out. “Sometimes—rarely—but sometimes my accumulated misfortune transforms into luck! It’s unpredictable, but when it happens, the results can be… beneficial!”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

She nodded furiously. “Yes! There have been times when I stumbled upon lost treasures, overheard critical information, or found myself in the right place at the right time—completely by accident!”

“Huh.” That was… oddly compelling.

Perhaps keeping her around wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all.

A proper Paladin wouldn’t turn someone away just because of bad luck.

Not that I was particularly proper. Or much of a Paladin, for that matter. But still.

Just as Gu Jie began to fidget under my silence, a food vendor passed by. I waved the man down and turned to her. “Go get us some meat buns.”

Gu Jie perked up like a puppy given a task. “Right away!”

She practically bounced toward the vendor and returned moments later—carrying an entire basket.

I stared. “Why so happy? You just spent my money.”

She coughed, looking away. “It’s an investment in my continued employment.”

I rolled my eyes but let it slide.

As we ate, the arena grew livelier. Attendants moved through the bleachers, carrying ballots and calling out to the crowd.

“Place your bets! Predict the Final Eight of the Elimination Round!”

“The betting window closes when the round begins! Make your wagers now!”

The crowd buzzed with excitement as people scrawled names onto slips of paper and handed over gold and spirit stones. Apparently, gambling wasn’t just a vice back home—it thrived in Yellow Dragon City as well.

Before I could entertain the idea of placing a bet myself, a shadow loomed over the arena.

A figure descended from the sky, riding the wind atop a gleaming sword.

Enforcer Liang Na.

The moment her feet touched the ground, she cast a sharp gaze over the bleachers and declared, “The Elimination Round for the Yellow Dragon Champion’s Strongest Eight shall now begin!”

Her voice carried effortlessly across the stadium, and the audience erupted into cheers.

She turned to the VIP box, high above the arena, and clasped her hands behind her back in a formal bow. “To our esteemed guests, I hope you enjoy the spectacle.”

With that, she drew a horn from her waist and blew into it. A deep, reverberating note rolled through the air, silencing the crowd in an instant.

Then, from the far end of the arena, the great gates swung open.

Hundreds of cultivators strode forward in disciplined rows.

They marched onto the battleground in ceremonial fashion, each exuding an air of confidence—some even arrogance. Their robes bore intricate insignias, marking their sects, clans, or personal crests.

As they assembled, Liang Na’s voice took on a grand, theatrical cadence.

“Behold! The finest warriors from across the Riverfall Continent! The 221 cultivators before you stand at the peak of their generation, each vying for the coveted title of Yellow Dragon Champion!”

She gestured toward the combatants. “Each of them is a master in their own right. They have trained for years—some even decades—to stand here today! Yet… only eight will survive the Elimination Round.”

The audience roared in approval. I found myself leaning forward, intrigued.

Gu Jie nudged me. “Excited?”

I took a bite of my meat bun, chewing thoughtfully. “Maybe. Let’s see if these guys are any good.” Honestly, I was almost tempted to join… It would have been worth he nostalgia at least.
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From what I had gathered, the participants had to be under fifty years old. Not that it mattered to me—I had no way of gauging anyone’s true strength beyond what my eyes could perceive, and even that had its limits.

I sighed, watching as the gambling attendants made their final rounds.

“The betting period has officially closed!” one of them announced, waving a scroll above his head.

A pity. I hadn’t even placed a bet.

Not that it would have made a difference. Without Qi Sense, I was like a blind man among tigers, unable to discern who stood at the peak and who was merely posturing. I could assess body language, movement efficiency, and surface-level martial techniques, but none of that revealed the depths of a cultivator’s strength. In this world, power was not just skill—it was Qi. And that was beyond my perception.

With over two hundred contestants, even relying on sheer intelligence stat wouldn’t be enough.

Shaking off the thought, I turned my focus back to the arena.

Liang Na stepped forward once more, raising a hand for silence.

“Honored guests, esteemed cultivators, and citizens of Yellow Dragon City,” she declared, her voice carrying across the vast space. “Before the trial begins, let us first hear from our sovereign—Lord Ren Jin.”

A hush fell over the crowd.

In the VIP box, a figure moved.

Dressed in elegant yet restrained robes embroidered with golden dragon scales, he carried himself with the ease of one accustomed to command. There was no need for ornamentation; his presence alone was enough.

Ren Jin. The sovereign of Yellow Dragon City.

He looked young—perhaps my age. That gave me pause. He was the ruler of this place?

Then he spoke.

His voice was calm, yet it resonated through the arena, carried as if by the wind itself.

“My people,” he began, his gaze sweeping over the gathered crowd, “this past decade has been one of trials and perseverance.”

Silence fell as all listened.

“We have endured hardship, yet we have emerged stronger. We have weathered storms, yet we have not fallen. Through it all, Yellow Dragon City stands unyielding.”

Murmurs rippled through the audience—some nodding in agreement, others listening with rapt attention.

A faint smile touched Ren Jin’s lips. “Today, we gather not only to witness a contest but to honor those who dare to rise above. The cultivators before you are the future. Strength shall determine the worthy, and from them, new legends will be born.”

He raised a hand, his voice ringing with finality.

“Let the Tournament of Yellow Dragon’s Heroes… begin!”

Thunderous applause erupted, shaking the arena.

The moment Lord Ren gave the signal, the battlefield erupted into motion.

Qi flared like invisible flames, distorting the air in waves. Though I couldn’t sense it directly, my heightened perception registered the shift—like standing in the heart of a storm, surrounded by unseen forces.

"Huh," I muttered. "So this is what it looks like when a group of cultivators gets serious."

"This?” Beside me, Gu Jie scoffed. “This is nothing. Just a bunch of posturing before the real battle begins. Master, just so you know… I’ve seen worse."

“Chill, it’s not a competition.” That caught my attention. "Speaking of which, you were at a higher realm before, right? Any idea what realm that Enforcer and City Governor are at?"

Gu Jie perked up, eager to prove herself useful. "Well, I don’t have the senses of a Second Realm cultivator anymore, but I still have my experience," she said, rubbing her chin. "For the Chief Enforcer to project her voice with such clarity, she should be at least Third Realm."

Chief Enforcer?

It seemed Liang Na was a bigger figure than I had assumed. I glanced back at the arena, taking another look at the woman standing proudly at the battlefield’s center.

As if in response to my thoughts, Liang Na exhaled and released a controlled pulse of energy.

"I am at the Will-Reinforcement Realm!" Her voice rang through the arena, carrying the weight of authority. "Chief Enforcer of the Yellow Dragon Armed Forces, Liang Na! In the name of my liege, I shall conduct this Elimination Round thoroughly and fairly, for the sake of honest competition!"

Gu Jie smirked. "See? Told you."

I chuckled. "Alright, you got one right. What about Lord Ren?"

Gu Jie’s expression turned contemplative. "That one’s harder to guess. The way he projected his voice, the way his presence filled the entire arena… That level of control isn’t something a Third Realm cultivator can pull off casually." She shook her head. "He’s definitely stronger. At least Fourth Realm, maybe higher."

I hummed in thought, shifting my attention back to Liang Na.

She stood at the center of the arena, radiating authority. My Perception stat wasn’t my strongest, but compared to an ordinary person, it was nothing short of supernatural. And right now, it was letting me see something most others couldn’t.

A thin layer of energy coated Liang Na’s entire body, shimmering faintly with every movement. It pulsed in rhythm with her breath—subtle, but undeniable.

Interesting.

If I focused closely enough, I could kind of distinguish cultivation realms, even without Qi Sense.

That was good to know.

The moment Liang Na fully released her aura, the atmosphere shifted.

A crushing presence descended upon the arena like a storm cloud. The sheer weight of it sent ripples through the battlefield—cultivators staggered, their knees trembling under the invisible pressure. Some struggled to remain standing. Others weren’t as fortunate. One by one, participants crumpled to the ground, their bodies collapsing like puppets with cut strings.

Liang Na’s voice rang across the battlefield.

"I SHALL NOW BEGIN!"

Her words carried power—not just through sound, but through sheer intent. A heavier wave of Killing Intent surged forth, wrapping around the remaining cultivators like an unseen noose, tightening with every breath.

I frowned. That’s kinda overpowered.

This was just the Third Realm?

Beside me, Gu Jie shuddered, her face slightly pale.

"This is the gap between realms," she murmured, hugging herself. "What she’s doing isn’t just unleashing Qi—she’s manifesting her Willpower into the world. More specifically… her Killing Intent."

I raised an eyebrow. "She’s scaring them unconscious?"

Gu Jie nodded. "It’s like a blizzard of raw pressure. The stronger your will, the better you can withstand it. But for those beneath her level, it’s unbearable. Their minds collapse before their bodies do."

I glanced at the arena.

The few still standing were visibly struggling, their fists clenched, their foreheads drenched in sweat. Some swayed, knees trembling, but refused to fall.

"And what about normal people?" I asked.

Gu Jie exhaled. "They wouldn’t feel a thing."

I blinked. "Wait, really?"

She nodded. "Killing Intent is a weapon meant to suppress cultivators. Mortals don’t have the same battle instincts, so they don’t even register it. That’s why nobles and merchants can sit through these fights without fainting in their seats." A smirk tugged at her lips.

So suppression abilities scale based on the target’s cultivation...

That was useful to know.

But more importantly, this meant Liang Na wasn’t just strong—she had complete mastery over her will. To wield such pressure with precision, without harming bystanders, spoke volumes about her control.

This tournament was proving more interesting by the second.

One by one, the weaker cultivators collapsed, their bodies crumpling like puppets with severed strings. The arena floor became a graveyard of unconscious contestants, scattered like marbles. In mere moments, the battlefield had thinned.

Now, only those with unshakable wills remained.

I leaned forward, watching closely.

Some of them trembled but stayed upright through sheer determination. Others stood firm, unyielding, their gazes burning with defiance.

Interesting.

The true contenders had revealed themselves. Out of hundreds, only ten remained standing.

I turned to Gu Jie. "Has anyone ever died from this before?"

She shook her head. "None that I know of, Master. Theoretically, it should be impossible. Would you die just because someone imagined you dying?"

Her analogy was oddly fitting.

I nodded. "Fair point."

Before I could ask more, Liang Na’s voice rang out once again, clear and resolute.

"I will now increase the pressure."

The words weren’t just for the contestants—they were a declaration to the entire audience, nobles and commoners alike.

A show of strength.

A heartbeat later, her aura surged.

The air thickened, turning razor-sharp. The weight of her Killing Intent grew heavier—like an invisible guillotine pressing down, daring the remaining cultivators to falter.

Yet the ten stood firm.

Gasps rippled through the crowd.

Even among the commoners and lesser cultivators, murmurs of astonishment spread like wildfire.

I merely watched, fascinated.

This wasn’t just a test of cultivation.

It was a battle of will.

Gu Jie leaned forward, her eyes gleaming with recognition as she studied the cultivators who had withstood Liang Na’s Killing Intent.

"Look at them," she whispered. "I recognize a few. The remaining contenders are from the Seven Grand Clans and the Three Great Sects of the Riverfall Continent. I don’t know about the other guy though… but I might have heard his name."

I followed her gaze, scanning the arena.

One figure immediately stood out—Kang Shi of the Fighting Clan. He stood tall, his aura flaring with barely restrained aggression, as if eager for battle.

Gu Jie nudged me and gestured toward another contender. "That’s Lu Gao of the Road Clan," she said, lowering her voice as if the name itself carried weight. "See the emblem on his sleeve? The endless road symbol. His clan believes in expansion and ambition above all else."

I’d heard that before.

This ‘Lu Gao’ was that famous, then?

Gu Jie seemed impressed, so I let her have her moment.

Lu Gao stood with his arms crossed, completely unbothered, as if Liang Na’s pressure was nothing more than a passing breeze. His posture, his expression, everything about him radiated unshakable confidence—the kind of man who never considered losing an option.

Before I could examine the others, one of the ten contenders suddenly wobbled, his breath hitching—then collapsed. It was the cultivator Gu Jie identified as a member of the Seven Grand Clans.

“That’s one down,” Gu Jie sighed. "That’s Xun De of the Seeker Clan. See the single character for Seek stitched onto his robe?"

I nodded.

"His clan prides itself on unearthing ancient knowledge and lost techniques," she continued. "But I suppose his will wasn’t strong enough to stand with the rest."

Liang Na, unfazed by the loss, raised her voice once more.

"I will increase the pressure again!"

A fresh wave of Killing Intent surged forth.

The atmosphere grew heavier, oppressive. Yet—no one else fell. The nine remaining cultivators held firm, their postures resolute.

The crowd murmured in admiration.

Gu Jie, still unfazed, continued her commentary, pointing out three specific contestants. "See them? The ones with the cloud symbol, the sword character, and the isolation character?"

I nodded.

"They must be representatives from the Three Great Sects—the Cloud Mist Sect, the Sword Canopy Sect, and the Isolation Path Sect."

That made sense. Their presence alone spoke volumes about their sects’ standing.

Then, without warning, Liang Na spread her hands open.

Above her, nine faint orbs of energy flickered into existence, hovering in a perfect formation.

Then, in an instant, they shot forward—each one targeting a different contestant.

The reaction was immediate.

The contenders moved—some dodging, others bracing for impact—but one, in particular, caught my attention.

Kang Shi.

The moment the orb struck him, it twisted and coiled—morphing into a spectral snake that latched onto his shoulder.

His body locked up. His limbs stiffened.

Then—he collapsed, his expression frozen in shock.

Gu Jie let out a sharp breath. "Did you see that?"

I did.

More clearly than I expected.

I turned to her. "What was that?"

Gu Jie frowned, deep in thought. "A martial spell, perhaps… or a Qi-manifested technique." Then, as if realizing she was being tested, she quickly added, "Qi manifestation is invisible to Martial-Tempering Realm cultivators like me. We’re used to circulating Qi internally, not externalizing it like this."

I raised an eyebrow.

She hesitated. "...Was that right? Did I get it right, Master?"

I simply stared at her.

Gu Jie fidgeted under my gaze, clearly eager to prove herself.

After a long moment, I gave a slight nod. "Good to know."

She exhaled, looking relieved.

Yeah. This had been really educational.

The cheering grew louder as more of the orbs zoomed in the air.

Gu Jie added, “It seems a formation had been set up around the arena and the bleachers so that the mortal audience could see what happened… That way, those with lacking cultivation could still enjoy the spectacle.”
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The goldfish stall was quiet today. An old man lounged behind the counter, idly munching on a skewer of candied hawthorn, utterly oblivious to the storm about to descend upon him. The sight of him enjoying his snack, completely unbothered, only fueled my resolve.

I had witnessed something amusing earlier, so I was in a fine mood. But that didn’t mean I would overlook the old man’s past transgressions. No, today was the day of my triumphant return.

After sending Gu Jie on an errand to buy tickets for tomorrow’s event, I headed straight to the stall.

I stopped in front of the goldfish tubs, arms crossed. Let’s see if you dare mock me again, old man.

“Do you remember me?” I asked, my voice carrying the weight of a challenge.

The old man tilted his head slightly, chewing on his tanghulu before giving me a lazy glance.

“Oh? Who do we have here?” His lips curled into a knowing smirk. “It’s the sucker!”

I twitched.

“I’ll show you who’s the sucker, old man.”

45 Minutes Later...

I hadn’t caught a single goldfish. Not one.

The old man, now fully reclined in his chair, let out a satisfied sigh as he finished the last of his tanghulu.

“Turns out,” he said, watching my struggle with amusement, “the sucker was you.”

I stared at my ruined paper scoop, torn apart by the water and my own desperation. My reflection in the tub looked like that of a man who had glimpsed true defeat.

“Ridiculous.”

The old man stretched lazily. “Perhaps the real suckers were the friends we made along the way.”

I gave him a blank stare. “Are you drunk?”

He simply chuckled, clearly enjoying himself. “Just mushrooms,” he added. “And candied skewers.”

I refused to concede. With unwavering determination, I slapped down another coin and picked up a fresh paper scoop.

Frustrating? Absolutely. But strangely enjoyable. In its own way, this was a rare moment of leisure—something I had never experienced as a child. It was a simple festival game, yet it carried an odd sense of fulfillment. I’d never played before, and the novelty alone made the loss worth it.

Besides, there was always next time.

The old man watched as I dipped the paper scoop into the water once more, my brows furrowed in concentration. The flimsy paper strained under the weight of the water as I carefully approached a sluggish goldfish near the edge. This time, for sure—

Rip.

The scoop tore apart like wet parchment.

“Damn it.”

The old man snorted. “Kid, why don’t you just buy a goldfish? They’re only thirty coppers. You look like a rich young master—surely you can afford it.”

I clicked my tongue, casting him a sideways glance. “It’s not about the prize. It’s about the journey.”

I made a sweeping gesture, as if imparting great wisdom. “The satisfaction of earning it with my own skill.”

In truth, I was talking nonsense. No way I’d admit that I was simply terrible at this game.

That, and it was good training. Even with my unnatural abilities, fine control required practice. And beyond that, it was fun. A piece of childhood I never had. If nothing else, I could afford to indulge in that, just for a little while longer.

The old man faked a cough, covering his mouth with his fist. “Heh. So, you’re just stubborn.”

I shot him a look. He met my gaze with a knowing smirk, as if he could see right through me. Honestly, this old man was too suspicious. If he weren’t the only one running a goldfish stall here—and if this weren’t the only arcade game I hadn’t conquered—I wouldn’t have bothered coming back.

I exhaled, forcing down my frustration. Steadying my breath, I dipped another paper scoop into the tub. This time, I ignored the bigger, faster goldfish and set my sights on the smallest, slowest one.

My scoop slid beneath its belly. Carefully, I lifted it, my breath hitching as the paper held. No way. No way. No way—

The goldfish wriggled, but I kept my grip steady. It remained on the scoop.

A second passed.

Then another.

And then—

“HAH~! HAHAHAHA~~!” I shot up from my seat, my victorious laughter booming across the empty stall. “SUCK IT, OLD MAN!”

The old man chuckled. “Took you long enough, sucker.”

The moment of victory lasted exactly two seconds.

Because in my excitement, I moved too suddenly—too recklessly.

RIP.

The paper scoop tore apart.

The goldfish, my hard-earned prize, flopped back into the water with a tiny splash.

I stared.

“No. No. NOOOO~! FISHY!”

The old man clutched his stomach and howled with laughter. “HA! KEKEKE~! KAKAKAKA~! A sucker to the end!”

I turned to glare at him, my jaw clenched. This damn old man. If I didn’t know better, I’d suspect he was some minor demon sent to test my patience.

Wordlessly, I slapped another set of coppers onto the counter and grabbed a fresh paper scoop. Alright. Focus. Breathe. One more time.

I calmed my heart like a fasting monk. No unnecessary movements. No sudden outbursts.

Slowly, I dipped the scoop into the water, eyes locked onto my target. I maneuvered beneath the smallest goldfish once more, lifting it with the delicate precision of a master alchemist refining a pill. The paper held. The goldfish wobbled, but I remained steady.

Three seconds passed. Then four. Good. No mistakes this time.

I gently transferred the fish into the old man’s waiting hands. He hummed in amusement but, for once, didn’t mock me. With practiced ease, he placed my hard-earned prize into a small glass bowl filled with water.

“There,” he said, pushing the bowl toward me. “A goldfish, won fair and square.”

I exhaled, finally allowing myself to relax. It was done. The demon had been slain.

“…Worth it.”

I peered into the small glass bowl, watching my goldfish swim in slow, lazy circles. Victory tasted all the sweeter after suffering repeated, humiliating defeats.

Now, there was just one problem.

“So… what do I feed it?”

The old man shrugged. “I don’t know.”

I blinked. “What?”

“How would I know?”

“…You own the stall.”

He scratched his chin, looking genuinely confused. “And?”

“What do you mean and? You literally sell goldfish! How do you not know what they eat?”

The old man considered my words for a moment, then nodded sagely.

“I don’t know.”

I stared at him.

This. This was the man I lost to.

“What kind of answer is that?” I demanded. “Shouldn’t this be basic knowledge for you?”

The old man clicked his tongue. “You’re askin’ the wrong questions, kid.”

I exhaled. “…Enlighten me, then.”

He jabbed a finger at the goldfish. “It’s a girl.”

I squinted at him. “The hell? You can tell me that but not what she eats?”

The old man crossed his arms, looking entirely too pleased with himself. “That’s right.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Fine. What can you tell me?”

“Just feed it meat so it grows strong. Pork, maybe?”

I nearly choked. “Pork?!”

“Yeah. Meat’s good for growth. You want a strong fish, don’t you?”

I looked at him. Then at the tiny, fragile creature swimming in my bowl.

“…Even I know how wrong that advice is.”

The old man shrugged. “Hey, don’t listen to me. I’m just a humble goldfish salesman.”

I desperately wanted to ask how he even got this job, but I had a feeling I wouldn’t like the answer.

“Maybe beef sounds better,” he mused, rubbing his chin. “I don’t know. I am craving beef.”

“Not helping, old man.”

I sighed and turned my attention back to the goldfish. She swam in slow, looping circles, her delicate fins fluttering like silk ribbons underwater. The golden-orange of her scales shimmered beneath the lantern light, accented by streaks of white along the tips of her tail. Her round, beady eyes carried the same innocence as a clueless baby animal.

How could something so small and simple look so damn happy?

I smiled to myself, then turned back to the old man. “Alright. Since you’re so wise, how about making yourself useful and helping me name her?”

The old man raised a bushy brow. “Really? You’re trusting me with that?”

“I don’t mind. I’m terrible at names.”

Without hesitation, the old man declared, “Ren Jingyi.”

“Whoa~ that was fast.”

“The character Ren for ‘person,’ and Jingyi for ‘respectable.’”

“A respectable person, huh?” I chuckled. “Imagine—a goldfish being more respectable than an actual person.”

I leaned closer, peering at the tiny creature in her bowl. “Do you like it, Ren Jingyi? Jingy’er? Little Goldie?”

She swam in another cheerful loop, her little fins flapping with delight.

I grinned, but after a moment, my excitement dimmed. As happy as she looked, the small glass bowl felt… lacking. If I was going to keep her, I needed to do it right.

“I should find a place that sells a bigger bowl,” I muttered. “Maybe add some sand… a few greens… something to make it more interesting for her. Hmmm… How does a tower sound?”

The old man gave me a sideways glance before smirking. “What’s this? Planning to build a palace for your little fish?”

“Of course,” I said, nodding seriously. “She’s Ren Jingyi, after all. A respectable fish deserves a respectable home.”
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The third day of the festival.

For me, barely my fourth day in this world.

Gu Jie walked beside me, cradling Ren Jingyi’s new home as if it were a sacred artifact. The fishbowl—a vessel large enough to fit a human head—was a fine purchase, complete with a wire attachment for carrying. If adjusted properly, I could even wear it like a bag.

I had spent good money on this.

Yet Gu Jie clutched it with both hands, her grip tight, knuckles white, as if she expected disaster at any moment. She had taken it upon herself as a trial. “Master, wait for me!”

Thus, our progress to the bleachers was slow.

I sighed. “Just let me carry—” I stopped. If I insisted, she would only become more obstinate. “You know what? Fine. From now on, she’s your responsibility.”

Gu Jie’s eyes widened. “Y-Yes, Master! I will not fail you!”

I still had little idea what she wanted from me, but she was no hindrance. If anything, having her around had proven useful.

We found seats among the crowd, waiting for the next matches to begin.

Today, the remaining eight contenders would fight for a place in the quarter-finals. Excitement buzzed through the air as people filled the stands, placing bets and arguing over favorites.

While the rest of the audience busied themselves with speculation, I had time to kill.

Reaching into my Item Box, I retrieved a book.

Gu Jie had brought me a stack just this morning, with promises of more to come in the next two days. I had not asked where she was getting them, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

This particular book chronicled the history of Yellow Dragon City.

Apparently, this place used to be a wasteland.

I skimmed through passages detailing its past. Among all the continents under the Empire’s rule, Riverfall had been the poorest. It explained why the Yellow Dragon Festival was treated like the grandest event of the year—entertainment was scarce, and the people had little else to look forward to. 

There was little mention of the other continents. The author, it seemed, had been a migrant from Deepmoor, another Imperial territory.

It was only my second book, but so far, it was worth the read.

Beside me, Gu Jie sat rigid, securing the fishbowl on her lap. Ren Jingyi swam in lazy circles, oblivious to the tension in the air.

After a moment, Gu Jie turned to me, looking somewhat troubled. “Apologies, Master. I was unable to obtain tickets for all four matches.”

I glanced at her and shrugged. “That’s understandable.”

Tickets for watching the eight contenders’ matches had been sold separately. In total, there would be four bouts today, but Gu Jie had only managed to secure tickets for two. Considering how fierce the competition for seats had been, that was already an achievement.

“So, who’s competing?” I asked, flipping a page in my book, only half paying attention.

Gu Jie straightened, eager to report. “An Isolation Path disciple and Young Master Feng Yi of the Wind Clan.”

I hummed in thought.

“Not much is known about the Isolation Path disciple,” she continued. “The betting houses seem divided on the odds, so it may be a close match.”

"Place your bets! Place your bets! Feed the ballot while you still can!"

A booming voice echoed through the arena as attendants wove through the bleachers, distributing slips of paper. I caught one as it was handed my way. Betting, huh? That could be interesting.

All around me, spectators eagerly scrawled names onto their ballots, slipping in coins before folding them shut. Each slip bore a trace of qi before being collected—some kind of tamper-proofing, no doubt. The system seemed far more sophisticated than the crude bookie operations of my past life.

Below, the fighters had already taken their places.

"Welcome, honored guests, to the first bout of the quarterfinals!" The Enforcer serving as referee raised his arms, rousing the crowd. "On my left, Young Master Feng Yi of the Wind Clan! Renowned for their unparalleled wind arts and swordsmanship!"

Feng Yi smirked, brandishing his blade with practiced ease. His movements were fluid, his sword flashing in the sunlight as he executed an elegant flourish. The crowd roared its approval.

"And on my right—Fan Shi of the Isolation Path Sect!" The Enforcer gestured to the opposite side. "Famed for their self-mastery and enigmatic techniques!"

Fan Shi stood motionless. No flair, no theatrics—just silence. Clad in dark, unadorned robes, she seemed to blend into the shadows, her presence so muted it was almost unsettling.

I scrawled a name onto my ballot, slipped in a few gold pieces, and folded the paper shut before passing it to an attendant.

With a practiced touch, he infused it with a faint trace of qi before moving on.

"Final call! The betting period is closing!" Another attendant called out.

I watched as my slip was dropped into the box labeled Feng Yi.

Why Feng Yi? Simple. I liked betting on the underdog. It wasn’t about winning—it was about enjoying the game. And though I had a strong feeling Fan Shi was the stronger of the two, I stuck with my choice. If I was in it to win, I would have placed my bet on Fan Shi of course.

“The betting is now closed!”

The way they ran gambling here intrigued me.

"Hey, Jie," I said, turning to Gu Jie, who was still cradling Ren Jingyi’s fishbowl with careful reverence.

"Yes, Master?" she replied, momentarily shifting her attention from the goldfish.

"This is my first time betting. How do they verify the winners?"

Gu Jie straightened, taking the question seriously. "The attendants inscribe your wager onto the slip. Then, the qi they use to mark it stores identifying details—your eyes, hair, height, even the color of your skin. It records finer distinctions too—freckles, scars, birthmarks. When you claim your winnings, they compare the stored qi imprint to your actual appearance. If they match, you receive your payout. Simple and foolproof."

Huh. So qi could store and transmit information at such a refined level.

I had always known qi could be used for combat, healing, and body reinforcement, but this… this was different. The implications intrigued me. If qi could serve as a medium for encoding details, could it be harnessed to record even more complex information? Messages? Techniques? Memories?

The thought was tempting. I almost wanted to experiment with my own mana to see if it possessed similar properties, but now was neither the time nor the place.

For now, I had a match to watch… and a bet I was probably about to lose.

Fan Shi stood at one end of the arena, a vision of chilling beauty. The kind of jade-like elegance that poets immortalized in verse—skin pale as untouched snow, sharp and unreadable features, dark eyes carrying an abyssal stillness.

Yet beneath that serene exterior, she coiled, like a viper lying in wait.

Chains slithered from her sleeves, dark and polished, winding like living serpents, their movements betraying a silent hunger. Even from my seat, I could feel it—the promise of violence. A suffocating pressure that prickled against my skin, whispering danger.

"Interesting…"

Across from her, Feng Yi crouched low, his stance steady, his movements practiced. His white and blue robes fluttered as the wind stirred in response, forming invisible currents around him, as if awaiting his command. He wielded his sword in a reverse grip, the blade gleaming under the sunlight. Confidence, not arrogance, settled in his gaze.

“Seriously? Reversed grip?”

The moment stretched, taut with anticipation.

Then, in a display of martial decorum, Fan Shi cupped her hand and performed a martial artist’s bow—measured, deliberate, unreadable.

Seeing this, Feng Yi returned the gesture, raising his free hand in respect before sinking back into his stance.

The Enforcer overseeing the match stepped forward, his voice carrying across the arena.

“Out of bounds results in defeat! Surrender is permitted! Victory is determined by first blood, incapacitation for three breaths, or rendering one’s opponent unable to continue!” His sharp gaze flickered between the two. “Contenders! Are you ready?!”

Fan Shi flicked her wrists. Her chains slithered up her arms, coiling around them like armored gauntlets. The sound—clink, clink, clink—rang ominously through the arena.

Across from her, Feng Yi shifted, his stance lowering, his grip adjusting. No more flourishes. No more display. Only focus.

The Enforcer raised his hand.

“FIGHT!”

Ah, hell… I was definitely losing this bet.

A memory resurfaced, striking me like a belated realization.

I knew I had seen her before.

Fan Shi—Isolation Path disciple. The same one from the first day of the festival. The one I had nearly locked eyes with.

Back then, I had the distinct sense that she had noticed something about me… but ultimately chose to ignore it. As if dismissing me as just another wandering cultivator, another face in the crowd.

And now, here she was.

“Oh man, and here I was hoping there would be more excitement.”

This fight might be more one-sided than I imagined.

Too late now. Well… it had been fun while it lasted.

The moment Feng Yi flickered forward—his form dissolving into a rushing gale, blade slicing through the air—I knew he had lost.

Because my high Perception stat showed me the truth.

His sword cleaved nothing. Just an afterimage.

Fan Shi had already moved.

She reappeared behind him, her chains slithering like living things. Feng Yi barely had time to register the shift before—

BANG!

A vicious upward kick struck his abdomen, lifting him off his feet like a ragdoll caught in a storm.

Fan Shi followed, ascending with effortless grace, her motion fluid as flowing ink. In midair, she maneuvered behind him, her speed unnatural—impossible for the average eye to track. 

The formations in the arena helped lesser cultivators and mortals to see everything, though.

“Why am I feeling a sense of Déjà vu?”

Something about this technique…

It felt familiar.

Where had I seen this before?

…No. Probably just my imagination.

Fan Shi twisted, her chains snapping forward, wrapping around Feng Yi’s limbs. They coiled, constricting like steel serpents, binding him completely.

He had no chance to counter.

Then, with a sharp spin—

She pile-drove him into the earth.

A tense silence followed.

Dust settled, revealing the aftermath.

Feng Yi lay embedded in the stone, limbs twisted at unnatural angles—unmoving. Either unconscious… or worse.

Fan Shi stood above him, untouched. Her expression remained unreadable as her chains slithered back into her sleeves, vanishing as if they had never moved at all.

The Enforcer wasted no time.

"FAN SHI OF THE ISOLATION PATH SECT IS VICTORIOUS!"

With equal urgency, he gestured for medics—or whatever the xianxia equivalent of them was.

Robed figures rushed onto the field, moving with practiced efficiency. They had the air of people who had seen far worse injuries than this. One knelt, pressing a hand to Feng Yi’s chest, qi flaring in a diagnostic technique. Another retrieved a small jade bottle—likely a potent healing elixir.

The crowd erupted.

Cheers, roars of triumph. The joyous cries of those who had won their bets, mixed with the groans of those whose money had just vanished into the ether. But even the losing crowd wasn’t disheartened—the sheer spectacle of the battle had swept them up. Excited murmurs filled the stands. Discussions of Fan Shi’s eerie movements. The sheer brutality of that final strike.

I exhaled, rubbing my temples.

“Welp.”

There went my money.

Losing sucked.

Not because I had any real attachment to Feng Yi, but because he could’ve at least put on a show.

If he had given up the initiative—just for a breath—if he had taken the time to study Fan Shi instead of rushing in… maybe, just maybe, he could’ve lasted longer.

But no. He went in blind, and she shut him down before he even got the chance to fight back.

I frowned, watching the medics work.

The gap between them wasn’t supposed to be that wide. I thought the match would last at least a few more exchanges—a proper clash, a bit of back-and-forth. Instead, it was over before the excitement even peaked.

Something wasn’t right.

I replayed the fight in my mind. The way she moved, the way her chains struck exactly where they needed to.

She never hesitated. Never probed. Never tested her opponent. 

It was as if she already knew Feng Yi’s entire arsenal before the match even began. 

I turned to Gu Jie. “You said not much was known about her, right?”

Gu Jie nodded. “That’s correct, Master. Fan Shi’s record is sparse. The Isolation Path cultivators rarely interact with others, and she only had one public fight before this one.”

That was weird. Too weird.

An unknown disciple, barely seen in combat, stepping onto the field and dismantling a known contender in mere breaths? Either she was a once-in-a-generation talent…

…Or she knew exactly how this battle would play out before it even started.

I looked back at the arena.

Fan Shi was already gone.

At some point, she had turned and left, vanishing into the inner tunnels of the coliseum like a shadow melting into the dark.

My gaze lingered on the spot she had last stood.

Something told me I’d be seeing her again.

And next time?

I wish she’d be the underdog.

Fan Shi had completely dominated that fight, but that only made me curious.

She’d fought from a position of strength, shutting down her opponent before he even had the chance to make a move. But what if the tables were turned? What if she was the underdog?

Could she claw her way back? Could she adapt when forced onto the backfoot?

I kind of wanted to see that.

A battle where she had to struggle, had to fight rather than simply execute.

“I think… I’m starting to see the real appeal of betting… The second-hand excitement is addicting...”
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We stepped beyond the archway, leaving the arena behind. The energy of the crowd still lingered—cheers, laughter, and the occasional groan from those who had wagered their entire purse on the wrong contender.

Gu Jie held the fishbowl close, her arms wrapped around it as if cradling a sacred relic. Inside, Ren Jingyi swam lazily, unbothered by the festival’s commotion.

"Master, shouldn’t we collect your winnings?" Gu Jie asked, quickening her pace to match mine.

I sighed. "Apparently, I am not a very good gambler."

She tilted her head. "Eh? You lost?"

There was something amusing about her reaction, as if she had truly expected me to win. Did she think I was some all-knowing sage? Dangerous. But if she wished to believe it, that wasn’t my fault. As a paladin, deception was unbecoming—but only if one was caught.

"I had a feeling Feng Yi would lose," I admitted. "Betting on the underdog felt like the right thing to do."

Gu Jie narrowed her eyes. "Master… do you know you have a strange sense of humor?"

I ignored her and changed the subject. "The Isolation Path Sect—what do you know of them?"

She hesitated. "They’re called the Orthodox Unorthodoxy. Unlike other righteous sects, their methods are... unconventional."

"Unconventional?"

She nodded. "They wield strange weapons—chains, wheel blades, implements few would call orthodox. Their sect specializes in hunting demons and those who cultivate demonic arts."

"Demon Hunters, then." That explained the chains.

"But that’s not all," she added. "Rumor has it they developed a technique that allows them to transpose demonic arts into non-demonic techniques."

That caught my attention. "Refining demonic techniques?"

"Yes. They purify them, reworking the foundations to suit righteous cultivators. But it is only a rumor."

"Hmm… intriguing." I fell into thought.

"Master?"

"Do they possess any sensory techniques? And if so, how refined?"

Gu Jie frowned. "None that I know of. Why?"

"I see…" I crossed my arms. "Fan Shi was able to glimpse a fraction of my strength, you know?"

Gu Jie blinked. "…What?"

"During the welcoming ceremony," I explained, "she nearly singled me out amid the masses of lesser cultivators and mortals." I studied her expression. "Curious, isn’t it?"

Her fingers curled tighter around the fishbowl, as if Ren Jingyi might offer some divine revelation.

"Master…" she said carefully, "just who are you?"

I smirked. "A good question."

A question that I often found myself asking when no one was looking.

The festival streets were alive—hawkers shouting over one another, street performers weaving through the crowds, the scent of sizzling meats and roasted nuts thick in the air. My stomach betrayed me with a low growl.

"Master, should we stop for a meal?" Gu Jie asked.

"Yes," I admitted. "Let’s find an eatery."

It didn’t take long. A modest establishment stood ahead, its open-air dining space covered by a tiled roof. Cultivators and festival-goers filled the tables, the air fragrant with broth and spice. My stomach growled again in approval.

I knew it was psychological at this point, but xianxia spices just hit differently.

We chose a table near the edge, where we had a clear view of the bustling street. Gu Jie carefully placed Ren Jingyi’s fishbowl on the table, ensuring it wouldn’t tip over. Inside, the little goldfish swam in slow circles, utterly indifferent to the chaos around her.

A waiter approached, ready to take our orders.

Before anything else, I asked, "Do you have anything a goldfish might eat?"

The waiter blinked, clearly caught off guard. "A goldfish, sir?"

I gestured toward the fishbowl. "Yes, something for her."

"Uh… we have lettuce?"

That seemed safe enough. "That will do. And for us, I’ll have a bowl of beef noodle soup. Jie?"

"I’ll have the same," she said.

The waiter nodded and hurried off.

I leaned back slightly. "When is the next match?"

Gu Jie sat a little straighter. "Later this afternoon."

"And the contenders?"

"Young Master Lu Gao of the Road Clan will face Young Mistress Bai Ai of the White Clan."

I raised a brow. Lu Gao. I had heard his name more than once already. I’m tired of hearing it.

The Road Clan was one of the Seven Grand Clans, their influence stretching across vast lands. Lu Gao was their famed young master—bold, overwhelming in battle, and the closest thing the Riverfall Continent have to a superstar.

Bai Ai, on the other hand, was an unfamiliar name.

"This should be interesting," I mused. “Or maybe, I am just repeating myself.”

Gu Jie nodded. "It will be… interesting. Uuuh… I think?"

Come on, Gu Jie, you could try a little harder. I could use the hype.

I tapped my fingers against the table. "Tell me about the White Clan."

She folded her hands neatly in her lap, tilting her head in thought. "They are exorcists," she finally said. "A rigid and traditional lineage. They do not look kindly upon the Isolation Path Sect."

I arched a brow. "Why?"

"They detest the idea of the Orthodox Unorthodoxy," she explained. "The White Clan believes in absolute purity—righteous and demonic, good and evil, with no room for ambiguity. Meanwhile, the Isolation Path Sect… blurs those lines. They take demonic techniques and refine them into something righteous, a concept the White Clan finds abhorrent."

That tracked. The White Clan seemed like the type to salt the earth just to ensure nothing impure remained.

"And Bai Ai?" I asked.

Gu Jie hesitated. "I know little of her… other than the fact she is called an ice-cold beauty."

I snorted. "Of course."

Just then, the waiter returned. A steaming bowl of beef noodle soup was placed before me, the rich aroma of the broth stirring my appetite. Another bowl was set before Gu Jie, and finally, a small plate of crisp lettuce was placed in front of Ren Jingyi’s fishbowl.

Gu Jie immediately reached over, tearing off small bits of lettuce and dropping them into the water. Ren Jingyi nibbled at them, her tiny body giving a pleased little wiggle. A faint softness crossed Gu Jie’s expression as she watched.

Meanwhile, I picked up my chopsticks, stirred my soup, and took a slow sip of the broth. The warmth spread through me—deep, savory, with just the right hint of spice. It was the kind of meal that reminded a man that simple food, made with care, could be its own kind of luxury.

For a while, we ate in quiet contentment, the clamor of the festival fading into the background.

It was a bad habit to speak while eating, but watching Gu Jie, I found it difficult to hold my tongue.

I frowned.

She looked thinner than yesterday. To ordinary eyes, there was no difference—but my perception told me otherwise. The slight hollowness in her cheeks, the almost imperceptible sluggishness in her movements, the forced ease with which she carried herself. It was subtle. Too subtle for most to notice.

I set down my chopsticks. This wasn’t normal.

"How is your cultivation?" I asked.

"Terrible."

Blunt. Honest. Concerning.

I leaned back, narrowing my eyes. "You’re hiding something."

Gu Jie stiffened. A moment later, she lowered her head. "Forgive me, Master. I did not mean to deceive you."

"Then don’t." My voice came out sharper than I intended. I gestured at her. "Explain this. You look worse than yesterday. How is that even possible?"

A flicker of hesitation crossed her face before she sighed, as if resigning herself to the inevitable. "The cultivation technique I practice—Delayed Destiny of the Demonic Path—comes at a price. It allows me to suppress my Sixth Sense Misfortune bloodline ability, preventing the worst of the calamities that would have already taken my life."

I did not like where this was going.

"And the cost?"

She gripped her chopsticks a little tighter. "The technique preserves my fate by sacrificing my body. The longer I delay my misfortune, the more my health declines. Originally, it allowed me to misdirect disaster onto my foes by expending qi, but…" She hesitated. "Ever since I fell to the First Realm, I can no longer use it properly. Without sufficient qi, I now pay the price with my life force instead."

I exhaled slowly, rubbing my temple. "So what you’re telling me is… even if I heal you, you’ll just end up back in this miserable state?"

"Yes."

Damn.

So that was it.

That was why she clung to me.

Not just out of gratitude. Not just for protection. She wasn’t merely following me—she was waiting for me to notice.

And that angered me.

Not because she sought my help, but because she never asked. She chose to endure, playing this silent game, hoping I would eventually see through it. What if I hadn’t? What if I had simply ignored it?

I tapped my fingers against the table, forcing down my frustration.

Healing her wasn’t the problem—healing was easy. But what came after? If her cultivation method continued to devour her, she would inevitably return to this state. Fixing her wasn’t just a matter of mending wounds. I needed to break the cycle.

But how?

I picked up my chopsticks again, staring into the broth as if it held the answer.

I’ll have to think on this.

For now…

I sighed. "You should have told me sooner, Jie."

She flinched. "I—"

I raised a hand, cutting her off. "We’ll figure something out. But first, eat. You need it more than I do."

She blinked, startled. For a brief moment, I saw something flicker across her expression—something close to relief. Then, slowly, she picked up her chopsticks.

I sighed again.

This woman is a handful.
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A walk after lunch.

The further we went, the quieter the city became. While the festival’s main streets still bustled with energy, this forested part of Yellow Dragon City had a more subdued air. Guards patrolled the paths, their armor gleaming in the afternoon sun. Families picnicked beneath the trees, enjoying the festival in their own way. Vendors had set up along the road, selling roasted snacks, carved talismans, and fragrant teas brewed from local herbs.

Gu Jie walked beside me, carrying the fishbowl as if it were a rare treasure. Within, Ren Jingyi swam in slow, lazy circles—either appreciating the scenery or entirely indifferent to it.

I glanced around and let out a low whistle. “Quite the celebration.”

Eventually, we arrived at a secluded waterfall. Water cascaded over smooth stone, pooling into a shallow basin before flowing downstream. The air was crisp, carrying the scent of damp earth and moss. A peaceful retreat—exactly what I needed.

I settled onto a broad, flat rock. Gu Jie, however, remained standing, watching me carefully.

“Master, is something amiss?” she finally asked. “Why have we come here?”

I rested my elbows on my knees and exhaled. “We need to talk.”

Gu Jie nodded. “I understand.”

I studied her for a moment before getting to the point. “Tell me about the cultivation methods your old master taught you.”

She hesitated for only a heartbeat. “There were two. Aside from Delayed Destiny of the Demonic Path, he also passed down the Demonic Worshipping Mantra.”

I frowned. “And what does that do?”

“It forces the disciple to revere the one who bestowed the technique upon them. And then… If the disciple practicing the technique is… consumed—”

I blinked. “Wait. Consumed?”

Gu Jie’s expression remained placid. “Yes. If the disciple is devoured, the effect multiplies tenfold. If they are refined into a pill, it multiplies twentyfold.”

I stared at her. Then I leaned back on my hands. “That escalated quickly.”

She continued, unperturbed. “Once one begins cultivating it, they cannot stop. If they do, they will suffer hallucinations.”

I inhaled sharply. A technique like that wasn’t merely a method of control—it was a trap. A leash that turned the disciple into a resource. The longer they cultivated, the more valuable they became. And when their master deemed it time, they would be harvested—worth more as an elixir than as a person.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Gu Jie.”

“Yes, Master?”

“Did you ever practice it?”

She met my gaze without a flicker of hesitation. “Not anymore. I am… luckier than most….”

I held her stare, searching for any sign of uncertainty. There was none.

I exhaled. “Good.”

If she had, she would have been shackled in more ways than one.

Gu Jie stepped to the water’s edge, gazing down at her reflection. The rippling surface distorted her image, but she paid it no mind.

“I ceased practicing the Demonic Worshipping Mantra the moment I escaped my former master’s grasp,” she said calmly.

I tilted my head. “Is he dead?”

“Yes. He self-destructed in battle against the righteous sects that hunted him.”

I nodded, relieved. At least there would be no old demon master lurking in the shadows, seeking vengeance. The last thing I needed was some lunatic trying to reclaim his wayward disciple—or worse, deciding I’d make a fine addition to the menu.

Gu Jie continued, “Since then, I have lived as a beggar and a bandit—until I met you, Master.”

Her voice was steady, but beneath that calm exterior lay years of hardship and struggle. I didn’t press. If she wished to share more, she would do so in her own time.

Instead, I asked, “Why do you wish to follow me?”

She turned, blinking as if the answer should have been obvious. “To repay you with my gratitude.”

Still not honest with herself. Fine. If she wanted to keep up the act, I wouldn’t call her out—yet.

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “Did you have any plans for dealing with your condition?”

Gu Jie’s cultivation technique, Delayed Destiny of the Demonic Path, was as fascinating as it was horrifying. It allowed her to redirect misfortune, but at the cost of her own vitality. There was no way someone cultivating such a method hadn’t considered an alternative.

She was silent for a moment before answering, “I intended to endure it until my death.”

I frowned. “And now?”

Gu Jie met my gaze.

“I have hope.”

For the first time since I met her, I saw something different in her expression. It wasn’t just obedience or quiet resignation. It was fragile but determined—like an ember refusing to be snuffed out.

I let out a slow breath. “Then let’s make sure you don’t waste it.”

Gu Jie stood by the water’s edge, her grip tightening on the fishbowl’s handle. The waterfall roared softly behind us, mist cooling the air. She stared at the rushing water as if gathering her thoughts.

“I heard rumors that the Isolation Path Sect would be coming to Yellow Dragon City,” she finally said. “So I traveled here. As a last resort, I had hoped they might accept me as a disciple, that they could refine my Delayed Destiny of the Demonic Path to a level I could properly wield.”

She let out a quiet, humorless laugh. “More likely, they would have killed me for being a demonic cultivator. Their reputation for exterminating demons is… absolute.”

I hummed in thought, picking up a smooth stone from the riverbank. With a flick of my wrist, I sent it skipping across the water—one, two, three, four times before it sank.

Then, without looking at her, I asked, “What do you truly want, Gu Jie?”

Silence stretched between us.

Then, with a deep bow, she said, “Please take me in as your disciple.”

I dusted off my hands and stood. “Let’s go to the Isolation Path Sect and have them refine your technique.”

Gu Jie’s breath hitched. “M-Master…”

Disciple? Nah… That was a rather flimsy solution…

What was I even supposed to teach her? How to troll others in PvP? How to complete the main quest in the shortest time possible without the need for any lore knowledge? Just what? Yeah, I thought so… It wasn’t like I could ordain her as a paladin here and there.

I glanced at Gu Jie. “Does it have to be the Isolation Path Sect? What about the City Governor? From how people speak of him, he seems to possess profound wisdom. Sounds like a chill dude too…”

Gu Jie blinked, as if I had just suggested we defy the heavens. “S-Surely, you jest, Master.”

I knew I was being naive. But after spending the past few days with Gu Jie, I had come to understand what kind of person she truly was.

She disliked greens but still forced herself to eat them. She enjoyed soup, savoring the warmth that spread through her stomach. She never complained about errands, believing that being useful was in both our best interests.

She had been a bandit, yet she was painfully naive.

If she ever attempted scheming, she’d likely think herself cunning—when in reality, she’d just be adorably foolish.

I sighed. I never thought I’d meet someone more naive than myself.

The only reason she had survived this long was her Sixth Sense Misfortune ability. Otherwise, at First Realm, First Star—the lowest of the low—she should have perished long ago.

I stretched my arms, rolled my shoulders, and turned toward her.

“Let’s go.”

Calling Gu Jie naive was like the pot calling the kettle black.

Still, I was far better off than her. At least I had a plan.

Persevering until death? That wasn’t a plan—it was surrender.

Sure, she could gamble on the Isolation Path Sect taking her in, but that was just blind hope. A proper plan required more than deciding and waiting for a result—it required forethought, strategy.

And not to boast about my maxed-out Paladin intelligence, but surely, I could come up with something better.

So, naturally, we went back to the goldfish stall.

The same one where I had fished out Ren Jingyi.

The old man running the stall looked up from his seat, squinting at me. His wrinkled face bore the weight of countless regretful business decisions. I leaned on the counter, flashing him my most winning smile.

“Hey, old man,” I said, “can you introduce us to the City Governor? Or better yet, the Isolation Path Sect?”

Gu Jie stiffened, looking like a fish out of water.

The old man looked like he had just swallowed a fishbone.

“Please, do your customer a favor. Come on, old man.”

The goldfish stall owner flinched. “Wu-wu-wu-what?”

He was playing dumb. A classic move for someone of his caliber.

“Stop pretending, I knew for some time already,” I sighed, shaking my head with exaggerated disappointment. “Was it fun, old man? Toying with my heart, only to suddenly pretend you don’t know me after all the time we spent together?”

The old man gawked at me. “What nonsense is this brat spouting?!”

Ignoring Gu Jie’s bewildered stare, I leaned in, lowering my voice just enough to make him think I knew more than I actually did. “I get it. Mingling with common folk must be amusing. It keeps you grounded.”

The old man tensed—just for a fraction of a second. Then he scowled. “What in the forsaken, goddamned heavens are you talking about? You know what? You’re interfering with my business.”

And just like that, he started packing up.

Ah. Retreating.

I had to press harder.

“Come on, old man,” I said, stepping closer. “After rigging the game for so long, now that you’re about to be exposed, you’re running away?”

The old man stiffened. “Rigged? I am an honest businessman!”

“Oh yeah? Tell that to my eighty-seven losses. And the eighty-seven times you sabotaged me with qi.”

Gu Jie choked on air.

The old man froze.

I couldn’t see qi. But with my Perception, Wisdom, and Intelligence maxed out, I could brute-force my way into deducing its existence.

And this old man?

Definitely not some random villager running a goldfish stall.

No, this guy was a big shot.

And he could help us.

The old man regained his composure and huffed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

People were starting to gather. I could hear the whispers.

“What’s happening?”“That’s the weird goldfish guy, right?”
“Is he picking a fight with Old Man Jiang?”

Gu Jie tugged at my sleeve, her face flushing red. “Master, let’s go… This is… embarrassing.”

I ignored her. The old man had already taken the bait.

Realizing the growing audience, he doubled down—and oh, did he go on a mean streak.

“Ah, if anything, this was a skill issue!” he sneered, throwing his hands up dramatically. “You failed eighty-seven times? Are you an idiot? What are you going to do about it? Hit me? Pretend you’re a cultivator?”

I exhaled through my nose.

“Come on, come on, try me!” The old man slammed his palm on the stall. “I’ll put you in your place, you good-for-nothing! Come on! Hit me!”

The crowd gasped.

Gu Jie’s grip on my sleeve tightened.

I just stared at the old man.

He grinned triumphantly. “Hah! Don’t blame me if you can’t win a simple game! It’s your fault, kid! A skill issue! Eh? Eh? What now? Gonna hit me?”

…

Ugh.

This vindictive old man.
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Jiang Zhen rarely had the chance to slip away from the Sect and enjoy himself.

Most of the time, the Elders would throw a fit—or worse, threaten self-harm.

"Sect Master, if you leave now, I will set myself on fire!"
"Sect Master, if you disappear again, I shall starve myself to death!"
"Sect Master, we are still recovering from last time! What if another demonic beast appears?"

Jiang Zhen sighed.

It wasn’t his fault they were so dramatic.

This time, however, he had a decent excuse.

A Sacred Beast, the spirit fish known as Lake Marigold, had succumbed to demonic corruption. As the leader of the Isolation Path Sect, it was his duty to handle it.

Which, of course, he did.

Effortlessly.

With the matter swiftly resolved, Jiang Zhen saw an opportunity. Using a Shapeshifting Technique, he blended into a group of disciples and an Elder headed for Yellow Dragon City under the guise of diplomatic relations.

He knew better.

They were after some treasure at an auction.

Jiang Zhen, however, had no interest in some trivial bauble. The Elders could handle that mess themselves.

His interest lay elsewhere—

Selling goldfish.

More specifically, the offspring of Lake Marigold.

Each fish carried a trace of spirituality, and one in a thousand possessed the potential to awaken their spark. A harmless little experiment. Jiang Zhen wasn’t a monster; he didn’t force anything upon the fish. If fate deemed one worthy, so be it.

Of course, simply selling them wouldn’t be any fun.

So, naturally—

He disguised himself as an ordinary old man.

And thus, his goldfish arcade stall was born.

A little game of chance. A test of destiny.

Purely for research.

Definitely not because he found it amusing.

…

Maybe.

And then, the strange youth arrived.

Jiang Zhen had seen countless cultivators in his time.

But this one?

This one was odd.

At first glance, he almost mistook the young man for a true mortal. The boy’s stealth technique was exceptional—nearly on par with Jiang Zhen’s own.

Almost.

Unfortunately for the kid, Jiang Zhen wasn’t blind.

The boy’s frame was compact, refined—deceptively powerful. His muscles weren’t those of a mere laborer. There was intent behind their development, the kind honed through rigorous Body-Tempering techniques.

And that was the problem.

Stealth and Body-Tempering did not mix well. Their principles clashed. The Sword Canopy Sect had two renowned techniques—Iron Skin and Sword Body—both of which made their practitioners physically indomitable. But no matter how well one concealed their presence, a trained eye could always discern the signs.

The way he moved.The way his muscles reacted to the smallest shifts.
The natural stability in his stance.

Jiang Zhen sighed.

The folly of youth.

As a responsible Senior, Jiang Zhen decided to educate the foolish youth who thought he could mix stealth and body refinement.

Well.

"Educate" might be the wrong word.

It was more of a prank.

Each time the young man nearly caught a goldfish, Jiang Zhen flicked a thread of qi, subtly tearing the fragile paper net—freeing the fish at the last moment.

And yet—

The boy kept trying.

Again.

And again.

For two whole days.

Jiang Zhen stared at him in silent disbelief.

What kind of lunatic spends two days playing a rigged game?!

Feeling a twinge of guilt (but mostly curiosity), Jiang Zhen finally offered to sell him a fish outright.

“Thirty copper coins. Simple. Fair.”

The boy ignored him.

Utterly.

Jiang Zhen squinted at the strange young man, attempting to discern what, exactly, was wrong with him.

Why waste time here instead of cultivating?

Young people these days… could be so reckless.

Back in his day, fun was only permitted after one became an Immortal.

…

Or.

Maybe after becoming a Sect Master.

Jiang Zhen grudgingly admitted that there were body-tempering techniques compatible with stealth arts. The Isolation Path Sect had a few—methods that refined the body without turning one into a walking fortress.

But this kid’s Sect?

Didn’t have them.

The contrast was painfully obvious.

His stealth technique was exquisite—his presence melted into the surroundings like an assassin’s shadow. It was as if he didn’t possess qi at all. Had Jiang Zhen been anyone else, he might’ve mistaken him for a simple mortal.

But that body refinement…

It stuck out like a sore thumb.

For the briefest moment, Jiang Zhen considered taking him as a disciple—just to fix that contradiction.

A talent like this… if properly trained, he could be an invaluable asset to the Isolation Path Sect.

“A second disciple wouldn’t be so bad,” Jiang Zhen mused.

Imagine it—a diamond in the rough, polished under his guidance...

And then—

The young man returned to the stall.

Jiang Zhen felt a rare hint of excitement.

…

Until he saw the demonic cultivator beside him.

Jiang Zhen immediately sobered.

He was old, but not senile. His qi sensory was unmatched. The girl standing next to the youth carried the unmistakable taint of demonic cultivation—its stench clung to her soul.

Not the type that could be washed away with repentance.

Jiang Zhen’s first instinct was to warn the young man—advise him to tread carefully, to avoid unnecessary trouble—

But then—

The boy opened his mouth.

And exposed him.

Jiang Zhen froze.

A hundred thoughts raced through his mind.

How did this brat figure it out?!

No one—not a single soul—should’ve been able to recognize him!

For years, Jiang Zhen had perfected his disguise, his mortal facade honed to perfection. He was a master of deception, an expert at blending in.

And yet—

This boy had casually torn off his mask as if it were nothing!

This was bad.

Very bad.

He couldn’t let his Sect members find out about this.

Right now, they were in Yellow Dragon City—attending an auction... likely a martial tournament as well.

If word got out that their Sect Master was here—wasting time playing arcade games instead of handling Sect matters—

The Elders would riot.

He needed to retreat.

Jiang Zhen decided to go nuclear.

“Hah! Don’t blame me if you can’t win a simple arcade game!”

His voice rang out, deliberately loud.

“It’s definitely your fault, kid! A skill issue! Eh? Eh? What now? Gonna hit me?!”

Meanwhile—

Beneath his sleeve, qi surged into a hidden talisman.

Not just any talisman.

An Isolation Path Sect life-saving talisman—a technique derived from demonic arts, but refined into something far more specialized.

It was instantaneous. Unstoppable.

The moment it fully charged, it would teleport him directly back to the Sect.

A surefire escape.

He just needed a few more—

“Judgment Severance.”

The young man’s calm voice cut through the air.

Jiang Zhen’s breath hitched.

A golden cross-shaped rupture flashed between them—fleeting, yet absolute.

Then—

Shatter.

Jiang Zhen felt it before he saw it.

The talisman—

It broke.

Like glass.

Tiny, glittering fragments of golden dust slipped through his fingers.

The teleportation never triggered.

Impossible.

His mind reeled. That technique was foolproof! Even an Immortal-level cultivator shouldn't have been able to disrupt it so effortlessly!

He instinctively reached for his face—

And froze.

His disguise was gone.

The frail wrinkles, the carefully crafted appearance of an aging mortal—all erased. His once snow-white hair had regained streaks of black, making him look middle-aged rather than elderly.

Silence.

The bystanders stared.

Jiang Zhen could feel their awe.

Not because he was handsome—though yes, he was absolutely handsome—but because of what his transformation implied.

He had never been one of them.

For days, these people—fellow stall owners, city folk, simple mortals—had chatted with him, shared meals, played games, and treated him as their own.

And now?

They stepped back.

No one spoke.

No one dared to approach.

Jiang Zhen sighed, rubbing the back of his head.

"Sheesh… It was fun while it lasted."

Thankfully, no one recognized him as the Sect Master of the Isolation Path Sect. He rarely showed his face in public, after all. Even within his own Sect, only the Elders regularly saw him.

But still.

The distance between him and the people around him felt palpable.

No matter how well he blended in—

At the end of the day, he was not one of them.

A bitter taste lingered on his tongue.

Jiang Zhen exhaled.

"No point lingering."

His gaze shifted to the infuriating young man who had exposed him.

“Let’s talk somewhere else.”

Before the youth could respond, Jiang Zhen flickered—

—reappearing atop a distant rooftop in an instant.

And yet—

The moment his feet touched the tiles…

The young man was already beside him.

At the exact same time.

Jiang Zhen’s eyes narrowed.

He hadn’t felt a single fluctuation of qi.

Unsettling.

Stealth techniques were infamous for concealing a cultivator’s true strength. Jiang Zhen himself had long enjoyed this advantage—watching others struggle to fathom his depths.

But now?

He was the one left guessing.

Jiang Zhen sighed.

This kid…

Was no ordinary young man.

Jiang Zhen’s voice took on a new edge of curiosity.

“Your stealth technique is impressive… it’s as if you have no qi at all.”

The mysterious young man faked a cough.

“Ah, don’t think too much about it.”

Light. Casual. Offhanded.

But underneath it—

Flustered.

Embarrassed, even.

Jiang Zhen narrowed his eyes further.

Now that was interesting.

Jiang Zhen was a blunt man.

“What’s your realm?”

The young man tilted his head.

“Guess.”

“I don’t want to.”

The young man smirked.

“We should do introductions first, you know?”

Jiang Zhen almost felt offended.

“You don’t know me?”

“Wow, you are such a prick… introductions first, old man. It’s nice to put a name to a face.”

Jiang Zhen narrowed his eyes.

“You go first.”

The young man grinned.

“Da Wei.”

Jiang Zhen frowned.

“I don’t recognize your name.”

“I’d be surprised if you did.”

“A foreigner, then.”

Da Wei chuckled.

“Heh, don’t leave me hanging.”

Jiang Zhen crossed his arms.

“I should apologize for leaving you hanging, but I don’t want to. Because of you, I think my speech pattern changed in a weird direction.”

“Wow, you are so childish.”

Jiang Zhen sighed.

“Jiang Zhen. That’s my name.”

Da Wei furrowed his brows.

“Jangjen? Jamjin? Changcheng?”

Jiang Zhen’s eye twitched.

“It is Ji-ang Zh-en.”

“Got it, Changcheng.”

Jiang Zhen exhaled slowly through his nose. He was suppressing the urge to flick the brat off the rooftop.

“What do you want with the Isolation Path Sect?”

Da Wei rested a hand on his hip.

“It’s for my follower. She was forced into discipleship by a demonic cultivator—practically forced to learn a demonic technique that will kill her if she stops practicing it.”

Jiang Zhen’s gaze flickered toward the girl in question.

A few rooftops away, she stood rigid, shoulders stiff, breath harsh, hugging the fishbowl as if it were a lifeline. She must have strained herself keeping up—and yet, she had still managed to follow them.

Impressive.

His eyes returned to Da Wei.

“And you believe her?”

Da Wei didn’t hesitate.

“I heard the Isolation Path Sect has a method to transform demonic techniques into non-demonic ones. If the Isolation Path Sect is as righteous as they claim, they should be able to help her without discrimination, correct?”

Jiang Zhen let out a small chuckle.

“The Isolation Path Sect is very knowledgeable on demonic arts… but why would they help her? Why would I help her?”

“How about a trade?”

Jiang Zhen scoffed.

“As if you have anything I’d want—”

Da Wei reached into his sleeve.

And pulled out—

A single crimson feather.

It pulsed in his grasp, brimming with life force, radiating pure fire qi.

The warmth it emitted wasn’t just heat.

It was alive.

Jiang Zhen’s words caught in his throat.

His eyes widened. His breath stilled.

This was—

Da Wei tilted his head.

“I’ll ask again. How about a trade? A life for a life. Seems fitting, doesn’t it?”

Jiang Zhen swallowed, his mind racing.

“What is that?”

Da Wei smirked.

“Phoenix Feather.”
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Jiang Zhen studied me, his dark eyes deep and unreadable beneath the shadow of his brow. The disguise of a simple goldfish vendor was gone, but he still wore the same earth-toned robes of a common peddler. Yet his presence had changed entirely.

Before, he had seemed like just another old man in the marketplace—eccentric, perhaps, but ultimately unremarkable. Now, he stood like an immovable mountain, exuding an effortless authority honed by years of power.

The white in his hair had receded, streaks of black returning as if time itself bowed before him. A neatly trimmed beard framed his sharp jawline, lending him the air of a reclusive master—one who had long withdrawn from the world, only to resurface when the moment demanded it.

Unfortunately for him, I had ruined his grand reveal with a single skill.

He sighed, rubbing his temples. “So, let me be certain I understand. You wish for me to vouch for this girl—who cultivates a demonic technique—before the Isolation Path Sect. And in return, you offer me a Phoenix Feather.”

I inclined my head. “That is the arrangement.”

His gaze flickered to Gu Jie. She tensed beneath his scrutiny, clearly unused to such piercing attention—especially from someone who could end her with a mere thought.

Jiang Zhen hummed thoughtfully. “The Sect does possess methods to refine demonic techniques, but such knowledge is not given freely. Even among our own, only a select few may access it.”

“Which is why I require your assistance,” I said.

A ghost of a smirk touched his lips. “And if I refuse?”

I twirled the Phoenix Feather between my fingers. “Then I will be forced to pursue… other methods.”

His eyes narrowed. “Such as?”

I met his gaze without hesitation. “Letting her die and reviving her until we find a solution.”

Jiang Zhen blinked. “Is that even possible?” Then, for the first time since our conversation began, he let out a low chuckle. “Hah… you are serious.”

I shrugged. “It is not my preferred course of action, but I am not above it. Plan A is your recommendation. Plan B is extreme. Plan C… I cast Divine Word: Life on her every day and hope something changes.”

His laughter faded, his gaze now tinged with curiosity. “And you truly believe that will work?”

I did not answer immediately. Instead, I glanced at Gu Jie. She returned my gaze, her expression conflicted—hope warring with apprehension.

“…It must.”

Plan A was simple: secure the old man’s recommendation. If my reading of Jiang Zhen’s strength was accurate, he probably held influence. With an intermediary like him, our chances of convincing the Isolation Path Sect to aid Gu Jie would increase significantly.

Plan B… was far riskier. If the Sect refused or things turned hostile, Gu Jie would have to die—either by my hand or theirs. Then, I’d use the Phoenix Feather on her, hoping it would reset her physique or undo whatever damage had been done. If that failed, I had other means—resurrection techniques, rare artifacts, whatever it took. It would be costly, painful, and require her unwavering resolve, but as long as she was willing to endure death, I would not abandon her.

Kindness was a rare and costly thing, no matter the world.

It was an extreme measure, but sooner or later, it would work.

After all, I possessed a certain absurd item—one created by the game devs as a last resort for players who regretted their class choices. If you died a thousand times, it allowed you to reset your class. A cruel joke, meant to punish the desperate, but in this case? It might just be the key to salvation.

Plan C was the last resort. The one we would turn to if Gu Jie lost her will to continue, or if all else failed.

Plan C was despair incarnate.

It was painfully simple: cast Divine Word: Life on her every single day.

The problem?

I could only invoke Divine Word once per day. Using it on her meant I would forfeit it in any emergency. It would drain my strength, my resources, and, worst of all, it wasn’t even guaranteed to work.

Plan C was nothing more than a slow death disguised as hope. A desperate gamble that if she cultivated long enough, her condition would somehow improve. But the truth was cruel—her damaged body would forever shackle her potential. No matter how diligently she trained, she would never reach her past cultivation again.

Plan C was unacceptable.

Jiang Zhen narrowed his eyes, fingers idly stroking his beard as he studied the feather in my grasp. “Hmmm… how many of these do you possess?”

I clenched the Phoenix Feather between my fingers. “Even if I had more, do you think I would part with them so easily?”

Phoenix Feathers weren’t exactly the rarest of resurrection items at my level, but they were still valuable. In Lost Legends Online, a Phoenix Feather restored a player at thirty percent health, granted a temporary vitality buff, and infused their attacks with fire for a short time.

Convenient, yet ultimately impractical. A mere halfway measure.

Still, it didn’t mean the item was unpopular to players. After all, we had nearly driven the Phoenix to extinction once upon a time.

Most players preferred alternatives—Resurrection Elixirs, Immortal Fire, Ambrosia—each layered with superior healing effects and blessings.

Jiang Zhen’s lips curled into a knowing grin, like a cat toying with an oblivious mouse.

“How about this? Three times.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

“I will give you three chances to strike me. I won’t move. If you manage to impress me, then fine—I will arrange a meeting with the Isolation Path Sect for you.” His grin widened. “But if you lose? That Phoenix Feather will be mine.”

I stared at him, deadpan. Was this divine retribution? Karma? A cosmic joke at my expense?

Because I had pulled this exact same stunt yesterday with a certain arrogant young master.

I sighed. The old bastard was toying with me, squeezing out every last bit of profit from this deal. I could already see where this was going—if I failed, he’d extort another Phoenix Feather or some other treasure before finally making the introduction.

Classic old master nonsense.

Still, the fact that he was so confident meant one of two things: either he was unfathomably strong, or he was an absolute fool. And in a world like this, the latter was unlikely. In the cultivation world, power was everything—hierarchy, status, influence. The strong dictated the rules, and the weak obeyed.

Of course, there was always the slim chance that he was some eccentric recluse, cosplaying as a goldfish vendor for amusement… but my instincts told me otherwise.

I needed confirmation.

“Are you a local?” I asked, watching his reaction carefully.

Jiang Zhen tilted his head, eyes glinting with amusement. “Yes, I am.”

Good. That meant he wasn’t some wandering hermit with no stake in this city. His word would carry weight here. It would have been troublesome if he were just another rogue cultivator passing through.

I pressed further. “What’s your affiliation?”

Jiang Zhen chuckled. “I have nothing to hide,” he said smoothly. “But I won’t tell you… because I want to see you squirm.”

I clicked my tongue. “Of course you do.”

Fine. If he wouldn’t tell me, I’d find out another way.

I turned to Gu Jie. “Have you heard of Jiang Zhen?”

She blinked, confused, before shaking her head. “No, Master.”

At that, Jiang Zhen let out a slow, almost imperceptible sigh of relief.

…Why?

His name wasn’t widely known, but he let out such a reaction. Why? That was strange. If he was a major figure, someone like Gu Jie should have at least recognized his name. Yet the moment she denied knowing him, he visibly relaxed.

Suspicious.

But fine. I’d play along.“Let’s do it your way,” I said, rolling my shoulders. “But not here.”

Jiang Zhen smirked. “Of course. I’m not an idiot.”

Debatable.

I turned to Gu Jie. “No need to follow. Go enjoy the festival.”

She bowed. “Yes, Master.”

Jiang Zhen tilted his chin in a lazy gesture. “Keep up.”

And then he vanished.

I didn’t hesitate. Zealot’s Stride had cooled down, so I activated it again. A faint golden glow outlined my legs, and radiant footprints trailed behind me before fading into nothingness. I shot forward, matching Jiang Zhen’s blinding pace as we left the crowded streets of Yellow Dragon City behind.

The festival lights dimmed in the distance as we pushed past the outskirts, moving beyond civilization and into a wide, dirt-laden expanse between a mountain and a dense forest. The air here was crisp, untouched by city life, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth.

Jiang Zhen finally stopped. I halted a short distance away, planting my feet firmly on the ground.

The old man studied me, stroking his beard in contemplation. “Interesting movement technique,” he muttered. “I didn’t detect its usage the first time… Hmmm… subdued qi… It resembles a Buddhist technique.”

I huffed. “I’m neither a Buddhist nor a monk.”

That was mildly amusing. He was interpreting my mana as qi, wasn’t he?

I had no idea how this world actually defined qi. Maybe it was just an analog for mana—a different way of conceptualizing the same energy. Or maybe they were entirely distinct forces. Either way, it didn’t matter right now.

Still, something nagged at me. A small curiosity I wanted to confirm.

“What do you think my realm is?”

Jiang Zhen’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Your qi is murky and subdued, like a mortal’s,” he admitted. “So I can’t see into your cultivation level. But considering you kept up with me… we must be in the same realm.”

I noted his careful wording. He was cautious—didn’t commit to a direct answer.

But he did confirm something: qi and mana were fundamentally different. Whatever system he used to gauge cultivation levels wasn’t picking up on me properly.

That was good.

I rolled my shoulders, loosening up. “Just to set things straight,” I said, locking eyes with Jiang Zhen, “if you move even a little, that counts as my win. I can’t have you claiming that my performance wasn’t impressive enough after forcing you to react. That’d just be petty.”

Jiang Zhen chuckled. “I’m not so childish as to do something like that.”

I squinted at him. “I don’t know about that..”

He ignored me, stroking his beard. “Before we start, mind if I ask a question?”

I sighed. “What is it?”

His expression turned more serious. “When did you see through my stealth technique?”

I arched a brow. “Huh?”

“I take pride in my stealth arts,” he clarified. “So when exactly did you figure me out?”

I smirked. “Around the third time I lost your stupid arcade game.”

Jiang Zhen blinked. “...How?”

I shrugged. “Because I have eyes.”

Silence stretched between us.

Then I added, “And I never fail to get what I want by the third try.”

Jiang Zhen rubbed his temples. “You’re insufferable.”

I grinned. “Shall we begin?”
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What kind of skills would a Paladin lack?  Movement techniques. I had two or three that enhanced my speed, but none that could let me flicker through the battlefield like a sword cultivator or an assassin. And in this duel, sheer speed was a fool’s gambit—Jiang Zhen’s confidence suggested he could be faster.

He smirked. “What are you waiting for? The festival might end before you even make a move.”

I ignored his taunts. In Lost Legends Online, skills fell into three categories:


	Cooldown Restricted– Limited only by time before they could be used again.

	Resource Restricted– Dependent on mana, stamina, or other expendable energy.

	Both + Extra Conditions– Having both cooldowns and resource costs, plus additional limitations.



Ultimate Skills like Divine Word and Judgment Severance belonged to the third category—and their restrictions were absurd. They consumed a rare resource called Spell Slots, which were painfully difficult to replenish. I had only three, and once spent, it would take over a day to restore them. Worse still, Judgment Severance had an eight-hour cooldown.

If I had my way, I’d unleash Judgment Severance thrice and pummel this old man into the dirt. But the game devs had been sadistic enough to ensure that wasn’t an option. Any veteran knew the value of restraint; hoarding Ultimate Skills was second nature, like a dragon guarding its hoard.

Jiang Zhen yawned, stretching as if waiting for me was an unbearable chore. Arrogant bastard.

I exhaled, calming my mind. My Intelligence and Wisdom—both towering at Level 275—compressed my perception of time, letting me analyze my options with crystal clarity. Yet, rather than anxiety, I felt only curiosity.

This was an opportunity. A lesson.

With a flick of my wrist, I summoned Silver Steel from my Item Box.

Jiang Zhen had granted me the first strike. A foolish display of arrogance—or a calculated test? Either way, I would oblige him. If my attack proved fatal, I had more than enough means to drag him back from the brink.

Lost Legends Online offered dozens of resurrection items. While I didn’t have every kind, I carried more than enough to revive him three times over. The only uncertainty was cultivation—if he died, would he lose his realm? If my items failed, I could always resort to a resurrection skill. And if that, too, proved useless?

Then I’d simply chalk it up to fate and move on.

It was heartless, but… I have to be realistic.

Still, I wasn’t keen on comitting my first murder.

I shifted my stance, lowering my center of gravity as my grip tightened around Silver Steel. No sense in squandering this opportunity—I would unleash the strongest non-Ultimate skill combination at my disposal.

"Designate Holy Enemy."

A reversed crimson cross shimmered into existence above Jiang Zhen’s head, a mark of judgment. This debuff redefined him as impure—undead, fiend, or simply an enemy of the divine. The shift in his expression was immediate. Gone was the careless amusement; in its place, a quiet, assessing sharpness.

"Blessed Weapon."

Golden radiance enveloped Silver Steel, its edge gleaming like a sunbeam honed to a razor’s edge.

"Divine Might."

TriDivine was a passive ability with three manifestations:


	Divine Might– Strength surged.

	Divine Speed– Agility refined.

	Divine Fortitude– Endurance solidified.



For this battle, I chose Divine Might, pushing my Strength to rival my second-highest stat.

"Holy Wrath."

Wisps of gold and blue ascended like drifting feathers, their presence a quiet promise of destruction. Holy Wrath imbued my next strike with overwhelming force—twice so against a marked foe. My mana dipped slightly, a minor toll, but a reminder that I was layering blessings upon blessings.

Jiang Zhen’s gaze never wavered. His stance remained loose, yet I could sense it—an imperceptible shift in his posture, the gathering of something unseen.

He was taking me seriously.

Good.

"Zealot’s Stride."

Golden light erupted beneath my feet as I surged forward, my body infused with divine speed. Agility surged—every fiber of movement honed to its absolute limit. The world blurred, and in an instant, I was upon him.

Inside range.

I swung down with both hands, channeling everything into the most devastating single-strike technique in my arsenal—the one with the cruelest critical multiplier.

"DIVINE SMITE!"

For a moment, I thought space itself had ruptured. Or perhaps it was the clash of my skill against Jiang Zhen’s technique, distorting reality in some unfathomable way.

My blade cleaved through him—like cutting through an illusion.

The ground behind him wasn’t so lucky. The earth exploded, scorched and torn asunder, leaving behind a deep trench stretching several meters. Dust and embers swirled in the air, the lingering remnants of devastation.

I exhaled, resting Silver Steel on my shoulder with casual ease. “How’s that?”

Blood dripped from Jiang Zhen’s lips.

Yet the stubborn old goat refused to acknowledge the strike. “Had our terms included impressing me, I might have conceded. But alas, you never even made me move.”

His voice carried effortless charm, but I wasn’t convinced. He hadn’t taken a step back, that much was true… but his face was definitely a shade paler than before.

Wordlessly, I reached into my Item Box, pulled out an Extreme Health Potion, and offered it to him. “Drink.”

Jiang Zhen uncorked the vial, took a sniff, then gave me an amused glance. “Hoh~! Such arrogance!” From scent alone, he had already grasped its potency.

“Then don’t drink it.”

Before I could reclaim it, he tipped the bottle back and emptied it in one gulp.

He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, smirking. “As your senior, I must uphold my responsibilities. A gift should never be refused—it would be rude, after all.”

This foolish old man.

I downed an Extreme Mana Potion without hesitation.

Jiang Zhen looked like he wanted to complain but held his tongue—likely remembering that he had just guzzled an Extreme Health Potion himself.

I still had two Spell Slots left. I just used Divine Word on Gu Jie, but I imagined it should be fine to spend a bit more today.

Players hoarded Ultimate Skills for two reasons: versatility or sheer paranoia. Lost Legends Online had cultivated a brutal PvP culture, where resource conservation wasn’t just a habit—it was survival. No one wanted to be caught with their strongest techniques on cooldown at the wrong moment.

I took a few steps back, resting Silver Steel on my shoulder as I considered which Ultimate Skill to test.

Jiang Zhen was still marked as a Holy Enemy, and my weapon still carried the blessings of divinity from my Blessed Weapon spell. No need to waste those buffs.

I exhaled, then layered another amplifier. “Holy Wrath.”

Brilliant gold and blue feathers drifted upward, divine radiance coalescing around me.

I smirked. “I will show you my single-target strongest attack… You can still refuse.”

Jiang Zhen folded his arms. “BRING IT!”

I pointed my sword at him. “Hea—”

The sky darkened.

Thick storm clouds gathered with unnatural speed, their depths flickering with ominous golden lightning.

Jiang Zhen’s expression twitched.

“—ven—ly—”

A celestial glow enveloped my blade, suffused with boundless righteous fury.

Jiang Zhen stiffened.

“—Pu-nish—”

That was when he ran.

“YOU WIN, FUCKING SMURF!”

…Smurf?

What?

Had another player fallen into this world before me? That was such a gamer terminology…

I barely had time to process it before completing the incantation.

“—ment.”

~HEAVENLY PUNISHMENT~

A colossal sword of divine radiance manifested in the sky, descending like the wrath of a vengeful deity. It honed in on Jiang Zhen, crashing down in a pillar of blinding golden light. The heavens trembled. The air quaked. The earth shattered.

I strode toward the impact site. The ground was scorched black, the lingering embers of divine fire still crackling. A massive trench stretched before me, raw with celestial devastation.

My eyes scanned the wreckage.

No corpse.

No trace of Jiang Zhen.

No way he was disintegrated… right?

That… wasn’t something I was used to.

Back in Lost Legends Online, nothing simply vanished. Player characters, NPCs, even monster spawns—everything left a body. Whether to be looted, revived, or mocked in victory, corpses always remained.

Which meant…

“…Ah, shit.”

I frowned, cupping my hands. “Old man? Changcheng? Where are you? How am I supposed to resurrect you if there’s no corpse?”

A muffled groan answered me.

Jiang Zhen crawled out from the dirt, dragging himself up with a limp.

“It’s Jiang Zhen, damn it! Not Changcheng!” he spat, shaking off soil like an enraged mole.

I blinked. Huh. He actually survived.

If I had to guess, his karma value must not have been that bad.

Jiang Zhen wheezed, glaring at me like I’d just kicked his beloved pet. “Were you trying to kill me?! I never thought I’d have to use that stupid Earth-Burying Technique just to save myself!”

I tilted my head. “Well, you said BRING IT with so much emotion. Would’ve felt bad if I held back, you know?”

“FUCK YOU!”

I waved a hand lazily. “Aren’t you supposed to be a sage-like figure? A hidden master? You sure this is how a ‘powerful expert’ should act?”

Jiang Zhen gritted his teeth, still struggling to stand.

I smirked. “You know what? Let’s just void that attempt and do it again. Of course, that’d make it the third try—”

“MOTHERFUCKER, YOU REALLY ARE TRYING TO KILL ME!”

“Whoa, whoa, hold your horses!” I said, raising my hands in mock innocence. “Come on, let’s count it as the third attempt. Maybe you’ll succeed this time? After all, I did expend a lot of energy just now. Look at it as an opportunity! It’ll be fun!”

Jiang Zhen trembled with rage. “FUN? FUN?! WAS IT SO FUN BULLYING AN OLD MAN?!”

I chuckled. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You don’t look that old. Middle-aged at best.”

Jiang Zhen snapped.

“I’VE HAD ENOUGH OF THIS! I THOUGHT YOU WERE JUST SOME CHUMP!” His finger jabbed toward me, trembling with suppressed fury. “FINE! YOU’LL HAVE YOUR MEETING WITH THE ISOLATION PATH SECT AS REQUESTED!”

I sheathed my sword into the Item Box, satisfied.

“Well, why didn’t you say so sooner?”
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I crouched and ran my fingers through the scorched earth where my Heavenly Punishment had struck. The once-solid ground had turned to fine, dark ash, exuding a faint scent of cinder and metal. It reminded me of molten iron in a forge. I scooped up a handful, letting it slip between my fingers. The texture was… too refined, unnatural for mere dirt that had existed moments ago.

Jiang Zhen, ever the meddler, leaned in and took a pinch of the ash. Instead of merely inspecting it, he did the unthinkable—he smeared it on his tongue.

I pointed offhandedly. “If you wish to touch grass, there’s plenty over there.”

He ignored me, rubbing the ash between his fingers before tasting another pinch. His brows furrowed in thought. “Thunder Sand? Just by technique alone, you refined mundane dirt into a spiritual resource?” He exhaled in disbelief. “Just how deep is your cultivation, fellow Daoist?”

I grimaced. “Yuck… I’d rather you treat me as you used to, Changcheng.”

His eye twitched. “I told you, my name is—Never mind. At this point, I should be calling you senior. Perhaps even grand uncle.”

I crossed my arms. “I am not your grand uncle. And can you stop eating ash?”

He smacked his lips as if savoring fine wine. “Since you refuse to reveal your cultivation, I’ll just have to deduce it from this.” Then, to my growing horror, he took an entire mouthful of the ashen dirt and chewed.

I watched in stunned silence.

Jiang Zhen hummed, nodding to himself. “I taste Buddhist principles interwoven with exorcism methods. Interesting… very interesting.”

I wished I could taste principles. Perhaps if I had that talent in my past life, I could have devoured a few textbooks and spared myself years of tedious study. But no amount of musing would help me understand how this technique affected my combat style. Clearly, what worked in a game’s system didn’t necessarily translate into this chaotic world, where reality twisted according to will and enlightenment.

My gaze returned to Jiang Zhen, who was still chewing the ashen remains of my attack as if savoring a rare delicacy. I sighed. “So… how exactly did you evade my Heavenly Punishment?”

Jiang Zhen frowned at the name, his expression turning serious. “What kind of deluded fool names their technique Heavenly Punishment?”

I blinked. “Uh… me?” Correction: the game developers did.

Jiang Zhen clicked his tongue, ready to scold me further—then hesitated. His brows furrowed as he reconsidered. “Hmmm… actually, never mind. That was damn near a heavenly punishment.”

“Damn right, it was.” I gestured at the wasteland my attack had left behind. “Now stop dodging the question. How did you survive that? You didn’t just tank it, did you?”

Jiang Zhen let out a self-satisfied huff. “It was a beginner technique. Every disciple of the Isolation Path Sect learns it.”

That was a useful clue. So, he was from the Isolation Path Sect? Perhaps even an Elder?

I waited for the punchline. “…A beginner technique?”

“Yes.”

I rubbed my temples. “A beginner technique let you dodge my strongest single-target ultimate skill?”

He shrugged. “It’s versatile, easy to learn, and an exceptionally useful life-saving art.”

I stared at him harder.

He scratched his cheek, looking a little sheepish. “Though, to be fair, I’ve never quite used it the way I just did.”

“…What do you mean?”

Jiang Zhen cleared his throat. “Well, I… ah… traversed a few kilometers underground to avoid your attack.”

I nearly choked on my own breath. “You what?”

He gestured vaguely at the ground. “Once I realized I couldn’t evade your technique normally, I burrowed as deep as I could. Kept going until I was certain I was beyond its reach.”

I had no words.

Kilometers underground? Just to dodge an attack? That wasn’t evasion—that was geological migration!

In Lost Legends Online, no player could pull off something this absurd. Maybe a Geomancer could attempt something similar, but even then, they’d be shackled by mana costs, terrain resistance, and skill limitations.

But here?

This ridiculous burial technique was just a beginner skill.

I exhaled slowly, still struggling to wrap my head around the absurdity of it all. “Alright… so how is this technique normally used?”

Jiang Zhen smirked and held up a finger. “A question for a question.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine.”

He nodded, satisfied. “Can I take this Thunder Sand? Some disciples in my sect would find it useful.”

The darkened sand still crackled faintly with residual energy, my Heavenly Punishment having refined mundane dirt into something more. I wasn’t attached to it, and I certainly wasn’t going to eat it.

“Fine. Take it.”

Jiang Zhen grinned. Then, to my utter horror, he reached into his mouth and pulled out a storage ring.

I took a step back. “What the hell—”

He slipped the ring onto his finger with practiced ease. “What? You don’t store your valuables in your mouth?”

“No, because I’m not insane.”

Ignoring me, Jiang Zhen activated his ring. A flash of light—then a shovel appeared in his hands. But instead of using it like a normal person, he did something far more absurd.

He thrust the shovel into the ground—once, cleanly.

And just like that, a chunk of Thunder Sand vanished, as if the world itself had swallowed it whole.

Again. Thrust. Vanish. Thrust. Vanish.

The sand wasn’t piling up anywhere. It wasn’t being physically shoveled. It simply ceased to exist, likely transported straight into his storage ring.

I crossed my arms. “That’s not how shovels work.”

Jiang Zhen chuckled. “That’s not how reality works either, yet here we are.”

I exhaled. “So? How did you do it? Digging?”

Still scooping away, he explained, “The technique isn’t widely known, but it’s compulsory for disciples of the Isolation Path Sect. Simple to learn, difficult to master.”

Another section of Thunder Sand vanished into his ring.

“And what exactly does this beginner technique do?”

“For most, it allows them to burrow, hide underground, move beneath the surface, even entomb their foes.” He flicked me a glance. “I used it to escape downward. Quite the zigzag journey, given the varied density of the earth.”

That gave me pause. “Wait… you didn’t just phase through the ground?”

Jiang Zhen scoffed. “Of course not. I physically traveled downward. Had to navigate past obstacles, too. If anyone else attempted it, they’d likely be crushed between shifting rock, charred in a magma vein, have their qi thrown into disarray in a dragon vein, or suffer any number of unfortunate accidents.”

I frowned. “So you’re telling me this beginner skill requires advanced terrain awareness just to avoid dying?”

Jiang Zhen grinned. “Naturally. We are the Isolation Path Sect. Surviving what should be certain death is one of our core principles.”

That… sounded like a whole lot of not beginner-friendly to me.

To think Heavenly Punishment had such a loophole. If I put it in game terms, Jiang Zhen had basically exploited a bug. Another way to put it—he used gravity to increase his movement speed, phased through the floor, and dragged his hitbox as far away as possible, thus the sniper terrorist in the enemy camp was unable to get him.

“The sect’s founder was an undertaker,” Jiang Zhen continued, tossing another mouthful of Thunder Sand into his ring. “Took corpses, buried them. The original intent of this technique was for ceremonial funerals.”

I blinked. “So the grand life-saving art of your sect… was originally a grave-digging technique?”

“Exactly.” Jiang Zhen nodded. “A proper burial is an art, you know.”

That was far more information than I expected. Then again, maybe Jiang Zhen was just in a good mood after acquiring so much Thunder Sand.

Jiang Zhen made quick work of the scorched patch of dirt, shoveling away the Thunder Sand like he was born to dig. His movements were precise—almost mechanical—but I could tell he was still paying attention to me.

“What is your realm?” he asked.

I exhaled, resting my sword on my shoulder. “That’s… difficult to answer.”

Jiang Zhen raised an eyebrow. “Try me, Mr. Foreigner.”

Well, this was a golden opportunity. Reading books and asking around had only gotten me so far. Jiang Zhen was clearly a high-level cultivator—knowledgeable, experienced, and not stingy with his words. I might as well take advantage of this impromptu Q&A.

“From what I understand, cultivation has eleven realms, correct?”

Jiang Zhen nodded. “That’s the highest recorded in history, but yes.”

I continued, “Where I come from, the highest recorded level is 275.”

Jiang Zhen stopped digging. Turned to me. Stared.

“…Come again?”

“275.”

He scoffed. “You counted the stars, didn’t you? No need. Just tell me the major realms.”

That was a problem. Lost Legends Online technically had realm divisions, but they were vague and unreliable. Players never really cared about them since our Level Display made progression clear-cut.

I scratched my cheek. “I guess a good analogy would be… we only have minor realms. So the highest record from where I came from is Level 275.”

Jiang Zhen gave me a look that could only be described as What in the cosmic fuck?

“…Where are you even from?” he asked.

I waved a hand. “Horribly far away. I can’t even think of a way to go home.” Then, before he could fire another question, I smirked. “That aside, you asked two consecutive questions. My turn.”

Jiang Zhen huffed, clearly unsatisfied. “You didn’t even answer my question. What realm are you?”

I sighed. “Like I said, it’s complicated. Why don’t you educate me on these realms you keep talking about? You know, the ones I’m clearly and painfully unaware of.”

He crossed his arms, shovel resting against his shoulder. “Hmph… fine.” He eyed me like he was assessing just how clueless I truly was. “How much do you even know?”

I thought back to the scattered bits of information I’d picked up. “Until the Fourth Realm, give or take.”

Jiang Zhen nodded. “Then you’re in luck. I know up until the Sixth Realm.” He dusted off his robe, standing a little taller. “I, myself, am at the Fifth Realm—Soul Recognition.”

I blinked. That was… surprisingly open of him. I figured cultivators would be more secretive about their realms, or at least make me work for that kind of information.

Jiang Zhen continued, “It is achieved when one reaches enlightenment and catches a glimpse of the Dao.”

I nodded, digesting the information. “A glimpse of the Dao, huh…? Sounds deep.”

Jiang Zhen scoffed. “More than deep—it is the foundation of one’s future path. Without enlightenment, there is no true progression.”

Huh. That’s gonna be a problem…

I planned to take on cultivation, but I wasn’t exactly the brightest lad… Maybe I could brute-force it with stats? Nah, I’d probably cripple myself by accident.

Jiang Zhen kept digging, his movements precise and practiced. “And then comes the Sixth Realm—Essence Gathering.” His shovel struck the dirt, and another portion of Thunder Sand vanished into his storage ring. “The qi, elements, and power here in Riverfall Continent are thin. Most people are stuck at the Fifth Realm.”

I frowned. “That bad, huh?”

Jiang Zhen let out a tired sigh. “Bad is an understatement. I was hoping I could find a clue from you—maybe something that could help me advance without leaving the continent.” He shook his head. “Knowledge about cultivation beyond the Sixth Realm is scarce here. Because, frankly, Riverfall is a backwater.”

I hummed, pretending to think deeply. In reality, I was still trying to wrap my head around how my Level 275 Paladin self fit into their cultivation mold.

Spoiler alert: it didn’t.

Obviously, these realms had nothing to do with my old Lost Legends Online power system. If we had some kind of conversion chart, maybe I could’ve made a guess. But considering I didn’t, the best I could do was a vague, half-truth answer.

I shrugged. “I’m probably at the Sixth Realm.”

Jiang Zhen finally stopped digging, letting out a satisfied sigh as he dusted off his hands. “You might’ve just created a spiritual mineral vein.”

I blinked, then looked down. The sunken patch of earth he’d excavated pulsed with faint silver veins, slithering like living metal. They shimmered with power, reminding me of mana fissures from Lost Legends Online—except this wasn’t a game mechanic. This was real.

I turned back to Jiang Zhen. “You still owe me two questions.”

He shrugged. “Better save them for later. We should go. We’ve caused quite the commotion.”

From a distance, I saw cultivators streaking through the sky like shooting stars, flying atop their sword artifacts. Ah… right. That ridiculous light show of an ultimate skill. That definitely wasn’t subtle.

Before either of us could move, a familiar figure dropped from the sky, landing with a thunderclap.

Liang Na.

The Chief Enforcer of Yellow Dragon City stood tall in her black and gold robes, radiating authority. Her sharp eyes locked onto me, and she recited something that sounded suspiciously like this world’s version of Miranda rights.

“…And for destructive use of Qi-force, you are hereby placed under arrest.”

I blinked. “Wait, what?”

I turned to call for the old man—only to realize that Jiang Zhen had vanished.

…That damn old goat always had to get me with his petty mischief.
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I didn’t resist.

I mean, what else could I do? Punch my way out of an arrest? That sounded like a great way to make things worse. So, I just stood there as the glowing band around my wrists tightened, locking me in some spell-infused restraint.

I didn’t have much experience with the law—either in my past life or this one—but my gut told me that keeping my mouth shut was the smartest move.

Of course, I had to say something to avoid looking too guilty.

“I invoke my right to remain silent,” I said, then added, “And, of course… I want a lawyer.”

Liang Na’s frown deepened. With a flick of her hand, her flying sword lifted into the air. The next thing I knew, I was being dragged along like a sack of potatoes, my feet barely skimming the ground as she flew ahead.

Other enforcers flanked us, maintaining a tight formation as we soared toward Yellow Dragon City.

This was definitely not how I thought today would go.

A few minutes later, I found myself sitting in a well-furnished room—still bound, but drinking tea.

Across from me sat Ren Jin, the City Governor of Yellow Dragon City.

He looked younger than I expected for someone with such authority. Younger than when I’d seen him from the bleachers. He wasn’t some ancient cultivator with a long white beard, nor a middle-aged warrior hardened by countless battles. No, he was young—fairly young for a cultivator—but carried himself with the air of someone who had seen far more than his years should allow.

Dressed in dark imperial robes with golden embroidery, he radiated power. But it wasn’t the kind that came from brute strength alone. His gaze was sharp, calculating. Every move he made felt deliberate.

I sipped the tea, letting its earthy bitterness settle on my tongue, and took a moment to process my situation. Arrested, dragged through the sky… and now, a casual tea session with the City Governor?

I set my cup down and got straight to the point.

“So,” I said, “what crimes am I here for?”

Ren Jin smiled, raising two fingers. The glowing restraints around my wrists unraveled and vanished.

“Nothing,” he said simply.

I rolled my shoulders, enjoying the newfound freedom, then adjusted my seat. “Then how may I be of service to his Lordship?”

Ren Jin chuckled. “It should be me saying that to you, considering the benefit you’ve brought to my city.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Your fight with Sect Master Jiang Zhen created a spiritual mineral vein of Thunder Sand,” he explained, his tone amused. “That alone is a considerable gain for the city. Apologies for the… unceremonious way you were brought here. My Chief Enforcer can be overprotective of me, and you do come off as quite suspicious.”

I had a guess or two about why Chief Enforcer Liang Na was wary of me. After all, she was the first cultivator I’d met upon arriving in this world. But something else caught my attention.

I leaned forward slightly. “Sect Master Jiang Zhen?”

Ren Jin nodded. “It seems you were unaware.”

I frowned. “Sect Master of what exactly?”

“The Isolation Path Sect.”

…

Huh?

That damn old man really played me.

I exhaled through my nose, picking up my tea again to mask my irritation. So he was that important? And yet, he still owed me two questions and a meeting with his sect.

Unbelievable.

This was my second time sitting across from a high-ranking cultivator. Third, if I counted Liang Na. So far, none of them had reacted negatively to my presence. A good sign. I had been paranoid that my mana might be seen as some kind of heretical energy, but maybe that worry was misplaced.

Did they even sense it?

According to Lost Legends Online’s lore, mana didn’t exist inside a person like qi did. Instead, it represented how much a person could wield through sheer willpower and mental discipline. A theoretical energy, existing in a higher dimension, accessible only to those who attuned themselves to an ideal—a path, a belief, a class.

Or as most NPCs in LLO had called it, a Legacy.

If cultivators relied solely on internal energy, maybe they just couldn’t detect mana at all. That would explain why I hadn’t been caught and burned at the stake yet.

I set my cup down. No point in wasting time.

“Can I meet Jiang Zhen?”

Ren Jin tilted his head slightly. “You sound quite familiar with him.”

“We met at a goldfish stall.”

He actually blinked at that. Then, as if deciding it wasn’t worth questioning, he gave a small nod. “Unfortunately, the Sect Master has already left. However, he informed me of your arrangement through Qi-speech.”

Qi-speech.

According to Gu Jie, it was a communication method available only to cultivators at the Third Realm and above. It let them transmit their voice through qi alone, sending messages over vast distances.

I was a bit envious. I no longer had access to Voice Chat.

…Wait.

That was one game mechanic I hadn’t tested yet.

Maybe I should experiment with it sometime.

Ren Jin led the way through the manor, his steps measured, his robes flowing with practiced elegance. Unlike Jiang Zhen, who gave off the air of a grumpy old coot, Ren Jin carried himself with the composed dignity of someone who knew they were important—but wasn’t arrogant about it.

The hallways were lined with intricate wooden carvings, golden lanterns casting soft, warm light against the polished floors. I took in the sights with casual interest, but my mind lingered on what he had just revealed.

Sect Master Jiang Zhen.

That old man really played me. No wonder he dodged my questions and bailed the moment Liang Na showed up.

Still, he had promised me a meeting with the Isolation Path Sect. And it seemed he had followed through.

Now I just had to make sure he didn’t weasel out of answering my two remaining questions.

We arrived at a guest room.

Inside, two figures waited.

The first was a woman I recognized immediately—Fan Shi, the victor of this morning’s match. She carried the same cold, unreadable aura, her Isolation Path robes draped over her form like a shroud. Next to her stood an older gentleman, his expression calm, his sharp eyes studying me like a puzzle to be solved.

Ren Jin stopped at the entrance and gestured toward them. “I shall leave you here.”

I gave him a small nod, though inwardly, I felt a twinge of disappointment. I wouldn’t be able to watch Lu Gao’s fight. That guy was either going to put on a spectacular show… or a spectacular disaster.

Either way, I was going to miss it.

Turning my attention back to the room, I cupped my hands and bowed slightly, following the customs of this world. “Greetings, my name is Da Wei, an… acquaintance of the Isolation Path Sect Master.”

Fan Shi’s gaze sharpened. “Or so we’ve heard.”

Her tone wasn’t just cold—it had an edge to it, like a knife pressed lightly against my skin. I had no idea what I did to offend her, but she was scrutinizing me with the kind of suspicion usually reserved for street peddlers selling ‘genuine’ immortal pills.

I made a mental note to tread carefully around her.

The older gentleman beside her, however, gave a polite nod. “And I am an Elder of the Isolation Path Sect. My name is Lei Fen.” His voice was steady, composed, and entirely lacking the hostility Fan Shi carried. “The Sect Master has informed me of your arrangement with him.”

Huh. At least the old man had covered all his bases.

Considering Jiang Zhen had dipped the moment Liang Na arrived, I half-expected him to conveniently ‘forget’ about our deal. But if even an elder of the Isolation Path Sect was informed, then Jiang Zhen must have passed the message through Qi-Speech.

That was one very convenient ability.

I kept my expression neutral, but inwardly, I wondered just what kind of arrangement the old man had sold them.

The deal was simple—Jiang Zhen would mediate between the Isolation Path Sect and me so they’d help Gu Jie with her misfortune. But now that I was actually here, I had to make sure he hadn’t twisted the details to my disadvantage.

I straightened. “Elder Lei Fen, how do you wish to proceed?”

Lei Fen stroked his beard, smiling in that particular way old cultivators did when they were about to say something annoying.

“Just to clarify the terms—” he began, dragging out his words, “—in exchange for helping one of your followers transpose their demonic cultivation, you would pay us a dozen Phoenix Feathers?”

I barely kept my expression in check.

That old bastard.

I said one.

I forced a calm tone. “There seems to be a misunderstanding. I only have one.”

Lei Fen chuckled, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “Ho ho ho, apologies… I must have misremembered.”

Did this guy just try to scam me?

If I were some petty immortal, I would have gone full “How dare you court death?!” on him.

But no—I was a Paladin.

And I had more patience than that.

I exhaled through my nose, reigning in my irritation. “I will go fetch my follower.”

Fan Shi stepped forward. “Let me come with you, Senior.”

I narrowed my eyes slightly. That was not the tone of someone paying respect.

Elder Lei Fen looked vaguely annoyed but kept his diplomatic smile intact. “Please, ignore the disciple. She’s just eager to meet someone who was a peer to the Sect Master.”

Somehow, I doubted that.

If anything, this lady wanted to cause trouble for me.

I gave a noncommittal nod and immediately activated TriDivine, switching to Divine Speed. The world blurred around me as I shot forward, my body propelled by divine will. Then, with a flicker, I engaged Zealot’s Stride and vanished from the manor’s interior.

By the time I slowed at the entrance, the guards barely reacted. Their eyes tracked me, carefully memorizing my face, but they didn’t raise an alarm.

Finding Gu Jie didn’t take long.

A woman in black robes embroidered with crimson serpents, carrying a fishbowl, wasn’t exactly inconspicuous—especially to someone with superhuman speed.

She turned just as I appeared beside her.

“Master!” Gu Jie’s eyes widened in relief. “I was worried! There was a giant flash of thunder—”

“It’s fine,” I interrupted. “That was me.”

She blinked. “M-Master?”

“Let’s go have you fixed.” I gestured for her to follow. “The Isolation Path Sect has agreed to help you.”

Gu Jie froze. Her grip on the fishbowl tightened, knuckles going white as she stared at me like I had just sprouted a second head.

“What?” she breathed, barely above a whisper.

“The Isolation Path Sect,” I repeated. “They’ve agreed to help you.”

Her lips parted, but no words came out. She looked down at Ren Jingyi’s bowl, as if searching for some kind of answer from the fish, then back at me.

“You’re joking,” she said. Her voice was flat—hollow, even. “Master, please tell me I am dreaming…”

I shrugged. “Nope.”

She shook her head. “No… No, that can’t be right. Master, I…” She swallowed hard. “That kind of thing doesn’t just happen. Even if…” Her breath hitched, and her fingers trembled around the bowl. “Even if it they agreed, why would they do it for me?”

I sighed. I had expected some disbelief, but this reaction felt deeper than just doubt.

“Gu Jie.” I met her gaze. “I made a deal with Jiang Zhen, and the Isolation Path Sect is holding up their end.”

Her eyes shimmered, a storm of emotions flickering through them: hope, fear, and something dangerously close to longing.

She clenched her teeth. “Master, if you’re lying to me…” Her voice wavered. “If this is some cruel joke—”

I placed a hand on her shoulder, firm but steady. “Do I look like the type to joke about this?”

She opened her mouth, then closed it. A choked sound escaped her, and then—just like that—she broke.

Tears welled up and spilled down her cheeks, her breath hitching as she squeezed her eyes shut. Her whole body trembled, and she let out a shaky exhale. “I—” She bit her lip. “I wasn’t ready for this.”

The way her voice cracked made something twist in my chest.

I had never seen Gu Jie cry before.

She always carried herself with that cold, unwavering confidence—sometimes bitter, sometimes sharp, but always firm. This was different. She wasn’t just relieved. She was unraveling.

I let her cry for a few seconds, then exhaled through my nose.

“Save your tears,” I told her. “For joy or when you’re truly in despair. Not for something like this. We aren’t even starting…”

Gu Jie choked. Then she guffawed—loud, sudden, and completely unrestrained.

I blinked.

Then she laughed.

Not a soft chuckle or a bitter scoff, but a full-bodied, head-tilted-back, unrestrained laugh. The kind that sounded like it had been bottled up for years and was finally let loose.

I crossed my arms, waiting.

She wiped at her eyes, still laughing as she tried to catch her breath. “Ha… Master, you really know how to kill the mood.”

I smirked. “You’re welcome.”

Gu Jie inhaled deeply, steadying herself. Her eyes were still red, but the storm had passed.

“Alright,” she said, voice stronger now. “Let’s go.”
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The fourth day of the festival had arrived. For me, it was nearly the fifth since I had been cast into this world.

An attendant led me through the sprawling estate of City Governor Ren Jin. His pace was excruciatingly slow—understandable for a mere mortal, but frustrating nonetheless. The manor itself was vast, a testament to wealth and power, with polished stone floors that sent echoes drifting through the quiet corridors.

Why was I here?

Ren Jin had graciously provided lodging while Elder Lei Fen worked to adapt Gu Jie’s cultivation method into something usable at the First Realm. I had no patience for idle waiting, but I wasn’t about to abandon my follower in a time of need.

As we walked, I took in the extravagant displays of wealth—gold-inlaid carvings on the wooden pillars, intricate paintings lining the walls, and the scent of rare incense curling in the air.

Just as I was beginning to appreciate the luxurious surroundings, a familiar presence flickered beside me.

Fan Shi.

I had long since noticed her tailing me, her attempts at concealment was useless before my Divine Sense. Now, she finally chose to reveal herself.

“How may I help you, Ms. Fan?” I asked without breaking stride.

Her gaze sharpened. “What is your cultivation realm?”

Again with this? Did no one in this world have any other topic of conversation?

“That is a matter I prefer to keep to myself.”

She studied me for a moment, then inclined her head slightly. “I have a match. Excuse me, Senior.” Without another word, she turned and left.

At last, we arrived before a set of heavy wooden doors, guarded by two armored cultivators.

The attendant bowed. “We have arrived, honored cultivator.”

The guards assessed me with quick, practiced glances before pushing the doors open. They swung inward without a creak, revealing an opulent VIP box. The scent of incense deepened, mingling with the faint energy fluctuations of the enchantments woven into the chamber.

Stepping inside, I took in the space.

The room was grander than I had expected, its design both refined and imposing. Five seats formed a slight arc, offering a commanding view of the arena below. At the center sat Ren Jin himself, exuding effortless authority even in repose. To his left was an elder clad in the flowing robes of the Cloud Mist Sect, his aged features betraying a wealth of experience. Further down sat a middle-aged man with a keen, cutting aura—one glance at his bearing marked him as a swordsman, likely from the Sword Canopy Sect.

This was a gathering of power. And for now, I was its guest.

To Ren Jin’s right, two seats remained. One was already occupied by a representative of the Isolation Path Sect, while the other, I presumed, was mine.

Without a word, I took my place, letting my gaze sweep over the gathering.

The man beside me turned slightly, offering a respectful bow. “Greetings, Senior. I am Chang Fan, a disciple of—”

Before he could finish, the Cloud Mist Sect elder let out a dissatisfied grunt.

“Where is Lei Fen?” The old man’s voice was laced with impatience. “Leaving us to wait like this… Does he find the next generation so beneath his notice?”

I resisted the urge to sigh. Cultivators and their ceaseless power plays—what a waste of breath.

Chang Fan tensed beside me, caught between his reverence for the elder and his duty to defend his sect’s honor.

Before the situation grew needlessly troublesome, I spoke. “Lei Fen is absent for the simple reason that he is performing a favor for me.”

The Sword Canopy Elder, who had remained silent until now, finally stirred. “And you are?”

I exhaled inwardly. Surely, no one here was foolish enough to start a fight in a setting as refined as this? Then again, with cultivators, one could never be certain. A single misplaced word could mean the difference between idle curiosity and outright provocation.

“I am Da Wei,” I replied evenly. “I’ve troubled Lord Ren Jin with a… minor incident beyond his city’s walls.”

The Sword Canopy Elder’s eyes sharpened. “That was you?”

How rude.

Maintaining my composure, I continued, “Since then, I have made my apologies to his lordship. I am grateful for his hospitality.”

The weight of their gazes settled upon me, their qi pressing in subtle waves, testing, probing.

How predictable.

According to Gu Jie, when one was probed by qi, it felt like countless tiny pinpricks against the skin. I felt nothing of the sort.

But thanks to my Perception stat and Divine Sense, their scrutiny might as well have been written in the air.

Divine Sense had originally been a simple scouting ability, meant to detect hostility in the game. Yet, through repeated use, I had begun to notice it could do far more—perceiving killing intent, presence, even the subtle fluctuations of attention. It wasn’t something explicitly detailed in the mechanics, but I recalled vague mentions in old flavor text that suggested its potential. If I trained it further, who knew what else I could refine?

I suppressed a sigh. The two elders weren’t exuding killing intent, but their hostility was clear enough that Divine Sense marked them without issue.

Before the silence grew strained, Ren Jin, ever the consummate host, intervened smoothly. “I believe proper introductions are in order.” He gestured toward the Cloud Mist Sect elder. “Daoist Da Wei, this is Daoist Pan Xia of the Cloud Mist Sect.” Then, to the other, “And beside him is Daoist Long Xieren of the Sword Canopy Sect.”

Pan Xia inclined his head and unfurled a folding fan, waving it lazily with a practiced air of ease. “Greetings, fellow Daoist. If you do not mind me asking—what is your cultivation realm?”

I held back a sigh. Here we go again.

“Does it matter?” I replied evenly. “Is it not considered discourteous to inquire about one’s cultivation upon first meeting?”

Long Xieren scoffed. “That is what you say, yet your qi presence is negligible. If anything, your physique is the only thing of note.”

Oh? So that confirmed it—they couldn’t detect mana.

Lei Fen hadn’t sensed it. Ren Jin hadn’t either. Jiang Zhen, for all his experience, failed as well. If any of them could perceive it, they gave no indication of understanding what they were seeing.

A quiet confidence settled over me. So long as their methods remained blind to my true nature, I held a considerable advantage.

Of course, that didn’t make being interrogated any less tedious.

I shrugged. “Sect Master Jiang Zhen said the same.”

That name drop had exactly the effect I wanted.

Pan Xia’s fan stilled mid-wave. Long Xieren’s brows furrowed slightly.

I had not spoken falsely. Nor had I revealed anything outright. Just enough to let them infer that I shared some unspoken connection with a high-ranking figure such as Jiang Zhen.

Suck on that, old man.

Chang Fan, the Isolation Path Sect disciple, spoke with a calm yet firm voice. “Master Da is an honored friend of our sect and a peer of our Sect Master. I ask my seniors to extend to him the same respect afforded to the Isolation Path Sect.”

Oh? Now that was an interesting spin.

Pan Xia arched a brow, snapping his fan shut with a soft flick. “Ho~ what an unexpected turn of events. Forgive my earlier impertinence, then, but might I inquire about Senior’s origins and affiliation?”

A polite veneer, but the intent behind his words was sharp. This Cloud Mist Sect Elder had taken an interest in me, and not the friendly kind. Even as he addressed me as Senior, his question was anything but innocent—a barbed probe wrapped in courtesy.

Still, I had already been named a peer of the Isolation Path Sect’s Master. That alone had shifted their perception of me. No need to fight the tide—better to ride it.

I inclined my head slightly, keeping my tone measured. “I hail from a distant land. A traveler, nothing more.”

Long Xieren scoffed. “A peer of the Isolation Path Sect’s Master, yet you claim to be merely a traveler? Unbelievable. That golden radiance outside the city… That must have been you exchanging pointers with him.” He nodded to himself. “Admirable strength, fellow Daoist.”

Oh, if only you knew.

I suppressed a sigh. So that was the conclusion they had reached? Not bad. I could work with that.

Pan Xia chose to keep his distance for now, continuing to address me as Senior—no doubt unwilling to provoke an unknown factor. Long Xieren, on the other hand, took a different approach, treating me as an equal. Their motives were unclear, but they were certainly weighing their next move.

And then, something clicked.

The auction.

Gu Jie had mentioned whispers of a significant auction approaching. It wasn’t part of the official festival itinerary, but I had a strong feeling it would take place on the final day.

Were they wary of me because they saw me as a potential competitor?

Interesting. I had barely stepped into the world of high cultivator society, and already, they were treating me as an unknown piece on their board.

The tournament had reached the quarter-finals. Outside the VIP box, the crowd buzzed with excitement, a chaotic hum of voices anticipating the battles ahead. Cultivators and mortals alike packed the arena, eager to witness the next generation’s clash for supremacy.

Below, the arena’s elevated stone platform stood reinforced by intricate formations, ensuring that the destructive force of the upcoming duels would be contained. The sun hung high, casting sharp shadows as two figures stepped onto the stage.

Chief Enforcer Liang Na, standing at the center, would act as the referee. Her expression remained unreadable, her official robes lending her an air of absolute authority. With a single glance, she silenced the murmurs in the audience, her gaze sweeping between the two competitors.

One of them was Fan Shi, the Isolation Path Sect disciple I had met earlier. Dressed in her signature black robes with silver trim, she exuded the same eerie, unsettling pressure as before. Her long, dark hair was tied up, exposing the cold, sharp lines of her face—a blade without a sheath.

Opposite her stood her opponent, a female disciple of the Cloud Mist Sect.

If Fan Shi was a jade beauty, then this woman was an ice beauty.

She carried herself with a regal grace, her expression as composed as a winter landscape untouched by warmth. She wore pristine white robes edged with mist-like silver embroidery, her long, frosty silver hair cascading down her back like a waterfall. Her presence was distant, refined, carrying the faint scent of frozen lilies.

I leaned back in my chair, glancing at the others in the VIP box. “So, anyone here feel like doing some commentary?”

Silence.

I scanned the room. Pan Xia, Long Xieren, and Ren Jin were all watching the arena with the solemn expressions of seasoned cultivators analyzing a battle of significance. Even Chang Fan had his brows furrowed in quiet focus.

Damn. I got spoiled by Gu Jie.

She would have already launched into a detailed breakdown—sect backgrounds, fighting styles, notable achievements. Instead, I was stuck with a room full of serious old men and their scrutiny.

Luckily, Chang Fan was a helpful sort.

He turned to me and asked, “Master Da, what is it you wish to know?”

I gestured toward the ice beauty. “I know Fan Shi, but what about her?”

Chang Fan gave a knowing nod. “That’s to be expected, Master Da. After all, you are not from around here.”

Pan Xia leaned back, idly waving his fan with an air of satisfaction. “She is our Sect’s pride and treasure, a direct descendant of our noble lineage. Her roots trace back to the Parent Sect of Cloud Mist.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Parent Sect?”

The question was innocent enough—nothing that should raise suspicion. If I was playing the role of a traveler unfamiliar with local customs, a bit of ignorance was only natural. Still, Pan Xia clicked his tongue in annoyance, clearly displeased at having to explain something so obvious—at least, obvious to them.

Thankfully, Chang Fan was much more accommodating. “Master Da, some Sects expand their influence by establishing branches in different provinces, and in rare cases, across entire continents. The Parent Sect refers to the original Sect from which these branches originate.”

Huh. So something like a franchise, but for cultivators?

Chang Fan continued, “The Cloud Mist Sect has a long and illustrious history, its roots tracing back to the main continent.”

Main continent? That was new.

I had read a fair bit since arriving here, and Gu Jie had shared plenty of stories, but I had yet to come across a proper world map. From what I had gathered, Riverfall Continent was merely one of many under the dominion of the Empire. If they were mentioning the ‘main continent’ so casually, then the world was much larger than I had assumed.

Chang Fan gestured toward the arena. “Jia Yun of Cloud Mist Sect is a rising star—Second Realm, Sixth Star, Mid Stage.”

I rubbed my chin. “And Fan Shi?”

Chang Fan’s expression turned serious. “Fan Shi is stronger, but… her path is different.”

I glanced down at the stage.

Jia Yun stood with ethereal grace, her pristine white robes edged with silver mist embroidery, an icy contrast to Fan Shi’s darker, more ominous attire. The way she carried herself—detached, regal—suggested she was used to being revered.

Fan Shi, by contrast, was motionless, her presence like a still, deep pool.

Liang Na, the acting referee, stepped forward and raised her hand. The match was about to begin.

I leaned back in my seat.

Fan Shi moved first, stepping forward with a graceful bow. "Disciple of the Isolation Path Sect greets Jia Yun of the Cloud Mist Sect."

Jia Yun barely put in the effort to respond. She cupped her fist in return, her expression indifferent, her voice carrying a lazy drawl.

“…The same.”

From my seat in the VIP box, I studied them closely. The contrast was stark.

Fan Shi exuded a quiet menace, her dark robes blending into the eerie stillness around her, as if the very air recoiled from her presence. Jia Yun, by contrast, stood untouched—pristine, immovable, an ice sculpture carved in the shape of a woman.

Liang Na cast an even gaze over them both. “The same rules apply as yesterday. The conditions for defeat are stepping out of bounds, drawing first blood, a call for surrender, or incapacitation.”

The air grew heavier.

The crowd, sensing the imminent clash, hushed. Even the distant murmur of wind over the arena walls seemed to fade, as if the world itself held its breath.

A moment of silence.

Then—

“Fight.”

No movement.

Jia Yun remained where she stood, utterly motionless.

Fan Shi mirrored her, still as a shadow.

Yet, something was shifting between them.

An unseen force pressed outward, subtle but undeniable—a clash of presence, of will. It wasn’t just a test of strength or technique. This was a duel of intent, a contest to see who would break the stillness first.

I narrowed my eyes.

This fight had already begun.
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Fan Shi moved like a shadow, her sleeves fluttering as chains shot forth in a blur. The metallic links twisted and coiled, an unpredictable barrage seeking to ensnare Jia Yun.

Jia Yun, in contrast, wielded her fans with effortless grace. With a flick of her wrist, a gust of wind howled forth, repelling the chains and kicking up a swirl of dust. Fan Shi adjusted her stance, undeterred.

This wasn’t a battle of raw strength—it was speed against control, deception against precision.

I leaned forward slightly. These were the kinds of fights I enjoyed—where skill, not brute force, determined the victor.

A voice interrupted my thoughts.

“How about a wager?” Long Xieren’s tone carried an easy amusement.

Pan Xia didn’t even glance his way before responding, “There’s no need. Jia Yun will win.”

Long Xieren chuckled, rubbing his chin. “Such confidence… or is it mere favoritism?”

Pan Xia let out a slow sigh, fanning himself lazily. “Jia Yun stands at the Second Realm, Seventh Star. And Fan Shi?” He turned his gaze toward Chang Fan, arching a brow.

Chang Fan hesitated before clearing his throat. “Second Realm, Fourth Star… but she cultivates the path of consciousness—”

Pan Xia cut him off with a dismissive wave. “Even that Lu Gao brat from the Lu Clan surpasses her in cultivation. And the so-called Seven Grand Clans—” he scoffed, shaking his head. “Powerful backing, perhaps, but their foundations are shallow compared to our venerable sects. What is the Isolation Path Sect thinking, wasting effort on someone like her?”

I glanced at Chang Fan, noting the subtle tension in his jaw. He wasn’t in a position to refute Pan Xia outright, not without inviting trouble. But I saw what this was really about—Pan Xia wasn’t just casting doubt on Fan Shi’s chances. He was taking a jab at Lei Fen’s absence, questioning the wisdom of whoever had chosen to send Fan Shi into this match.

Sect politics were exhausting.

“Well,” I said, stretching lazily as I glanced toward the fight. “I wouldn’t count Fan Shi out just yet.” There was something undeniably satisfying about rooting for the underdog.

Pan Xia’s fan stilled mid-motion. “Oh?”

“She fights with unconventional methods,” I mused, watching as Fan Shi subtly shifted her footing, as if laying the groundwork for something unseen. “I mean… chains are an odd choice of weapon. Still you don’t make it to the quarterfinals without a few tricks up your sleeve.”

Long Xieren grinned. “Are you saying you’d wager on the Isolation Path Sect’s disciple, Daoist Da Wei?”

I shrugged. “I’m saying underestimating her might be a poor bet.”

Pan Xia chuckled. “How diplomatic.”

It wasn’t diplomacy—I just liked upsets.

Fan Shi’s chains lashed out in a deadly arc, but her opponent was already gone. Or so it seemed.

Illusions of Jia Yun flickered into existence, surrounding Fan Shi from all angles. They moved with ghostly elegance, their robes fluttering as they circled, silent as drifting phantoms. A vexing technique, reminiscent of the Doppelganger arts—difficult to fight against, even harder to predict.

Fan Shi wasted no time. With a flick of her wrists, she unlinked her chains, sending them sweeping outward in a ruthless wide-area attack. The links tore through the illusions, shattering them like ripples on water—but for every one that vanished, two more seemed to take its place.

Jia Yun’s strategy was clear. She would grind Fan Shi down, maintaining an untouchable presence while forcing her opponent to exhaust herself. If Fan Shi couldn’t adapt, she’d be buried beneath an endless tide of illusions.

Pan Xia clicked his tongue. “Tsk, tsk… If she continues like this…” He trailed off, letting the implication linger.

I glanced at Chang Fan. His expression remained polite, but tension lined his jaw, betraying his inner turmoil.

Alright. Conclusion reached, Pan Xia was a jerk.

Leaning toward Chang Fan, I murmured, “This is the quarterfinals, right? But from what I heard, there are only four contenders left. Shouldn’t this already be the semifinals?”

Chang Fan shook his head slightly. “Ah, the quarterfinals require each contender to duel all the others to gauge their strength. Only after that will the semifinals begin—a two-on-two match between the four finalists.”

He brightened a little, pleased to be helpful. Good for you, man.

I’d expected something more straightforward, but this wasn’t too complicated either. A round-robin with a twist.

Long Xieren, who had clearly been eavesdropping, chuckled. “Are there tournaments where you come from, Daoist Da Wei?”

Tournaments?

From Earth? Not really, unless you counted sports or esports.

From LLO? Plenty. PvP tournaments were a daily occurrence. Some were official, others were underground—fights for rare items, money, or just pride.

I shrugged. “There are… Sometimes for treasure, sometimes for fame, or—” I hesitated, shuddering slightly as an old memory surfaced. “—to prove a point.”

Long Xieren raised an eyebrow. “A point?”

I sighed. “Let’s just say I knew a fellow Daoist who took things too seriously.”

I could still picture the guy, standing atop a burning battlefield, declaring his conquest over the mortal realm. He’d insisted on roleplaying as a Demon Lord, even forming a cult-like following in-game.

A mage who’d watched too much anime, probably.

Last I heard, he got permanently banned for ‘disturbing the game’s balance.’ I hoped he was in a better place now—maybe terrorizing NPCs in another world.

Shaking off the memory, I turned my attention back to the fight.

Fan Shi flicked her wrist, sending bolts of grayish starlight streaking toward Jia Yun. They cut through the air like silent arrows, their muted glow eerie against the bright arena.

I leaned forward. That technique looked suspiciously like something from the Psymancer Path in Lost Legends Online.

Jia Yun reacted instantly. With a flick of her fans, she conjured wind blades—razor-sharp crescents that shot forward, slicing through the air to intercept the incoming projectiles. The impact sent out bursts of displaced wind… yet the starlight bolts remained completely unaffected.

Oh no.

I hoped I was imagining things, but Fan Shi proved me wrong, following up with a sequence I knew all too well.

The psychic bolts struck Jia Yun directly.

Nothing happened.

Or at least, that’s what it looked like to the untrained eye.

Jia Yun hesitated, no doubt puzzled by the harmless impact. That brief moment of confusion was all Fan Shi needed. She surged forward, chains lashing out—only this time, they shimmered with that same grayish hue.

My eye twitched.

That was Mind Over Matter.

A technique that converted physical attacks into psychic and magical damage. A signature skill of hybrid spellblade builds—Magic Knights, basically.

And psychic damage? It had a 20% to 30% chance to stun, depending on the user’s mastery. With the stacking debuffs from Psychic Bolt, that probability increased by at least another 10%. Worse still, the damage wouldn’t just strike Jia Yun’s body—it would seep into her qi reserves.

Gosh… I was such a nerd.

It helped that I had a personal vendetta against Magic Knight builds.

The ones who thought they were clever for min-maxing magic and melee to become unstoppable tanks or DPS. Annoying to fight. Smug about their builds. And worst of all, they always acted like they’d invented the concept.

Ironically, those same players would accuse Paladins like me of moonlighting as Magic Knights.

I wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or irritated that Fan Shi had pulled it off—combining techniques that should have been unique to Lost Legends Online. For a brief moment, she dominated the fight.

But Jia Yun wasn’t finished.

Just as the chains closed in, her eyes glowed an icy blue.

The air froze.

With a single flick of her fan, walls of frost materialized in an instant, blocking the incoming chains. Then, in the same motion, Jia Yun transformed the walls into jagged ice spires—deadly, spear-like formations lunging straight for Fan Shi.

Fan Shi barely flickered out of the way, her movement technique carrying her just beyond their reach.

Pan Xia, all too proud of himself, remarked, “See? That’s the difference in realms.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Yeah, sure, buddy. Keep flexing.

But despite appearances, I wasn’t convinced this match was over.

Something about Fan Shi’s fighting style gnawed at me.

The way she executed that combo… the way she weaved psychic and physical attacks together… it was too familiar.

Was she like me?

A transmigrator?

Did she come from the game?

A trickle of unease ran down my spine. If she were a fellow player, she would’ve tried confirming it by now. We all knew to check for allies in unfamiliar settings. Yet, she had never approached me, never shown any sign of recognition.

And she’d been watching me for a while.

She was there when I used Divine Word: Life on Gu Jie, back before I left her in Lei Fen’s care. Any experienced Lost Legends Online player would have recognized that skill at a glance.

Yet… nothing.

No reaction. No acknowledgment.

I frowned. Maybe she was an NPC?

No.

That didn’t explain anything.

I sighed, running through the possibilities. If she was a fellow player, there was only one way to know for sure.

A test.

I had never tried this before.

In Lost Legends Online, there was a game mechanic that let you send messages across distances—kind of like Voice Chat. It wasn’t like the mental transmission techniques of this world, but functionally, it was close enough.

I imagined the connection forming.

And then, I spoke.

"Fan Shi."

To my complete and utter shock—she reacted.

"Huh?"

Oh. Oh crap.

It worked.

What did it mean?  Was she from… LLO too? No… I could be mistaken…

I swallowed my surprise, forcing my thoughts to stay measured. If she really was a transmigrator, I needed her to expose herself first.

I kept my tone even, as if this was nothing out of the ordinary.

"This is me, David."

A pause.

Was she surprised? Unimpressed? Hard to tell. But she wasn’t distracted—Jia Yun’s attacks came fast, yet Fan Shi handled them with a steady, practiced grace.

It made sense. Mind Enlightenment cultivators processed thoughts faster than normal. The problem? Jia Yun could do the same.

Lying was bad. Shameful. But, again… I was dying of curiosity.

So I took the risk.

Keeping my tone casual, I continued:

"Elder Long Xieren suggested a bet between Sects. What do you think?"

Fan Shi’s response was immediate.

"I don’t care."

…Wow.

Pretty brazen.

If she was a fellow player, she either didn’t trust me or didn’t care to reveal herself. And if she wasn’t a player?

Then I just confirmed that, somehow, some way, game mechanics worked on her.

That was a problem.

A mystery.

And I hated loose ends.

My gaze flicked to Pan Xia, who idly waved his fan, looking utterly bored—as if this match was just a formality.

Fine. If I couldn’t get answers one way, I’d get them another.

I turned to him and said, "How about we talk about that bet?" Keeping my tone light, I added, "I feel like betting on an underdog."

More than just a casual wager, I needed to see more.

Did Fan Shi have more Mage-class abilities?

In Lost Legends Online, Mages had an infuriating number of skill paths. Even at low levels, they had at least four to a dozen spells. And if Fan Shi was anything like those players…

I wanted to know.

Pan Xia barely spared me a glance.

"It is a waste of time."

I smirked. Typical.

Without a word, I reached into my Item Box and retrieved a Phoenix Feather—an exquisite plume shimmering with gold and red hues, pulsing faintly with latent energy.

The moment I pulled it out, I knew I had their attention.

Phoenix Feathers weren’t just rare. They were legendary.

At least, here.

I had plenty stacked away, courtesy of my old habit of hoarding high-value loot. I had planned to sell them before I found myself in this world.

And they were only one type of treasure in my collection.

Of course, I couldn’t afford to show more than this. Flashing one treasure was intriguing. Flashing many? That was how you got robbed, assassinated, or worse—dragged into sect politics.

I twirled the feather between my fingers, letting it catch the light.

"What do you think about it?"

Silence.

Ren Jin and Long Xieren stiffened, their eyes locked onto the feather as if watching a dragon’s egg hatch before them.

Pan Xia hid his reaction well, his face masked behind his fan—but his fingers trembled. Just a little.

Only Chang Fan looked uneasy, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

Pan Xia finally spoke.

"What’s the bet?"

I leaned back, smirking. "I will bet that Fan Shi wins."

A moment passed.

Then, Pan Xia reached into his robes and pulled out a small, black seed wreathed in eerie blue flames.

"This is a Qi Fire Seed—Nether Ghost Flames," he said, his voice carrying a hint of pride. "It can refine and enchant mysterious metals. I’ll wager it on Jia Yun’s victory."

The blue flames flickered, casting long shadows against his pale fingers.

Not bad.

Long Xieren chuckled, withdrawing a dark, metallic slab that pulsed with barely contained heat.

"This is Molten Black Steel, refined from the burning blood of a Spiritual Beast," he said smoothly. "Since I suggested this bet, you don’t mind me joining, do you?"

He smirked.

"I’ll wager this—on Jia Yun winning in the next fifteen minutes."

Pan Xia frowned.

"I am not willing to share the rewards," he said coolly. "I’ll bet that Jia Yun wins in the next ten minutes."

He tapped his fan against his palm.

"The one closest to their bet takes all."

Before I could respond, Ren Jin reached into his sleeve and placed a delicate purple flower on the floating table between us. A faintly sweet scent drifted through the air.

"This is True Royal Divine," he announced. "A spiritual flower capable of temporarily raising one’s cultivation by an entire realm. If refined into a pill, it can even grant a permanent breakthrough—below the Sixth Stage, of course. It’s also a rare ingredient for restoring lost cultivation or empowering cultivators in dire moments."

The air grew heavy with expectation.

Then, Ren Jin smirked.

"I bet this all ends in a tie."

A tie?

I narrowed my eyes.

Did he know something I didn’t?

No—he had the referee in his payroll.

Ren Jin wouldn’t cheat, right?

…Hopefully.

Below, Fan Shi and Jia Yun clashed in a whirlwind of motion. Speed, precision, raw power.

It was time for some deception.

I reached out, focusing on Fan Shi from a distance. I activated Voice Chat.

"Fan Shi."

She flinched—mid-dodge. Still unused to it.

Good. That meant she wasn’t immune to surprise.

I kept my voice calm.

"The Sect has made a bet with the other Sects and City Governor Ren Jin."

A beat.

"If you win, you get to pick one treasure from the spoils."

A pause.

Then—ever so subtly—Fan Shi smiled.

That ought to motivate her.

Hey, I am a Paladin, but I could be scrupulous too.
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Fan Shi’s breath came ragged. Her body ached, her limbs burned, and though the gap between her and Jia Yun was only three stars, it felt as though she were striking an iron wall with bare fists.

Each time her chains lashed out, they met only ice—walls rising in an instant, absorbing the impact before twisting into jagged spikes that hurtled toward her. She dodged, but her movements grew sluggish, exhaustion weighing her down like lead.

And then there were the illusions.

Born from the swirling mist of Jia Yun’s icy domain, specters flickered in and out of existence, multiplying with every failed strike. Fan Shi knew they weren’t real, but that knowledge did nothing to still her hands. The moment she cut one down, two more took its place, like a hydra that could never be slain.

Her consciousness pulsed as she searched for the real Jia Yun. There—hidden among the fakes, a flicker of killing intent. She tensed, ready to strike.

But before she could act, a fresh wave of ice daggers streaked toward her.

She twisted aside, barely avoiding them.

She was losing.

Then a voice echoed in her mind. Not Jia Yun’s. Not her own.

A familiar voice—one she had never quite trusted.

"The Sect has placed a wager with the other sects and City Governor Ren Jin," Da Wei’s voice was calm, almost casual. "If you win this match, you may claim one treasure from the spoils."

Fan Shi staggered mid-step.

Da Wei. She had always been wary of him—not just for his unpredictability, but because her Mind’s Eye warned her of his presence. Whenever she observed him, an instinctive fear clawed at her, treating him as an insurmountable threat.

But now, that fear faded, if only for a moment.

"What treasures?" she asked, cautious.

"Qi Fire Seed Nether Ghost Flames, Molten Black Steel, and True Royal Divine."

Her gaze sharpened.

She prided herself on her knowledge, yet these names were unfamiliar. Still, she could guess their worth.

A Qi Fire Seed—likely a rare fire core, invaluable for alchemy or artifact refinement. Molten Black Steel—undoubtedly a divine forging material, capable of crafting top-grade weapons.

But True Royal Divine?

"What does the True Royal Divine do?"

"If eaten raw, it will temporarily raise your cultivation by an entire realm. If properly refined, it grants a permanent breakthrough—but only for those below the Sixth Realm."

Fan Shi’s heart pounded.

A treasure that could directly elevate one’s cultivation? If true, then even a cultivator at the Fifth Realm could ascend in a single step. Fan Shi knew the chances of claiming it for herself were slim. But if the sect won, they would have to reward her.

With that, she could reach the Third Realm far sooner than she had ever hoped.

"I want it," she murmured.

The words left her lips before she even realized.

A sudden gust of cold reminded Fan Shi—she was still in battle. Jia Yun had not paused her assault just because she was lost in thought.

Fan Shi exhaled sharply. She had to win.

Her fingers curled, tightening around the hidden chains within her sleeves. She took a slow breath, steadying the storm in her mind.

The sect had chosen to bet on her.

The thought stirred something deep inside—pride, perhaps. But more than that, an unbearable weight settled upon her shoulders.

It was too much.

She remembered the day she found the tome.

A dusty, unassuming book, buried among the forgotten relics of an old ruin. She had been a child—too curious, too reckless. She remembered opening its pages, the ink shimmering, the paper dissolving into motes of light.

And then, the pull.

A flood of knowledge, searing into her mind like a brand.

She remembered dying.

Or rather, something inside her had died that day.

She was no longer the same.

She had magic. Magic she should not have.

She hid. She feared. She buried her power beneath layers of pretense, dreading what would happen if anyone saw.

But secrets had a way of slipping through the cracks.

One day, someone saw.One day, they pointed.
One day, they screamed.

Demon.

She ran.

Through villages, through forests, through the endless whispers of fear and hatred. Until, at last, she met him.

The Sect Master of the Isolation Path.

He looked at her—not with fear, not with anger, but understanding.

And then, he made an offer.

A place in the sect. A place to belong. A path to walk.

Now, she stood in this arena, bearing the weight of that choice.

She would not lose.

"I will not lose." Fan Shi’s voice was calm, yet resolute.

Jia Yun scoffed. The air around her grew colder, her relaxed stance shifting at last. No doubt, she had received orders from her elders. The gambling happening above was pressuring her to end this match quickly.

Fan Shi’s gaze flickered toward the VIP section.

Her eyes met Da Wei’s.

He watched her with an unreadable expression. A challenge, silent but undeniable.

In that instant, ice spikes erupted beneath her.

She leaped.

"I will show you what I’ve got," she said, the barest hint of a smirk playing on her lips. "So don’t blink."

The air was sharp with frost, the ground littered with jagged ice.

Yet Fan Shi danced.

Mind’s Eye pulsed in her consciousness, reading every shift, every attack before it came.

Force Step sent her gliding across the battlefield, her movements erratic, unpredictable.

But against Jia Yun, it wasn’t enough.

So she layered it.

Drifting Willow.

The signature movement art of her sect.

She twisted and turned, light as a drifting leaf, weaving through the storm of ice with unnatural grace. Paired with Force Step, she seemed almost weightless, as if she belonged in the air.

Behind her, her chains slithered like serpents, gaining momentum with every step.

And then, she struck.

Fan Shi’s breath was slow and steady. Her body ached, her limbs screamed in protest, but her mind remained clear.

She had long stopped trying to comprehend the knowledge seared into her soul that day.

The mysterious tome from her youth… unreadable, its intent unknowable. Yet the moment she absorbed it, understanding had been forced upon her.

Psymancy Path of the Mage’s Legacy.

She still did not fully grasp its meaning. But she knew what it could do.

Spells that touched the mind.

Techniques that bent reality through sheer force of will.

A power that teetered on the edge of heresy.

Her chains struck true.

Jia Yun’s fans whipped up a howling tempest of ice, the air itself crystallizing into a frigid storm.

But the chains did not stop.

They tore through ice, through wind, through every defense she raised.

Thin red lines bloomed across Jia Yun’s skin, the price of using her own bladed winds as a shield.

Yet she endured.

Until she hesitated.

Until her hands stilled.

Her brows furrowed, confusion flickering across her face as she stared at the chains embedded in her arms.

She gritted her teeth, Qi surging as she tried to rip them free.

Nothing.

Ice gathered around them, trying to freeze and shatter the metal.

Nothing.

Wind blades slashed, trying to sever their hold.

Nothing.

Jia Yun’s breath hitched. “What is this?”

Fan Shi tilted her head, watching her struggle.

“Aren’t you curious what those Psychic Bolts I threw at you earlier do?”

Jia Yun’s head snapped up. “What?”

Fan Shi smiled.

The bolts themselves had been harmless.

But they had marked Jia Yun’s soul.

And now, with Mind Over Matter reinforcing her chains, every strike tore deeper, every impact bypassed her defenses, every struggle became futile.

But that wasn’t the worst part.

Fan Shi’s grip tightened. Her Qi pulsed.

She whispered, “Don’t worry. You won’t die.”

And then, she pulled.

“Soul Rend.”

Jia Yun’s scream shattered the silence.

It was a sensation beyond agony—her very soul ripped from its vessel, wrenched into the air like a phantom exposed to daylight.

Gasps rang through the stands as spectators bore witness to the chilling sight—Jia Yun’s body standing rigid while her translucent form writhed above, clawing at something unseen, desperate to return.

And then—

The Psychic Marks embedded within her erupted all at once.

Jia Yun screamed.

Her voice, sharp and unrestrained, echoed across the arena.

Her soul trembled. Her body convulsed.

She reached out—so close, so close—

Fan Shi let go.

Jia Yun’s soul snapped back into her body.

Relief barely had time to register—

Fan Shi was already there.

A blur of Force Step and Drifting Willow, her movement an art of deception and fluidity.

Chains coiled.

Arms bound.

And then—

A haymaker.

It connected.

Fan Shi had never trained in grand offensive techniques. No palm strikes that could split mountains, no sword arts that could cleave rivers.

She was a master of movement. Of stealth. Of refinement.

Her master had once told her: "Your techniques are already bizarre enough. Build your foundation first. When the time comes, your strength will follow."

So she had listened.

Years spent perfecting footwork, evasion, deception.

And now, against an opponent like Jia Yun—

She had but one answer.

A single, violent, instinctive punch.

Jia Yun barely reacted in time.

A flick of her fans—mist and wind exploded around her.

She reappeared a short distance away, doubled over, coughing violently. A thin line of blood traced down her lips. 

She wiped her mouth.

Then, she froze.

The elegant, aloof mask she wore cracked.

Her ice-cold beauty melted—replaced by something raw.

Seething. Monstrous. Rage.

Jia Yun’s lips curled. Her eyes burned as she froze the little blood droplet. The acting referee remained quiet at the sight of blood, deciding not to declare her defeat, which probably had something to do with the bets or that something so minor didn't warrant such a decision with finality.

"You dare hit my beautiful face?"

Her voice trembled—not with pain, but unrestrained emotion.

Then—

A sharp turn of her head.

Her gaze locked onto the VIP section above.

Fan Shi followed her stare. Her stomach twisted.

Jia Yun’s expression shifted. The rage remained, but it twisted into something else—something predatory.

She exhaled.

And whispered:

"Understood, Elder."

A cold wind swept the arena.

Mist curled at her feet.

A storm gathered overhead.

And then—

"Bloodline Art: Nine-Tailed Fox Ascendance."

Blue flames erupted, coiling with icy mist and rolling clouds.

Her pupils stretched into slits.

Her once-human ears elongated—white fur covering their tips.

Three fox tails unfurled behind her.

The air thickened. The pressure spiked.

Fan Shi’s pulse pounded.

And then—

A voice rang in her ear.

"What are you waiting for?! Don’t let her transform! Attack her!"

That weird stranger—Da Wei.

"Fuck, they’re cheating!"

Fan Shi didn’t fully understand what he meant.

But she understood the urgency.

She moved.

With a flick of her wrist, her chains unlinked and shot forward like projectiles.

They streaked toward Jia Yun—

Only to waver.

A breeze. A simple, unnatural breeze. The chains were knocked off course, their path bending mid-air.

The mist parted.

Jia Yun stepped forward—transformed.

A woman with fox ears. Three tails. And an aura of unnatural cold.

Da Wei’s voice came again. This time, filled with deep regret.

"This is more than just being a little foxy…"

Fan Shi exhaled sharply, muttering under her breath.

"You are not helping."

The energy pouring from Jia Yun was oppressive.

This wasn’t a minor boost.

This wasn’t a clever trick.

Her cultivation had leapt an entire realm.

Will Reinforcement Realm.First Star.
Mid-Stage.

Fan Shi’s fists clenched.

"This is just unreasonable."

Fan Shi barely dodged in time.

The moment her foot touched the ground, an explosion of frost erupted beneath her. Ice lanced up, jagged spikes aiming to impale her. She twisted mid-air, a desperate Force Step carrying her sideways—

Too slow.

A spear of ice ripped through her sleeve, slicing into her forearm. She bit down a cry, landing hard and rolling across the frozen ground.

The pain barely registered. She didn’t have the luxury to dwell on it.

Jia Yun was stomping her.

The fox-eared woman stood amidst swirling mist and biting cold, her three tails flicking lazily behind her. The difference in power was palpable. Her Qi surged, no longer refined and delicate—it was suffocating.

A flick of Jia Yun’s fan.

A freezing gale howled forward, razor-sharp and filled with shards of ice.

Fan Shi jumped—no, she tried to.

Her legs locked mid-movement.

The frost had crept up without her noticing, freezing her feet to the ground.

Her heart lurched.

Then the wind hit her.

Ice slashed across her arms and shoulders as she threw them up in defense. A sharp, burning cold crawled into her veins, numbing her limbs instantly. She stumbled back, gasping, fingers trembling.

Jia Yun tilted her head, her expression filled with amusement.

"You’re quick," she mused. "But not quick enough."

Fan Shi clenched her teeth. The frost clinging to her legs shattered as she forced her Qi through her meridians, her body heating up just enough to break free.

She had no openings. She had no way to strike back.

Jia Yun was too strong.

Her chains weren’t working. Her movements weren’t enough. Her Psymancy was landing but not sticking—Jia Yun’s cultivation had pushed past whatever advantage she had before.

It was hopeless.

She refused to accept that.

Jia Yun sighed. "You're still standing? Fine, then—"

She raised her fans—

A roar of wind followed, the mist surging.

“Ice Lotus Descent.”

The temperature plunged.

Glistening lotus petals, sculpted from pure ice, materialized above them, hundreds—thousands—suspended in the air like falling snowflakes.

A warning flared in Fan Shi’s instincts.

This wasn’t an attack. This was a finishing move.

Her heartbeat thundered in her ears.

Then—

The petals fell.

Fan Shi moved.

She twisted, darting forward, chains lashing out. If she could reach Jia Yun—

A petal grazed her shoulder.

Her entire left side went numb.

Another petal brushed past her leg—she couldn’t feel her foot.

One more, and she was done.

Jia Yun smiled, her slitted pupils narrowing. "You should’ve stayed down, little girl."

Fan Shi forced her body to move, Qi flooding her limbs, pushing past the numbing cold.

“I am not… a little… girl…”

Frosty breath escaped her lips, her eyes narrowing into dangerous slits.
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Jia Yun was winning.

Not just by a small margin—she was utterly overwhelming Fan Shi.

She was faster. Stronger.

Her three tails lashed through the air, her movements fluid as drifting mist, yet sharp as honed steel. With every flick of her wrist, her fans sent out slicing arcs of wind and shards of ice, each strike a seamless blend of elegance and lethality.

Fan Shi barely evaded each assault, her steps growing more frantic, her breath coming faster. She was struggling.

And that infuriated me.

I activated Voice Chat.

"Sidestep left, then pivot—she’s targeting your legs."

Fan Shi obeyed without hesitation, slipping past a crescent arc of wind that would have swept her footing from under her.

"Jump—now!"

She leaped an instant before an ice spear burst from the ground beneath her.

I exhaled, my mind sharpening.

This wasn't like a simple sparring match. Back in Lost Legends Online, reading an opponent’s attack pattern like this would have been nearly impossible. But here—where I could perceive everything at a superhuman capacity, where every fluctuation and shift sang a silent warning—I saw more than just movements.

I saw currents.I saw intent.
I saw the flow of battle before it even unfolded.

In LLO, Divine Sense had been nothing more than a decorative skill, its description filled with flowery phrases about insight and foresight. A passive effect with no real use, except for marking hostiles in the mini map.

But here?

Here, as I refined my perception—tracing the unseen tides of energy, the tremors of power before they erupted—it had become something real.

And what I sensed from Pan Xia made me wary.

I did not confront him. Not yet.

Instead, I focused.

There was a link. A thin, veiled thread of energy connecting him to Jia Yun.

Her technique—this Bloodline Art—either did not entirely belong to her, or it required another’s hand to wield.

Could I be mistaken? Perhaps.

But the energy Pan Xia was feeding her was neither Qi nor Mana.

It was something else. Something foreign. Something I did not yet understand.

I knew this was my doing.

My volunteering on the bet, escalated this.

I had used this wager for my own ends, turning it into a test for Fan Shi. And now, because of that, she was being forced into a corner by Jia Yun and Elder Pan Xia’s hidden trump card.

Could I call it unfair? Perhaps. But whether Jia Yun’s technique was truly against the rules was another matter entirely.

I sighed.

At the very least, I had to own up to my mistake—and make the most of this mess.

In Lost Legends Online, there were Ultimate Skills that players could never use—even if they met the requirements.

Not because they lacked proficiency.Not because their stats were insufficient.
But because, sometimes, just sometimes, these skills demanded an energy cost beyond a player's natural limits. Unless they completed the right quests and prerequisites, those abilities remained forever out of reach.

Was this one of those cases?

Before I could ponder further, I caught Pan Xia watching me.

An amused smile played on his lips.

“Is there a problem, Senior Da?” he asked smoothly. “If looks could kill, I would have died ten times over.”

I rolled my shoulders. “That’s an exaggeration.”

But my eyes never left him.

“That is a peculiar technique, though.”

His expression remained unchanged, but I caught it—a flicker in his gaze.

A brief flinch.

He masked it well.

Don’t worry, Pan Xia. I wasn’t planning to call you out.

Yet.

Or perhaps never—because, truth be told, I was feeling particularly vindictive today.

He played along, feigning ignorance.

“You must be referring to the battle below,” he said, gesturing toward the fight. “Bloodline Arts are rare, after all. The Nine-Tailed Fox Ascendance is a Secret Art—one that allows its wielder to borrow power from an Immortal Beast.”

Ah.

So it was akin to a Paladin or Priest summoning a deity into their vessel.

Interesting.

And terribly convenient.

Back in LLO, I had never pledged myself to a god.

No patrons. No divine blessings. No celestial sponsors.

Which meant no Divine Descent—the ultimate ability of a Paladin.

And because of that, my damage potential had always suffered.

For a good season or two, I was stuck at the bottom of the rankings.

Grinding skill points. Watching everyone else skyrocket with their Divine Descent builds.

I could’ve reset my skills. Rerolled a new character. Taken the easy way out.

But I didn’t.

Why?

Because I was waiting.

Patiently.

I had my eyes set on an upcoming class update for Paladins—one that would let me play exactly how I wanted to play.

You see, Lost Legends Online wasn’t exactly kind to old players. Resetting skill points was more painful than just deleting your character and starting fresh. Most players did just that. But me? I endured.

And then the update finally arrived.

The Divine Path of the Paladin Legacy.

With it came a skill no one expected to be as utterly broken as it was.

A skill called Divine Possession.

At first, no one cared.

A skill that halved your stats in exchange for possessing another character—whether it was a Player, NPC, or even a random mob?

Yeah. Hard pass.

And then the devs made it worse.

If you learned Divine Possession, you were locked out of Divine Descent forever. No refunds. No take-backs. You were making a deal with the worst kind of devil. It was a bad game design.

And what did you get in return?

A possessed target buffed with half your stats. Shared control.

Which meant the other guy could resist while you were trying to use them.

Most players who tried it rage-quit on the spot.

But me?

I saw potential.

I took it into PvP.I used it on my opponents.
And then—I attacked myself like a lunatic.

Because guess what?

Friendly fire was real.

And I had three resurrection ultimates.

So even if they self-destructed, I’d just come back.

And the worst part?

I’d spam their skills like a madman—burning all their mana, wasting their cooldowns, making their movements look like a drunk toddler was at the keyboard.

If I could’ve burned Ultimate Skills, it would’ve been outright busted. But even without that, it was enough.

It was warped.

It was effective.

And best of all?

No one could adapt.

Eventually, word spread.

More Paladins started copying my strategy.

Possession became the strongest crowd-control skill in the game.

Wasting skills became the ultimate troll move.

For a while, Paladins were meta.

And then—because the universe refuses to let me have nice things—the devs nerfed it into the ground.

Now, whenever a Paladin used Divine Possession, their real body stayed behind.

Vulnerable. Unmoving. Completely defenseless. And what happened next?

Everyone who had ever been salty about Paladins finally got their revenge.

For weeks, Paladins got deleted the moment they tried to possess someone.

Spam every ultimate on them? Yes.Blow them up with overkill damage? Absolutely.
Make their existence a living hell? Without question.

So why was I rambling about all this?

Well…

Because I was about to screw someone over with Divine Possession.

In this situation, what was the best part about my signature move?

It had zero tells.

No glowing sigils. No flashy effects. No dramatic wind swirling around my feet.

Just a clean, silent transfer.

And right now, I was tempted.

I could use it on Jia Yun and make her lose in the dumbest way possible. The sheer schadenfreude of watching her humiliate herself? Enticing.

Or I could use it on Fan Shi—maximize her skill usage, abuse my stats, and show these cheating bastards who was really in charge.

But I was an adult.

And there was no need for anyone to lose face here.

Maybe—just maybe—this whole thing could be solved with… talking.

I smiled. “As expected of the Cloud Mist Sect. Truly a formidable force.”

Pan Xia huffed and turned away.

Divine Possession.

A sharp dip in my mana. A shift in my senses.

Suddenly, I was seeing myself from a third-person perspective—through Pan Xia’s eyes.

Then the shift continued, pulling me deeper.

I entered first-person perspective.

I blinked.

I was no longer in my own body.

Pan Xia’s mind tried to fight back, but I crushed his will with the sheer gap in our stats. Normally, this wouldn’t have been possible in Lost Legends Online—not unless I was vastly stronger.

Which, apparently, I was.

Even with my stats halved, I still outclassed this guy.

I subtly adjusted Pan Xia’s fan, angling it to cover my face while stealing a glance at my real body.

And I saw… me.

Standing there.

Looking back.

Smiling.

Huh?

Weird.

Shouldn’t my real body be motionless?

Then the other me—my original body—lifted a hand.

And reached out to me through Voice Chat.

‘…Greetings, My Lord.’

The voice was mechanical.

‘My name is David_69, your Holy Spirit.’

…

What the fuck?!

I almost lost composure right then and there.

I had too many questions.

Too many concerns.

But now wasn’t the time.

I shoved the growing pile of what the fucks to the back of my mind and addressed 69 through Voice Chat.

“We will talk another time. Protect us for now, and don’t act too suspiciously. More importantly, continue guiding Fan Shi in her fight. If you can’t, prioritize keeping her from getting seriously injured.”

If this Holy Spirit had my stats, then surely he could compute the optimal battle strategy for her, right?

There was a brief pause.

Then 69 replied—

‘I understand, My Lord.’

I exhaled.

I could only pray this dude wouldn’t suddenly betray me by throwing himself off the VIP balcony or something.

That would be… ugh.

“You look worried, Daoist Pan.”

Long Xieren’s voice broke through my thoughts.

I ignored him.

I didn’t have much in the way of acting skills, but… well, here goes nothing.

I couldn’t exactly summon tears on command, but surely, I could at least pretend to be a brooding sage—lost in contemplation of the vast mysteries of the world, not to be disturbed.

With a slow, measured exhale, I lowered my gaze and angled my fan slightly, casting a shadow over my face.Mysterious. Enigmatic. Tragic.

If anyone looked at me now, they’d think I was contemplating the weight of destiny itself.

But in reality?

I tapped into Voice Chat.

Inside Pan Xia’s head.

"What’s happening?! What did you do to me?! Who are you?!"

His panic hit me like a flood.

I took my time before responding, speaking with deliberate slowness—measured, patient. Like a celestial master gazing down upon the tribulations of a mere mortal struggling to comprehend the vastness of the heavens.

"Calm yourself, Daoist Pan," I murmured.

"Calm myself?! CALM MYSELF?! I CAN’T MOVE! I CAN’T USE MY QI! I CAN’T—"

"Shhh."

"DON’T ‘SHHH’ ME—"

"Shhhhhh."

That shut him up.

Good.

I kept my voice as tranquil as a still lake.

"Now, listen well. What you are experiencing… is but a mere glimpse of the immensity of heaven and earth."

"What does that even mean?! Who are you?!"

I let out a soft chuckle. Sage-like. Knowing. Infinitely patient.

"Who am I? Ah… That is a question many have asked. Few have received an answer."

"ANSWER ME, DAMN YOU!"

"Daoist Pan, do you truly believe that the heavens revolve around you? That your struggles are unique? That you are beyond the reach of fate?"

"What are you—"

"Consider the sky above."

I sighed wistfully.

"It does not mourn when a storm is born, nor does it celebrate when the sun shines once more. It simply is—immovable, untouchable, unshaken by mortal concerns. The same is true of the great Dao."

Silence.

A long, stunned silence.

It was eighth-grader syndrome bullshit. Or maybe some dialogue I’d heard in a cutscene somewhere…

But meh.

I could practically hear the gears in his head grinding together, trying to decipher my words.

"What… what do you want from me?"

"Want?"

I exhaled, as though burdened by the weight of existence itself.

"Ah, Daoist Pan… You assume much."

Silence again.

Then, cautiously—

"Then why are you… in my mind?"

"Ah."

I sighed, wistful and distant.

"Why does the wind blow? Why do the stars shine? Why does the river flow ceaselessly toward the sea?"

"THAT DOESN’T ANSWER ANYTHING!"

"Doesn’t it?"

Another silence.

I could feel it now—the frustration. The despair. The helplessness.

Pan Xia was grasping for understanding—trying to ground himself in reality… only to realize the ground had been ripped out from under him.

Good.

Let him stew. Let him question. Let him doubt.

I smiled faintly, outwardly maintaining my brooding sage act as I continued my silent monologue inside his mind.

This was getting fun.

Too fun.

Meanwhile, Fan Shi was barely hanging on.

Jia Yun’s rampage had reached its peak—her movements were sharp, her attacks relentless, her power overwhelming.

Every time Fan Shi dodged, it was by a hair’s breadth. Every counterattack was met with force several times greater.

Yet, despite all that, Fan Shi endured.

Because 69 was far more capable than I’d given him credit for.

I had fought opponents twenty levels above me before—barely managing to eke out a victory.

But that was with items. With buffs, with potions, with some ridiculous game-breaking exploits that let me cheat the numbers.

This?

This was just raw skill.

And it was awesome.

I let out a quiet breath, keeping my posture still and composed—or rather, keeping Pan Xia’s posture still and composed.

My mind, however, was racing.

This was the first time I had seen Divine Possession work like this in real life.

If I had known it would be this effective, I would have used it sooner.

I had wanted to test it on Jiang Zhen, but he had forfeited too quickly.

No matter.

I turned Pan Xia’s head, making sure his gaze locked onto my real body, sitting across the way.

Inside his mind, Pan Xia—or rather, the part of him still aware that something was wrong—was losing his mind.

"RELEASE ME! I AM A GRAND ELDER OF THE CLOUD MIST—"

"Shh."

I silenced him through Voice Chat, my voice calm.

"Pan Xia," I continued, "I don’t like cheaters. I don’t like bullies. And I especially don’t like people who think they are above being fair."

Quite ironic, considering where I was standing.

Pan Xia’s panic sharpened into pure terror.

"I don’t know what you’re talking about!" he tried to lie.

"You’re not stupid. You know exactly what I’m talking about."

He couldn’t respond.

I let the silence drag. Let him stew in it.

"This will be my only warning to you. While your reputation remains intact, I suggest you no longer stray from the righteous path."

And with a thought—

Snap.

I severed the energy connection he had tied to Jia Yun.

Immediately, the transformation below unraveled.

Jia Yun’s body convulsed mid-attack. Her nine-tailed fox form flickered, the blue flames and icy mist dissipating in an instant.

Her expression twisted—first in confusion, then horror.

Then, her body gave out.

With a dull thud, Jia Yun collapsed onto the arena floor, unconscious.

Fan Shi stood over her, victorious—but barely.

Her body swayed slightly, her breathing ragged… but she remained on her feet.

And then—

I left Pan Xia’s body.

I blinked.

Suddenly, I was back in my own first-person perspective, my hands resting where I had left them.

Across from me, Pan Xia sat frozen.

His face had gone pale.

His lips were slightly parted, as if he wanted to say something—but no words came out.

Instead, he turned his head ever so slightly, glancing around, as if searching for something.

Good.

I had gone to great lengths to save him face.

Hopefully, he heard my warning loud and clear.

But knowing the xianxia genre…

I really couldn’t let my guard down.

Chances were, he didn’t even know it was me.

If he suspected, he’d never dare try to confirm it or confront me.

If he did, it would probably be with the backing of his Sect— which I doubted he would have.

After all, I basically had the backing of the Isolation Path Sect.

…In name only.

That said, Pan Xia would also need solid evidence of what I just did.

And there was no premise for him making trouble.

No excuse.

Because everything that happened…

Happened in his mind.
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It was a mess.

I had not expected it to turn out like this.

Elder Pan Xia did not linger. The instant Jia Yun collapsed, he bolted from his seat—rushing from the VIP section to the arena floor below. His reaction was almost comical in its delay, as if he had only just remembered his duty as an Elder at the last possible moment, panic overriding his initial shock.

I couldn't fault him.

The weight of realization must have struck him like a hammer.

Being hit by Divine Possession probably left him disoriented.

The crowd stirred as he descended, murmurs rippling through the stands like wind over water.

"The Elder of the Cloud Mist Sect is moving!"
"Elder Pan Xia himself has stepped in—"

The whispers swelled as Pan Xia crouched beside Jia Yun, his hands suffused with a faint spiritual radiance as he examined her injuries. His expression twisted—whether from genuine concern or lingering disbelief, I could not tell.

I let my gaze sweep across the audience. Awe, curiosity, unease—all mixed together at the sight of an Elder of one of the Three Major Sects taking personal action.

Strange.

In LLO, healers were never given such reverence.

I turned to Chang Fan. “How are healers regarded in this land?”

Chang Fan blinked, momentarily caught off guard. “Master? Uuh… They are highly respected. But the degree of reverence differs from one cultivation lineage to another.”

Interesting.

I turned to Ren Jin. “Lord Ren, what would Elder Pan think if I were to offer my assistance?”

Before he could answer, Long Xieren scoffed. “You would offer a treasure for free to an outsider? What? Heal the lass with an elixir? I never thought my fellow Daoist was such a magnanimous man.”

I rolled my eyes. “I am a somewhat capable healer. I may know a technique or two.”

Ren Jin studied me for a moment before nodding. “Elder Pan would not refuse.”

I glanced at Pan Xia again. From the way his fingers pressed down on Jia Yun’s meridians with careful precision, I half expected him to start a long-winded explanation about how he had sealed certain pathways, suppressed her internal injuries, and applied some profound first-aid technique.

“What made you think Pan Xia’s a healer?” Long Xieren snorted. “The Cloud Mist disciple simply overreached. Had she known her limits, she would not have ended up like this.”

So that was a no, then.

A misconception on my part.

Long Xieren, of course, did not have the full picture.

Regardless, I should offer my aid. I bore some responsibility for this outcome, though the fault did not ultimately lie with me.

Down in the arena, medics hurried onto the stage, carefully lifting Jia Yun onto a stretcher while Pan Xia followed in silence. His expression was unreadable—likely still trying to process what had just transpired.

I turned to Ren Jin. “Before I go and offer my aid, surely none of you have forgotten about the bet?”

Ren Jin smiled knowingly and raised a hand. “I accept my defeat with grace.” At his signal, an attendant stepped forward, presenting a small container. Inside, carefully separated into compartments, lay three distinct treasures.

Long Xieren smirked. “Congratulations on your victory, fellow Daoist.”

I took my time inspecting the spoils—one could never be too cautious with cultivators.

Nether Ghost Flames? Check. A swirling mass of eerie blue fire, flickering ominously within a jade vial.

Molten Black Steel? Check. A dense lump of jet-black metal, radiating faint waves of heat.

True Royal Divine? …Check. A pristine flower sealed in an ornate bottle, its petals shifting in hypnotic patterns.

Satisfied, I pocketed my winnings into my Item Box.

Just as the last of the medics carried Jia Yun away, Enforcer Liang Na’s voice rang across the arena.

“The victor—Fan Shi!”

I didn’t look back.

Xianxia medbays were nothing like the sterile halls of LLO.

There were no beeping monitors, no antiseptic odors, no harsh fluorescent lights. Instead, the air was thick with the scent of medicinal incense, while glowing talismans fluttered gently on the walls, casting a warm illumination. The room itself was a fusion of wood and jade, the beds carved from spirit-enhancing materials designed to accelerate healing.

Finding Jia Yun took no effort—I simply extended my Divine Sense.

The skill was evolving faster than I had expected, becoming something far more potent than a simple awareness technique. I was beginning to rely on it more than I should.

Jia Yun was the only patient in the facility, lying unconscious in a bed encircled by a formation pulsing with healing energy.

Pan Xia stood at her bedside.

“If it isn’t Senior Da,” he said without turning. “Have you come to gloat?”

I raised an eyebrow. “I am not so crass.”

At last, he turned to face me, his gaze sharp and piercing. “Was it you?”

Ah. No way in hell I was admitting to that.

But he seemed convinced.

I kept my expression unreadable, already mapping out an escape route in my mind. Gu Jie’s counsel had been thorough—I knew exactly where to go if things turned ugly.

Then, just as suddenly, Pan Xia’s hostility drained away. He sighed, rubbing his temples.

“Never mind,” he muttered. “In the end, the Riverfall Continent is just a small world for experts like you.”

So he had fully acknowledged my strength now.

I changed the subject. “How is she?”

Pan Xia let out a sharp breath. “Terrible. Her meridians are ruptured, her foundation damaged. She may never recover fully.” His fingers curled into a fist. “All because of my greed. When I return, the Sect Master will likely cripple my cultivation.”

I blinked.

No way. He suddenly became this subservient?

Yeah. This guy was done for.

It was surprising how calm he was, though. My impression of cultivators—shaped by tropes—was rather one-sided and, frankly, unflattering. I had expected Pan Xia to be raging right about now, venting his frustration on the nearest unfortunate mortal.

But instead, he just stood there, resigned.

I turned to Jia Yun.

She looked… vulnerable.

The raging force of a three-tailed berserker was nowhere to be seen. Now, she was just a girl, unconscious on a bed, her face pale, her body unnervingly still. Her breathing was shallow, and despite the healing formation enveloping her, her qi flow remained chaotic.

I studied Pan Xia again.

I had a principle—or maybe just a habit—of trying to see the good in people. Pan Xia was no exception. Perhaps it was naïve, but it was also human nature. No one saw themselves as the villain of their own story, right?

The same went for me.

And yet, as I reflected on how careless I had been, I resolved to do better. Next time, I wouldn’t be so hasty. Next time, I would exercise forethought.

I sighed.

It was strange, really. I had been in this xianxia world for over half a week, and I had yet to kill a single person.

I had expected bloodshed at every corner. Murder hoboes running rampant. Unfathomable experts slaughtering mortals with a flick of their sleeves. But perhaps I had been looking in the wrong place.

With the power I wielded, I could do more than just kill.

I met Pan Xia’s gaze. “How about a deal, Elder Pan?”

He hummed, looking weary. “Hmmm…? Unfortunately, I no longer hold any influence in my Sect. The only way to redeem myself was to win the auction. But now, that is impossible, for the Nether Ghost Flames I had prepared are already in your hands.”

“Frankly, you have nothing that I want,” I admitted. “This ‘deal’ is more of a… social experiment. Let’s call it that.”

Pan Xia’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of deal?”

I gestured toward Jia Yun. “I will heal this girl—though I make no promises of success. However, if I do succeed, you must swear never to cheat again.”

He blinked, confusion flickering across his face. He was probably wondering how I intended to enforce such a thing.

I continued before he could object. “I possess a skill that allows me to detect falsehoods with near certainty.” I smiled. “Who knows? We may cross paths again.”

Pan Xia’s expression was unreadable. He hesitated. “That is of no benefit to you…”

“True,” I admitted, shrugging. “That’s why I’m also willing to accept payment—preferably a cultivation technique for reference. I’ve grown curious about the methods of this continent.”

Pan Xia studied me carefully. He likely didn’t fully believe my claim about lie detection, but he seemed to think there was no harm in humoring me.

Sadly for him, I did have the means.

All hail Divine Sense. It had served me well in PvE, sniffing out hostile NPCs and hidden monsters. Now, it was proving useful in ways I had never imagined.

Still, Pan Xia was wary.

Good. He’d better be…

In truth, this wasn’t really about Pan Xia.

Establishing a pretense of friendship was just a convenient excuse.

The person I was truly befriending here—if anyone—was Jia Yun.

After all, she was the one receiving my healing.

And, if I was being honest with myself, guilt played no small part in this decision. I had enabled the betting, nudged things toward this outcome. Now, I was cleaning up my own mess.

Elder Pan gave me a small nod.

That was all the permission I needed.

I raised a hand, golden light gathering on my palm before slowly suffusing into Jia Yun. The glow pulsed gently, sinking into her broken body like the first rays of dawn piercing the darkness.

With our level difference, this much should be easy.

“Cure.”

No health bars to check. No floating numbers ticking down. No UI indicator flashing success.

But I didn’t need them.

Jia Yun’s complexion brightened ever so slightly. Her ragged breathing evened out.

I spammed Cure a few more times, watching the glow ripple from my palm with each cast, until I felt satisfied.

“This is… incredible.” Pan Xia’s eyes widened. “I’ve met healers from the main continent who could mend wounds with a wave of their hand, but never with such speed.”

“I humbly accept your praise.” I smirked, then added, “It’s a healing spell that draws upon the natural vitality of the recipient and the belief of the caster to empower the restoration.”

In other words, magic.

And magic had no rhyme or reason.

Pan Xia bent down, pressing two fingers against Jia Yun’s wrist to check her pulse. His brows furrowed, then slowly relaxed.

“Her meridians are still in a terrible state, but she will heal.” He exhaled, as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “Senior Da, you have my gratitude.”

The old man cupped his fists and bowed.

I didn’t return the gesture.

He still pissed me off.

But deep down, I knew the truth.

I shared a good portion of the blame for what happened.
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Jia Yun dreamt of soaring palaces.

Of jade spires wreathed in mist, polished floors gleaming under moonlight, and silken halls brimming with laughter. She dreamt of gentle hands brushing through her hair, of murmured words promising that she was special. That she was cherished.

She dreamt of love.

And then, she dreamt of its ruin.

The gazes that once held pride turned distant. The hands that once comforted her grew cold. The halls that once echoed with laughter fell silent.

She had no talent, they said. Unworthy, they whispered.

She was cast aside.

Not in name, of course. Officially, she had been sent to the Riverfall Continent as an ambassador, a chance to ‘temper herself in the lower realms.’ But Jia Yun knew the truth. Exile. A severed path.

So she clawed her way back. She honed her cultivation with reckless abandon, forced her meridians beyond their limits, gathered allies, forged a name anew. Step by step, she ascended the mountain from which she had been cast down.

Starting with the Cloud Mist Sect.

She would rise again.

And then—

She was betrayed.

The moment her spiritual link was severed, the first thought that struck her wasn’t that she had been outplayed, nor that she had been weak.

It was that Pan Xia had betrayed her.

Her eyes snapped open, and there he stood.

“Elder Pan,” she rasped, her throat raw. Her hands clenched into feeble fists. “Why did you betray this seat?”

Pan Xia stiffened. “It is a misunderstanding—”

“A MISUNDERSTANDING?!” Her voice shook with fury. “THIS ONE NEARLY DIED!”

A cough interrupted them.

“Ahem.”

Jia Yun’s head jerked toward the door. A young man in verdant robes leaned lazily against the lacquered frame, his posture unhurried, his presence an uninvited shadow.

“It seems I am not needed here anymore…” he murmured. “What a pity.”

Then, he looked at her with an almost apologetic look.

Also… Pity. Resignation.

As if she had already been written off.

Her blood burned. Without thinking, she moved. Even weakened, her instincts screamed at her to strike—to wipe that gaze from his eyes.

The moment her qi flared, agony consumed her.

Pain lanced through her body like a thousand blades. Her meridians groaned, the fractures within them widening as her vision blurred.

The young man tilted his head, as if only now recognizing her intent. He sighed.

“I am going to regret this,” he muttered.

Slowly, green veins traced with gold began to glow along her arms.

"Divine Word: Life," he intoned.

A warmth like the first breath of spring after a harsh winter flowed through her body.

Jia Yun’s frayed nerves wove themselves whole. The cracks in her meridians mended—no, they were reforged, stronger, as though they had never been broken at all. She clenched her fingers, feeling the renewed circulation of qi surge through her limbs. It was… miraculous. The kind of healing that even the finest physicians of the Imperial Capital would struggle to achieve—save for the Divine Physician himself.

Her gaze sharpened, shifting to the man who had performed it.

Verdant robes, fine in make yet unmarked by any sect insignia—either a rogue cultivator or one who preferred to remain unnoticed. His face was youthful, his posture careless, yet his eyes… Those eyes were keen, amused, utterly unfazed by her earlier fury. And his breathing? Steady. Unstrained.

A true expert.

Regret flickered through her. She had lashed out in a moment of weakness, assuming the worst. Emotions—rage, betrayal, helplessness—were not shameful. But acting on them without thought? That was a mistake.

Mistakes had to be corrected.

Without hesitation, Jia Yun clasped her hands and bowed deeply.

“This one asks for Senior’s forgiveness for her prior folly.”

She felt no shame in her abrupt shift. The strong were to be respected, even revered. And if there was a chance to establish rapport with such a person, she would seize it.

The man blinked at her. Then, with exasperation, he muttered, "Oh, come on. Do you actually talk like that? Seriously? Is that why you barely spoke during the arena match?"

Jia Yun stiffened.

The arena.

Who had won?

Her stomach clenched, but her expression remained still. It didn’t matter. There was always tomorrow. She would rise again.

More importantly… what was wrong with speaking in the third person? That had been the height of refinement in the Imperial Capital the last time she was there.

Despite the turmoil in her heart, Jia Yun's expression remained serene.

As expected of an ice-hearted beauty.

She held her bow, waiting. The mysterious cultivator’s gaze was unreadable—assessing, yet not unkind.

Before she could speak, Elder Pan Xia finally cleared his throat.

“Jia Yun,” he said cautiously, “allow me to formally introduce Senior Da Wei.”

Her brow furrowed.

Da Wei?

She turned the name over in her mind, but it rang hollow. No such master had ever graced the Riverfall Continent’s ranks. A high-level expert without renown? Unlikely.

“Senior Da Wei was the one who healed you,” Pan Xia continued, his tone oddly restrained. “You owe him your life.”

Jia Yun swallowed back the urge to ask his cultivation level outright. Among lesser circles, such a question was common. Among the Imperial elites, it was uncouth. The strong did not ask—they observed, inferred, and understood.

Yet the urge remained.

Before she could speak, Pan Xia’s voice slipped into her mind, his words carried by Qi Speech.

‘Tread lightly, Jia Yun. This master follows the extremely righteous path.’

Her breath hitched.

That meant no tolerance for evil—none, no matter how small.

She darted a glance at Pan Xia, catching the faintest flicker of unease in his gaze. His lips barely moved as he continued the silent transmission.

‘Do not antagonize him. Do not question him. Do not test him.’

What?

She nearly scoffed but stopped herself. Was Pan Xia serious?

His next words turned her blood to ice.

‘If you must know, Jia Yun, this man is likely the reason we lost the arena match.’

Her fingers curled.

‘We dared to cheat,’ Pan Xia admitted. ‘Using immortal qi, activating your bloodline art… A mere Second Realm tournament was beneath you, yet we pushed the limits. This was our punishment.’

A mere Second Realm tournament?

Not quite. That was merely the average cultivation level of the participants. Jia Yun’s trump card allowed her to borrow external force, elevating her strength far beyond her realm.

Her breath came short.

‘More importantly,’ Pan Xia pressed, ‘this Da Wei is a peer of the Isolation Path Sect Master.’

Silence.

A peer of a… Sect Master?

The color drained from her face.

Pan Xia coughed into his fist, regaining composure. Then, carefully, he turned to Da Wei and spoke in a measured tone.

“Senior Da Wei, would you be so gracious as to grant us a moment? There are matters I must discuss with my disciple.”

Da Wei arched a brow but seemed unbothered. Instead, he crossed his arms, a smirk playing on his lips.

“Sure. But I have a few things to discuss with you two as well.” He waved a hand dismissively. “No rush. I’ll wait outside.”

Jia Yun narrowed her eyes. “Jia Yun offers her thanks for Senior’s generosity,” she said, voice calm yet laced with a hint of sharpness. Then, after a measured breath, she added, “Senior wouldn’t happen to be eavesdropping on Jia Yun and Elder Pan Xia, would he?”

Da Wei frowned. “Eavesdropping? That’s a bit much, don’t you think?”

She met his gaze, unimpressed. Still, tension coiled in her chest.

Da Wei clicked his tongue. “Alright, alright. I’ll excuse myself properly. Spying on you two isn’t worth the effort.” He flicked his sleeves and turned toward the door. “I’ll be in the VIP area if you need me. Try not to take too long.”

With that, he strolled out.

Jia Yun and Elder Pan Xia remained motionless, waiting. Only when Da Wei’s presence fully faded from their senses did Pan Xia move. Without a word, he reached into his robes and retrieved several talismans.

One by one, he activated them, each vanishing into the walls in a shimmer of light, forming a layered barrier of protection.

Jia Yun watched in silence, her mind already racing through possibilities.

Pan Xia let out a deep sigh, then clasped his hands together. “It is truly my utmost pleasure that you still live, My Lady.”

Jia Yun, still propped against the bedding, crossed her arms and gave him an unimpressed look. “Yes, I imagine you’d be quite relieved. After all, you’d likely be beheaded if the noble daughter directly descended from the main sect were to perish so miserably.”

Her tone was sharp, but there was no true anger behind it—only cold pragmatism.

“This Jia Yun warns you,” she added.

Pan Xia swallowed. He did not need the reminder.

Jia Yun exhaled, allowing herself to relax against the cushions. “That aside, how is the Immortal Qi?”

Without hesitation, Pan Xia reached into his robes and withdrew a small jade vial. Inside, near-invisible wisps of translucent energy swirled, so faint that one might mistake the container for being empty.

Jia Yun’s gaze darkened.

Immortal Qi—the essence of those who had set foot upon the Eleventh Realm, the threshold of true divinity.

For something as volatile and powerful as this, she had needed Pan Xia, whose cultivation was higher, to facilitate its use.

She studied the vial in his palm, her fingers twitching, but she did not immediately take it. Instead, her voice dropped to something nearly imperceptible.

“How much did we lose?”

Pan Xia hesitated.

Jia Yun’s expression remained impassive, but inwardly, her thoughts turned sharp.

She had entrusted him with managing their funds. When he first proposed the gambling opportunity, she had given him full consent to wager everything. It had been a calculated risk, a means to secure vital resources for the future.

But now…

She feared the answer.

Pan Xia hesitated for a fraction of a second before answering.

“…The Nether Ghost Flames.”

Jia Yun’s jaw tightened. She had expected losses—but not this.

Unlike ordinary treasures, the Nether Ghost Flames weren’t just a rare auction item. They were the Cloud Mist Sect’s own property, a resource carefully allocated to amass funds for this one auction. The plan had been simple: leverage its value to acquire rare materials and techniques for the sect’s top disciples. And use the rest of the funds… to acquire a certain item.

Losing the Nether Ghost Flames wasn’t just a financial setback. It was a humiliation.

Her fingers curled beneath the covers, nails pressing into her palm. A part of her seethed, but another part knew there was no use dwelling on it. What was lost was lost.

The only thing left was to plan her next move.

Jia Yun sat up, her thoughts racing. She had come too close to death—far closer than she had ever expected in this forsaken continent. But failure itself wasn’t what burned her. It was the fact that she had been completely outmaneuvered.

How?

She exhaled slowly, forcing down the turmoil within her.

“This Jia Yun shall continue to trust Elder Pan in light of recent events,” she said at last, her tone measured. “However, the Elder must do better. Incompetence shall not be tolerated.”

Pan Xia lowered his head, hands clasped in gratitude. “I shall not betray your trust, My Lady. However…” His voice turned grave. “I fear we are outmatched. We cannot scheme our way into this auction.”

The reason was clear—Da Wei.

If Pan Xia’s assessment was correct, then this Da Wei was not just a cultivator of an unfathomable realm. He was an extremely righteous cultivator.

Jia Yun frowned. Extreme righteousness was not a compliment. In higher imperial circles, it was a term of derision—used to describe those fanatics who held an absurdly rigid sense of justice. The kind who pursued their ideals with reckless abandon, often to the point of self-destruction.

More than once, such figures had risen in history, leaving chaos in their wake. To them, virtue was a blade, and they swung it indiscriminately, unmoved by politics, power, or consequence.

If Da Wei truly embodied this extreme righteousness…

Then it was no surprise he had acted the moment he discovered their use of Immortal Qi.

Jia Yun clenched her fist beneath the covers. But that wasn’t what unsettled her most.

“Jia Yun is curious how Da Wei found out about the Immortal Qi.” Her voice was calm, but her eyes were cold and piercing.

Immortal Qi wasn’t something just anyone could perceive. It was a formless, pervasive essence—visible only to those with highly specialized means. Even among the main sect’s most learned elders, only a handful could directly detect it.

And yet, in this backwater continent, Da Wei had not only sensed it.

He had sabotaged it.

That was the true mystery.

Pan Xia sighed. “I suppose we may never know.” He shook his head. “If nothing else, we were fortunate that he was a healer and not one of those zealots who would have struck us down without hesitation. And if he is a foreigner, as I suspect, then it is likely he possesses esoteric knowledge about Immortal Qi.”

A foreigner?

Jia Yun’s gaze darkened.

An unknown variable. A loose thread in the grand weave.

She did not believe in luck.

Folding her arms, she fixed Pan Xia with an unreadable expression. "We need to decide how to handle Da Wei."

Pan Xia sighed, rubbing his temples. "My Lady, there is no handling someone like him. He is beyond our means."

Jia Yun’s frown deepened. "Are you suggesting we cower? That we bow our heads like lowly servants? Da Wei may be stronger, but I refuse to believe we are completely without options."

Pan Xia gave a wry smile. "This is not a matter of strength alone. He follows extreme righteousness. People like him are unpredictable. If we antagonize him further, we may bring ruin not just upon ourselves but upon the sect as well." His voice lowered. "Do you not understand? If he truly wished it, he could have erased you from existence in the arena, and no one would have even known it was him. Trust me on this one, My Lady."

Jia Yun clenched her jaw, unable to refute his words.

The humiliation of her defeat still burned. But the reality was undeniable.

Had Da Wei been the type to eradicate all he deemed unjust, she would not be standing here now.

“…Then what do you propose?” she asked, voice tightly controlled.

"We keep our distance." Pan Xia’s tone was firm. "Or, should an opportunity arise, we accost him." He met her gaze evenly. "Someone like him does not weave schemes in the shadows—he acts openly, without hesitation. If we can earn his favor, we may turn a potential calamity into an unexpected ally."

Jia Yun scoffed. "You want me to befriend him?"

"I want you to survive." Pan Xia’s expression was solemn. "For now, that means ensuring Da Wei does not come to view us as enemies. He has already crippled our greatest advantage in the upcoming auction, but we still have other paths to recovery. Let us not invite unnecessary conflict."

Jia Yun inhaled deeply, quelling the frustration rising in her chest.

“Fine,” she said at last. “I will leave him be—for now.”

Pan Xia nodded. “That is for the best.”

Later that day, Jia Yun stepped onto the dueling stage once more for the rest of the quarter-finals.

Her second opponent was a contestant from the Lu Clan, a well-built young man wielding a spear. The fight had been grueling, a clash of precision and endurance. Despite her injuries from the previous day, she had managed to push him into a draw, their battle ending when the time limit was reached with neither side able to decisively claim victory.

Her third match was against a Sword Canopy disciple, a cultivator whose style relied heavily on overwhelming sword formations. It had been a test of patience, waiting for the right moment to strike amidst the sea of blades. When she finally found an opening, she capitalized on it, securing a hard-earned victory.

With one win, one draw, and one loss, her record was now balanced.

But balance was not what she wanted.

As she left the stage, she clenched her fists.

Tomorrow, she would fight again. And she would win.

Jia Yun moved with measured steps, her exhaustion settling deep into her bones. She wanted nothing more than to return to her quarters, meditate, and recover her strength. The battles had taken their toll, and her mind reeled from the weight of everything that had transpired. Yet, the world of cultivation was unkind to those who sought rest too soon.

A shadow loomed before her.

Her muscles tensed.

The cultivation world had always been a cruel place, where the strong ruled over the weak. And sometimes… once in a while… unreasonable powers would descend upon you, stepping all over you without warning.

Jia Yun exhaled slowly, suppressing her unease as she cupped her fists and bowed. “This Jia Yun greets Senior.”

Da Wei regarded her with an unreadable expression, arms crossed behind his back.

The light of the moon illuminated his features, and for a moment, he appeared almost ethereal, as if the heavens themselves had sculpted him.

“I believe you still owe me that conversation,” he said.

Jia Yun hesitated. Her heart beat just a little faster, though she would never admit it. “Jia Yun shall accompany Senior.”

It was already night. Elder Pan Xia had left earlier, intent on topping off their funds for the auction. She was alone. Vulnerable. She disliked the feeling immensely.

Da Wei smiled. It was the kind of smile that had undoubtedly made countless young ladies weak in the knees, the kind that could disarm even the most cautious of hearts.

But Jia Yun was an ice-cold beauty.

She had trained herself to remain unmoved.

Then Da Wei spoke.

“How about we spend the night together?”

Jia Yun's fingers twitched, her breath catching ever so slightly.

Had she misheard?

Her instincts screamed caution, but her expression remained unreadable.

“…Senior Da Wei speaks boldly,” she said coolly, lifting her gaze to meet his. Her tone was steady, though her mind raced through a hundred possibilities in an instant.

Da Wei blinked, then let out a low chuckle. “Ah, that came out wrong, didn’t it?” He shook his head, amused. “I meant, let’s talk over drinks. There’s a person I want you to meet, and I happen to be craving street food. No hidden meanings, I promise.”

Jia Yun studied him, searching for deception.

None.

That, in itself, was unsettling.

Cultivators of the higher ranks rarely said what they truly meant. Every sentence was a layered battlefield, every word a weapon. But Da Wei… he had the audacity to be straightforward.

And that made him dangerous in an entirely different way.

“…Very well,” she said at last, adjusting her sleeves. “Jia Yun shall accompany Senior.”

Da Wei smiled again—unfazed, unburdened. “I’m glad. I promise, it’ll be worth your time.”

Jia Yun doubted that.


            

    
        030 Chibi Perfume

    
    
    
    
                030 Chibi Perfume

“I’m glad. I promise it’ll be worth your time. I’ll do my best to impress and make it an enjoyable evening.”

The words had barely left my mouth before I realized how they sounded.

"The night is still young."

Okay. That was worse.

Jia Yun flinched—just slightly, but I caught it. A tiny hesitation, a flicker of unease in her eyes.

Crap.

I still hadn’t fully adjusted to this world. How the hell did people invite someone to hang out in xianxia without making it sound… suggestive? There had to be a way, right? Cultivators weren’t loners all the time—surely they had casual outings that didn’t involve duels or sect politics?

Jia Yun composed herself quickly, but there was a stiffness to her posture now, like she had swallowed something bitter.

"If Senior Da wishes for this disciple's company tonight, then this disciple will comply."

I opened my mouth to correct her, but—

"However," she continued, her tone calm yet sharp as a blade, "I must make it clear—Jia Yun treasures her purity."

…

Purity?

Wait. Was this a religious thing? Did she have dietary restrictions? Maybe she was vegetarian? Some sects had weird rules about food… Was she forbidden from eating street snacks?

I could work with that.

"That's fine with me," I said, nodding like I completely understood. "If something displeases you, just say so."

At the back of my mind, I knew what she meant, but I refused to acknowledge it.

Jia Yun and I walked side by side through the dimly lit corridors of the Isolation Path Sect’s quarters. The air was thick with silence—the kind that lingered when two people weren’t sure whether they should be speaking.

The Isolation Path disciples’ quarters lay in the quieter reaches of the City Governor’s estate. Here, the air ran colder, shadows stretched longer, and the presence of its occupants felt more like an ominous whisper than something tangible. It wasn’t eerie, exactly, but there was an undeniable sense of something unseen lurking in the corners, watching.

Just as we arrived, a familiar figure stepped into our path.

Fan Shi.

Jia Yun and Fan Shi locked eyes, their gazes sharp and unreadable.

For a moment, I swore I saw sparks flicker between them. Not the good kind—the kind that set the battlefield ablaze.

I cleared my throat. “Ah, Fan Shi, I was looking for you.”

Fan Shi cupped her hands in greeting and gave a slight bow. “Many thanks for your guidance, Senior Da. How may I assist you?”

Guidance? Oh. She must have been referring to our brief exchange back in the arena when she fought Jia Yun. The use of Voice Chat to instructing her how to fight better… was as a matter of fact not realistic. It was only possible because of the sheer absurdity of my stats and Fan Shi’s innate cultivation in Mind Enlightenment and what I suspected to be her Mind’s Eye.

At the word guidance, Jia Yun flinched ever so slightly. Her lips pressed into a thin line.

Was she misunderstanding something?

I decided to push forward before she could start overthinking it. “Let’s go out.”

…

Fan Shi blinked. Jia Yun narrowed her eyes.

Okay. That sounded bad. Again.

I quickly corrected myself. “The two of you started off on the wrong foot. One of you nearly died, and the other was about to be absolutely and one-sidedly beaten to death.”

Fan Shi’s brows creased ever so slightly. Jia Yun tilted her head—like a particularly suspicious raccoon.

I continued, “This tournament exists to hone your skills and showcase your strength to the world. Whatever grudge you’ve built up over that fight, it’s not worth keeping. I want the two of you to make amends.”

Fan Shi looked at me as if I’d just spoken in an ancient, forgotten tongue.

Jia Yun folded her arms, her gaze unreadable.

Yeah. This was going to be an uphill battle.

Okay, maybe I had ulterior motives for inviting them out.

Gu Jie was busy cultivating with Lei Fen’s guidance, and I had grown used to enjoying the festival—wandering the stalls, sampling the food, and soaking in the atmosphere. I had invited Chang Fan to join me, but he claimed he had duties to attend to.

Disappointed, I had originally planned to go alone and take my time. My circle of friends was pitifully small, but then I remembered—friends could be made.

That’s when I thought of Jia Yun. She still owed me a conversation. More importantly, she owed me her life after I healed her. She wouldn’t refuse.

And then there was Fan Shi.

There were plenty of reasons I wanted to talk to her. How could she wield psychic magic? Why had she been so openly hostile when we first met? Was it a personal grudge, or was I just that unlucky?

It was simply a bonus that I had the perfect opportunity to mediate between the two.

If I succeeded, I’d gain goodwill with both of them—an easy icebreaker for the future. If I failed, well… at least I tried.

For all the tragedies in the world, I figured most stemmed from a lack of effort. Not that I had tangible proof. But I supposed, personal experience should suffice.

I clapped my hands together. “Follow me, kids.”

Jia Yun and Fan Shi exchanged glances before silently following as I led them through the City Governor’s estate and toward the festival.

The guards at the gate looked confused as two beauties trailed behind me.

Couldn’t blame them.

This morning, these two had been at each other’s throats. Their fight had been the most brutal of the tournament so far.

Fan Shi had nearly been mauled by a she-fox a whole realm above her. Then Jia Yun had her soul forcibly wrenched out and been humiliated by a brute-force haymaker.

And now, here we were.

Nothing suspicious about that at all.

If I were to take sides, I would, of course, choose Fan Shi.

And yes, I was aware I was being biased.

Maybe it was because the Isolation Path Sect was looking after Gu Jie. Maybe that shouldn’t have been a factor. But it was.

Painful as it was to admit, the fault lay with us—the adults—back in the VIP box when we started betting things we shouldn’t have.

Sure, it was Long Xieren who first suggested it, framing it as a friendly wager, something casual and without real stakes. But I was the one who escalated it after seeing what Fan Shi could do.

Because of that, the Cloud Mist Sect had gone all in. They used their trump card—whatever that technique was.

In short, I was guilty.

Fan Shi’s voice cut through my thoughts.

“Senior Da, I believe I was owed a treasure after you won the bet… against the Elders and the City Governor.”

There was a barb in her tone. Not directed at me, but there nonetheless.

Jia Yun, for her part, remained outwardly indifferent. Her expression was perfectly neutral, but I caught the faintest tremor in her sleeve-hidden hand.

I sighed. “I gave it to Elder Lei Fen. He said it was too valuable for you and that he’d compensate you with something equivalent. If you’re not satisfied, I can speak with him.”

Fan Shi pressed her lips into a thin line before nodding. “It is fine, Senior. I accept this arrangement.”

We finally arrived at the footpath where the night market was coming to life. The scent of sizzling skewers, steamed buns, and fried dough filled the air, mingling with the laughter of festival-goers.

Maybe this would be fun after all.

We were drawing attention.

And yes, I was pretty sure it was because we were pretty—myself included.

My charisma stat probably let me look good even while touching grass or something.

But the real reason for all the staring wasn’t just my overwhelming charm. It was because Fan Shi and Jia Yun had fought earlier today in one of the most brutal matches of the tournament. And now, here they were, walking together with me.

It had to look bizarre.

“I didn’t foresee this,” I muttered. I liked to think I was the smart guy, but I guessed even geniuses slipped up. I still needed time to adapt, not to mention a lot to learn.

“At least they’re giving us a wide berth,” I added, watching as festival-goers hurriedly stepped aside. No one wanted to risk getting caught in the crossfire if these two suddenly resumed their battle.

Jia Yun and Fan Shi remained silent—not in a comfortable way, but in the ‘I don’t want to be here, but I have no choice’ kind of way.

If you didn’t want to come, just say no. Was that so hard?

Sadly, xianxia conventions demanded otherwise.

The fact that they weren’t even exchanging snide remarks made me more concerned.

I needed a way to make them settle their grievances—for real.

I recalled Fan Shi being beaten into a corner by a fox-shaped Jia Yun. Then Jia Yun, utterly humiliated when Fan Shi struck her with Soul Rend. I vaguely remembered the flavor text of Soul Rend describing it as a technique favored by soul-suckers and mind flayers—monsters notorious for their sadism.

I could only imagine how agonizing it must have been.

So yeah.

This grudge ran deep.

I walked.

They followed.

I turned into an alley.

They still followed.

What was up with these gals? Did they have no self-awareness? I had even prepared an excuse in case they questioned me.

I stopped and turned to them with a stern expression.

“I said I’d show you guys a good time, right?”

They nodded, still wary of each other.

I smiled and reached into my Item Box, pulling out a small vial labeled Chibi Perfume.

“Stay still,” I said as I sprayed them.

…That sounded wrong in so many ways.

I sprayed myself too for good measure.

Fan Shi took a sniff. “It smells nice.”

Yep, it did. I was surprised too.

Then, in the most serious tone imaginable, Jia Yun asked, “Is it a sex-enhancing drug?”

I froze.

Did I—Did I hear that right?

I turned to Fan Shi, hoping for some kind of reaction. Judging by her utterly baffled expression, I probably did.

“No,” I deadpanned. “It will make me small.”

Jia Yun nodded as if coming to a grand realization. “Does small feel better?”

I rubbed the bridge of my nose. Was it possible this ice-cold beauty was actually an airhead?

“No,” I sighed. “I don’t get what you mean… It will turn us small, so don’t panic, okay?”

A soft pop filled the air, followed by a shimmer of starry sparks.

Fan Shi was the first to shrink, her form turning childlike while her clothes magically adjusted—just as advertised by the gimmicky perfume from LLO.

Jia Yun blinked. “Small… huh?”

She stared at Fan Shi. Then at me. Then back at Fan Shi.

A long pause.

Then, solemnly, she said, “Jia Yun understands. Jia Yun shall not panic then, Senior.”

Good. A normal response—

“But you prefer us small?”

…

Okay.

Okay…

That sounded wrong on so many levels.

Before I could respond, my own transformation hit. With another pop, I shrank, my body turning childlike while my clothes adjusted accordingly.

I sighed. “Let’s spend the night as kids and have fun, so no need to hold back. Also—” I shot them both a sharp look. “No getting into fights.”

Jia Yun finally shrank, looking absolutely bewildered as she examined her tiny hands. Then she looked at Fan Shi. Then at me. Then back at her little hands.

I could practically hear the gears in her tiny head struggling to turn.

“So, it wasn’t that kind of ‘spend the night together’?” murmured chibi Jia Yun, her tiny arms crossed as she looked up at me in contemplation.

I sighed.

“Do you know, Jia Yun? You got one dirty mind…”

Jia Yun was blushing furiously.

Realizing what she had been thinking this whole time made me want to sit down and reevaluate my life choices.

“Dirty?” Fan Shi tilted her head. “What? What kind of night together?”

Not helping, Fan Shi.

I waved my hand. “Forget it. Just—forget it.”

Jia Yun gave a slow nod, as if I had just confirmed some deep, unspoken truth for her. “Jia Yun sees… Senior prefers playing with children first before—”

“Nope. Stopping you right there.” I clapped my hands together. “I swear, ladies should have more tact and finesse…”

“Apologies, Senior…” murmured Jia Yun, “I am ashamed of myself.”

Fan Shi glanced between us, still confused, but thankfully decided not to pursue the topic further.

I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “Alright, listen up. The whole point of this is to experience the festival without everyone staring at us like we’re walking disasters. No tournament politics, no sect rivalries, no grudges. Just kids having fun. Understood?”

Jia Yun nodded solemnly. “Jia Yun understands.”

Fan Shi hesitated, then sighed. “Understood, Senior Da.”

“Look at me for a second,” I said. “Now comes the important part.”

Fan Shi and Jia Yun turned their eyes toward me, their expressions unreadable.

I hesitated, the words catching in my throat. But this needed to be said.

“…I should apologize.”

Their reactions were subtle but telling. Fan Shi’s brow furrowed ever so slightly, while Jia Yun’s lips pressed into a thin line. They knew what I was talking about.

“The way your fight ended in the arena… It wasn’t just about skill or strength,” I admitted. “It turned out like that because the adults watching from the VIP box were greedy. Stupid, too. And I was one of them.”

Neither of them interrupted, which I took as permission to continue.

“You both knew about the betting, didn’t you?” I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “I played along. I let myself get swept up in it. At first, it was just a friendly wager, but then I escalated things. Because of that, the Cloud Mist Sect went all in and threw out their trump card.”

I met their gazes. “In the end, both of you suffered for it.”

Fan Shi’s lips parted slightly as if she wanted to say something, but she held back.

Jia Yun, on the other hand, remained as still as a statue.

“I won’t ask you to forgive me,” I continued. “But if you hold a grudge against each other… I’m begging you to let it go.”

Fan Shi stiffened. Jia Yun’s fingers twitched at her side.

“You’re both young,” I said, my voice softer now. “Too many people in this world die before they even get the chance to live a full life. That’s just… sad.”

Silence stretched between us.

“I’m not telling you to be friends. I’m not even asking you to forget what happened. But just—think about it. What’s the advantage of holding onto a grudge?”

I let the question hang in the air, giving them space to process it.

Then, as if fate wanted to throw me a lifeline, I caught sight of a stall just up ahead.

“…Anyway,” I cleared my throat, pointing at it. “Why don’t we decompress a little? You should at least try to enjoy the festival.”

Fan Shi exhaled, almost a laugh but not quite.

Jia Yun glanced at the stall, then back at me. “…Jia Yun understands.”

That was probably the best I was going to get.

I turned forward again, leading the way. “Good. Now let’s go mess around before I regret everything.”
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The festival was in full swing, and for once, I wasn’t thinking about schemes, cultivation, or impending death. Just three fellows wandering through the night, each enjoying it in their own way.

Fan Shi gnawed on a skewered grasshopper, the kind of street food that looked like it had crawled off the stick on its own. She chewed with perfect indifference, while I made a point of looking anywhere but at her.

Jia Yun, on the other hand, was the picture of refinement, holding a stick of dango with the grace of a noble sipping tea. If I ignored the fact that she was a murderous fox cultivator, she might have even passed for an ordinary girl.

Meanwhile, I was busy asserting dominance over a rigged festival game.

The goal was simple—land three rings on a beam to win a prize. It was designed to cheat players out of their money, but I refused to rely on my cultivation. No supernatural perception, no qi manipulation. Just raw skill. Or, more accurately, abusing my stats.

For the last throw, I shut my eyes, tossed the ring, and listened.

Clink.

I grinned before I even opened my eyes. “Hah! Victory.”

Fan Shi and Jia Yun stared at me with the enthusiasm of monks at morning prayers.

The stall owner, an old man with a kindly smile, clapped his hands. “A fine throw, young master! Choose a prize.”

I gestured toward a goldfish mask hanging at the side.

Masks were a common sight during the festival. Some bore the faces of celestial beasts, others of vengeful spirits. Mine was neither—just a simple goldfish with a lacquered surface and an expression that teetered between serene and absurd.

I tied it on, adjusting it until the eye holes aligned properly. “How do I look?”

Jia Yun barely glanced at me. “Jia Yun thinks the young master looks fine.”

Fan Shi tilted her head, studying me with the solemnity of an appraising merchant. “…It looks acceptable.”

I squinted at her. “I hear doubt in your voice.”

She shrugged, unimpressed, and went back to her grasshopper.

Meanwhile, Jia Yun had already stepped forward. Without hesitation, she placed a full payment on the counter. “The fox mask.”

The elderly stall owner, pleased by her straightforwardness, handed her a red-and-white fox mask with delicate gold detailing. Unlike me, she didn’t tie it on properly. Instead, she slid it onto her head like a headband, letting it rest above her forehead. It suited her more than I cared to admit.

Fan Shi, having finished the last bite of her grasshopper skewer, wordlessly walked to another stall and bought another.

They were… quiet.

I wasn’t expecting them to dance in the streets, but should it really be this hard to enjoy a festival?

To my left, Jia Yun nibbled delicately on her dango, fox mask resting atop her head. To my right, Fan Shi took measured, precise bites from yet another grasshopper skewer. Neither had spoken to the other since we arrived.

They weren’t just ignoring each other, but ignoring each other with so much that they wouldn't look each other in the eye.

Oh well. At least I was having fun.

I wandered between stalls, taking in the festival’s sights and scents. The air was thick with the aroma of sizzling meat, sweet pastries, and faint traces of incense. Lanterns of every color swayed above the crowd, bathing the streets in a warm, dreamlike glow.

At one stand, a vendor carved miniature sugar sculptures with the precision of a master artisan. At another, a fortune teller waved her hands dramatically over a glowing crystal ball, whispering ominous predictions to a rapt audience.

Further ahead, an arm-wrestling contest drew cheers and laughter. A burly man crushed challengers left and right, slamming their hands onto the table with hearty guffaws. I considered joining—then thought better of it. My reputation was already strange enough without me utterly humiliating some poor street performer.

Instead, I focused on the real reason I was here—having fun, my way.

I tossed rings at another game stall, landing them cleanly on the prize beams. I flipped a coin into a lucky well, making a wish I immediately forgot. I challenged myself to balance on one foot while waiting in line for fried dumplings.

Yes. This was nice.

Then, suddenly, a kid crashed into Jia Yun.

The impact happened fast—a small figure collided into her side, twisting away before anyone could react. A pickpocket.

But Fan Shi was faster.

Without hesitation, she extended her foot, sweeping the kid off balance.

I sighed.

The child tumbled forward, landing with a startled oof! before scrambling to sit up. A tiny, dirt-smeared hand clutched something tightly to their chest.

Fan Shi’s gaze was cold, unyielding. “Stealing is wrong.”

Jia Yun smoothed her sleeves, her tone calm but firm. “Return it.”

The kid looked like a stray—tangled dark hair, sun-darkened skin, clothes of rough linen worn thin by time. There was a sharpness in his eyes, though, a wariness that reminded me of a cornered animal.

He was around our age… or at least, the same chibi form we currently wore.

Gritting his teeth, he clutched the stolen item tighter. “Over my dead body.”

And then, like a trapped beast, he bolted.

Jia Yun moved before I could stop her.

A single, fluid motion—her leg swept forward, hooking the kid’s ankle. He hit the ground hard.

Before he could even react, Jia Yun raised a fist, poised to strike.

I caught her wrist mid-air.

She blinked, startled, her cold expression cracking for the briefest moment.

Ignoring the kid’s angry squirming, I crouched down and picked up the stolen item—a silver hairpin adorned with delicate blue gems. It gleamed softly under the lantern light.

I turned to Jia Yun and held it out.

She took it without a word.

With careful, deliberate strokes, she began wiping it clean, a faint mist of ice qi swirling around her fingers. Frost shimmered along the surface as she purified it, ensuring not a single speck of filth remained.

Only after it was spotless did she tuck it back into her silver hair.

Meanwhile, the kid tensed, ready to bolt again.

I sighed. A slight shift of my foot pinned his leg down just enough to keep him from escaping. He struggled briefly, then scowled up at me, defiant.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

The kid bared his teeth. “Go drown yourself, rich boy.”

I raised a brow. “That’s not a name.”

“You deaf or just stupid?”

Jia Yun tilted her head. “Senior Da, do you wish for this Jia Yun to remove his tongue?”

The kid paled slightly but didn’t waver. “You—!”

I sighed, crouching lower. “Look, I don’t really care that much, but if you keep running your mouth, I will rough you up.”

His face twisted in frustration before he finally spat out, “Yu Tai.”

“See? That wasn’t so hard, was it?” I lifted my foot. “Now, why’d you steal?”

Yu Tai hesitated. Then, scowling, he muttered, “I’m just a hungry orphan.”

That was all he said. But it was enough.

I stepped back. “Fine. You can go.”

Yu Tai blinked, caught off guard. “…What?”

“I said go. Or do you want Jia Yun to take your tongue after all?”

His eyes darted between us, suspicious, clearly expecting some kind of trick. When none came, he gave a sharp nod and bolted into the night.

Fan Shi watched as Yu Tai vanished into the night, her expression contemplative. “Despite the City Governor’s wisdom, poverty still lingers.” Her voice was quiet, yet thoughtful. “Strange, isn’t it?”

Jia Yun turned to me, unreadable as ever. “Senior Da, why did you let the thief go?”

I stretched lazily. “Because he doesn’t belong here.”

Jia Yun frowned. “Jia Yun does not understand.”

Fan Shi tilted her head. “Not from here?”

I grinned. “Follow closely.”

With a flick of my will, I shifted my TriDivine Skill to Divine Speed, feeling the change as my senses sharpened and my body grew lighter. The moment Yu Tai had brushed against Jia Yun, I had already memorized his presence within my Divine Sense.

There was no running from me.

I took off, weaving through the festival crowd, tracking the kid’s presence as he slipped through alleys and side streets. Fan Shi and Jia Yun followed, their movements swift but controlled.

Yu Tai wasn’t just some common street rat.

The kid knew what he was doing.

He was fast—not inhumanly so, but quick enough to use the festival’s winding streets to his advantage, darting between stalls and slipping through distracted crowds with practiced ease. He moved like someone who had done this a thousand times before. It was almost impressive.

But I wasn’t worried.

Here in Yellow Dragon City, even beggars had roofs over their heads. The city’s prosperity wasn’t just for show—it was built on a foundation of strict order and stability. Even three unattended children could wander its streets without trouble.

I had spent enough time here to know its layout like the back of my hand. Every shortcut, every alley, every hidden nook—I had mapped them all. And in all that time, I had never seen a true slum. There were poorer districts, certainly, but nothing resembling the lawless underbellies found in other cities.

Which meant one thing—

Yu Tai was an outsider.

It wasn’t uncommon. Lost Legends Online and most medieval fantasy settings loved using street kids as disposable tools—smugglers, thieves, information brokers. Small, quick, easy to exploit. And with the festival drawing in travelers and fortune-seekers from all over, it was the perfect time to slip a few extra hands into the city.

Yu Tai wasn’t just some hungry orphan.

I pushed forward, keeping my pace controlled. If I rushed, I’d only spook him into a tighter escape route. No, I wanted him to lead me somewhere.

Let’s see where this rabbit hole went.

Yu Tai weaved through the festival streets, slipping past revelers and darting into narrow alleys. I kept Divine Speed active but restrained, tracking him effortlessly.

Eventually, we arrived at a tent tucked away in a secluded back alley, adjacent to several eateries. The scent of grilled meat and roasted chestnuts wafted over from nearby stalls, mixing with the damp, musty air. The tent itself was large but ragged, stitched together with mismatched fabrics, barely standing upright.

I exhaled.

I’d never seen myself as a hero. Well… outside of playing a Paladin in games. But in my past life, I’d been a teacher—a mundane existence, far removed from grand adventures and high-stakes moral dilemmas.

And yet, seeing this—knowing what was coming—made my stomach twist.

I was going to hate whatever was inside.

And sheesh, I was really starting to hate tropes.

Without a word, I jumped to the rooftops. Fan Shi and Jia Yun followed effortlessly, landing beside me with the grace of seasoned cultivators.

I turned to them. “Stay here. I’ll go alone.”

Below, the tent stretched across the alley like a temporary stronghold. The warm festival lights barely reached this part of the city, making it feel oddly detached from the lively streets beyond.

Two men sat by the entrance, playing checkers.

They were guards. No doubt about it. Their postures were too rigid, their eyes scanning every movement in the alley. Their armor was mismatched—a telltale sign of mercenaries or hired muscle. The stocky one, thick-bearded and broad-shouldered, was losing the game. He scowled at the board, moving his pieces with frustration. His opponent, a leaner man with sharp features, smirked as he made his move.

I opened Voice Chat, addressing David_69, my self-proclaimed Holy Spirit.

“I’m going to use Divine Possession to infiltrate and figure out what business these people have in Yellow Dragon City. If they’re trouble, I’ll deal with them. If a fight breaks out, call in the other two. Keep damage to a minimum.”

“Copy that,” David_69 answered.

I really needed to set up a proper appointment with this little guy sometime soon.

I exhaled and focused on the stocky guard. He looked healthy, if a bit stressed—perfect for a vessel. With a thought, I activated my only remaining spell slot.

"Divine Possession."

It was honestly… a waste of a spell slot, but there were just things I couldn’t let go… exploiting kids? Nah. Not under my watch.

A familiar pulling sensation gripped me as my consciousness detached from my body and surged into the guard. The world blurred—then snapped into focus through new eyes. I felt the weight of thick arms, the tension in his shoulders, the lingering heat of frustration from the game.

Time to see whether I was just being paranoid…

Or if a righteous cause was about to land in my lap.

Divine Possession was a strange spell. Normally, I shared control with the possessed, but sometimes, my stats alone completely overpowered them. It had happened with Pan Xia before. And it was happening again.

The guy didn’t resist. Not even a flicker of awareness. Just… silence.

Complete possession.

I had to be careful with that.

For now, I focused on blending in. I moved a checker piece, playing as naturally as possible. Across from me, the lean guard remained fixated on the board, seemingly unaware that his partner—who had been losing all night—was suddenly making winning moves.

“So, what’s Boss been up to?” I asked casually, placing my piece down with what I hoped was the same level of familiarity as the original guy.

It was a bluff. For all I knew, they didn’t even have a Boss.

The other guard snorted. “Probably scheming how to appeal to the City Lord’s empathy, hoping to get a chance to prove ourselves… and maybe, just maybe, earn citizenship.” He moved his piece with a resigned sigh. “Always the… begging… but this time, we’re begging the City Lord.”

I paused mid-move.

Okay. Maybe I’d assumed they were bad people a little too quickly.

I liked to think I tried to see the good in people, but in reality? I was just as susceptible to knee-jerk reactions as anyone else. Maybe it was the xianxia setting—this world had turned me paranoid, always expecting the worst.

But if they were here to plead for a place in Yellow Dragon City rather than run a criminal enterprise, then this was a different kind of story entirely.

I kept playing, keeping my tone casual. “So, how long have we been here?” I asked, feigning curiosity while setting up a double-jump.

“A few days. Came in when the festival gates opened,” the guard answered, scratching his head before making a move. “What kind of question is that? Are you drunk?”

I ignored that and asked instead, “And we’re really hoping for citizenship?”

“Yeah. Boss says we just need a chance. If we can prove we’re useful, maybe they’ll let us stay.”

I subtly activated Divine Sense, scanning him for any trace of deception.

Nothing. Not even a flicker of hesitation. He truly believed in what he was saying.

Huh. That was unexpected.

I opened Voice Chat and addressed David_69. “Show Jia Yun and Fan Shi a good time while I get the full story out of this.”

“Copy that,” came the reply.

Satisfied, I finished the game—winning, of course—and stood up, stretching. “Well, time to go in.”

The other guard barely glanced up. “Boss is inside. Don’t do anything stupid.”

I entered the tent.

It was larger than I’d expected—and packed. Men, women, and a surprising number of children huddled together, eating simple meals. Some bore the look of people who’d seen better days—former artisans or laborers fallen on hard times—while others were clearly street folk.

The kids especially stood out. Their clothes were ragged, their faces smeared with dirt.

And at the center of it all stood the Boss.

She wore a blue mask, obscuring her features. But even without seeing her face, there was presence—the kind that made people naturally listen. She moved among them, overseeing food distribution, ensuring everyone got their share.

I stepped forward, grabbed a ladle, and casually started helping.

Alright. This wasn’t too bad…
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The Boss stood at the center of the tent, overseeing the food distribution with effortless command. A blue mask concealed the upper half of her face, hiding the color of her eyes. Her long black hair, tied in a loose ponytail, framed her face with a few stray strands. She was not tall, nor did she exude raw intimidation, yet the way she carried herself—calm, measured, authoritative—left no room for disorder.

She moved with practiced ease, ladling out bowls of porridge in steady rhythm. Each person stepped forward, accepted their share, and moved along without complaint. No jostling, no arguments, no chaos. It was an orderliness that felt almost unnatural.

I had seen charity drives back on Earth—volunteers struggling to control desperate crowds, people pushing to the front, snatching more than their share. But here? It was peaceful. Disciplined.

Lin Lim. That was what the others called her.

I scooped another portion into a bowl, glancing at the contents: simple rice porridge with slivers of dried meat and vegetables. A humble meal, yet in a place like this, it was survival itself.

Then, from the corner of my eye, I spotted a familiar figure.

Yu Tai.

The boy had slipped forward, bowl outstretched. His face was carefully neutral, but the flicker of hesitation in his eyes betrayed him the moment he noticed me. To him, I must have seemed like an imposing figure, a warrior too dangerous to trifle with.

I leaned forward slightly, lowering my voice. “Where is it?”

Yu Tai tensed. “W-what?”

“Everything you stole.”

His fingers tightened around the bowl. “Why?”

I held his gaze. “Because it wasn’t yours to take.”

“What does it matter?” His lips curled into a scowl. “You said we don’t need to pay, but it’s a lie, isn’t it? Those at the top always demand tribute!”

I arched a brow. “Tribute? That’s what you call stealing now?”

His glare sharpened. “Call it whatever you want. It’s the same in the end. The strong take from the weak. The weak take from the weaker. That’s just how the world works.”

A bitter philosophy, but not an unfamiliar one. The raggedness of his clothes, the stubborn set of his shoulders—this was no mere pickpocket. He was a child shaped by hardship, someone who had spent too long at the mercy of fate’s cruelty.

And fate had rarely been kind.

The murmurs around us faded into silence. I glanced around—children, teenagers, even a few adults had turned their attention toward us. Some were curious. Others wary. A few bore the weary expressions of those who had seen this play out before.

Then, a calm voice cut through the tension.

“What seems to be the issue here?”

Boss Lin Lim approached, her blue mask concealing her expression, making her unreadable. Yet, her presence alone was enough to still the restless air. She moved with the effortless grace of someone accustomed to command, her sharp eyes shifting between Yu Tai and me.

I exhaled and gestured toward the boy. “Your little troublemaker has a habit of taking what isn’t his.”

Yu Tai stiffened but did not deny it. His jaw tightened, fingers clenching around the bowl as if bracing for a storm.

Lin Lim regarded him for a moment before letting out a quiet breath. “Is that true, Yu Tai?”

The boy hesitated. His gaze flickered toward the watching crowd. There was something in his eyes—pride, perhaps, or defiance. But in the end, he merely clicked his tongue and looked away.

The silence stretched. The weight of so many eyes settled upon him.

Then, the murmurs began.

“He got caught, huh?”

“Well, he’s always been reckless.”

“Figures. But what’s she gonna do about it?”

“She won’t be too harsh. He’s still one of us.”

Yu Tai shifted, unease creeping into his stance. Lin Lim must have noticed as well, for she spoke before the whispers could fester into something worse.

“I know many of you come from different places,” she said, her voice steady, measured—not loud, but carrying an undeniable weight. “Different cities. Different streets. Different struggles. But under this tent, we live the same lives.”

The murmurs died.

Lin Lim turned back to Yu Tai. “What did you take?”

The boy’s shoulders slumped. He glanced at me, then at the expectant crowd, before finally exhaling in resignation. Reaching into his ragged clothes, he pulled out a small pouch and dropped it into Lin Lim’s waiting hand.

She opened it, glanced inside, then… returned it to him.

I had no idea why.

Lin Lim’s voice remained firm, steady as a mountain. “Under my tent, no one will steal, no one will harm, no one will take from their own. We survive together, not at each other’s expense. That is the rule.”

Yu Tai clenched his fists but held his tongue. The defiance in his eyes wavered, but pride kept him silent.

Before the moment could stretch further, the tent’s entrance was pulled aside, and a young man stepped in. His robes were immaculate, the silk smooth and unblemished, a stark contrast to the worn fabrics of those gathered here. His every movement spoke of careful upbringing, of a life untouched by hunger or hardship. His gaze swept the room, barely lingering on the gathered crowd before settling on Lin Lim.

“Lin Lim,” he called, his tone direct, assured. “How’s everyone doing?”

She inclined her head, offering neither deference nor warmth. Without another word, she turned and strode toward him, leaving the rest of us in silence.

I exhaled slowly, turning back to my task. The rhythm of ladling porridge into bowls gave me an excuse to listen, to observe. As I struck up casual conversations, the picture grew clearer.

These people were not from Yellow Dragon City. Most hailed from smaller, struggling towns, places where wealth was a distant rumor. Yet, year after year, they braved the journey here.

“Why go through all that trouble?” I asked.

A grizzled man chuckled, shaking his head. “You don’t know? Wait a minute… are you new?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Well, what do you think?” I injected a bit of sarcasm to my tome.

“The seventh day of the festival,” he said. “The Grand Feast. It’s tradition. No matter who you are, no matter where you come from—on that day, you eat like a noble here. No questions asked.”

I faltered.

All this effort… just for a single meal?

My first instinct was disbelief, but then I remembered the festival itinerary. The Grand Feast. I had skimmed over it, dismissed it as just another event. I hadn’t realized what it meant.

I had been looking down on them.

Not intentionally. But deep down, I had carried the assumption that because I came from a world of the 21st century, I was better. That my knowledge, my experiences, my way of life—were superior.

But these people were not primitive. They were not ignorant.

They were surviving.

If I didn’t have my power and riches, I could have been them too.

I let out a slow breath, the weight of my thoughts settling in. I had spent enough time here. With a mental command, I canceled Divine Possession, and my consciousness snapped back to my main body.

I should probably put in a good word for them with Ren Jin. Maybe he could—

And then I saw them.

Jia Yun and Fan Shi lay sprawled on the ground, battered and dazed, like two puppies who had just lost a fight to a much bigger dog.

What the hell happened?

I blinked. My fingers curled around something. A... tree branch?

A very familiar tree branch.

A picture formed in my head—David_69, my self-proclaimed holy spirit, swinging the branch like a righteous instrument of divine judgment.

I opened Voice Chat.

“What were you doing with them?”

David_69’s voice rang in my mind, ever pious. “Showing them a good time.”

I rubbed my temples. “…And how exactly did you come to that conclusion?”

“I asked them what they wished to do for fun.” His tone was perfectly righteous. “Both requested guidance. I obliged.”

I looked at Jia Yun and Fan Shi again.

Alright. That… made sense. Sort of.

Note to self: My holy spirit, which had somehow gained sentience, was basically a child. Do not give him too much responsibility.

Back in Lost Legends Online, holy spirits were an oddity. They existed in an astral state, untouched by magic or mortality. Neither ghosts nor divine messengers, they were beings of pure faith, embodying concepts rather than flesh.

In the game, they were revered as saints.

I wasn’t sure if David_69 lived up to that reputation.

Jia Yun and Fan Shi groaned as they pushed themselves up, instinctively supporting each other. It wasn’t conscious, nor was it particularly friendly, but it was… something.

A bond? No, not quite.

Rivals.

Jia Yun wobbled slightly, her chibi-sized form making the movement almost comical. “This Jia Yun acknowledges the vast difference in—” She caught herself, barely stopping before slipping into first-person speech.

Fan Shi dusted off her tiny sleeves, exhaling. “If possible, we wish to challenge you again, Senior.”

I blinked.

Ah. So that was how it was.

They had stopped holding grudges.

Now, they were united—against a common enemy.

Me.

Excellent work, David_69.

Jia Yun and Fan Shi steadied themselves, determination burning in their chibi-sized eyes. The way they leaned on each other, despite their exhaustion, made me think—maybe their rivalry wasn’t so bad. At least now, they weren’t avoiding each other.

I smiled. An idea formed in my mind, equal parts stupid and brilliant.

I opened Voice Chat—which, at this point, was basically Qi Speech, cultivator-style.

First, I addressed Fan Shi. “I have a test for you. Your goal is to make Jia Yun laugh. But you must not laugh yourself. The first one who laughs loses and won’t get to spar with me.”

Then, I turned to Jia Yun and gave her the same instructions with Voice Chat.

“Jia Yun,” I softly told her what needed to be done. “I have a test for you. Make Fan Shi laugh and you must not laugh yourself. The first one who laughs loses and won’t get to spar with me.”

The two exchanged a sharp look.

A silent agreement passed between them.

I could almost hear the sparks crackling in the air as they braced for battle—not with swords or fists, but with sheer willpower.

Su-ba-ra-shi.

I stretched lazily. “Let’s go enjoy the festival before our chibi forms run out,” I said, as if I hadn’t just thrown them into a ridiculous contest.

That day, I rediscovered a part of myself.

The little troll inside me.

…Not that I had ever truly lost it.

Hahaha.
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In one of the rooms assigned to the Isolation Path Sect within the City Governor’s estate, a certain little goldfish swam happily in her bowl. I leaned in close, using the allure of the lettuce to gently feed the little fishy. Ren Jingyi wiggled excitedly in response. Good girl. I continued to shower her with affection, watching her swim in lazy circles, while my attention remained on Gu Jie.

She sat across from me, her posture composed, her hands resting lightly in her lap. Her complexion was still paler than it should be, but there was something steadier about her presence. She seemed more at ease, the shadow of constant deterioration no longer pressing so obviously against her.

I asked, “How are you doing?”

Gu Jie lowered her head slightly in greeting before responding, “Elder Lei Fen has delivered on his promise, Master. I can now continue cultivating Delayed Destiny of the Demonic Path at the First Realm.”

I hummed, continuing to watch Ren Jingyi’s little fins flap. “That’s good news. Does that mean you’ve stabilized your condition?”

Gu Jie hesitated for a fraction of a second before nodding. “It is an improvement. But ultimately, it is still an incomplete technique. I will have to complete it myself.”

I glanced at her, raising an eyebrow. “And when you do?”

Her expression didn’t change, but I could hear the conviction in her voice. “I will rename it. It will no longer be associated with the demonic path.”

A smile tugged at my lips. “So, a path of your own, huh?”

Gu Jie’s eyes flickered with something unreadable before she gave a small nod.

I leaned back, stretching. “Well, that makes two of us, then.”

She tilted her head slightly, but I didn’t elaborate.

It was the morning of the fifth day of the festival, and nearly the sixth day since my arrival in this world. Time moved fast. Too fast. The semi-finals would happen this afternoon, and after that… well, things would only get more interesting from here.

Across from me, Gu Jie sat with perfect posture, her black and red robes neatly arranged as she poured tea with measured grace. She was always composed, always restrained, but I had spent enough time around her to recognize the occasional flicker of emotion in her eyes.

She looked at me seriously, then finally spoke.

"Master… why did you not take me as your disciple?"

I paused mid-offering of lettuce to the goldfish. That was… unexpected.

"Do you believe I am lacking?" she continued, voice even, but I could sense something fragile beneath it.

Oh boy. How was I supposed to answer that? I wasn’t even sure how to process the idea of having a disciple in the first place. Pretending to be an immortal cultivator was already a lot to juggle, and now I had people actively trying to shove themselves into the role of my students.

I sighed, rubbing my temple. "It’s not about that, Gu Jie."

"Then what is it?"

I glanced at her, considering my words carefully. "The path I walk… it wouldn’t be compatible with yours."

For a moment, she just stared at me. Then, slowly, her expression fell.

"I understand." She lowered her gaze, her fingers tightening slightly around her tea cup. "Forgive me for overstepping my bounds, Master. Clearly, a demonic cultivator like me should not have dared."

…Oh, come on.

I sighed again, setting aside the lettuce as Ren Jingyi swam around, probably sensing the shift in mood.

"That’s not what I meant," I muttered.

But Gu Jie didn’t look up.

I wasn’t great at this whole 'profound wisdom' thing, and I really wasn’t about to sit here acting like some enlightened master who spoke in riddles. The truth was, I had no idea if my abilities could even be taught to someone else, let alone someone with a completely different cultivation path.

How was I supposed to explain to her that my power system probably wouldn’t work on her?

Instead of trying to force an answer, I reached over and tapped the wooden board between us.

"Teach me Go."

Gu Jie blinked. "Go?"

"Yeah. I’ve never played before, but it looks fun."

There was a beat of silence. Then, slowly, she set down her tea and started placing the black and white stones on the board, explaining the rules as she went.

As we played, the tension gradually eased. She was patient, methodical, and surprisingly good at explaining strategies without overwhelming me with details.

For the first time in a while, we weren’t talking about cultivation, or fate, or power struggles.

Just two people, playing a game.

And honestly?

It was kind of nice.

The soft clack of stones filled the quiet room.

I studied the board, pretending I understood what I was doing. Gu Jie sat across from me, her gaze sharp and focused as she placed another stone down with precise intent.

"Master," she suddenly said, not looking up from the game, "do you still sleep?"

That was an odd question. I glanced at her before returning my focus to the Go board. "It depends. Not so much recently. I don’t really have to sleep, anyway."

Honestly, I missed the sensation of sleeping.

But I’d rather not, suspecting the weird memory mumbo-jumbo haunting me.

Some kind of memory synchronization to my game character… or something.

Gu Jie nodded as if that was expected. "I thought so. Elder Lei Fen once mentioned that cultivators of the Fifth Realm and above no longer require sleep. Those beyond that point do not even need to eat."

Now that was interesting. "So what, they just run on air?"

She shook her head. "Not quite. They still require energy. That is why even the highest-level cultivators meditate. It serves as their means of replenishment."

"Huh." I leaned back, considering that. "I guess that makes sense. Everyone needs energy in some form."

Gu Jie hummed in agreement, her red sleeves shifting as she reached for another stone. "But, Master…"

I felt her eyes on me, assessing.

"I have never seen you meditate."

…That was a good point.

I never sat cross-legged in deep contemplation or absorbed Qi from the heavens or whatever it was that cultivators did. I barely even stopped moving. From the moment I arrived in this world, I had been running, showing off, and scheming nonstop.

Rather than answer, I decided to consult my inner holy spirit.

"David_69," I whispered through Voice Chat, my voice only reaching the entity within me.

"Yes, My Lord?" came the immediate response.

I studied the Go board. "Advise me on my next move."

A pause. Then, "Place your stone three spaces to the left. It will reduce your losses."

I did as instructed.

Gu Jie raised a delicate eyebrow but said nothing. She placed her next stone without hesitation.

Then she asked, "Master… are you an immortal?"

I almost fumbled my next move.

Frankly? I had no idea.

Back in Lost Legends Online, game characters—whether NPCs or player avatars—could exist for hundreds or even thousands of years, depending on their race and lore. But to players, those centuries translated into mere months or years in real-time. The game world ran on its own logic, separate from reality.

Technically, players were as immortal as they could get… considering the lore and their game characters’ immunity to aging. And then there was the respawn mechanic.

But this world?

Was I still bound by the same rules?

Or was I something else entirely?

I had been avoiding these questions, too caught up in the immediate survival game that was this Xianxia Land. But the reality of the situation was pressing down on me, demanding answers I wasn't ready to face.

I needed to talk to David_69—not just about strategy or combat, but about what I was. About my transmigration. About what it meant. But I kept procrastinating.

Gu Jie placed her final stone. I stared at the board and realized, despite my best efforts, I had lost.

Barely.

"That was close," she remarked, eyes gleaming with amusement. "You did well, Master."

I sighed. "Thanks. But credit goes to my holy spirit."

Her expression flickered with curiosity, but she didn’t press further.

I stared at the board, at the carefully laid stones, and at the nearly invisible margin between victory and defeat.

Somehow, it felt like a metaphor for something far bigger than just a game.

One of the most recurring tropes in xianxia was that characters were never truly free. No matter how powerful they became, they were always pieces on a board controlled by unseen forces—old immortals playing their games, ancient monsters lurking behind the veil of reality, manipulating fate as they pleased.

It was an overarching storyline, a cosmic struggle that loomed over every protagonist whether they acknowledged it or not.

The thought unsettled me.

Because if this world followed the same rules, then there was a chance—no, a certainty—that I was just another chess piece here.

I pushed that thought aside as Gu Jie reset the Go board. The weight of existential dread could wait. Right now, I had a game to lose.

Just as we placed the first few stones, Fan Shi arrived.

I’d requested her presence from Lei Fen, wanting this serious talk for some time now..

"This disciple greets Senior," she said, hands clasped in a formal bow.

"Make yourself comfortable," I replied.

Fan Shi smirked. "Then that’s what I will do, Senior."

She moved with ease, settling beside us and pouring herself a cup of tea. She looked comfortable around me now, likely because we had hung out last night. It was a strange thing to see—her rigid demeanor softened into something almost casual.

I watched as she took a sip. Then I asked, "How did you end up following the Psymancy Path of the Mage Legacy?"

Fan Shi guffawed.

Then choked.

And then, with the force of a ruptured dam, she spat her tea in a full, unrestrained torrent.

"W-what do you mean, Senior?"

I met her eyes, my expression neutral. "Psychic Bolt, Mind Over Matter, and Soul Rend."

Fan Shi paled. Her hands trembled as she set down the cup. "You even know the skills’ names…"

I did. And now, I was very interested in hearing her explanation.

As I placed another stone on the Go board, I glanced at Fan Shi, who was still staring at me like I had just unmasked her deepest secret.

"Only my Master and I should know the name of the secret technique I am practicing," she muttered, her voice barely above a whisper.

Gu Jie made a move. I countered.

Fan Shi frowned, conflicted. Her fingers tightened around her sleeves.

I let the silence stretch between us, letting her battle her own thoughts. Eventually, she caved.

"I… found a mysterious book in an old ruin," she admitted, looking down at her cup of tea as if it would offer some comfort. "It was written in a language I couldn’t read, yet I felt like I could. The moment I tried to read it, it turned into motes of light… and then I absorbed it."

I placed my next move on the board, my mind running a mile a minute.

"The next thing I knew, I could perform techniques that didn’t utilize qi but… an imaginary power that existed from a different dimension."

I froze mid-move.

Imaginary power from a different dimension?

That was an apt description for mana.

That was why in flavored texts, they were moved by belief and willpower.

I set my stone down, exhaling through my nose. My mind spun back to my time in Lost Legends Online. When Fan Shi said book, the first thing that came to mind wasn’t just any book.

It was a Legacy Advancement Book.

In LLO, most players started without a class. After reaching a certain level and fulfilling specific requirements, they could use a Legacy Advancement Book to acquire a class or unlock a unique skill path.

Guilds loved hoarding those things.

Not only did they let new players advance, but they also allowed veteran players to unlock highly specialized and varied skill paths. Some books were rare beyond belief, hidden in obscure locations or guarded by high-level bosses. I had my fair share of fights over them.

Even if a player had the Skill Books they wanted, they couldn’t learn the skills without a Skill Point and the proper Skill Path unlocked.

Fan Shi had, unknowingly, done something very similar.

I placed another stone on the board and asked, "Did you feel anything change about yourself after absorbing the book?"

Fan Shi nodded hesitantly. "My perception became… different. The world started feeling lighter—as if I was standing in two places at once. My thoughts became faster. And when I willed something to move…"

She raised a hand. The cup of tea on the table shuddered slightly before settling back down.

"…it listened," she finished.

Psymancy.

I leaned back. "You didn’t learn these techniques. You remembered them."

Fan Shi’s expression turned tense. "What do you mean, Senior?"

I tapped the Go board idly, my mind already fitting the puzzle pieces together.

"It means," I said, "that book didn’t teach you anything. It unlocked something that was already there."

And that… was very concerning.

Why was the game named Lost Legends Online?

Emphasis on Lost Legends… and then there was the classes referred to as a Legacy.

The game had a unique take on ‘cultivation,’ but in a medieval fantasy setting, blending swords and sorcery with something deeper—something forgotten with a touch of mystique.

I wasn’t big on lore, but I knew enough from my time as a frequent wanderer in the game.

Once upon a time, humanity had a legacy hidden within their souls—a potential untouched by the old gods. But during the long Dark Ages that predated the game’s beta version, that legacy was lost.

The worldly races of that era waged war against the gods, using their legacies as weapons.

And yet, they were losing.

To protect their last hope, they sealed the knowledge of their legacies deep within their souls, hiding it away. They placed their trust in the future, betting everything on the next generation.

A chill crawled up my spine.

The only characters who could use Skill Books and Legacy Advancement Books in LLO were players or special heroic NPCs.

Most NPCs in the game weren’t native to the world—they had arrived from portals, fleeing from their own ruined lands, repopulating the world after the Dark Ages. They mixed bloodlines with the denizens of LLO, giving birth to the next generation. Among the new generation, some had inherited immortal souls—fragments of champions from that lost era.

I stared at Fan Shi.

"Master, your move," Gu Jie reminded me.

I placed a stone on the board absentmindedly, but my focus remained on Fan Shi. I activated Divine Sense and swept my awareness over her.

Nothing.

There was nothing special about her. No distinct presence. No hidden energy. No signature that should mark her as different.

And yet…

"What is it, Senior?" Fan Shi asked, tilting her head.

I needed to be sure.

I needed a way to confirm if she was truly from this world.

So I tested it with the simplest trick I knew.

I cleared my throat.

"Baby Shark, doo, doo, doo, doo, doo~"

…

An awkward silence followed.

Gu Jie stared at me, completely lost.

Fan Shi tilted her head even further, looking equally confused.

The embarrassment wasn’t killing me, but I sure wished I was dead.
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Fan Shi was definitely not a player. That much was clear. She wasn’t even reacting to things a modern person would recognize. No memes, no references, no sense of shared culture. That meant she was either a special NPC or a genuine person in a world that had, for some reason, become real to me.

Either way, as far as I was concerned, this was no longer a game.

I dismissed Fan Shi after our talk, letting her go about her day while I continued playing Go with Gu Jie. The game was oddly relaxing, a simple yet deep distraction from the ever-growing mystery that was my existence here. Eventually, though, duty called, and I had to leave for the semi-finals.

It wasn’t exactly a duty, but… there was an obligation to it, in a sense.

Lei Fen for example would appreciate to have someone watching his back, especially with Pan Xia and Long Xieren being buddy-buddy.

I arrived a bit earlier than usual, and to my mild surprise, Long Xieren was already there. The arena felt different today—quieter, as if the air itself was holding its breath for what was to come.

"My fellow Daoist, you are early!" Long Xieren greeted me with a wide grin, already making himself comfortable.

I sat where I had last time. "Same goes for you, Daoist."

Long Xieren chuckled and leaned forward. "So, still up for another bet? I am feeling lucky today."

I waved him off. "Nah, yesterday was enough excitement for me."

He clicked his tongue in disappointment. "That was amazing. You should have seen Pan Xia’s face after the entire ordeal, returning to his quarters looking like some guy just killed his dog."

I smirked at that. Considering how his night ended, I couldn’t blame him.

Gu Jie hadn’t accompanied me this time. She was worried about her demonic qi affecting me, as if people would suddenly start accusing me of consorting with demonic cultivators. Instead, she stayed behind with Ren Jingyi, the little goldfish, using the peaceful morning to continue her cultivation.

That was fine.

Long Xieren was an Elder of the Sword Canopy Sect, but he looked no older than a middle-aged man. He had the sharpness of a swordsman in his bearing—disciplined, yet relaxed, like a blade resting in its scabbard. He carried himself with the ease of someone who had long mastered his craft, his every movement deliberate and efficient.

Compared to him, Pan Xia was basically an old man. His beard alone could house a family of birds, and his wrinkled face gave him the appearance of a wise sage—though his attitude was closer to that of a scheming fox.

Elder Lei Fen, on the other hand, looked much younger than Pan Xia, but still carried the weight of years. He seemed to be in his late 40s, the kind of man whose presence alone was enough to command respect.

Just on time, the others arrived.

Ren Jin, the governor of Yellow Dragon City, entered the arena first, followed closely by Elder Lei Fen and Pan Xia.

I watched them take their seats before turning to Ren Jin, curiosity getting the better of me.

"If you don’t mind me asking," I said, "why is it that some people call you City Lord while others call you City Governor? Is there a difference?"

Ren Jin considered my question for a moment before answering. "A matter of perspective, I guess… Most commoners refer to me as a City Lord, but that’s technically wrong. For one, I wasn’t born in this city. It was my wife who was born here. She’s the City Lord. The Empire had simply posted me here, making me a City Governor."

That was interesting. "So, in other words, a City Lord is someone who rules over their own birthplace, while a City Governor is someone assigned by the Empire?"

"Precisely," Ren Jin confirmed. Then, with a knowing smile, he added, "Since you asked anyway, what is it like in your home? Do they have Lords too?"

It depended, of course. But if I wanted to stay consistent with my supposed background as a Paladin…

"Yes," I answered. "We do have Lords. Kings. Nobles. And the like."

Ren Jin’s smile widened ever so slightly, as if he were reading into my words. "I see… Your homeland must be quite the place."

I merely nodded, keeping my expression neutral.

Ren Jin was surprisingly easy to talk to. Despite being the City Governor, he lacked the stiff, overly formal air I expected from someone of his status. We exchanged pleasantries, discussing the festival, the upcoming semi-finals, and eventually, I found myself recounting my little adventures with Fan Shi and Jia Yun last night.

As I spoke, I noticed Elder Lei Fen and Pan Xia subtly turning their heads in my direction. Their ears perked up, and I could practically feel their curiosity. After all, I was talking about their disciples.

"So, you're saying," Ren Jin said, holding back a chuckle, "that you had them competing in a contest to see who could make the other laugh first?"

I grinned. "They were already looking for an excuse to fight. I just gave them a different battlefield."

Lei Fen and Pan Xia exchanged a glance before letting out a breath, visibly relaxing. I guess they had been worried I was dragging their disciples into something more serious. Once they realized it was just harmless messing around—with me as the main perpetrator, no less—they seemed content to let it go.

Ren Jin leaned back with a nostalgic look in his eyes. "There were times I would mess around like that when I was a child. Of course, I had to be careful—being a prince meant that not everyone took jokes lightly. But a little mischief never hurt anyone."

That was interesting. I was about to ask more about his childhood when another thought crossed my mind.

"Do you know anything about a Lin Lim?"

Ren Jin's face immediately soured. He sighed, rubbing his temple as if just hearing the name gave him a headache. "Efforts have been made to placate them so they wouldn’t cause trouble," he finally said.

That was vague. Too vague.

"They don’t seem to have come here to cause harm," I pointed out. "At least, not from what I’ve seen."

Ren Jin gave me a contemplative look. "You’re not the only one who thinks that. My son has been saying the same thing."

I filed that information away for later. Before I could press further, the atmosphere in the arena shifted. The noise from the crowd quieted as Chief Enforcer Liang Na stepped onto the stage. She moved with an air of authority, her robes billowing slightly as she came to a stop at the center.

Four figures followed behind her:

Fan Shi. Jia Yun. Lu Gao. And a sword cultivator from the Sword Canopy Sect.

Never really got his name. But from the way he carried himself, he was definitely skilled.

The semi-finals were about to begin.

Chief Enforcer Liang Na stood at the center of the arena, her commanding presence silencing the murmuring crowd. She gave a sweeping glance across the gathered spectators before speaking in a clear, authoritative voice.

“The time has come for the semi-finals of the Yellow Dragon City Tournament.” She gestured toward the four contestants standing behind her. “Before you stand the four warriors who have fought their way through the preliminary rounds, proving their strength and determination.”

She introduced them one by one, her voice carrying effortlessly across the arena.

"Fan Shi of the Isolation Path Sect."

Fan Shi stepped forward, her eerie yet composed aura causing a faint murmur among the spectators. She remained silent, hands hidden within her wide sleeves, her expression unreadable.

"Jia Yun of the Cloud Mist Sect."

Jia Yun hopped forward, hands on her hips, brimming with confidence. "Jia Yun is honored to continue in this tournament!" she announced, her voice carrying a lively energy.

"Lu Gao of the Lu Clan."

Lu Gao stepped forward, arms crossed, his confident smirk never wavering. "This one shall carve his name into the annals of history," he declared, exuding the self-assured aura of someone who never even considered the possibility of defeat.

"And lastly, Huo Jun of the Sword Canopy Sect."

The last contestant, Huo Jun, stepped forward with a steady, controlled grace. He wore the signature robes of the Sword Canopy Sect, his posture disciplined, his expression calm. A man of few words, he simply gave a respectful nod.

Liang Na continued, "The rules for the semi-finals are as follows: This round will be a two-versus-two match. The teams will be decided by drawing lots. Points will be allocated based on the number of knockouts or by forcing your opponent out of bounds."

A brief wave of excitement rippled through the crowd at the unexpected twist. A tournament usually followed one-on-one battles, but the two-versus-two format added a layer of unpredictability. The contestants, too, exchanged glances, gauging their potential allies and opponents.

An attendant stepped onto the stage, carrying a wooden ballot box. The contestants approached one by one, reaching inside and drawing their respective lots.

Jia Yun peeked at her slip of paper, her brows furrowing before she glanced toward Huo Jun. Meanwhile, Lu Gao grinned as he unfolded his, turning to look at Fan Shi, who raised an eyebrow.

Liang Na announced the results. "The match configuration has been decided. Team One: Lu Gao and Fan Shi. Team Two: Jia Yun and Huo Jun."

Lu Gao’s smirk widened. “Looks like fate has granted me a fine partner.”

Fan Shi gave him a sideways glance but said nothing.

Jia Yun narrowed her eyes at Lu Gao before turning to Huo Jun. “Hmph, I don’t know about you, but this Jia Yun does not intend to lose.”

Huo Jun finally spoke, his tone as calm as a still lake. “Neither do I.”

With the teams set, the semi-finals were about to begin.

Lu Gao stood tall, his long dark hair tied back into a neat ponytail, exuding the confidence of a young master who had never tasted true defeat. His features were sharp, his stance relaxed but commanding. The faintest smirk tugged at his lips as if he already knew the outcome of this match before it had even begun.

I had been hearing a lot of hype about him from the common folk. Whispers of his battles filled the streets, painting him as a genius of unconventional tactics. Yesterday, he had managed to achieve an unbelievable 50% win rate—not by outright defeating his opponents, but by forcing draws in each of his matches. How? By breaking both his and his opponent’s weapons.

An annoying yet undeniably effective strategy.

Yet today, something was off.

Lu Gao stood with a sword strapped to his waist. Not a spear. That was odd. He had used a spear yesterday. He had used a spear in every other match before this. Why switch weapons now?

I strained my hearing, extending my perception as Lu Gao casually spoke to his opponents.

“So,” he drawled, “Jia Yun of the Cloud Mist Sect and Huo Jun of the Sword Canopy Sect. Two sect disciples. How traditional.” He exhaled as if he were already bored. “Shall we make this interesting, or will this be another dull match?”

Jia Yun scoffed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Lu Gao smirked, flicking his wrist, causing his sword to hum faintly as he loosened it in its sheath. “It means that in the grand scheme of things, this match doesn’t really matter to me. Whether I win or lose, I’ll make sure everyone remembers my name.”

I cringed. This guy was seriously talking like a villain who hadn’t read ahead in his own story.

Huo Jun, as expected, remained impassive. “Words are meaningless. We’ll see if you can back them up.”

Fan Shi, his supposed ally, simply gave him a sideways glance but remained silent. It was hard to tell what she thought of his antics.

The contenders took their positions, standing opposite each other. The tension in the air grew thick as the crowd quieted in anticipation. They bowed, a gesture of respect before the clash.

Liang Na’s voice rang out.

“FIGHT!”

Jia Yun moved first, anticipating the building energy in Fan Shi.

A translucent frost wall erupted between her team and the opposing duo, a barrier of solid ice that stretched high, covering both herself and Huo Jun.

Right on time.

Fan Shi’s unlinked projectile chains came raining down like serpents, writhing midair with eerie precision. Each chain was jagged, pulsating with cold, metallic energy. The frost wall held for a brief moment before the relentless barrage chipped and shattered through it. Cracks splintered across the icy surface before it exploded into misty fragments.

From the lingering mist, Huo Jun emerged.

His sword was already drawn. Three sword-like energy constructs floated behind him in a sharp, triangular formation—ready to strike at a moment’s notice.

Fan Shi whipped her chains back, trying to ensnare him before he could act. But Huo Jun was fast.

He flickered—his figure blurring as he dodged at an impossible angle, leaving only a faint afterimage. He reappeared several feet away, safe from Fan Shi’s reach.

Jia Yun, unfazed, flicked her fans. A barrage of wind blades shot forward, cutting through the air with lethal precision.

Lu Gao deflected them all.

His sword, seemingly ordinary, moved in rapid arcs, redirecting each wind blade harmlessly aside. Not a single one touched him.

Meanwhile, Huo Jun honed in on Lu Gao. His movement was swift, his sword constructs shifting with him, forming a calculated offense.

Lu Gao simply smirked.

"A perfect line."

Huo Jun’s eyes widened.

Sensing danger, he instantly brought his sword up—along with the three sword constructs—forming an asterisk-like defense.

Lu Gao's sword pulsed.

"One Road to Hell."

A sulfuric scent filled the air. Black and red sparks flickered as Lu Gao swung downward.

Huo Jun’s composure shattered. He gritted his teeth, his arms shaking from the sheer force.

Yet he endured.

The same could not be said for Jia Yun.

Lu Gao’s sword wave didn’t stop. It surged past Huo Jun, cutting through the air in a straight line—honing in on Jia Yun.

Fan Shi’s eyes flashed. She didn’t let the opportunity go to waste.

Her chains lashed out once more.

Jia Yun’s reaction was immediate—another frost wall rose between her and the twin threats, blocking both Lu Gao’s sword wave and Fan Shi’s chains.

"One Road to Heaven."

The moment Lu Gao’s sword wave slammed against the frost wall, something bizarre happened. Instead of dissipating or breaking through, the energy reversed.

The very same sword wave curved unnaturally, bending in midair as if guided by an unseen hand—homing straight toward Huo Jun’s undefended back.

Jia Yun's eyes widened. She reacted fast, snapping her fan open and waving it with force.

A powerful gust of wind blasted Huo Jun, shoving him forward just in time. The redirected sword wave barely missed him. Instead, it returned to its origin—Lu Gao.

A normal cultivator would’ve been caught off guard.

Lu Gao wasn’t.

He extended his free hand, absorbing the returning energy without breaking a sweat. The golden-red glow of his sword pulsed as he seamlessly channeled it back into his weapon.

Fan Shi saw the momentary opening.

Her chains lashed out at the disoriented Huo Jun, aiming to end his fight then and there.

Huo Jun, despite being off-balance, didn’t panic.

He gritted his teeth and went for the only option left—attacking Lu Gao directly.

His sword sliced through the air, honed for Lu Gao’s neck.

Lu Gao crouched low.

Huo Jun’s blade whistled above him, missing entirely.

Fan Shi’s attack was next—her chains shifting and coiling into a gauntlet-like weapon around her fist as she closed the distance. She swung at Huo Jun with fierce precision.

Huo Jun barely managed to react. His sword met Fan Shi’s gauntlet in a desperate block, the impact pushing him back a step.

Meanwhile, Jia Yun moved again.

She flicked her fans, empowered by wind qi. They rotated rapidly like bladed discs as they homed in on Lu Gao with incredible speed.

Fan Shi pressed her attack, giving Huo Jun no time to regain his footing.

Lu Gao, seeing the incoming fans, smirked.

"It would be troublesome if you suddenly transformed into a fox," he said, eyes locked on Jia Yun. “I have to remove you whether by hook or crook.”

Then, he moved.

Lu Gao stomped down hard. His figure flickered—disappearing from Jia Yun’s view in an instant.

He didn’t dodge. He surpassed the speed of the fans entirely.

By the time Jia Yun realized what had happened, he was already in front of her.

Lu Gao’s palm struck her square in the chest.

A loud impact rang through the arena.

Jia Yun barely had time to process what happened before she was sent flying backward, crossing the boundary line.

"Out of bounds!"

The match was already tilting in one direction.

            

    
        035 A Line Crossed

    
    
    
    
                035 A Line Crossed

"Out of bounds!"

Liang Na’s voice echoed across the arena.

Elder Pan Xia shot up from his seat, stomping hard enough that the wooden flooring beneath him creaked in protest. For an old man, he sure moved like an angry toddler.

I imagined he was angrier at Lu Gao than at Jia Yun.

Jia Yun losing didn’t seem to upset him as much as Lu Gao being the one responsible for it.

I had a suspicion that Elder Pan Xia’s relationship with Jia Yun was the opposite of what they were portraying. But that wasn’t what the others saw.

Long Xieren let out a laugh. "Ha~! Running away like a brat… Poor Jia Yun had dissapointed her Elder. Pan Xia was always like that. He should learn how to be steady. He isn’t getting any younger."

Lei Fen, sitting with an air of quiet amusement, commented, "And here I thought the Cloud Mist Sect and the Sword Canopy Sect have been allies."

Long Xieren scoffed. "That’s all good and true, but in name only."

Lei Fen arched an eyebrow. "Moreover, now that Jia Yun has virtually lost, isn’t the disciple of your sect now all alone, suffering a disadvantage?"

I turned back to the arena.

Huo Jun was indeed in a rough spot. It was now a two-on-one scenario.

Huo Jun fought from two sides, his sword moving in a blur as he blocked and countered. Lu Gao’s relentless offense forced him into an increasingly smaller space, while Fan Shi’s unpredictable chains snaked toward him, cutting off any openings he might have used to escape.

He was like a cornered rat.

Long Xieren chuckled. "How about a bet?"

I glanced at him. This guy was either too confident for his own good, or Huo Jun had a trump card at the level Jia Yun had shown.

The way I saw it, the only reason Jia Yun lost was because she had shown too much of her abilities in the quarter-finals—pushed to do so because of the betting.

If I knew any better, I was fairly certain that Fan Shi would suffer the same fate soon.

I wasn’t wrong.

Lu Gao flicked his sword and slashed at Fan Shi.

No hesitation. No warning.

There were no rules against attacking your teammate, after all.

Classic xianxia. Betrayal could happen in a heartbeat.

Lei Fen scoffed. "Lu Gao taking potshots at Fan Shi—what kind of teamwork is that? What’s the point of pairing them up if he’s just going to attack her?"

Ren Jin leaned back slightly, maintaining a composed demeanor. "There were no rules suggesting otherwise."

Lei Fen shot him an incredulous look. "You’re telling me you deliberately allowed this nonsense?"

Ren Jin sighed. "It’s our first time trying this tournament format. We didn’t have time to polish the rules as much as I would have liked."

Long Xieren smirked. "Don’t be so uptight, Elder Lei. Lu Gao’s probably playing the long game. He plans to beat Huo Jun himself, leaving Fan Shi to claim the final point by finishing off Huo Jun. That way, in the finals, Lu Gao will be fighting a mentally unstable and injured Fan Shi."

Lei Fen narrowed his eyes. "You seem awfully nonchalant about a disciple of your own sect getting beaten up."

Long Xieren shrugged. "Huo Jun knew what he was signing up for. If he gets hurt, he’ll just have to live with it."

I imagined there were things in this world that couldn’t be healed, even with the mystical techniques cultivators wielded.

Jia Yun’s injuries from the quarter-finals had been untreatable with their current methods, according to what I’d heard from Pan Xia himself. If I hadn’t offered a helping hand, she wouldn’t have her cultivation today. I imagined the injuries Fan Shi was suffering from were something you couldn’t heal for over a day.

If I were Fan Shi, I would have withdrawn at the first sign of betrayal. No point in sticking around when your so-called teammate turned their sword on you.

Fan Shi was clearly outgunned. Lu Gao was leagues ahead in both power and technique. If this were back in Lost Legends Online, and I had the benefit of respawning, I’d have tried to clinch a victory, maybe get a lucky hit in before going down. But this wasn’t a game. Losing here wasn’t just a matter of dropping some XP and running back from a spawn point. It was too deadly.

Not that I would let Fan Shi croak if I could help it.

Ren Jin watched the match with mild interest. "The tide of the fight has turned."

Fan Shi had adapted quickly, using Huo Jun as cover. She didn’t have the luxury of trusting her teammate anymore, but she wasn’t stupid enough to fight alone. Whenever she could, she supported Huo Jun, throwing in attacks to keep Lu Gao on his toes. The two-versus-one had suddenly turned against Lu Gao.

I smirked. "That’s what you call karma, I guess."

Lu Gao had an interesting skill. Each time he unleashed a sword wave, it wasn’t just an attack—it was a tether. The energy from his strikes didn’t just dissipate; he could call it back, redirecting it unpredictably mid-fight. It was like throwing a dagger and having it boomerang back at his enemies.

Huo Jun, on the other hand, conjured sword constructs, hovering weapons of pure energy that followed his will. With each motion of his blade, the constructs moved with precision, attacking and defending simultaneously.

Fan Shi? She was… trying. Psychic Bolts flew from her fingertips, invisible forces of mental energy meant to disrupt her opponent’s mind and body. Her chains lashed out, enhanced with Mind Over Matter, twisting and striking as if they had a will of their own.

And yet, she wasn’t hitting anyone.

Long Xieren leaned back, smug as ever, and glanced at Lei Fen. "At this point, your sect’s disciple is just a nuisance."

Lei Fen didn’t react, but I caught the slight twitch of his fingers.

Long Xieren continued, clearly enjoying himself. "She’s at the fourth-star, fighting against two eight-star cultivators. That’s an impossible gap. They’ve already seen what her strongest technique can do, so they know what to look for. It’s strong, but not invincible."

He wasn’t wrong. Soul Rend was powerful, but it had its limitations. The first time Fan Shi had used it, it caught people off guard. Now? Lu Gao and Huo Jun weren’t giving her an opening to land a clean hit. Fan Shi could swing those chains all she wanted, but if they never reached their target, it was just wasted energy.

The battle was reaching its turning point.

And Fan Shi was dangerously close to being left behind.

Huo Jun's sword constructs multiplied with time. Every minute that passed, another blade materialized at his command, stacking onto the three he had initially summoned. It was a slow, patient build-up, but the longer he fought, the deadlier he became. At this point, he had five spectral swords orbiting around him, waiting for his command.

And his focus was shifting.

Fan Shi was the easier target. Between her psychic attacks missing their mark and her chains failing to land a decisive hit, she was looking more and more like a liability in this battle. Huo Jun had started directing more of his attacks toward her, probing her defenses.

Lu Gao, meanwhile, had eased up. He wasn’t pressing the attack as aggressively anymore. Instead, he was watching. Waiting. Looking for weakness.

It didn’t take a genius to see where this was headed.

I leaned forward. "Just asking… but what happens if Lu Gao beats the two of them simultaneously? His two competitors wouldn’t get a point to advance in the finals, and that makes him the sole winner."

The air grew heavy with silence.

Ren Jin’s expression stiffened. Lei Fen frowned. Even Long Xieren, who had been lounging in his seat, sat up slightly.

No one had considered that possibility.

Ren Jin exhaled sharply, rubbing his chin in contemplation. "If Lu Gao wins like that… it would be the greatest upset in the history of this tournament. The Seven Grand Clans have been suppressed for a long time. The three major sects have always maintained dominance over the continent, but if the Lu Clan produces a champion—especially one that beats disciples from both the Sword Canopy and Isolation Path Sects in a single strike—" He let out a low chuckle. "That would shake things up."

And Lu Gao technically had beaten the Cloud Mist disciple too.

Lei Fen’s scowl deepened, but he remained silent.

I didn’t blame him. It was one thing for a sect disciple to lose in a fair fight, but it was another for a rogue element like Lu Gao to dismantle the tournament structure itself.

On the stage, Huo Jun suddenly clapped his hands together.

A technique materialized.

The five swords orbiting him flickered and multiplied—five became ten, ten became twenty, then twenty-seven. They hovered in the air for a brief, eerie moment before they all homed in on Fan Shi like a storm of steel.

At the same time, Huo Jun rushed at Lu Gao, hoping to pin him down before he could retaliate.

But Lu Gao had foreseen this.

He raised his sword high above his head. A dark-red aura pulsed along the blade, the scent of sulfur filling the air.

Then, with all his might—he swung down.

The sword energy roared, a singular, devastating arc of power slashing down, perfectly aligning both Huo Jun and Fan Shi in its path.

For a fraction of a second, I wondered if they were about to be cut in half.

Then—

Long Xieren vanished from his seat.

He reappeared on the stage, catching the descending sword strike in his bare hand. The energy sputtered against his palm, straining but ultimately failing to cut through his defenses.

Lei Fen wasn’t late to react either. He materialized beside Fan Shi, his sleeve billowing unnaturally.

From within it, something emerged.

A coffin.

It expanded in an instant, dark and heavy, planting itself between Fan Shi and the incoming sword storm. The impact was thunderous, the combined force of Lu Gao’s and Huo Jun’s attacks splitting the arena floor in half.

Dust and debris filled the air.

For a moment, no one spoke.

The drama unfolded in front of us without much fanfare.

Huo Jun staggered back, his face ashen. A thick cough wracked his body before he spat out a mouthful of blood, staining the already shattered arena. Long Xieren had managed to deflect most of the sword energy, but not all of it. The remnants had torn through Huo Jun’s defenses, rattling his internal organs.

He fell to one knee, clutching his chest, struggling to catch his breath. Despite the clear pain, his grip remained firm on his sword, as if sheer willpower alone would keep him standing.

The arena, or what was left of it, was split apart. Cracks ran deep into the stage like a gaping wound, the lingering energy still buzzing in the air. Lu Gao stood there, sword resting on his shoulder, looking completely unbothered by what had just happened.

On the other hand, Long Xieren was livid.

"You arrogant little—" He stormed toward Lu Gao, hand raised, clearly intending to slap the young master across the face.

I thought that was a bit too much. Winning wasn’t a crime. Sure, Lu Gao had been reckless, but slapping him for it? Overkill.

Flash Step.

I vanished from my seat, reappearing in front of Long Xieren in an instant, my hand catching his wrist mid-swing.

"That’s a bit too much, isn’t it, Daoist?" I said, gripping his arm just tightly enough to let him know I wasn’t moving.

Long Xieren’s eyes narrowed as he met my gaze. "He tried to kill the disciple my Sect raised with love and care!" His voice was sharp, almost shaking with rage. "He’s a Third Realm cultivator who has been deliberately suppressing his skills! If that attack had landed, Huo Jun and Fan Shi would have died!"

…Well.

That changed things.
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Lu Gao stood tall, a picture of wealth and power. His long dark hair was tied in a neat ponytail, his robes were pristine, embroidered with golden dragons slithering across deep blue silk. His posture was straight, exuding the self-assurance of someone who had never been denied anything in his life. His frame was lean, but the compact muscles beneath his robes spoke of rigorous training. He was strong—stronger than I had expected.

I released Long Xieren’s wrist and approached Lu Gao. If I was going to get any answers, now was the time. I activated my Divine Sense, my very own lie detector.

“Did you plan to kill disciples Huo Jun and Fan Shi?”

“No.”

It was a lie.

“What’s your cultivation realm?”

“Second Realm, Eight Star.”

It was the truth.

Long Xieren scoffed. “That’s a lie!”

“He’s saying the truth.”

My Divine Sense could only detect the fundamental truth. It wasn’t just about catching lies—it was about sensing the sincerity behind a person’s words. Lu Gao truly believed he was in the Second Realm, Eight Star. If his belief had been false, I would have sensed the inconsistency. But no, he was utterly convinced.

Still, there was something wrong here.

“Chief Enforcer Liang Na, objectively tell me with Qi Sense what his cultivation level is.”

Liang Na’s gaze swept over Lu Gao, her Qi Sense probing him. “Second Realm, Eight Star.”

Long Xieren gritted his teeth. “But his attack is undeniably at the Third Realm.”

That was the problem. I turned to Liang Na, searching for any sign that she had sensed the same discrepancy.

“I am uncertain if the attack had been at the Third Realm,” she answered. “However, I am certain the person himself is only at the Second Realm.”

There was no way she hadn’t noticed if it was the case of hiding your Realm.

“What made you think, Daoist, that it was Third Realm?” I asked Long Xieren.

Long Xieren looked at me like I was an idiot. “Because I felt it in my hand. And I’ve known the sword all my life. I’d have to be a fool not to recognize a Third Realm sword strike!”

Lei Fen crossed his arms, his voice cold. “Don’t stick your nose where it doesn’t belong, Da Wei. You may be a friend of our Sect Master, but it’s a grave offense to intervene in our matters so blatantly like this.”

I met his gaze, my mind racing.

Lu Gao’s cultivation might have been Second Realm, but his attack had carried the force of a Third Realm strike. There was a trick here—something beyond just brute power. And if I had learned anything about cultivators, it was that nothing was ever as simple as it seemed.

"This prattle is meaningless," Lu Gao declared, his voice unwavering. "It is my victory. I demand my prize."

Ren Jin descended from above, his robes fluttering as he landed with practiced ease. "A hundred thousand spirit stones, is it?" The governor’s tone was calm, but there was an underlying weight to his words. "We’ll get it ready." He gestured for Chief Enforcer Liang Na, who gave a subtle nod in response.

Lu Gao, however, shook his head. "No need for that. I only wish to seek participation in the closed-off auction that Governor Ren Jin shall host on the seventh day of the festival. The Lu Clan wishes to play fair with the Elders of the prestigious Sects."

Long Xieren let out a dry chuckle, crossing his arms. "This arrogant brat sure knows how to talk when it suits him." His expression turned sharp as he turned to Ren Jin. "I demand compensation for the injuries my disciple, Huo Jun, suffered. The Governor shall act as witness and mediator for this grudge."

Lei Fen followed suit, his eyes calculating. "Same goes for my Sect. A compensation is required."

I resisted the urge to sigh. These sly old foxes really were exhausting. Their outrage wasn’t about justice. No, they were simply looking for an advantage. Attempted murder? A minor offense if compensated properly. Money, rare resources, maybe a few favors—these things could smooth over just about anything.

Their reaction was interesting, though. The moment Lu Gao requested entry into the auction, their attitudes shifted. Perhaps they assumed he lacked the wealth to compete with them. A fatal miscalculation, if true. Lu Gao wasn’t just some overconfident noble’s son—he was someone who planned his steps far ahead.

It was a stark contrast to how they had treated me when we first met. Back then, I was an unknown factor, a rogue element in their carefully balanced power plays. They had questioned my motives, my strength, my background. But with Lu Gao? It was different. He was a known variable. Predictable. And that made him easier to manipulate—or so they thought.

“Not yet," I said.

The words hung in the air, sharp and unexpected.

They froze. Not just Lu Gao, but Ren Jin, Long Xieren, Lei Fen—everyone.

Of course, they would find it bizarre. It wasn’t like I had a stake in this. By all means, Lu Gao had won. He had played within the rules—bent them, maybe, but not broken them. I had no reason to interfere.

And yet…

There were signs.

"The smell of sulfur is too thick in here."

Not obvious ones, not anything blatant that I could point at and say, this was why I hesitated. But something was off. Subtle shifts in the flow of energy, inconsistencies in how Lu Gao carried himself, and the way his attacks landed with force beyond what his cultivation realm should allow.

It wasn’t reacting to my Divine Sense, but I had a hunch.

And I wasn’t about to ignore it.

I exhaled and reached inward, calling upon one of my spell slots. The only dispel-like ability I had.

Judgment Severance.

A golden cross-shaped rupture split the air between me and Lu Gao.

For an instant, the world shuddered. The ultimate skill didn’t just dispel spells or techniques—it erased them. Any supernatural power within a twelve to twenty-one-meter radius was devoured, cut away as if it had never existed.

I felt it. My own skills became inaccessible. But my Item Box still worked.

Lu Gao staggered. His qi was stripped from him in an instant, unraveling like a pulled thread. His eyes widened in shock, his entire presence diminished—like a flame suddenly snuffed out.

And that confirmed it.

My Divine Sense recognized Lu Gao as an Enemy.

I reached into my Item Box. Silver Steel materialized in my grasp.

Lu Gao tried to fight back.

I stepped forward.

And beheaded him.

The golden rupture winked out of existence.

Silence.

The arena was painfully, horrifically silent.

For a moment, the entire arena stood still. Then—

BOOOOOO!

The crowd erupted.

Shouts, curses, and sheer outrage crashed over me like a tidal wave. People were on their feet, fists shaking, voices rising in furious disbelief.

“What the hell was that?!”

“He killed Lu Gao!”

“What kind of coward attacks after the match is over?!”

“Executioner! Murderer!”

They weren’t wrong to react that way. From their perspective, it must have looked absurd—I had interfered after the fight was over, after Lu Gao had already claimed victory. Then, with no warning, I had cut him down.

They didn’t know what I had seen. They didn’t know what I had felt.

But that didn’t stop them from condemning me.

Long Xieren was the first to act. He moved like a storm, drawing his sword in one smooth motion, the tip gleaming cold under the sunlight. His eyes burned with anger.

“Da Wei.” His voice was low, dangerous. “Explain yourself.”

Lei Fen stood beside him, his expression unreadable, but there was no mistaking the hostility in his posture. “You’ve committed a grave offense.”

Ren Jin hadn’t moved from his floating position above, but his eyes had narrowed slightly. Watching. Calculating.

The Elders, the enforcers, the prominent figures in the crowd—everyone had their own reactions. Some were too shocked to speak. Others whispered among themselves, debating whether to intervene.

And at the center of it all, Lu Gao’s body lay still, his head rolling a few feet away. Blood seeped into the cracks of the arena floor.

I met Long Xieren’s gaze, my grip tightening on Silver Steel.

“I had my reasons.”

Back in Lost Legends Online, factions existed. There were a lot of them. They had motives, desires, ambitions—some grand, some petty. Players could align themselves with various groups, each with their own ideology and power struggles.

But at its core, the game was divided into two main factions: Light and Dark. Rivals, sure. Enemies, definitely. But there was always a bigger threat.

The Final Adversary.

The Gods.

They were the Great Enemy, the ones who existed outside of LLO’s mortal realm, beyond the reach of player influence—except when they chose to intervene. They ruled over the Layered Worlds, planes of existence stacked over and beneath the mortal world. Players had different names for them—Heaven, Hell, the Underworld, the Elemental Dimensions, Paradise. Some called them Realms, others called them Domains. Whatever the case, these places were ruled by powerful entities who saw the mortal world as nothing more than a hunting ground, a playground, or a battlefield.

Not all lifeforms in the Layered Worlds were hostile, but a lot of them were.

For example, demons.

Lu Gao’s beheaded corpse convulsed.

The reaction was immediate—some sort of energy surged violently through the air, a heavy, unnatural presence spreading through the arena like thick, choking fog. Then—his severed head twitched. Blood-red tendrils erupted from his severed neck, writhing like grotesque vines as they latched onto the fallen body. A moment later, his head reattached itself.

I had seen a lot of crazy resurrection methods before, but this was new.

Lu Gao’s mouth split into a grin, his voice dripping with unhinged amusement.

“A Paladin? A Paladin in this place?! Hahahaha!”

Paladin.

This guy recognized me.

“Die.”

I moved.

Silver Steel flashed as I struck, aiming to take his head again before whatever was happening could fully unfold. But my sword was met with unexpected resistance—a parry.

Lu Gao’s arms… no, his entire body was changing. His skin darkened to a sickly crimson. Veins pulsed with unnatural energy. Jagged, blackened horns pushed out from his forehead. And then—wings.

Large, angelic wings of black feathers burst from Lu Gao’s back, unfurling with an eerie grace. Each feather shimmered with an unnatural darkness, absorbing light rather than reflecting it. Viscous black ichor dripped from the tips, evaporating before it could reach the ground. With a single powerful beat, he ascended into the air, his presence suffused with something ancient and wrong.

I clenched my jaw.

I had read enough books in the past few days to know this world was completely incompatible with the world I knew. Lost Legends Online had its own classifications. Its own interpretations.

For example, demons.

Back in LLO, demons weren’t just a cultivation path. They weren’t just people who had strayed down the path of wickedness and embraced demonic techniques.

No.

Demons were a literal thing.

Lei Fen’s voice cut through the tension, sharp with confusion.

“What’s that?”

"An enemy," I answered.

The air was thick with tension. Everyone else was still struggling to grasp what had just happened. But me? I didn't need time to process.

With a thought, I removed my cosmetic robe—Lofty Jade Proposition.

The illusion faded, unraveling into wisps of cosmetic motes of light as the lightweight fabric vanished. In its place, my real equipment gleamed under the arena’s light.

A rustic golden and blue armor, worn yet unyielding. A faint green cape, half-ethereal, half-real, rippling as if caught in an unseen breeze.

Immediately, I felt it—the shift. The artificial debuff from the robe, the 15% suppression on my stats, lifted like an unclasped weight. My senses sharpened. My Mana pulsed stronger.

Lu Gao’s grin faltered.

I met his eyes, my voice steady.

"An enemy that needs to be vanquished."

            

    
        037 His Oath

    
    
    
    
                Oath of the Wandering Adjudicator

"To walk is to seek. To seek is to understand. To understand is to judge with fairness."

I am neither bound by crown nor chained by creed.I walk the road of self-discovery, where every step reveals truth.
I do not raise my blade in hatred, but neither do I stay my hand against cruelty.I am no saint, nor do I claim wisdom beyond others—
Yet where justice is absent, I shall stand.Where despair takes root, I shall strive.
Where power crushes the weak, I shall strike.

Humanity is flawed, yet beautiful. Selfish, yet kind. Weak, yet enduring.I do not serve gods, kings, or destiny—only the truth I see with my own eyes.
And if ever I falter…
Let the weight of my own judgment be the one that humbles me.

This is my Oath. I shall walk, seek, and uphold.
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"Vanquished? Me?" Lu Gao—no, the thing that had once been Lu Gao—scoffed. His voice carried a deep, guttural reverberation, layered as though multiple beings spoke in unison. "You are quite arrogant despite being this far from home."

Home? No, I had a feeling we weren’t talking about the same place.

I activated Holy Wrath.

The arena floor beneath me shimmered as a circle of blue and gold radiance flared to life. Ethereal feathers—burning, divine—rose from the ground in a slow, mesmerizing ascent. My armor resonated with the skill, pulsing with sacred light.

PvP mode. A mindset that I would always enter through when inside the arena.

The moment my skill went active, my mind shifted to combat analysis. The world around me slowed—not literally, but in that hyper-aware way, where every detail sharpened into clarity.

First, the wings. Black feathers, not leathery like a standard demon’s. A fallen angel, then. That explained a few things.

Second, the skin. Red, which was unusual for a fallen angel. But this could be a skill effect—maybe an augmentation rather than a natural trait. Berserk? Unlikely. A passive? Probably.

Third, the horns. A pair of them. That put him at ranked demon status. At least Level 100. But since he was a fallen angel, that put him above Level 150.

Now came the biggest problem.

This guy had a Second Realm cultivation. Which meant his actual power level exceeded Level 150 by a wide margin.

Then there was flight.

In Lost Legends Online, flight was represented as heightened movement speed and evasion. Hitboxes became smaller, making aerial opponents naturally harder to hit. But this wasn’t a game. He wasn’t bound by old LLO mechanics. Real-world flight meant real-world maneuverability. I’d have to keep that in mind.

I had only two spell slots left after Judgment Severance. Two ultimates I could throw out. I could burst him down now.

But was it worth it?

This guy survived a beheading.

And in game terms, I wasn't really big on DPS if it came to it.

I flicked my gaze toward the audience. The crowd was murmuring, stunned, uncertain. The Elders, the disciples—some had already drawn their weapons, but none of them understood the scale of what was happening yet.

And this so-called fallen angel? He remained aloft, his demonic feathered wings beating lazily, watching me with a smirk.

"Which God do you serve?" he asked. "You're probably not from the Lost faction, since you are so far away from home."

That phrasing again. Home. Lost faction.

He thought I was one of them.

Did it have a connection?

Lost Legends Online.

Maybe I should play into it. Misunderstandings could be useful.

He continued, "Or perhaps you are a local? But I cannot even see through your strength… Probably one of the bizarre techniques of this realm. Maybe you found a Legacy somehow in this world?"

Good. He had no idea what he was dealing with.

I tightened my grip on my sword. "My name is Da Wei, demon. How about you introduce yourself?"

The fallen angel’s smirk widened. He placed a clawed hand over his chest and inclined his head slightly. "I am Brukhelm."

Brukhelm?

Never heard of him.

A nobody, then.

That calmed me down a bit.

Long Xieren’s voice boomed across the arena. “To think a person from the prestigious Lu Clan would practice demonic techniques. This Long Xieren shall punish you!”

The Sword Canopy Sect cultivator brandished his weapon, his aura surging. He swung his sword, and in a single motion, dozens of ethereal blades manifested, forming a deadly storm aimed at Brukhelm.

He never got the chance to finish his attack.

Brukhelm disappeared from the sky. The next instant, a sickening crunch echoed through the arena. The demon’s boot was planted on Long Xieren’s face.

Stomped.

Crushed.

Blood splattered in every direction.

Long Xieren had been reduced to a broken heap in less than a second.

I didn’t even see what happened.

There was no doubt in my mind—Brukhelm had used a skill. A fast one. Too fast for normal human reaction time. Even high-speed combat in Lost Legends Online rarely reached this level of instant death.

Numbers wouldn’t work against him. Overwhelming him with attacks was pointless if he could delete people from existence before they could react.

I raised my sword and pointed it at Brukhelm.

Compel Duel.

A radiant halo appeared above my head—another forming above Brukhelm.

Normally, this skill forced PvP on fellow players in Lost Legends Online. It wasn’t designed for PvE since it wasn't really a good skill to control aggro, meaning monsters could still choose to attack others.

I felt Brukhelm’s killing intent shift entirely onto me. His demonic gaze locked onto mine, ignoring everyone else.

This meant two things:

One—He wouldn’t target any bystanders. That alone was a win.

Two—If he attacked anyone else, he’d suffer a severe stat penalty (an effect of Compel Duel).

I’d love for the others to contribute from a distance. Not that it mattered. The others wouldn’t be able to contribute anything meaningful. They would only be a hindrance. If someone interrupted or joined the fight, Compel Duel would be dispelled. Moreover, this was a demon I was fighting and they had lots of tricks.

Brukhelm narrowed his eyes, a flicker of curiosity in his expression. “So, are you done with your preparations?”

Idiot.

I wasn’t finished yet.

Blessed Weapon.

My blade ignited with divine radiance, golden light coiling around its edges. Sacred energy thrummed within the steel, anointed to cut through unholy creatures.

Designate Holy Enemy.

A reversed red cross appeared above Brukhelm’s head, marking him as a sworn adversary of divine power. His resistances against my attacks just dropped significantly.

Brukhelm scoffed, taking a casual step forward. “Interesting. You fight with methods I have not seen before.”

This guy recognized me as a Paladin, but not my skills.

Why?

I vanished.

Flash Step.

Reappearing right in front of his face, I activated another skill.

Stagger.

The simplest of PvP techniques. By stepping into an enemy’s immediate personal space at the right angle, their reflexes would momentarily falter. A mere 0.8 seconds of hesitation—more than enough.

Brukhelm’s wings twitched in surprise.

I followed up immediately.

Thunderous Smite.

Divine power crackled into my blade, laced with roaring lightning. The moment my sword connected against his hurried parry, the raw force surged through his body. My attack speed surged—I pressed forward, pouring strength into the swing.

Divine Smite.

Brukhelm tried to retreat. Tried to evade. Too late.

The moment of hesitation cost him.

My sword still connected.

A shockwave of divine energy exploded on impact. Brukhelm’s form blurred as he was launched backward, crashing into the manor of the City Governor. The entire front of the building collapsed in a storm of stone and debris.

The arena fell silent.

I tightened my grip on my sword.

I had a feeling he wasn’t dead yet.

I glanced at Long Xieren’s corpse. His body was mangled beyond recognition, crushed under Brukhelm’s heel like a mere insect.

Even a Phoenix Feather wouldn’t work on him.

Something like a game mechanic—if you were killed by someone at least a hundred levels higher than you, you’d be inflicted with a special penalty. Certain resurrection items wouldn’t work. A hard-coded rule in Lost Legends Online.

Still, I had something stronger.

It wasn’t like I had the luxury to experiment. I'd rather not waste a spell slot at this point, so I pulled out an Elixir of Resurrection from my Item Box and poured it over Long Xieren’s remains.

Light erupted. His body reformed, his flesh knitting back together in an instant. He gasped, eyes wide, looking around in utter confusion.

I stepped forward and addressed Ren Jin.

“Evacuate everyone. I will handle the demon. No matter what under any circumstance, do not interfere with the fight.”

Ren Jin, hovering above the arena, gave a sharp nod. “Chief Enforcer Liang Na!”

“Yes, my lord!”

Liang Na leaped into action, her authority cutting through the chaos. She began barking orders, directing the guards to escort the fleeing citizens. The crowd was already panicking, running amok. The once-excited spectators were now scrambling for safety, their shouts and cries mixing into chaotic noise.

SCREEEECH~!

An ear grating screech that broke glass and porcelain reverberated in the air. I couldn't put the name to the skill used, but I think I just suffered a debuff.

“What is that thing?!” someone screamed from the bleachers.

“Lu Gao was a demon all along?!” another voice gasped.

A merchant, gripping his robe, turned pale. “This isn’t part of the festival, is it? Right?!”

“Idiot! Run for your life!”

A disciple from one of the sects pointed at me. “The challenger! He—he’s fighting it!”

“He beheaded Lu Gao! And yet—!”

“That thing isn’t Lu Gao anymore!”

Some in the crowd had drawn their weapons in panic, but none dared to approach the battlefield.

A woman clutched her child to her chest, stumbling as she tried to escape. “The Governor must act! He must—”

A burly man pushed past her, cursing. “The Governor?! Screw the Governor! He’s not the one fighting that thing!”

One of the arena staff desperately rang a bell. “EVACUATE! ALL SPECTATORS, LEAVE IMMEDIATELY!”

A group of sect disciples huddled near the exit, torn between retreating and witnessing the battle.

A younger cultivator, trembling, turned to his senior. “Shouldn’t we—shouldn’t we help?”

The older disciple shook his head. “Help? Against that? That’s beyond us.”

Then, from the wreckage of the Governor’s manor, Brukhelm emerged.

His form had changed.

He now stood at least twice his original height. His muscles bulged grotesquely, his skin deepening into an even darker shade of crimson. His teeth, once sharp, now looked more like fangs. An elongated tail swished behind his back, thick and covered in jagged, bone-like plating.

His sword was already in pieces, so he simply let the broken weapon clatter to the ground.

Brukhelm’s lips curled into a grin.

“He he he~” His voice was deeper now, reverberating in the air. “I felt that.”

Combat in Lost Legends Online had always been done with a keyboard and mouse. Yet, fighting like this—moving in real-time, reacting on instinct—I felt perfectly accustomed to it.

The memory synchronization with David_69 probably had a role in it.

If this were back in LLO, I’d be crazily switching between skill configurations, scrolling from one to nine, trying to string combos together while adjusting my positioning, disrupting enemy skill activations, and countering hard. Each configuration had dozens of active skills. There were just too many to micromanage at once.

But here, in this world, I didn’t need to navigate through a skill bar.

I had the freedom to refer to my memories directly, to draw upon them like instinct.

I activated Voice Chat with David_69.

“How confident are you in defeating this guy?”

David_69 responded immediately, his voice steady. “I will do everything in my power to do so.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Is that a yes or a no?” I was tempted to use the Divine Possession strategy, but...

“All of the skills you wield, my lord, have mutated since we arrived in this world.”

“I am aware.”

It wasn’t something I could explain in words, but it was felt. Instinctive knowledge.

For example, Holy Spirit had originally been a summoning skill, but for some reason, it had manifested as David_69 instead.

Another example was Divine Sense—it continued to evolve. It wasn’t a simple detection skill anymore.

David_69 continued, “From my observation, Divine Possession leaves the main body with halved stats.” He meant the physical body that was left behind, not the ‘me’ who entered the target.

That was a major drawback.

Still better than being left vulnerable and a feast for the demon.

“If I summon you, my Holy Spirit, do you know what the changes will be?”

“No.” A pause. “Do you plan to summon me, My Lord?”

“Not really. That would be strategically unwise.”

I could almost sense a pout of disappointment from him.

It was stupid for me to even ask. There was a saying in LLO, "Stats are KING," And this fallen angel had them in spades thanks to his cultivation stacked atop his high racial stats.

A split-second conversation in the mental link was all it took.

Brukhelm stretched out his clawed hand.

A greatsword materialized in his grip, wreathed in violet flames.

“My turn,” said Brukhelm.

A deep, guttural chuckle rumbled from his throat as he raised his newly summoned greatsword, the sheer weight of it causing the ground beneath him to crack. His wings flared out, dark feathers rippling unnaturally as if they had a will of their own.

The crowd’s panic had reached a fever pitch.

“What is that thing?!”“That’s… a monster!”
“He just grew twice his size! How are we supposed to fight that?”“Forget fighting! Run! Run, you idiots!”
“The City Governor will handle it! We need to get out of here before we get caught in the crossfire!”“He killed Long Xieren in an instant! What can that nameless cultivator even do against that?”
"Follow the Enforcers!""Retreat in an orderly manner!"
"The Lord had given his orders! EVACUATE!"

Some cultivators tried to take to the skies, but the pressure in the air made flight impossible. The weaker ones fell to their knees, gasping for breath. Others, too prideful to run, watched in a mix of horror and fascination, their hands gripping their weapons as if that would make a difference.

Long Xieren, still dazed from his resurrection, gritted his teeth. “To think I was killed just like that…” He tightened his grip on his sword, but I could tell he wasn’t planning to rush in blindly. Even he knew he wasn’t fast enough.

Brukhelm ignored the commotion. His burning eyes locked onto me as he took a step forward, his massive frame casting a long shadow over the arena. “You’ve got fight in you, Paladin.” He grinned, exposing rows of jagged teeth. “I like that.”

I held my ground, sword steady. “I’m not here to entertain you, demon.”

He scoffed. “No, I imagine you’re not. But it doesn’t matter.” His wings flapped once, sending out a shockwave that sent cracks through the already damaged stone floor. “Because you won’t last long.”

Brukhelm moved—no, he blurred.

I barely had time to react before he was in front of me, greatsword already swinging.

This might be a tougher fight than I imagined.

            

    
        039 Great Barrier

    
    
    
    
                039 Great Barrier

The clash of steel sent a shockwave rippling through the battlefield. Da Wei’s blade met the demon’s greatsword, and the very air trembled with the impact. Ren Jin, hovering above, watched with narrowed eyes. Below, cracks spiderwebbed across the earth beneath Da Wei’s feet, but he did not yield an inch. Instead, he met the demon’s gaze with cold disdain.

To Ren Jin’s astonishment, the creature flinched.

A golden arc of light followed Da Wei’s sword, cutting through the sky in a blinding crescent. The demon—Brukhelm—twisted midair with an unnatural grace, his black wings beating once to propel him backward. He evaded by the barest margin.

Ren Jin frowned. That name—Brukhelm—sat oddly on his tongue, foreign and ill-fitting to the cadence of the land. He tested it under his breath, reshaping it.

"Bu Lu Keng? Bu Keng? Bu Kel?"

It did not matter.

As a prince of the Empire, Ren Jin had walked among sages and stood in the presence of immortal masters. Though he had been outmaneuvered by his kin and relegated to govern this distant city, he was no stranger to the heights of cultivation. And yet, in all his years, he had never seen a monster like this.

The battlefield was gripped by fear.

Bu Lu Keng’s mere presence sent waves of dread crashing over the gathered cultivators. The elite guards of Yellow Dragon City, men who had stared death in the eye a hundred times, faltered. The proud disciples of great sects—heirs to legendary techniques—shook as if their knees might give out.

Floating above the chaos, Ren Jin’s expression remained stoic. This was beyond the scope of what a mere city governor should contend with, but he had no choice.

“Elders,” he commanded, his voice laced with Qi, resonating across the battlefield. “Aid in the evacuation.”

There was hesitation, then movement. The older cultivators took charge. The younger disciples, still shaken, hurried to guide the weak to safety. Some of the stronger ones lingered, their eyes locked onto the duel unfolding before them.

Not fear alone held them. Curiosity, too.

How vast was the gulf between them and that demon? Between them and the man who stood against it?

Ren Jin’s gaze returned to Da Wei.

‘Who are you?’

The man had entered his city as nothing more than a wandering cultivator, unremarkable and unassuming. Yet now, he stood unyielding before a high-ranked demon. His blade carved through the air with divine brilliance. His expression was calm, battle-worn—not the look of a reckless fool, but of one who had done this countless times before.

And the demon hesitated.

Ren Jin's grip tightened on his sword.

This man… was not ordinary.

Bu Lu Keng let out a deep, reverberating laugh. “You are strong, Paladin. But you are alone.”

Da Wei tilted his head, eyes cold. “So are you.”

Ren Jin’s gaze sharpened. The battle was far from over. No matter the outcome, Yellow Dragon City would never be the same.

Bu Lu Keng rose higher, twisting through the sky as radiant blades of light lanced toward him. His black wings unfurled, each beat sending turbulent winds crashing into the shattered remains of the arena. His crimson skin pulsed faintly, veins alight with a sinister golden-red glow. His gaze swept over the battlefield—calculating, searching.

Then, his eyes locked onto Ren Jin.

A suffocating force descended upon him, as though an unseen mountain had slammed onto his chest. His breath caught. His limbs felt heavy, the marrow in his bones turning to ice. It was a fear that ran deeper than mere instinct—a primal truth etched into his very soul.

He was prey.

Ren Jin clenched his teeth and forced himself higher. His qi surged, resisting the crushing weight that sought to drag him from the sky. A translucent dragon coiled around him, its shimmering form forged from his qi—proof of his mastery of Dragon Soaring the Peaks.

Flight was a privilege beyond most cultivators. Those beneath Soul Recognition Realm could not even dream of true flight, and even at his level, Spirit Mystery Realm, most could only hover short distances. But his technique, an imperial legacy refined by the Grand Emperor, allowed him to soar—at a cost.

But Bu Lu Keng did not care.

The demon turned away, uninterested. His focus remained on Da Wei alone.

Ren Jin exhaled sharply, retreating to the roof of his manor. From here, he could see it all—the devastation, the chaos, the terrifying power unleashed below. The demon’s aura blanketed the city like a creeping tide. Even from this distance, Ren Jin could feel it, his own cultivation straining against the unnatural pressure.

And worse still, beneath that oppressive weight… his people were unraveling.

The once-grand arena lay in ruins, but the true destruction was only beginning. Panic and madness took root. Fear twisted into desperation. In the streets, men and women turned on one another, lashing out in blind terror.

Yellow Dragon City, the city he had nurtured for decades, was beginning to tear itself apart.

“I apologize, City Lord, but we must contain the battle here. My speed is lacking, and this fiend can fly,” Da Wei said, his voice resonating through Qi Speech—or something akin to it.

His sword gleamed with divine radiance, each strike carving golden crescents through the air. The earth trembled beneath him, stone and qi-forged bleachers splitting apart, debris scattering in every direction. His onslaught was relentless, forcing Bu Lu Keng onto the defensive.

But the demon was no weakling either.

Bu Lu Keng’s jagged greatsword met Da Wei’s attacks with unholy might, each collision unleashing shockwaves that rattled the city. Windows shattered. Weaker structures crumbled. The air itself warped under the sheer intensity of their duel.

With a single swing, the demon carved through the remnants of the arena, leaving a deep trench in the earth. Screams erupted as fleeing spectators scrambled for cover, chunks of stone and splintered wood raining down upon them.

Amidst the chaos, the city’s enforcers and sect elders moved swiftly. Chief Enforcer Liang Na led the guards, barking orders with practiced efficiency. The elders of the Sword Canopy Sect, Cloud Mist Sect, Isolation Path Sect, and others spread out, conjuring barriers and guiding the weaker cultivators to safety.

Yet, despite their efforts, devastation reigned.

Ren Jin’s gaze flickered back to the battlefield. Da Wei stood unmoved, his golden aura clashing violently with Bu Lu Keng’s crimson malice—a battle between righteous judgment and pure corruption, waged at the heart of Yellow Dragon City.

The sky roared with fury as their blades met, sending shockwaves rippling through the heavens.

Ren Jin pressed his fingers together, forming a swift seal. A breath later, he activated Qi Speech, his voice cutting through the chaos with clarity.

“Keep the city guards in formation! Any who cannot fly, retreat immediately!”

A beat later, Liang Na’s voice echoed back, firm and unwavering. “Understood, My Lord! We are securing the market district. What of the arena?”

Ren Jin’s eyes swept over the battlefield—where Da Wei and Bu Lu Keng streaked through the ruins like golden and crimson meteors. With every clash, the ground cracked further, the once-proud arena reduced to rubble.

“Do not engage,” he ordered. “This battle is beyond us. Focus on minimizing casualties.”

More voices came through Qi Speech as the elders of the Sword Canopy Sect, Cloud Mist Sect, and Isolation Path Sect checked in.

"City Lord, the residential districts are secure," Elder Pan Xia reported. "We are keeping the escape routes open, but some civilians refuse to leave their homes. This is madness. What manner of fiend is this?"

Ren Jin’s expression darkened. "Then force them if necessary. This is no mere calamity—we face a Great Demon."

Another elder, Lei Fen, spoke, his voice edged with urgency. "And what of the governor’s manor, my Lord? Your estate—"

Ren Jin’s heart clenched.

"I will handle it."

Without hesitation, he reached out through Qi Speech to the one person he trusted most. This was no time for chances.

"Yue’er."

A single heartbeat passed. Then, a soft but firm voice responded. "Jin."

Relief flooded through him. Yue Ruo was safe—for now.

"The manor is no longer secure. Take the retainers and leave at once. Do not wait for me."

A pause. Then, his wife’s voice, steady yet laced with concern. "And you?"

Ren Jin turned his gaze back to the battlefield. Below, Da Wei’s blade struck true, sending Bu Lu Keng hurtling through another district. Buildings crumbled as the demon’s body carved through stone and steel, a storm of dust and shattered debris rising in his wake.

"I must remain," Ren Jin answered. "I will not abandon the city."

Silence.

Then, Yue Ruo’s quiet yet resolute voice came through.

"Be careful."

Ren Jin exhaled. "I will."

Severing the Qi Speech connection, he turned his full focus back to the battle. Below, his orders were being carried out. The city guards moved with practiced efficiency, guiding civilians to safety. The sect cultivators formed protective barriers, shielding the evacuation routes from falling debris and stray waves of qi.

Yet at the heart of it all—Da Wei and Bu Lu Keng clashed, their battle shaking the heavens.

Ren Jin clenched his fists.

This was far from over.

Suspended above the ruins of the arena, his robes billowed in the turbulent winds. His gaze flickered between the combatants, tracking every movement, every devastating clash.

Da Wei was relentless, his golden radiance a beacon of defiance against the abyssal malice of the Great Demon. Yet even with his overwhelming skill, the destruction spread unchecked.

The city was bleeding. His people—his soldiers, his cultivators—remained vulnerable.

If this battle was not contained soon…

Yellow Dragon City would not survive.

Ren Jin took a deep breath, steadying his mind. He had no intention of remaining a mere spectator.

Gathering his qi, he opened his mouth and roared, his voice amplified by both Qi Speech and his very vitality.

"I AM REN JIN! GOVERNOR OF YELLOW DRAGON CITY!
MY ELITE ENFORCERS, GUARDIANS—COME TO ME! RAISE THE GREAT BARRIER!"

His words thundered across the city, shaking the heavens and the earth. This was no simple call—it was a command, infused with authority and power, compelling all those sworn to him to answer.

From the manor, the city walls, the very sky itself, golden streaks of light shot toward him. His elite enforcers—the sworn protectors of Yellow Dragon City—had heard the call.

The Great Barrier was not a mere dome of energy. It was an ancient, meticulously designed array, requiring precision, discipline, and the synchronized might of an entire force.

They took their positions with flawless coordination—a celestial dance performed by battle-hardened cultivators.

Leading them was Chief Enforcer Liang Na.

The outermost ring consisted of defensive specialists—shield cultivators, barrier masters, and formation experts. Their weapons gleamed with golden inscriptions, thrumming with defensive qi as they anchored the perimeter of the formation.

The middle ring contained formation channelers, those who linked the entire array together. They moved as one, their bodies glowing with synchronization techniques, flowing through the sky like an eternal river.

At the core stood Ren Jin himself, suspended in midair, his robes whipping against the turbulent winds. Golden lines of qi extended from his fingertips, linking him to every enforcer.

Then, they spoke as one—a unified, unbreakable force.

"AS THE DRAGON WATCHES, SO SHALL WE STAND!"

Golden symbols ignited in the air, interweaving into an intricate, pulsing network. The enforcers raised their hands, channeling their combined qi into the formation.

Ren Jin felt their power converging on him—a monumental surge of energy coursing into his core. His own qi flared, binding them all together as one.

From his body, golden lines unfurled, extending outward into a perfect sphere. The light spread, linking with the city’s foundational ley lines.

Yellow Dragon City answered his call.

The sky trembled, and then—

A translucent golden dome erupted into existence, stretching far and wide, enclosing the battlefield in its celestial embrace.

Bu Lu Keng’s demonic aura crashed against the barrier—a tide of abyssal malice surging forward—yet the formation held firm.

Beyond the barrier, the citizens were safe.

Ren Jin exhaled, his body trembling slightly under the strain, but his eyes remained sharp.

Above the city, the barrier was no simple dome—from below, it shimmered like a golden sky, but from above, it was a vast, celestial mandala, a grand geometric pattern woven from pure qi, spinning, shifting, and adjusting as the enforcers maintained perfect synchronization.

The golden light pulsed like a living heart. When Bu Lu Keng’s demonic force slammed against it, the formation shuddered but did not break.

The city was protected.

Now, the battle belonged to Da Wei.

Ren Jin hovered above the battlefield, the golden radiance of the Great Barrier pulsing around him like a divine aegis. His enforcers maintained their positions, their qi flowing through the formation in steady, disciplined cycles. Yet his gaze remained fixed on the two combatants at the center of it all—Da Wei and Bu Lu Keng.

The battle had not slowed. If anything, the intensity had only increased.

Da Wei’s sword flashed with golden brilliance, its divine radiance cleaving through the air with each swing. Crescent arcs of light tore through the ruins of the arena, carving trenches into the earth and forcing the demon further back.

Bu Lu Keng, however, was no mindless beast. His jagged greatsword clashed against Da Wei’s strikes, sending out thunderous shockwaves. Every time their weapons met, the force of their collision shook the very sky, causing the cultivators outside the barrier to instinctively retreat.

Still, Ren Jin noticed something strange—Da Wei remained unscathed.

His armor, gleaming under the radiance of his own power, bore not a single mark. Not even the slightest scratch.

Bu Lu Keng noticed as well. The demon snarled, his blackened, molten eyes narrowing as he shifted his stance. "You should have run when you had the chance," Da Wei remarked casually, his voice carrying even over the roaring destruction.

The demon scoffed. "Run? From you?" His jagged teeth gleamed as he smirked. "I have nothing to fear from a human."

Da Wei let out a short laugh, spinning his sword once before leveling it at the demon. "I’ll admit, you’re faster than me—especially by cultivator standards," he said, tilting his head slightly as if conceding the point. "But for a demon like you? I’m more than enough."

Bu Lu Keng growled, but before he could retort, Da Wei continued, his tone shifting—mocking, confident. "Do you know what’s funny?" He tapped the chest of his armor lightly. "All this fighting, all this struggling… and yet, not a single scratch has graced my armor."

Ren Jin saw the way Bu Lu Keng’s fingers tightened around his greatsword, the subtle twitch in his expression. The demon was beginning to realize—Da Wei was toying with him.

Then, Da Wei’s lips curled into a sly smile.

With a sharp inhale, he suddenly raised his voice, addressing not just Bu Lu Keng but everyone—the enforcers, the elders, the scattered cultivators still watching in shock beyond the barrier.

"People of Yellow Dragon City!" His voice rang out, infused with his might, reaching every corner of the battlefield. The very air hummed with power as his words reverberated through the streets.

"You need not fear this demon any longer!" He spread his arms wide, his golden aura blazing like a miniature sun. "For I am here!"

Ren Jin felt the morale of his soldiers shift—fear gave way to awe, hesitation turned to belief. Even beyond the barrier, cultivators who had been wary, uncertain… they stood straighter. Some even let out quiet cheers.

Bu Lu Keng, however, let out a low, seething growl. "Arrogant human."

Da Wei simply smirked. "Shall we?" He gestured with his sword,  tapping his uncovered head as if inviting the demon to try again. "How about some advice? I'm not even wearing my helm—maybe try hitting me in the head. That ought to give you a fighting chance."


            

    
        040 Final Adjudication

    
    
    
    
                040 Final Adjudication

So why was I not wearing my helm? Was it vanity? No. I simply wasn’t accustomed to it. My vision narrowed when I wore one, the stifling weight pressing against my skull like a cage. A weakness, one I would have to overcome—just not today.

“ARROGANT. ARROGANT HUMAN.”

Brukhelm seethed, his molten eyes burning with disdain.

The Great Barrier flared, its golden light pulsing with a divine resonance that hummed through my bones. The air stilled, as if the heavens themselves had taken notice. Ren Jin had acted. For once, I didn’t mind the interference.

Brukhelm tested the barrier with a lazy swipe of his greatsword. The corrupted iron met sacred radiance, and the impact sent ripples across the dome—but it did not break. The demon snorted, his gaze flickering toward the cultivators hovering above.

“A clever trick,” he mused. “But tricks will not save you.”

I tightened my grip on my sword. The weight was familiar, the energy coursing through it an extension of my will.

“You talk too much.”

Brukhelm grinned. “And your mother did not love you enough.”

I blinked. A demon, resorting to such petty insults?

Then he lunged.

Our blades met in a clash that shook the ruined arena. Cracks spiderwebbed through shattered stone as force rippled outward. His strength was monstrous, but I had faced worse. Pivoting, I let his momentum carry him past, striking at his exposed ribs. He twisted unnaturally, evading at the last moment, but a thin line of black blood marked where my blade had found purchase.

Brukhelm chuckled, more amused than enraged. “The paladin draws first blood. Good. I would have been disappointed otherwise.”

I did not answer. Words would not change the fact that he had to die.

His greatsword moved in a blur, faster than something of that size should. I met each blow, redirecting rather than contesting, but every clash sent a jolt through my arms. The air between us crackled with raw energy. The world shrank to just the two of us.

Then he feinted—an overhead strike that twisted into a backhanded sweep. The corrupted blade arced toward my midsection. I twisted, barely avoiding the edge, but his clawed hand lashed out, raking across my chest. My armor held, but the impact sent me skidding back, boots digging into shattered stone.

Pain flared, shallow cuts burning where his claws had grazed flesh. I ignored it. There were worse things to concern myself with.

The armor would repair itself.

What I needed was focus.

Brukhelm rolled his shoulders, his grin widening. “You’re durable. Good. I’d hate for this to end too quickly.”

I exhaled slowly, centering myself. Around us, city guards and sect cultivators worked frantically to maintain order, their efforts strengthened by the Great Barrier. Ren Jin held the formation steady, keeping his people alive, giving me the space to do what needed to be done.

Holy Wrath.

Golden radiance flared beneath me, illuminating the broken ground. Azure feathers drifted upwards, dissolving into light.

Radiant Dawn.

I shifted my stance, lowering my blade. Divine power surged, golden light gathering at the edge of my sword, condensing into a single, blinding arc.

Blessed Weapon.

Brukhelm’s grin faltered.

Zealot’s Stride.

I moved.

Flash Step.

The world blurred. Faster than before. Faster than he could react. My blade cut through darkness and malice alike. Brukhelm barely managed to bring his sword up, but the impact sent him hurtling backward, crashing into the ruins at a sharp angle. Dust and debris exploded outward, shrouding his form from view.

Silence.

Then—low laughter echoed from the rubble. The dust settled, revealing the demon rising from the wreckage, his grin still in place. A deep gash marred his torso, black blood dripping onto shattered stone.

He licked his lips. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

I tightened my grip.

Hmmm… Maybe I could go a bit faster…

Brukhelm rolled his shoulders, the unnatural motion making his wound seem almost insignificant. His molten eyes burned—not with fury, but exhilaration.

“Almost made me feel alive,” he murmured, his voice thick with anticipation. Then his grin widened, splitting his face into something monstrous. “Almost.”

He charged.

Faster this time. Each footstep cracked the ground, his greatsword sweeping in a brutal arc meant to carve me in two. I stepped into his swing—not to block, but to slip past it, angling my blade toward his exposed flank.

At the last moment, his free hand shot out, clawed fingers reaching for my throat.

I twisted away, barely escaping, but his strike still clipped my shoulder, sending a shockwave through my body. Pain flared, sharp and immediate, but I bit down on it and retaliated.

My sword pierced his ribs.

Divine energy burned along the blade’s edge, searing through flesh and bone. Black blood sprayed, sizzling where it met the sacred light. Brukhelm snarled, but instead of recoiling, he surged forward—driving himself deeper onto my sword.

His greatsword swept toward me in a wild, crushing arc.

I let go.

His blade cleaved through empty air as I rolled backward, golden energy crackling to life in my palm.

Searing Smite.

My sword still jutted from his side, radiant power coursing through it, scorched him from within as Searing Smite activated through the sword.

Brukhelm let out a guttural laugh. “Paladin tricks.”

He grabbed the hilt of my sword and wrenched it free, black blood gushing from the wound. “Not bad.”

Then, to my disgust, he ran his tongue along the flat of the blade before tossing it aside.

I tensed. That wound should have slowed him down.

Instead, he took a step forward—and his injuries began closing.

Not instantly. But fast enough that my advantage was slipping.

“You thought this would be simple?” Brukhelm tilted his head, mock sympathy lacing his voice. “Paladin, Zealot, Hero—whatever title they branded you with, it makes no difference. I’ve fought your kind before.”

The ground beneath us cracked, his aura pressing down, suffocating and oppressive.

“The difference is, I survived. I always survive.”

I steadied my stance, my mind racing. If he could heal this quickly, there was no time to drag this out. I had to end it before he regained control.

Golden light flared around me once more.

Brukhelm grinned. “Again?”

I didn’t answer.

Calm. Steady. Loose. My limbs felt numb, my focus narrowing to a single point.

Brukhelm cocked his head, molten eyes narrowing at my empty hands. “No weapon?”

I ignored him, irritation rising as the golden barrier shimmered around us. It pulsed with divine resonance, its radiance clashing against the demon’s corrupted aura. The cultivators had done their job well—too well. I wasn’t worried about them interfering, but that barrier meant my some of my strongest techniques—ones that have ‘problematic’ animation sequence—were useless.

Heavenly Punishment? The dome would soak it up before it even reached him… probably.

Still, if I wanted to kill this thing without reducing half the city to rubble, I had to do it the old-fashioned way. So that limited my Ultimate Skills again, which helped me narrow what to use against this demon.

It made me curious though.

Brukhelm wasn’t using any Ultimate Skills either. Why?

I took a step forward—and vanished.

Flash Step.

Brukhelm was fast, but I could be faster. Spamming Flash Step for years had done that to me. Also, I had Divine Speed equipped on my TriDivine Skill.

I reappeared at his side, my fist already poised to strike—

His greatsword lashed out.

Expected. His Second Realm cultivation, stacked atop his demonic origins, gave him absurd reaction speed. He didn’t just see my movement—he predicted it. But so what?

A massive tower shield materialized before me, intercepting his swing with a resounding clang.

World Aegis.

The sheer force of his strike sent tremors up my arm, but the shield held firm, absorbing the impact like an immovable fortress. It was a Legendary-grade artifact, one of the strongest in Lost Legends Online—a relic tempered by countless battles, forged to withstand divine punishment.

Against a demon?

It would hold.

Thank you, Item Box.

Brukhelm grinned. “Oh? You’re full of surprises.”

His greatsword pressed against my shield, sparks flying, but I wasn’t done.

With my free hand, I reached into my Item Box once more.

A mad cackle filled the air.

Hellcleaver.

The demonic greataxe materialized, its jagged, twisted blade humming with dark energy. An eerie eye embedded in the weapon’s head snapped open, unblinking, staring at Brukhelm with a gleeful malice that mirrored his own expression. The moment my fingers wrapped around the hilt, a chorus of laughter rang through my skull—Hellcleaver’s eternal madness.

A normal player wouldn’t be able to wield both a tower shield and a two-handed weapon. But I wasn’t normal.

Monkey Grip.

With this skill, weight and size restrictions meant nothing to me. I hefted Hellcleaver in my right hand, World Aegis in my left, and squared off against Brukhelm.

For the first time, his grin faltered.

I smirked.

“Fuck. You.”

Then I attacked.

Brukhelm’s greatsword met my axe in a clash that should have sent shockwaves through the battlefield. Instead—

Hellcleaver bit into the corrupted steel.

A horrific screech rang out as the demonic axe didn’t just cut—it devoured. The greatsword snapped in half, severed like brittle bone. The jagged edge of my weapon didn’t stop there—it carved into Brukhelm’s shoulder, slicing through flesh like paper.

Black blood sprayed.

Brukhelm staggered back, eyes widening in disbelief.

And Hellcleaver laughed.

Not metaphorically.

The damned weapon laughed—a chilling, distorted sound that echoed inside my skull. The eye embedded in its head twisted, its pupil dilating like a predator savoring fresh blood.

And then, I felt it take hold.

Frenzy.

This wasn’t just berserk mode.

Every successful hit didn’t just restore my health—it stole his strength, his speed, his endurance.

I was cutting him down, piece by piece, with every swing.

Admittedly, the weapon had low accuracy.

Brukhelm noticed.

His molten gaze flickered—something close to wariness, his arrogance slipping for just a moment.

But I didn’t let up.

Shield raised. Axe poised.

Hellcleaver was screaming for blood. My instincts roared to kill.

And yet—

Even as the hunger clawed at me, even as battle-lust surged through my veins, my mind worked through the problem.

This wasn’t over.

Not yet.

I wasn’t big on lore, even with my Linguist subclass. I didn’t waste time dissecting every scrap of in-game mythology or arguing over divine texts.

But that didn’t mean I was clueless.

Because while lore-obsessed players debated the meaning of ancient scriptures, I was out there fighting the things those texts warned about.

PvE knowledge came naturally to veterans.

And I knew exactly what I was dealing with.

Demons in Lost Legends Online weren’t just monsters. Their origins mattered.

Some were born from corrupted ideas, taking form from twisted beliefs. Others came from eldritch forces, entities beyond the cycle of life.

But the most dangerous?

Fallen Angels.

Once divine warriors, they had been cast down—tainted by sin, betrayal, or defiance. They weren’t just strong; they had been designed for war before their fall. Their base stats were absurd, their power monstrous.

But they had weaknesses.

They relied too much on raw stats and invested little in actual skills.

Brukhelm growled, his shoulder wound already closing. Not fast enough. I saw the shift in his expression—he knew he was at a disadvantage, even if his arrogance wouldn’t let him admit it.

I smirked.

“Something wrong, Brook Helm?”

Deliberately twisting his name just to piss him off.

His molten eyes flared.

I hefted Hellcleaver once more.

“Let’s keep going.”

Brukhelm braced himself, stance shifting as he prepared to parry another devastating swing. I saw the flicker of expectation in his gaze. He thought he had me figured out.

He thought I was trapped in Frenzy, locked into my own rhythm—just another mindless berserker.

So I played along.

I tensed, muscles coiling as if committing to a wide cleave. I let him see the attack—let him anticipate it.

Then—

At the last moment, I dropped low and rolled.

Mid-roll, I dismissed World Aegis back into the Item Box and swapped my free hand for Silver Steel, the longsword I had left idle in the rubble. The weight of the shield vanished, replaced by the familiar grip of a sword honed for precision.

The moment my fingers curled around the hilt—

Silver Soul activated.

A rush of clarity burned through me, purging the lingering bloodlust of Frenzy without dulling my focus.

And just like that—

I was in control again.

The rage from Frenzy left me instantly—like stepping out of a storm into calm, crisp air.

That was Silver Soul, the unique ability of Silver Steel.

Yet most importantly—the buffs remained.

Unlike Hellcleaver, which thrived on bloodlust, pushing its wielder into a berserker’s trance, Silver Steel granted immunity to mental effects, even those I inflicted upon myself. It fortified my mind, raising my resistance to external influences.

It was my answer to mind-warping foes.

It kept me in control when the battle turned chaotic.

Brukhelm realized it too late.

His ruined greatsword cut through nothing but empty air. His momentum carried him forward, leaving his stance open for a brief instant.

I saw the flicker in his eyes—

Anticipation.Realization.
Rage.

He snarled. "Clever."

I thrust forward, aiming straight for the wound I’d left on his shoulder. He barely twisted in time, avoiding a fatal blow, but my blade nicked his side.

More black blood splattered across the shattered stone.

Brukhelm hated that.

His fingers twitched in irritation. But instead of counterattacking—

He clapped.

The sound wasn’t just noise—it was power, rippling through the air like an earthquake.

The ground shuddered.

The heat intensified, suffocating, pressing against my skin.

Then—

The stone split.

Dark flames erupted from the fissures like hellish geysers, their scorching heat warping the very air.

From within the infernal blaze, shadows crawled forth.

Hellhounds.

Massive, coal-black beasts wreathed in fire. Their eyes burned like molten gold, and their maws dripped with searing saliva, sizzling against the broken battlefield.

They were fast.

They were vicious.

And they were self-destructive.

If they latched on, they would detonate upon death, taking their prey with them.

Brukhelm smirked.

"You think too much, little Paladin. Let’s see how well you think while burning."

The hellhounds lunged.

"Time’s up."

I let go.

Both Hellcleaver and Silver Steel vanished, recalled into my Item Box.

My hands felt light—too light—after wielding such destructive forces.

But I didn’t need them anymore.

Not for this.

:: FINAL ADJUDICATION ::

The charging hellhounds never reached me.

Mid-leap, their snarling faces twisted in agony, their bodies flickering—then collapsing into black ash.

What had been a pack of demonic beasts was reduced to nothing more than scattered embers in the wind.

Brukhelm’s molten eyes narrowed.

"What did you—"

The sky darkened.

Not with night.

With judgment.

Golden cracks split the air, fracturing reality itself, bleeding radiant power.

A colossal presence loomed over the battlefield, unseen yet undeniable—an overwhelming weight of divine authority.

Fucking hymns resounded.

Brukhelm froze.

His confusion turned to something deeper.

Horror.

Rings of celestial scripture spiraled around me, inscribed with ever-shifting verdicts, glowing with pure law.

The air thrummed, vibrating with absolute power, as golden chains of light lashed out, seeking the guilty.

They snared Brukhelm, binding him in place—his sins laid bare.

For those steeped in negative karma—demons, fiends, the truly wicked—Final Adjudication did more than restrain.

It burned.

The space around Brukhelm ignited with divine flames.

The greater the sins—

The hotter the fire.

I exhaled slowly, watching as the flames rose higher, as Brukhelm struggled against the chains of light—as realization dawned in his eyes.

I met his gaze.

"Just so you know," I said between steady breaths. "I never held back."

Brukhelm stared at his own hands.

His iron-red flesh, once solid as tempered steel, split apart—fracturing, cracking, revealing... nothing.

No bone.No muscle.
No soul.

Only emptiness.

The fractures spread. His fingers peeled away in flakes of gray and black, crumbling like the remains of a burnt-out pyre.

"Ash to ash," I murmured.

Brukhelm snarled, his body tensing—then lunged at me.

Or at least, he tried.

His legs buckled. His own body was betraying him.

"Dust to dust."

The snarl choked off in his throat.

His fingertips crumbled, the decay creeping up his arms in an unstoppable tide.

Brukhelm's teeth clenched. "What… is this?!"

"Your Final Adjudication." I held his gaze. “Also, this was for insulting my mom, you uncultured swine.”

He staggered. His whole left arm had vanished, carried away by the wind like dry autumn leaves. His chest heaved, his body straining—but there was nothing to regenerate.

Final Adjudication wasn’t something you could out-heal.

I had hoped to interrogate him—to figure out why a great demon had been hiding among us.

But in the end, I had no choice.

A colossal Scales of Judgment materialized in the heavens above, weighing his karma.

The wicked were erased.
The righteous remained untouched.

The world itself had passed sentence.

Those steeped in sin burned away—lesser evildoers disintegrating to ash, while true abominations were engulfed in celestial conflagration, their forms reduced to nothingness.

Brukhelm gritted his teeth. His molten eyes blazed with fury—but his legs no longer existed to support his weight.

I clicked my tongue. "Tch. Two major rank-ups in cultivation really made a character below level 200 feel like a genuine threat, huh?"

Brukhelm shot me a hate-filled glare, even as his body unraveled.

"You…"

He tried to take a step forward. His leg disintegrated beneath him, his knee snapping into nothingness as golden flames devoured him from the inside.

"RHAAAAAG~! HELL WILL HURT YOU! THE DEMONS WILL CLAIM THIS WORLD! DO YOU THINK THIS IS OVER?!"

He crawled now, dragging himself forward like an insect, his form barely holding together.

This guy either didn’t have an ultimate skill or was too arrogant to use one.

Either way, it didn’t matter.

His molten eyes dimmed. His voice—quieter now, but still dripping with venom—whispered, "You think this… is over?"

I tilted my head. "No. But you are."

A final gust of wind swept through the battlefield.

Brukhelm vanished into dust.

And then—

Silence.

A resounding chime marked the end of everything.

Leaving behind only silence… and the lingering echo of divine retribution.
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Brukhelm’s body was no more, reduced to drifting embers and scattering dust. But I was not deceived.

A crimson ember streaked through the air, writhing with hatred—his demonic soul.

The instant his mortal shell crumbled, his soul fled, slipping through the smallest cracks in the Great Barrier like mist through a sieve. A flickering wisp of malice, retreating to whatever foul abyss had birthed him.

But even the most elusive specter could not escape my Divine Sense.

I had seen this countless times before. In Lost Legends Online, named demons never perished so easily. Players had long since uncovered the pattern—no matter how many times you slew them, they would return, stronger and more vengeful, until the developers finally gave an explanation:

Demonic souls did not perish with the flesh. They clung to existence, retreating to their infernal domain to fester and grow. To ordinary people, it was merely an unfortunate reality. To those with scouting skills, it was background lore.

To me, it was an unacceptable outcome.

I raised a finger, my voice cold. "Compel Duel."

Power surged. The demonic soul faltered, shackled by the skill’s binding force. It twisted, struggling in vain—its body was lost, but the duel could not be denied.

It surged forward in desperation.

I followed.

"Zealot’s Stride."

The shattered ground crumbled beneath my step as I launched into the air.

"Flash Step."

The world blurred. I reappeared midair, still locked onto my prey.

"Flash Step."

Again.

The soul darted wildly, zigzagging in erratic desperation. It was weightless now, unbound by flesh, nothing but will and instinct. A lesser pursuer would have lost sight of it within moments.

But I was not merely chasing it.

I was hunting it.

"Flash Step. Flash Step. Flash Step."

Each burst of speed closed the distance.

The soul writhed in panic, realization dawning. It had believed itself beyond reach, destined to return stronger, to haunt the world once more.

But this was no cycle of vengeance.

This was no expansion.

This was me.

And I would see to it that this demon had no sequel.

Even without the gift of flight, I reached him.

No weapons. No grand display. Just divine judgment.

"Divine Smite."

A golden radiance gathered at the edge of my hand as I swung down in a simple knife-hand strike. No embellishment, no flourish—just the certainty of execution.

The moment it connected, Brukhelm’s soul let out a silent scream. Soundless, yet I felt it in the very fabric of reality, in the way the heavens seemed to reject his existence.

A final pulse of light.

Then—nothing.

No rebirth. No second coming.

Only judgment.

The battlefield lay in ruin. The scent of scorched flesh and charred stone lingered in the air. The Great Barrier had long since faded, leaving only silence in its wake. What had once been a proud arena was now a graveyard of shattered stone and blackened earth.

And at its center, where Brukhelm had perished, lay the last remnant of Lu Gao.

A single skull—blackened, but whole.

I stepped forward, stopping before what was left of the once-proud young master of the Lu Clan.

Behind me, the survivors gathered.

Ren Jin stood with his arms crossed, his usual arrogance subdued. Chief Enforcer Liang Na lingered a step behind him, her sharp gaze dissecting me like a riddle she could not solve. The three elders—Pan Xia, Long Xieren, and Lei Fen—stood weary but composed, their expressions veiled. Whether they had remained to bear witness or offer support, I could not tell.

No one spoke.

They were waiting.

Waiting for an explanation.

Or for an excuse.

I exhaled and crouched, reaching out to touch the scorched remains.

In Lost Legends Online, possession by a Named Demon was no trivial affliction. If the host was slain while still possessed, their soul was lost—consumed in the demon’s final moments. Even the most potent resurrection arts could not call them back, not unless the demon’s taint was first purged.

Only one method could ensure their return.

A method requiring either vast resources or the presence of a champion with divine authority—a paladin, a priest, or a druid of the highest order.

I straightened, lifting my hand. My fingers traced the sigil of invocation, the sacred script glowing with celestial might.

The ultimate resurrection art. A technique that defied even the finality of True Death.

"Divine Word: Raise."

A pulse of radiant light expanded from my palm, flooding the ruins with sacred brilliance. The glow sank into the skull, suffusing it with warmth.

Then, the impossible took shape.

Bone reformed. Flesh wove itself anew. Veins and sinew knit together, pulsing with life.

The bare skull became a human face once more, pale skin regaining its color.

Lu Gao… returned.

The air thrummed with divine energy, the sheer force of the spell bending the fabric of reality itself. This was resurrection at its zenith—a technique that defied the natural order, seized the soul from the abyss, and left no room for failure.

The silence stretched, heavy and absolute.

Then, Lu Gao gasped.

His body jerked upright, eyes wild with unfiltered terror. Sweat poured down his face, his chest heaving with frantic, uneven breaths. His entire form trembled as if he had just clawed his way out of the underworld itself.

Then came the scream.

Low, raw, and guttural—it tore from his throat like something primal, something dredged up from the depths of his very being.

The elders took a step back. Even Ren Jin’s usual bravado faltered.

Lu Gao clutched his head, fingers digging into his scalp as he convulsed. His breath hitched, ragged and uneven, like lungs struggling to remember how to breathe.

Then, his gaze found mine.

His pupils shrank. Recognition and confusion warred in his eyes, a silent battle between disbelief and memory. His lips parted, but no words came. His entire body spasmed once before he hunched forward, clawing at the earth beneath him as if grounding himself in something real.

I said nothing.

The memories were returning. Possession was no mere affliction—it was an invasion of the soul, a violation of the self. He had been nothing more than a vessel, his will shackled while Brukhelm wore his flesh like a puppet. That wasn’t something one simply woke from.

His voice came at last, hoarse and broken.

“…I was dead.”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“I…” His voice cracked. He gritted his teeth, hands curling into trembling fists. His breath grew shallow, his body rejecting the truth even as his mind recalled it. “I was gone. I could feel myself fading. I was…” His throat bobbed, as if swallowing back bile. “…devoured.”

I let him have the moment.

Behind me, the gathered cultivators stood frozen in disbelief. Resurrection was a rarity in itself—but this? This was something beyond their understanding.

One moment, Lu Gao was awake.

The next, he slumped forward, his breathing slow, steady.

Sleep had claimed him. His body needed rest. His soul needed time.

And none here could blame him.

For five long breaths, silence reigned.

Then, the interrogation began.

"You." Lei Fen's voice was like a sharpened blade as he pointed at me. "Explain exactly what just happened."

Pan Xia followed without missing a beat. "What vile technique did you just use? If the Lu Clan practices such arts, they must take responsibility!"

I blinked.

Liang Na folded her arms, her gaze piercing. "That demon recognized you." Her voice was calm, measured—but the slight twitch of her fingers betrayed the tension beneath. "It called you Paladin—and it did not do so lightly. Why?"

I remained silent.

Truth be told, I wasn’t entirely sure myself.

A demon—one of the Fallen Angel type, no less—had recognized me on sight and called me Paladin. I could make a few guesses. Maybe it was because I wielded holy arts? Maybe my battles in Lost Legends Online had marked me in some unseen way?

But none of those explanations made sense in this world.

Ren Jin, who had been silent until now, finally spoke. "What is a Paladin?"

I hesitated.

How was I supposed to answer that?

Seeing an LLO demon here was troubling enough.

Long Xieren narrowed his eyes. "You hesitate."

Liang Na pressed further. "Why? Do you know the answer or not?"

I sighed, rubbing the back of my head. "I don't not know… but I don't have a great answer either."

That earned me a round of unimpressed looks.

Pan Xia exhaled sharply, crossing his arms. "Then tell us this—what technique did Bu Lu Keng use?"

I assumed that was what we were calling the demon now. Bu Lu Keng? Didn’t exactly roll off the tongue.

I shook my head. "Not sure. Something tied to his demonic nature."

Lei Fen's expression darkened. "You just slew him. Surely you must know what he was using."

"Yeah, well." I shrugged. "He’s dead now. Not like he can tell us."

That… did not improve the mood.

Ren Jin studied me carefully. "You are hiding something."

I didn’t deny it.

Because honestly? I had more questions than answers.

But that didn’t mean I had to answer to them.

I had let them push and prod, had tolerated their suspicions and accusations, because I figured it was natural after everything they’d just witnessed. But the way they spoke—the way they demanded—made it clear. They weren’t seeking understanding. They were looking for an excuse to put me in my place.

Me.

Did they think I was some wayward junior they could intimidate? Some errant disciple they could reprimand? Didn’t they see just what I did?

Spite curdled in my chest. I had tried to be patient. I had wanted to talk this out, to keep things civil. But if they wanted to test my limits—if they wanted to see just how vast the difference was between us—then fine. I would educate them.

I let out a slow breath, letting my gaze sweep over them, my silence pressing down like a storm cloud. When I finally spoke, my voice carried the weight of an unshakable truth.

"You lot have some nerve," I said, my tone filled with mock admiration. "You see something beyond your comprehension, and the first thing you do is assume demonic technique. You witness a miracle, and rather than reflect on your own ignorance, you point fingers and demand explanations, as if I owe you anything."

Lei Fen stiffened. Pan Xia's brow furrowed. The others bristled at my tone, but I wasn’t finished.

"Pan Xia," I turned my gaze on him first, my words dripping with derision. "You speak of responsibility? Tell me, what responsibility did you take when Brukhelm possessed Lu Gao? When he rampaged under your very noses? Because from where I’m standing, it was me who stopped him. Me who ensured he would never return."

Pan Xia opened his mouth, but I cut him off with a sharp scoff.

"And Lei Fen," I shifted my attention, watching his expression darken. "You seem convinced I must have understood the demon’s techniques simply because I defeated him. By that logic, should I assume that because you failed to stop him, you must be in league with him?"

Lei Fen’s hands clenched at his sides, but he didn’t interrupt.

I smiled coldly. "Liang Na. You’re a sharp one, aren’t you? You noticed the demon called me Paladin and jumped straight to suspicion. How amusing. Tell me—when a monstrous being recoils at the mere mention of my existence, do you think that means I am its ally? Or that I am its natural enemy?"

The silence that followed was thick.

I exhaled, shaking my head. "I’ve indulged your questions. But do not mistake my patience for weakness." My voice turned colder, more cutting. "Let me remind you all of a simple truth—I am stronger than every single one of you. If I wished to keep secrets, not one of you could force them from me. If I wished to leave, not one of you could stop me."

I took a slow step forward, letting them feel the weight of my presence. "And if I were truly your enemy, you would not still be standing here."

The tension in the air was suffocating. Even Ren Jin, who had been so keen to pick at my words, seemed unwilling to meet my gaze.

Good.

I hadn’t wanted to do this. I would have preferred an honest conversation. But if this was the only language they understood—if respect had to be taken rather than given—then so be it.

I declared, my voice carrying one final warning.

"Next time, think carefully before you question someone who saved your lives."

I let out a slow breath, weighing my options.

In the end, I stuck to the simplest answer—I was a wandering cultivator.

Technically true, if one considered my constant state of being lost as "wandering."

I leaned into that explanation, sidestepping the finer details. But I did share one crucial truth: just how far I was from home.

“I am not from this land,” I admitted.

Pan Xia gave me a flat look, but there was something different in his eyes now—caution. “That much is obvious. We have eyes, Senior.” His words were polite, but his posture had shifted, no longer carrying the arrogance of before. He dipped his head slightly. “Forgive our earlier disrespect.”

I could feel it in the air. The shift.

Before, they had treated me as an oddity—perhaps even a curiosity. But now? Now they were beginning to understand that I was something else entirely. Something that should not be taken lightly.

When I finally spoke, my voice carried a slow, deliberate weight.

“Forgiveness?” I echoed, letting the word settle between us. “You are quick to ask for it. Yet I wonder… if I had been weaker, would you have spared me such courtesy?”

Pan Xia flinched, barely perceptible. He did not answer.

Lei Fen, after a pause, bowed his head slightly. “We were… hasty in our judgment, Senior.”

“Hasty.” I tasted the word. “Is that what you call it?” I let out a quiet, mirthless chuckle. “You all seemed rather eager to question me earlier. To press me for answers as though I owed them to you.” I turned my gaze to Liang Na. “What was it you said? That I should explain myself?”

Liang Na stiffened. “It was not my intention to offend—”

“Oh?” I interrupted smoothly. “Then what was your intention?”

She fell silent.

I looked at each of them in turn, letting my gaze linger just long enough to make them uncomfortable. “Do you all make it a habit to interrogate those far beyond your cultivation?”

Another silence. Heavier this time.

Ren Jin exhaled slowly. “It seems we have overstepped, Senior.”

I tilted my head, considering him. Then, finally, I relented—just slightly.

“I do not seek to make enemies of you,” I said, my voice calmer now. “But let this be a lesson. The next time you meet someone whose strength you do not comprehend… tread more carefully.”

No one dared argue.

Liang Na, however, was neither easily placated nor intimidated. “Then, with due respect, may I ask where Senior hails from?”

I thought of Brukhelm’s words—how he had framed me as a foreigner from an unknown land. That gave me just enough of a foundation to build upon. 

And probably, an opportunity to be honest.

“I come from beyond this continent. Beyond this world.”

The air grew heavier. Skepticism flickered across their faces, but no one dismissed my words outright.

Ren Jin studied me carefully. “Beyond this world?”

I nodded. “A different realm. A distant land unlike this one.”

A brief silence. Then Lei Fen frowned. “Realm?”

I hesitated, choosing my words carefully. "Yes… A vast world adrift in the void, circling a distant sun."

More blank stares.

Liang Na tilted her head. “You speak of the Heavens?”

…Oh.

They didn’t know.

To them, the world was not a mere sphere drifting in an endless void but an unbroken expanse beneath the firmament—a land of boundless mountains, rivers, and the eternal flow of the Dao.

Right. That was different from Lost Legends Online. There, people understood planets, stars, and the infinite cosmos. But here? The very notion was foreign.

I adjusted immediately. "Not quite. Think of it as… another plane of existence, beyond the reach of this one."

That explanation landed better.

Long Xieren’s eyes narrowed. “Another plane?”

“A separate world, inaccessible from this one by ordinary means.”

Pan Xia exhaled sharply. “Then you claim to be a cultivator from another realm?”

"Exactly."

Ren Jin’s gaze sharpened. “Then how did you arrive here? Ascension?”

A dangerous question. But I wouldn’t go so far as to call it Ascension.

“It was not of my choosing.”

Liang Na’s expression shifted. “You were summoned?”

"Something like that," I said smoothly.

They accepted the answer, though I could see the gears turning in their minds.

Before they could press further, I shifted the conversation. “My people have long been at war.”

Ren Jin’s expression turned wary. “With whom?”

I met his gaze.

“The Gods.”

A sharp intake of breath.

Lei Fen stiffened. Liang Na’s eyes widened, her carefully measured composure slipping for the first time. Long Xieren’s grip tightened on his robes. Even Ren Jin—ever unreadable—betrayed a flicker of shock.

“The Gods? The Immortals?” Pan Xia’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Why?”

I inclined my head. “For as long as my people have existed, we have waged war against them.”

The silence that followed was almost deafening.

Long Xieren’s voice was grave. “This is… unbelievable. Immortals? You claim to fight against Immortals?” There was something feverish in his eyes, as if the very notion threatened the foundation of his understanding.

Ren Jin, however, remained composed, though his gaze was sharp and searching. “And this war of yours… do your people win?”

I met his eyes.

“…Sometimes.”

The air thickened.

To them, this was no small matter. I could feel it in the way their postures tensed, in the unspoken weight pressing against the room.

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. I had to tell them. At least part of it.

The demon—Brukhelm—set off too many alarms. This wasn’t just an anomaly.

The Gods. Final Adversity. The Great Enemy.

They never struck first. They always sent others—their vanguard. Whispers in the dark. Seeds of corruption. Let the mortals tear each other apart before the true calamity arrived.

And Hell? Hell was always eager. It needed no invitation.

I exhaled and met their gazes. "That demon was not some wandering beast. It was part of something larger. I’ve seen this before.”

Pan Xia folded his arms, faking a cough. “Explain. Uuh… Respectfully, I ask Senior to explain.”

I nodded. “Demons do not merely appear. They spread like a plague. They offer power to the ambitious, salvation to the desperate, vengeance to the embittered. And when enough heed their call—when enough have succumbed to their whispers—Hell descends.”

Lei Fen’s frown deepened. “Are you saying this is the beginning of an invasion?”

I measured my words carefully. If I said too much, I could shatter their entire worldview. If I said too little, they might dismiss my warning.

“…It is a possibility,” I admitted. “I do not know how far along it is, but I do know this—demons do not act alone. If one has surfaced, there are more. Whether hidden or waiting, they are here.”

Liang Na’s expression remained unreadable. “And who commands them?”

I hesitated only briefly. “The Great Enemy.”

Long Xieren’s expression darkened. “You mean… the Immortals?”

A shudder rippled through the room. 

“Gods,” I corrected. “I don’t know enough about Immortals to say, but it better safe than sorry.”

The word ‘Immortal’ carried weight—too much weight. The elders had lived their lives believing that ‘Immortals’ stood above the world, lofty and untouchable. That they waged war among themselves, but never against mortals.

And now, I had spoken the unthinkable.

A sharp breath.

Even Ren Jin, who had kept his emotions tightly reined, betrayed a flicker of unease.

“That is a heavy claim,” he said at last.

“I do not speak it lightly.” My voice was steady, unwavering. “And I do not speak falsehoods.”

Liang Na’s gaze was cold and assessing. “And you expect us to simply accept this?”

“I expect you to be prepared,” I said plainly. “Because the alternative is to ignore it. And if that is your choice, I promise you—you will regret it.”

That struck a chord.

Pan Xia’s brows furrowed, deep in thought. Lei Fen’s fingers drummed against his sleeve, his mind racing through the implications. Ren Jin’s piercing gaze never left mine, as if searching for any sign of deception.

“…If what you say is true,” Long Xieren said slowly, “then what do you propose we do?”

I exhaled. That was the right question.

“Be vigilant,” I said. “Do not assume this is over simply because one demon has fallen. Watch for whispers. For changes in men. For those who gain power too swiftly, or those whose words carry too much charm. Demons do not strike openly at first—they twist the world from the shadows, bending fate to their will. The greatest danger is not the enemy you see. It is the one that watches from the dark.”

A deep, lingering silence.

They did not speak immediately.

I could not tell if they fully believed me.

But I knew this much—they were afraid.

And they would not take this lightly.
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I excused myself as soon as I could, leaving behind the Elders and Ren Jin before they could question me further. Their curiosity would have to wait—I had something far more urgent to deal with. Something I shouldn't be delaying.

The moment I was clear of the city, I ran. Not casually. Not cautiously. Full sprint.

Physics aside, I managed to escape them without a commotion and it helped that they left me alone, probably to convene between themselves.

I dashed into the nearest forest, weaving through trees and undergrowth, finally coming to a stop in a secluded clearing. Taking no chances, I pulled out every defensive scroll I could stack upon each other and activated them in quick succession—Magic Reflection, Fortified Sanctuary, Arcane Warding, Divine Aegis, even some obscure ones like Barrier of the Unseen and Heaven’s Embrace.

I then cycled through every defensive skill and spell in my arsenal—Armor of the Indomitable, Sacred Bulwark, Shield of the Eternal. By the end of it, I was glowing like an overbuffed raid boss.

Only then did I allow myself to exhale.

“…Alright,” I muttered, adjusting my stance. “Come out.”

Summon: Holy Spirit~!

The air shimmered, and a figure emerged—a paladin was kneeling before me. Except, he had a face this time. Holy Spirits didn’t normally have… a face… not to mention an identity.

“My Lord,” he greeted, voice calm and reverent.

I stared at him for a moment before sighing. “Can I call you Dave?”

He lifted his head slightly. “If it pleases you, My Lord.”

“…Okay, Dave.” I crossed my arms. “Let’s talk.”

Dave remained kneeling, awaiting my words as if they were divine scripture.

I wasted no time. “What do you know of Lost Legends Online?”

Dave blinked. “I am not familiar with that term, My Lord.”

I frowned. “Do you know what a video game is?”

“I do not.”

A chill crawled down my spine. I shifted gears. “Are you aware that you’re a game character?”

Dave looked at me with mild confusion. “I am your servant.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

He hesitated. “…I do not understand what you mean, My Lord.”

I narrowed my eyes. This wasn’t making sense. “Then why do you serve me?”

Dave lowered his head again. “Because I worship you.”

I stared at him. “What.”

“You are my Lord,” he said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “That is enough.”

My thoughts came to a screeching halt.

Back in LLO, the Gods were our enemies. Instead of worshipping them, Paladins and Priests devoted themselves to the Lost Gods—heroic NPCs or personified concepts that had ascended to godhood through sheer mortal will. That was how it worked.

And yet, Dave was here. Worshipping me.

That didn’t fit.

And it really didn’t fit because, as a Paladin, I hadn’t chosen the Divine Descent skill. That meant 'David_69' technically didn’t have a God to worship. The whole point was freedom of faith, where players could pledge themselves to a cause rather than a deity.

So why was Dave acting like this?

I inhaled, forcing myself to focus. “…What do you know about this memory synchronization thing?” There was a time when my memories synchronized with David_69 and I was immersed in the life experiences of a game character.

Dave tilted his head. “Nothing, My Lord.”

That was an even bigger mystery.

Because if he didn’t know, then that meant—

I shut my eyes, thinking.

This wasn’t just a weird mechanic. This wasn’t just some lore discrepancy.

Something was wrong.

I had a bad feeling about this memory synchronization.

And the more I thought about it, the worse it got.

I stared at Dave, still kneeling before me. His unwavering devotion didn’t sit right with me—not because I was against having a follower, but because of what it meant.

Memory synchronization.

I exhaled, rubbing the bridge of my nose. Should I go for it? Should I synchronize my memories with him?

What would even happen? Would I lose myself?

Last time, it had happened naturally—I had been performing a sword dance, reminiscing about the game and my past life. The memories had aligned, and suddenly, something inside me had clicked.

Did that mean synchronization could also be completed if I slept? My gut told me yes.

I didn’t like that.

I folded my arms. “Dave.”

“Yes, My Lord?”

“…What do you think I should do?”

Dave lifted his head slightly, his hood shadowing most of his face. “I am uncertain of your dilemma, My Lord. If you seek clarity, then I will pray for your guidance.”

“That’s not helpful.” I sighed. “I’m asking if you think it’s a good idea for me to synchronize with you.”

Dave was silent for a moment. Then, slowly, he spoke.

“I do not know what it would entail, but if it brings you closer to understanding yourself… then I believe it would be wise.”

I frowned. “And if it changes me?”

Dave tilted his head. “Would that be a bad thing?”

I hesitated.

Would it?

Would I still be me?

A creeping unease settled in my chest. I didn’t have an answer to that.

Divine Sense had always been a miraculous skill. It wasn’t just an extension of my perception—it was something deeper. A connection to the unseen. A way to feel the truth of things beyond just sight or sound. I've been researching and grinding it since I realized the flavor text could be manifested into reality in a manner impossible to translate in a game mechanic.

And right now? Divine Sense was warning me.

I didn’t know how exactly, but the moment I even considered synchronizing my memories with Dave, my instincts screamed at me. The feeling wasn’t one of outright danger, but more like I was about to step past a threshold I couldn’t return from.

Still, hesitation wouldn’t get me anywhere.

I clenched my fists. “Fine, let’s do this.”

Dave remained kneeling, watching me with unwavering devotion.

Should I try replicating the sword dance from last time? It had worked before.

Or maybe I should just fall asleep? That seemed like the more natural method, but—

I had a better idea.

It should be possible since a Holy Spirit had its own spell slots, allowing the summon to use a weaker version of my Ultimate Skills.

I extended my hand toward Dave.

"Dave, use Divine Possession on me."

A rush of golden light erupted between us. Unlike my usual skills, this one didn’t feel external—it felt like I was shifting. Falling.

And then—

I wasn’t me.

I was him.

And I was inside LLO.

But not as a player.

Not from my comfortable chair, not through a monitor or a headset.

I was inside the storyline.

The world around me wasn’t rendered in crisp game graphics or bound by game mechanics. There were no UI elements, no glowing quest markers, no safe respawns.

It felt real.

So guttural.

So raw.

I—I was in a war.

Flames raged around me. The battlefield was soaked in blood. Screams tore through the air. The scent of burning flesh filled my nose. My hands gripped a weapon—a greatsword, chipped and worn from endless combat.

I felt pain.

Pain like I had never felt before.

Not the controlled, calculated damage from a game battle. Not the dulled pain of a status effect.

Real pain.

Something hot ripped through my side, and I gasped, staggering back. A spear had pierced me. My vision blurred, but I gritted my teeth and pushed forward.

Enemies surrounded me—demons. Twisted beings with eyes like burning coals, their claws dripping with corruption.

I cut them down.

Again.

And again.

And again.

My body ached. My breath was ragged. My legs trembled.

But I kept fighting.

Because that was what I had always done.

Because I had no other choice.

I was a knight.

A Paladin of the Lost.

And I would not fall.

It was strange.

What had Dave thought when he was fighting these wars?

What had been going through his mind while he cut down demon after demon, while he bled, while he suffered?

Because from where I stood—inside his memories—this wasn’t anything like what I’d experienced playing Lost Legends Online.

It didn’t look fun.

Not at all.

Yet… what was this feeling?

Through Dave’s perspective, I could feel it.

His devotion.

His sincerity.

His unwavering belief in—

A voice.

A presence that tugged at his consciousness, whispering commands in the heat of battle. It told him what skills to use, how to position himself, how to destroy his enemies, and how to protect his allies.

The guidance wasn’t intrusive. It wasn’t controlling.

It was trusted.

He believed in it.

He relied on it.

And he followed its will with absolute conviction.

Dave enjoyed the battlefield. The chaos, the struggle, the weight of every decision. And while war was a necessity, it wasn’t the only thing he lived for.

The World Arena.

That was where his passion truly lay.

The endless clashes with his peers, the thrill of battle, the challenge of adapting to different opponents.

Here, in these memories, I could hear him laughing.

Grinning as he exchanged blows with rival warriors.

Calling out to them as if they were old friends.

And then—

Familiar voices.

Familiar words.

—"So you’ve finally caught up, huh?” A rival’s smirk, a greatsword resting on his shoulder.

—"Don’t think you can beat me just because I lost last time!” The fierce declaration of a young warrior, fists raised, flames dancing around him.

—"A duel between heroes is a conversation of blades.” An old knight, his stance perfect, his eyes filled with knowing respect.

—"The world will know my name!" A brash challenger, reckless but determined.

—I even heard my own past words. "Tch, you’re getting predictable." A taunt, thrown carelessly before a sudden counterattack.

The memories weren’t just static images or hollow echoes.

They were alive.

They were real.

And they made me realize something.

What the hell had I been doing all this time, just playing LLO as a game?

Because to Dave…

It had never been a game.

I was starting to develop a certain level of understanding.

Lost Legends Online wasn’t just a game.

I didn’t know what it was exactly—not yet. But this? This was something else.

It felt too real.

Not in the way people usually said it, like “Oh, the graphics are so realistic!” or “Wow, the AI is amazing!”

No.

This was meta.

LLO wasn’t just a game. It was either a representation of something, or worse, a medium that facilitated the lives of the so-called “NPCs” in it.

Was it their reality?

Were they just as real as I was?

Or was it that LLO connected to something outside of itself?

I didn’t know.

And the more I thought about it, the worse my headache got.

So what was next? The game devs were actually the Lost Gods?

No, that was stupid. Right?

Right?

I groaned, rubbing my temples.

This was too much. If I thought too hard about it, I’d go insane.

But I couldn’t help it. The questions kept coming.

And then—

I remembered.

Not the usual nostalgic memories of playing LLO.

But that moment.

The one time I had actually felt something was wrong.

A hidden boss fight. A bugged-out nightmare of an enemy.

—

It was late at night. I was supposed to log out. But there I was, deep in an abandoned dungeon, following vague clues from old forum posts about a secret encounter.

The name?

[??????????]

Yeah. That’s what it looked like. The nameplate was just glitched text.

And the boss?

It wasn’t normal.

It wasn’t meant to be in the game.

Its attacks didn’t follow any logical pattern. It didn’t move like an enemy was supposed to move.

It phased in and out of existence. It rewrote reality around itself.

The damage numbers didn’t make sense. The status effects weren’t listed.

And worst of all—

It spoke.

Not in proper dialogue. Not like an NPC.

It typed.

In the in-game chat.

Random, fragmented messages.

"Who—"

"You do not—"

"This is not—"

I should have logged out.

But I didn’t.

Because I was me. Because I was greedy for the loot. Because someone on the forums said there was a legendary drop.

So I did the only thing I could.

I kited mobs to it like crazy.

If I couldn’t beat it normally, I’d use the environment against it. I had entire waves of elite enemies chasing me, and I kept weaving them into the eldritch boss’s attack range.

It worked. Sort of.

The thing reacted. It hated being interrupted.

And for a while, it looked like I could cheese my way through.

Then—

It adapted.

The glitches changed.

The boss began absorbing the mobs.

It rewrote its own abilities.

It was learning.

That’s when I panicked and started calling in favors.

Every friend I had online at the time, every high-level player I could think of, I sent out emergency messages.

Most ignored me.

A few laughed.

But a handful took the bait.

They came.

They saw.

They regretted everything.

Even in a full raid group, we were barely managing. The bugged-out abomination was wrecking everyone with unbalanced, nonsense mechanics. It was erasing people from the fight in ways that didn’t even make sense.

No death animation. No grave marker. Just—gone.

And then—

I got the last hit.

A stroke of luck. A final critical strike.

I barely even processed what happened before the screen froze.

Then the game crashed.

Then my PC crashed.

Then—

Then—

My entire room flickered with light.

My PC sparked.

And the last thing I saw before my consciousness faded—

Was that boss’s glitched-out, broken text name appearing one final time.

And then I woke up.

Not in my room.

Not in front of my PC.

But here.

In this world.

In my character’s body.

I exhaled slowly, feeling the blood drain from my face.

Shit.

Had that thing done something to me?
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My Divine Sense screamed at me.

I gasped, snapping back to reality—no, not my reality. Not yet.

I thought the memory synchronization had finally ended.

But when I blinked, my perspective shifted again.

And I was David_69 once more.

—

The dungeon was suffocating. The air was thick, as if pressing down on my lungs.

No torches. No light sources. Just an endless, stretching void.

And then—

It moved.

A mass of writhing tentacles slithered across the dungeon floor, as if the shadows themselves were alive. The tentacles pulsed, shifting between reality and corruption, their grotesque forms distorting like a broken rendering.

At the core of the entity was a woman.

Or at least, something pretending to be one.

Her face was frozen in a too-wide grin, her eyes bulging, her laughter jagged and unnatural. She didn’t blink. She didn’t breathe. She just cackled.

And in that moment, I knew.

This wasn’t just a memory.

This wasn’t just a reenactment.

Because standing beside me, glowing with holy radiance, was Dave.

"My Lord!" he shouted, his voice trembling with equal parts devotion and panic. "This is not a memory reenactment!" It’s not part of the memory synchronization, you mean.

I swallowed hard.

No. No, it wasn’t.

For the first time since coming to this world, I saw a Name Display.

[Corruption]

I exhaled sharply.

Simply put, this was corrupted data implanted in my head.

I hated the Eldritch Faction.

I freaking hated the Eldritch Faction.

They were always doing weird, fourth-wall-breaking bullshit, and now I was experiencing it firsthand.

This wasn’t the same thing I fought in LLO.

This wasn’t the same glitched nightmare boss that had nuked my PC.

So logically, I should be able to manage, right?

Right?

There was just one small problem.

I didn’t have players or mobs to use as cover.

The silver lining was… Divine Sense had evolved.

In ways I’d never hoped for.

I sidestepped. Then ducked. Then weaved between a series of unnatural movements—no, not movements. Trajectories.

Killing intent had a shape. A path. A direction.

And I could see it.

I wasn’t dodging attacks. I was dodging the future.

Dave trailed behind me, keeping pace. His summoned form flickered with holy radiance, barely a step away from phasing out of existence. He was hiding behind me, but not out of fear. He was waiting. Watching.

Summon: Holy Spirit was an ability that allowed me to summon an NPC of my class at 70% of my level. Dave should be sitting somewhere around Level 190.

Could two Paladin-class characters take down a raid boss?

I didn’t think so.

Our problem was simple: damage output.

Sure, we could spam offensive ultimates and shave off chunks of [Corruption]’s health, but that thing could just soak it up. Worse, we’d be accelerating our own demise.

"We need a plan," I muttered, side-glancing at Dave as we continued dodging.

"My Lord, I suggest overwhelming it with divine might!"

"We don’t have enough of that."

"We can keep striking it down until it ceases moving!"

"We don’t have enough of that either."

Dave hesitated, then frowned. "Then… how do we win?"

That was the million-gold question.

I eyed the cackling woman at the core of the mass of tentacles. Unlike the writhing, ever-shifting corruption around her, she was a fixed point—a constant in the chaos.

A weakness.

"I don’t think this thing is fully real," I said. "It’s a… fucking bug or something. The way it's moving… the way it's interacting with this space… it's like it's trying to overwrite something."

I wasn’t getting everything from Divine Sense, but that was the idea.

Dave’s glow flickered. "My Lord, are you saying…?"

I nodded. "We can’t beat this thing."

In LLO, purging corrupted data usually required some kind of system intervention. GMs, rollback functions, and even rare quest items meant to debug glitching entities.

I had none of that.

But maybe…

I clenched my fist.

"Dave, I need time. Keep it busy."

Dave straightened. "At once, my Lord!"

He lunged forward, drawing his greatsword and cleaving through the eldritch mass. Holy energy burst from the impact, buying me a few precious seconds.

I only hoped it would be enough.

I remembered an old rumor from LLO’s beta testing.

A loose monster.

A corrupted piece of data.

At the time, players thought it was some kind of malicious joke by the game devs. The reason was simple—perma-death.

This thing wasn’t just wrecking the game; it was ruining lives.

Conspiracy theories ran rampant on the forums. Some people claimed the game’s glitches, bugs, and those unreasonable, virus-like monsters were actually manifestations of the Eldritch.

Time and time again, they appeared—sometimes to raise the stakes of an event, sometimes just randomly out of nowhere, turning everything into a nightmare.

No one liked the Eldritch Faction among the Great Enemy.

Whenever they showed up, the genre flipped into a souls-like death trap, and perma-death was handed out freely with love and care.

But despite all that, these things still followed the game’s rules.

They had health bars.

They had skills.

They had limitations.

I watched as Dave shielded me, his holy radiance growing dimmer. I think he died one time already and then used an Ultimate to top off again. His body—his summoned projection—was riddled with injuries. His form was cracked, his sword chipped.

Yet, he still fought with everything he had.

And that was why this would work.

I clenched my fist.

“EGRESS!”

A streak of brilliant white light engulfed me.

For a split second, I saw [Corruption] thrashing—tentacles recoiling, the cackling woman at its core twisting in distorted rage.

Then, the world shattered.

And the next thing I knew, Dave and I were no longer in that twisted, memory-infested space.

[Corruption] still lived.

I could feel her.

A persistent, gnawing presence at the back of my mind, like a parasite that refused to die. She wasn’t in control—not yet—but she was aware. Aware of me. Of my existence. Of my thoughts.

I exhaled, rubbing my temple.

“That was unpleasant,” I muttered.

Dave was kneeling beside me, his summoned form flickering, on the verge of dispersing. His face was grim, but his devotion hadn’t wavered. “My Lord, are you well?”

“Well enough,” I said, though the pounding in my skull said otherwise. “That thing… It’s still here. I can feel it. Like it’s waiting.”

Dave tightened his grip on his sword. “Should I attempt an exorcism?”

I scoffed. “Yeah, no thanks. Last thing I need is for you to accidentally smite my soul out of my body.” This was Eldritch we were talking about, not some demonic seed in its infancy.

He hesitated. “Then what shall we do?”

I sighed, staring at my hands. “The only thing we can do—I need to get stronger.”

Dave nodded, as if it was the most obvious answer in the world. “Indeed, My Lord. Your holy radiance is mighty, but the Great Enemy is insidious. You must become an even greater force.”

I snorted. “Yeah, well, I’m not exactly a walking calamity yet.”

Dave looked almost offended at that. “Yet.”

I shook my head. “I also need to absorb more knowledge of this world. The rules here might not be exactly like LLO. If I assume too much, I’m going to get killed. For real.” The fallen angel and the demonic threat seemed like minor concerns now at the prospect of getting Eldritch-ed if that was even a word.

Dave didn’t argue. He simply waited, listening.

“And… I need to break past the level cap.”

He blinked, as if surprised. “You believe such a thing is possible?”

"I can start with experimenting on some skills' flavor texts for example, but that wouldn't be enough..." I shrugged. “Back in LLO, the level cap was just a system limitation. Players theorized there were hidden conditions to surpass it… even without the game devs’ input. It was just never confirmed.”

Dave furrowed his brow. “But this is not the world you used to know, My Lord. This world follows its own laws.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said. “There might be a way. I just need to figure out how.”

Dave fell silent for a moment before nodding. “Then I shall aid you however I can.”

I gave him a tired smirk. “Yeah, I figured you’d say that.”

"My Lord," murmured Dave as his form began to fade. "It seemed I've incurred damage from the [Corruption] and had sustained enough damage. I am afraid I have to go."

The [Corruption] probably had a Damage Over Time skill... ugh... disgusting...

"Rest, Dave..."

And then Dave vanished without even managing to say goodbye.

Despite everything, despite the looming threat of [Corruption], despite not knowing what the hell I had actually gotten myself into, I felt something resembling… determination.

One thing was clear.

If I wanted to survive—if I wanted to win—I had to evolve.

I had the perfect guinea pig to test how this world's power system could integrate with what I knew—Lu Gao.

If there was one thing that stood out, it was how Brukhelm didn’t use the flashy techniques he had demonstrated in the martial tournament. That sword wave he could call back and forth? Completely absent. The lack of him, using Ultimate Skills had been most worrisome. There had to be a reason for that. And then there was Fan Shi. She was another valuable data point—her abilities might help me draw the line between mana and qi.

This called for a long, arduous quest.

But before anything else, I had to deal with Yellow Dragon City. After everything that just happened, they were going to need help.

I glanced toward the city’s skyline, wondering if the festival would still continue. Lin Lim’s people had been looking forward to the Grand Feast. It didn’t sit right with me that something they had worked so hard for could just… disappear overnight because of a catastrophe.

A presence stirred behind me.

I turned, already knowing who it was. “You’re late.”

Jiang Zhen stood there, his expression unreadable as ever. “I came as soon as I could.”

It was then that I noticed.

His whole left arm was missing.

Shit.

That looked painful.

Jiang Zhen caught my gaze and, as if sensing my thoughts, casually remarked, “I encountered a demon.”

I frowned. “Demonic cultivator?”

He shook his head. “No. Something else. Demonic? Yes. Human? Never.”

I exhaled through my nose, my mind immediately trying to piece things together. A different kind of demon? One not from the usual demonic cultivation path? That was concerning. Or maybe, the easiest answer... was the demon he fought was the kind I'd hate more to see in this world.

I didn’t ask for more details just yet. Instead, I raised my hand.

I’ve exhausted my spell slots. I’ve used Judgement Severance, Final Adjudication, and Divine Word: Rest. So I resorted to my gear’s special ability. I used one of my Wandering Adjudicator’s effects called ‘Ephemereal Touch’, which allowed usage of any Ultimate Skill regardless of spell slots, mana resource, and cooldown. Moreover, it couldn’t be canceled. It had a painful cooldown period of 120 hours though.

“Divine Word: Life.”

A pulse of invisible energy radiated from my fingertip and flowed into Jiang Zhen. It wasn’t a direct healing spell—it fortified health, empowered all healing cast on the target, and, more importantly, it had a chance to remove a random debuff for every healing magic that connected.

And in my book, Dismembered was a debuff.

“Great Cure.”

A moment later, Jiang Zhen exhaled sharply. His sleeve stirred, then flesh and bone twisted into existence—his arm regrew, complete and unblemished.

He flexed his fingers, testing the movement. “...I see.”

“That’s a ‘thank you’ moment,” I pointed out.

Jiang Zhen glanced at me and nodded. “Thank you.”

He moved his arm a bit more, adjusting to the sensation. Meanwhile, my mind was already spinning, analyzing.

A demon that wasn’t a demonic cultivator.

That was something I couldn’t ignore.

I dispelled the layered barriers protecting me, letting out a slow breath. The pressure weighing down on me lightened, but the conversation ahead wasn’t going to be easy.

Jiang Zhen was still flexing his newly restored arm, his gaze sharp as he finally looked at me properly. “You knew something was coming.” He was referring to my barriers.

I didn’t deny it. “Had a bad feeling.” I’d rather not talk about my memory thingy.

“Hmph.” He let that slide, but I knew he wasn’t done with the topic. “Tell me—what do you know about the demon I fought? I have a feeling you have an answer... for that.”

I crossed my arms. “Depends. What did they look like?”

“Dark skin. Two horns.” Jiang Zhen’s face darkened. “Didn’t use much qi, but they could command supernatural powers like yours.” That was one way to describe skills.

I stilled.

It was exactly like Brukhelm.

Jiang Zhen’s eyes bore into me, his unspoken accusation clear.

I sighed. “You can get the details from Lei Fen.”

For a moment, it looked like he was about to press me further, but then he let out a slow exhale and relaxed—just a little. “Tch. Too bad I couldn’t kill them twice.”

I raised a brow. “You sure you killed them even once?”

Jiang Zhen shot me a sharp look, but I wasn’t joking.

I shrugged. “Demons are annoying like that.”

His gaze narrowed. “Explain.”

I considered my words, then decided to just rip off the bandage. “There’s a good chance that demon is still alive. Their body might be gone, but their soul? Probably not.”

Jiang Zhen’s face darkened further. “That’s impossible. A soul without a body cannot exist for long.”

“Not for long, sure. But if it finds a new host?” I gave him a pointed look. “Then it’s just a matter of waiting.”

Jiang Zhen paled.

I nodded. “Yeah. Demonic soul parasitism. A real pain in the ass.”

“That kind of technique…” Jiang Zhen clenched his fists. “Only immortals are supposed to be capable of that.”

“Guess your demon didn’t get the memo.”

Silence stretched between us. I could see the gears turning in his head. The realization that this wasn’t over was sinking in fast. There were probably more demons out there, the kind that regularly visited LLO.

I decided to lighten the mood. “Hey, at least now you have a cool story. ‘I fought an immortal-level demon and survived.’ Sounds impressive.” I was being a sarcastic jerk, but this was Jiang Zhen we were talking about.

Jiang Zhen gave me a deadpan look. “I lost an arm.”

“And got it back.” I gestured at his fully restored limb. “Look at that. Good as new.”

“…Tch.” He glanced at his arm and sighed. “Fine. You’re right.”

I smirked. “I usually am.”

Jiang Zhen scoffed but didn’t argue. “Still. If that demon comes back…”

“You’ll have a second chance,” I said. “And this time, you can kill them twice.”

He exhaled sharply, shaking his head. “Hah. You really know how to talk.”

“It’s a talent.”

For the first time since arriving, Jiang Zhen didn’t look like he was carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. Maybe I was getting better at this whole not ruining someone’s day completely thing.

Small victories.
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“You mean to tell me you cannot fly?” Jiang Zhen’s voice carried a hint of amusement, barely concealed behind a facade of solemnity.

I shot him a glare. “I can fall with style. That count?”

Perched atop his flying shovel, Jiang Zhen smirked, arms folded like some sagely immortal. The wind tugged at his robes, making him look infuriatingly majestic.

“No, my friend,” he said. “It does not.”

I resisted the urge to scowl and instead retrieved Lofty Jade Proposition from my storage, draping the armor over my current gear. The armor had an impressive air to it, though it felt cumbersome compared to the flowing robes I had grown accustomed to.

Jiang Zhen stroked his chin, eyes filled with what could only be judgment. “A cultivator of your strength, yet you lack even the most basic flight techniques…” He sighed as if lamenting the injustice of the heavens. “Truly, fate is blind.”

I rolled my eyes. “Are you done? Go report to the City Governor.”

He arched a brow. “And you?”

“I’ll stay behind.”

Jiang Zhen frowned. “Why?”

“Healing,” I replied simply.

For a moment, he seemed surprised. Then, much to my irritation, he nodded approvingly. “Hm. At least you bear some responsibility.”

“I could just leave it all to you,” I said dryly. “You’re the one who can fly, after all.”

Jiang Zhen snorted. “See you later, ground-dweller.” With a flick of his sleeve, he soared toward the City Governor’s manor, vanishing into the sky and leaving me in the ruins of Yellow Dragon City.

I exhaled, then reached into my storage and retrieved Chibi Perfume. With a single spray, my body shrank, my features softening into something small, harmless, and utterly unrecognizable as the Paladin who had just fought an eldritch nightmare and a fallen angel with too much xianxia energy.

Time to get to work.

I moved through the city with inhuman speed, darting through alleys, leaping across rooftops, and casting Cure on every wounded soul I encountered. Most were unconscious or too dazed to question their sudden recovery, which suited me just fine.

It was bad.

The city had suffered more than just a demon’s wrath. Panic had taken root, and where chaos reigned, opportunists thrived. Looters prowled the streets, thugs and desperate cultivators clashed for spoils, and the lingering aura of the abyssal entity had driven men to madness. Fights erupted in every corner—brawls between those too shaken to think, too paranoid to trust, too consumed by fear to remember their own humanity.

Yellow Dragon City was a battlefield still.

And I had much work to do.

I remembered how it worked in Lost Legends Online. Merely standing in a demon’s presence could warp an NPC’s mind—fear, rage, and desperation, all magnified a hundredfold. The strong-willed could resist. The weak? They would snap, lashing out in madness or blind terror.

Brukhelm’s aura had drowned all of Yellow Dragon City. If not for the Great Barrier that Ren Jin and his people had deployed, the city would’ve been reduced to a wasteland of corpses and ruin.

I kept running. Kept casting Cure. Kept moving—because I wasn’t sure I wanted to stop and truly see how much had been lost.

Then I passed by Lin Lim’s camp and knew, immediately, that something was wrong.

It wasn’t just the exhaustion that came after catastrophe. No, this was worse—thick with resentment, simmering on the edge of violence. Lin Lim’s people were gathered at the center, tense, wary. Surrounding them was a small but growing crowd of Yellow Dragon City residents.

“This wouldn’t have happened if you people weren’t here!”

The accusation cut through the murmurs like a blade.

Lin Lim stood at the front, her mask nowhere in sight. Scars marred her closed eyes, yet she moved with an unerring confidence, as if sight were a trivial thing. Her expression was unreadable, but I could tell—she had expected this.

“Do you have proof of this claim?” Her voice was calm, measured.

A man at the front scoffed. “Proof? The whole city saw what happened! Ever since you and your people arrived, everything has fallen into chaos. First, the tournament is ruined, then a monster appears, and now look—looting, destruction, our own people turning on each other! Don’t act innocent! If it weren’t for your kind, none of this would’ve happened!”

Murmurs of agreement spread like wildfire. A woman clutched her child close, eyes burning with grief and fury.

“People died,” she spat. “People lost their homes! And while we were fighting for our lives, you were—”

“We were protecting who we could.” Lin Lim’s voice was steady, but beneath it was a steel edge. “Do not twist the truth.”

The woman’s glare only darkened. “You call that protection? Some of your own people fell under that demon’s influence! You couldn’t even control them! And now you expect us to believe you’re on our side?”

Lin Lim inhaled slowly.

“None of us were immune to that presence,” she said. “I tried to contain the chaos. I tried to hold my people together. But there are limits to what one person can do alone.”

A muttered voice in the crowd sneered, “You shouldn’t have been here at all.”

Lin Lim shook her head. “Would you have fared better without us?”

An uneasy silence settled over the square.

“I do not ask for gratitude,” Lin Lim continued. “I understand fear. I understand loss. But you must also understand—none of us chose this.”

A few people looked away. The anger hanging in the air did not vanish, but it shifted. Doubt crept into some faces, uncertainty replacing the absolute fury of moments before. Yet, others still clung to their resentment, unwilling to yield.

Lin Lim had done what she could.

I had no doubt this would not be the last time her people faced such hostility.

She stood tall, surrounded by her own. They were not an army, but they carried weapons, bore armor, and had the sharp-eyed wariness of survivors. Their pilgrimage to Yellow Dragon City had clearly not been kind—every face was lined with hardship, every stance braced for the next battle. Their presence alone was enough to dissuade the weak-willed.

But intimidation only worked until someone got reckless.

A rock cut through the air.

It spun toward Lin Lim’s head, swift and unrelenting.

She moved before I could, tilting her head ever so slightly. With the barest shift of her hand, the stone landed in her palm with a muted clap. She let it drop to the ground.

Silence.

Then, movement.

One of her men lunged forward, blade flashing in the dim light.

His sword arced toward the crowd—toward the fool who had thrown the rock.

I was already there.

Clang.

The blade stopped. Not against a sword, not against armor—against my fingers.

Just two fingers.

Pinched like I was holding chopsticks.

The swordsman froze, his face locked in disbelief.

The poor bastard he had nearly cut down—the familiar arcade stall owner who had once sold Jia Yun a mask—had stumbled back onto the ground, pale and wide-eyed.

Then his gaze flickered to me.

And his eyes filled with recognition.

I exhaled. This was exactly the kind of mess I wanted to avoid.

“This farce ends now.”

My voice cut through the tension, sharp and unyielding.

The swordsman jerked his blade, trying to wrench it free, but I didn’t let go. My grip remained firm as I turned my gaze to the crowd, making sure every single one of them heard me.

“Let’s get one thing straight—none of you want this fight.”

With a flick of my fingers, I released the sword, sending a jolt up the man’s arm. He stumbled back, gripping his weapon like he wasn’t sure if it would protect him or betray him.

“You’re angry. You’re scared. I get it. But throwing hands right now? That’s just going to make things worse.”

Some looked away, guilt creeping into their expressions. Others still clung to their resentment, but at least they weren’t acting on it. Yet.

I shifted my gaze to Lin Lim’s people.

“And you. Do you think swinging weapons will help? Do you think making yourselves look more like a threat will solve your problems?”

A few of them shifted uneasily. No one had an answer.

I sighed and turned back to the city’s residents.

“You’re all looking for someone to blame, but take a good look around. This city suffered. Your people suffered. Fighting each other won’t fix anything. So unless someone really wants to see just how far I’m willing to take this—” I flexed my fingers, knuckles cracking like thunder. “—I suggest you all stop.”

Silence.

Then, one by one, weapons lowered. People turned away, unwilling to admit I was right, but none willing to push further either.

Crisis averted. For now.

Lin Lim exhaled, her shoulders still tense. Her scarred eyes stayed locked on me, as if trying to see beyond the surface.

“Thank you, young master…?” Her words trailed into a question, doubt clear in her tone.

Not surprising. I had just stopped a sword with two fingers.

I gave her an easy smile. “You handled that well.”

She stared.

“…What?”

Blinking, she shook her head, looking almost embarrassed. “Ah… Apologies, young master. You reminded me of my brother. He’s a genius too.”

Hearing that made me feel weirdly awkward. Like I was being lumped in with some prodigy I didn’t even know. And now… I felt oddly conflicted about revealing my real identity.

Still, I grinned. “He must be a genius with the ladies too.”

Lin Lim let out an awkward laugh.

…Wait.

Wait a minute.

Did she just see through me?

Did she know I was in disguise?

More importantly—how did she know I wasn’t good with the ladies?!

What gave me away?!

…Meh.

Jokes aside, a question lingered in my mind.

I gestured toward the tent behind her, where her people huddled—tired, uncertain, their spirits worn thin by hardship.

“What is it you hope to achieve by helping them?”

Lin Lim’s expression darkened, then hardened.

“Atonement.”

Huh.

That was… admirable, in its own way.

I didn’t ask what she was atoning for. If she wanted to tell me, she would.

Instead, I turned my attention to the wounded. There were too many—victims of the chaos, the looting, the paranoia that had swept the city when the demon’s aura had tainted the skies.

I wasn’t a saint. I wasn’t some divine healer with infinite power. But I was someone who could do something.

And so, I did.

I left Lin Lim behind—though not before flinging a few Cure spells across her camp.

Then I moved. Quickly.

Cure to mend open wounds and bruises. Cleanse to purge the lingering filth of fear and malice. Some injuries were beyond basic healing, so I reached into my inventory, fingers brushing against cold stone.

Low-level resurrection stones.

People called death permanent. But in LLO, it wasn’t. Not always.

It was painfully naive to expect zero casualties. Even more naive to burn through precious resources with no way to replenish them.

But this was my choice.

If I had the means to help, why shouldn’t I?

As I worked, whispers spread. Murmurs of a divine healer, a saint who brought salvation with one hand and destruction with the other.

I barely noticed.

Unbeknownst to me, that day marked the birth of a legend—a tale passed from mouth to mouth, a story of a wandering divine who wielded miracles as easily as he shattered mountains.
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Jiang Zhen let out a quiet scoff as he swirled his tea, watching the arena below. "I still can't believe the City Governor decided to continue the festival."

I took a slow sip, enjoying the warmth of the cup in my hands. "It would’ve been a pity if he didn’t."

Jiang Zhen gave me a sideways glance, arching a brow. "Oh? That’s an interesting take, considering everything that just happened."

I gestured toward the arena below, where the festival’s final matches were in full swing amidst the rubble left behind in my fight with Brukhelm. "Ren Jin has a good thing going on here. If the festival stopped now, what would be left? Just fear and uncertainty. A city full of people waiting for the next disaster."

Jiang Zhen hummed, considering that.

The truth was, I had my doubts too. The attack, the chaos, the demon—Yellow Dragon City had suffered. But in the aftermath, people needed something to hold onto. Something normal.

And this festival? It was normal. It was a reminder that life didn’t just stop.

I exhaled, leaning against the railing. "Besides, after everything that’s happened, don’t you think people deserve a little distraction?"

Jiang Zhen snorted. "So, what you're saying is, Ren Jin just wants to keep morale up?"

"Something like that," I admitted.

Jiang Zhen took another sip of his tea, watching the fights below. "...Tch. Maybe he really is a prince worth following."

But didn’t he already lose? Ah, I should stop this line of thinking… The last thing I wanted was to be dragged into a court drama of xianxia proportions.

The arena roared with excitement as Fan Shi, Jia Yun, and Huo Jun clashed in a three-way battle for the championship. The sight was mesmerizing—Fan Shi, a phantom on the battlefield, moving like a ghost, her eerie presence making her opponents second-guess their own attacks. Jia Yun, fast and relentless, danced through the fight with an almost playful grace, her third-person speech throwing off the rhythm of her opponents... or something like that. And then there was Huo Jun, a blazing force of nature, his strikes carrying the weight of a wildfire ready to consume anything in its path.

I had healed each of them to tip-top shape before the fight began—no excuses, no disadvantages. If they wanted the title, they'd have to earn it fair and square.

Jiang Zhen, sipping his tea beside me, glanced over with mild curiosity. "Hey, back when I still had my stall… what was the reason you kept coming back?"

I raised an eyebrow at him. "What, you’re suddenly reminiscing?"

He scoffed. "Just answer the question."

I shrugged, feigning nonchalance. "For the fun of it."

Jiang Zhen clicked his tongue. "Liar. Nobody goes out of their way that much just for fun. There had to be another reason."

I didn’t answer right away. The truth? I had realized I could grind my Divine Sense skill just by watching him work... and also the fishies. But admitting that would take away the mystery, and where was the fun in that? For some reason, the fishies were perceived by my Divine Sense as unique. There was a 'spark' or something. In the end, I caught the one with the smallest spark.

At Jiang Zhen's scowl, I just smiled cryptically and turned my attention back to the fight.

My thoughts drifted back to the day I first arrived in this world. It had barely been a week—technically, today was the sixth day of the festival, but at this rate, it would be the seventh before I knew it.

In that time, I had:


	Slapped young masters. Twice.

	Recruited a cultivator with a tumultuous past who was now quietly watching the match beside us. (Gu Jie, looking stoic beside the goldfish.)

	Bought a goldfish named ‘Ren Jingyi’ that was happily swimming in a bowl on the desk.

	Befriended a Sect Master.

	Exchanged sharp words with Sect Elders.

	Bet big on xianxia fights and even sabotaged one of the said Elders.

	Befriended a few disciples.

	Fought a freaking doped-up demon.

	Learned there was probably an eldritch entity in my head.



Yeah. It had been a busy week.

Jiang Zhen swirled his cup before taking a sip, giving me a side glance. "You look deep in thought. Feeling sentimental?"

I smirked. "Just realizing how eventful my week has been."

He huffed a small laugh. "No kidding. You’ve probably done more in six days than some people do in six years."

I hummed in agreement before shifting the topic. "Say, Jiang Zhen, what do you think is the fundamental difference between mana and qi?"

He raised an eyebrow at me. "Where’s this coming from?"

"Curiosity. I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately."

Jiang Zhen leaned forward, placing his elbow on the table. "Well… if I had to sum it up, qi is more intrinsic to the body, while mana is more external. Qi refines the self—body, mind, and soul—while mana manipulates the world around you... or so how I understood it from my perspective after hearing your explanation."

I rubbed my chin. "So qi is about self-strengthening, while mana is about affecting the environment?"

"That’s a simple way to put it," Jiang Zhen said. "Too simple. Qi cultivators train their own existence, pushing their limits, extending their lifespans, and becoming something beyond mortal. Mana users, though? I could be wrong because you are a bad teacher and you have a shit explanation. So what I am thinking is... practitioners of mana wield external forces—controlling elements, bending reality to their will, but they don’t necessarily refine themselves in the same way. What's better? I don't know. I understand too little to do comparative analysis at this point, but yeah... it's something like that."

"Yeah, that's something," I considered his words. "Then what happens when you try to combine the two?"

Jiang Zhen clicked his tongue. "That’s a dangerous road. Pioneering a new path… is always a dangerous road."

"But it’s not impossible," I pointed out. “You should know, you have Fan Shi.”

Mana was a theoretical energy, one that didn’t technically exist in a tangible form. You couldn’t observe it with the naked eye—or even with any known spectrum, for that matter. It was the unseen force that moved elements, shaped energies, and interacted with the world in ways that defied normal physics. Unlike qi, it had no fixed quantity, only a shifting quality tied directly to stats like Charisma, Intelligence, Wisdom, and Perception. Some theorized that mana originated from the Great Subconscious, a vast and unknowable sea of thought that all sentient beings were connected to.

Despite being called ‘theoretical energy,’ mana still had visual representations—but only to the person using it or if the skill would interact with other forms of energy. That was where the mumbo-jumbo kicked in, about perception shaping reality and reality shaping perception. Honestly, it was just as convoluted as the qi lore of this world.

Jiang Zhen had been surprisingly cooperative in our discussions. He wanted a breakthrough as much as I did. In his case, his cultivation.

“Qi is a power that permeates all life,” Jiang Zhen explained, swirling his tea as if it contained the secrets of the universe. “It is the breath of the world, the rhythm of existence, the foundation upon which all cultivation stands.”

I squinted at him. “Uh-huh. And in stats terms?”

Jiang Zhen smirked. “Well, according to the system you followed… Probably… Eh... Constitution, Strength, Agility, and Dexterity. Those shape one’s capacity to cultivate qi, which at least explains the framework of the Martial Tempering Realm or the First Realm as people called it. Though that would be painfully incorrect, it was the closest analogy to what you have in mind. Frankly, both systems operate on different ideologies and visions, it is dangerous to experiment with them together. Frankly, it is stupid to try merging these two systems.”

Yeah, as if that didn’t stop you from teaching Fan Shi.

Not that I couldn't understand. It was fascinating seeing everything come full circle.

I could imagine another player in my position—some eager min-maxer trying to mix both systems without a clue, only to mess up their compatibility and boom, self-destruction. I was very glad I had held back.

My thoughts turned to Fan Shi. She wielded both mana and qi—an anomaly in this world. That meant her training must have been a nightmare to get right.

“What’s her training like?” I asked. "Fan Shi, I mean."

Jiang Zhen sighed. “Fan Shi is a unique genius. She adapted quickly to our techniques, but finding the right cultivation method for her was a challenge. Her consciousness techniques—the ones that manifest in her—made it difficult. I had to carefully select her training, making sure it wouldn’t cause an imbalance to her attributes.”

“Let me guess,” I raised an eyebrow. “Fan Shi started late because it took you time to figure out what wouldn’t make her explode?”

"That's putting it lightly," Jiang Zhen nodded. “I spent years studying her to ensure she could walk this path safely.”

I stared at him. “Years? Damn. That’s dedication.”

Jiang Zhen simply sipped his tea. “A good teacher doesn’t let their disciple die from carelessness.”

I glanced back at the match below, watching Fan Shi fight with terrifying precision. No wonder in terms of cultivation level, she was a bit lagging compared to her peers. Yeah… cultivators in this world really were built differently.

Also...

Huo Jun won.

It was by the slimmest margin, but a win was a win. Fan Shi had fought with her usual eerie precision, and Jia Yun’s elemental techniques had nearly overpowered and put Huo Jun off balance multiple times, but in the end, Huo Jun had better technique and stats.

Jiang Zhen hummed beside me, clearly entertained. “You really suck at betting.”

I scoffed. “What did I say? I like betting on the underdog.”

With a flick, I tossed him the gold piece I had wagered—a unique coin from Lost Legends Online.

Jiang Zhen caught it between two fingers, turning it over with interest. “It certainly has a history to it… never seen anything like this before. I'll ask a friend of mine if they've seen anything sharing the same aesthetic.”

Which was saying something. Jiang Zhen had lived long enough that if he were a mortal, he’d probably be a walking fossil by now.

He pocketed the coin and leaned back against the balcony railing, gaze still locked on the arena below. “What are your plans for that Lu kid?”

I exhaled slowly. I knew this question would come sooner or later. “He’s under my protection.”

Jiang Zhen’s lips quirked slightly, but he didn’t comment. Instead, he casually added, “From what I hear, the Lu Clan has disowned him and is calling for his execution.”

I clenched my jaw. That was quick.

Not unexpected, though. Lu Gao had been demon-possessed, and now that he had lost the tournament and gotten himself tangled up with more complicated matters, they probably decided he wasn’t worth the trouble. If he died, it would tie up a loose end for them.

Tough luck for them—I wasn’t going to let that happen.

Rather than dwell on that depressing thought, I changed the subject. “So tell me about that old ruin.”

Jiang Zhen frowned. “What ruin?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “No way you haven’t checked the place yet.” I was referring to where Fan Shi found her Legacy Advancement Book.

He huffed. “There are many ruins, boy.”

“I mean the ruin,” I said. “The one I’ve been hearing about. I want to see it for myself and decide from there what my next move should be.”

Jiang Zhen hesitated. Then, after a beat, he shook his head. “I don’t know.”

I blinked. “What?”

“The place appears and disappears at random intervals in just as random a location,” he explained. “The next time it will be opening is probably a year from now or could be longer.”

Well. That was a pity.

I stood up, stretching a bit. “I’m gonna check on Lu Gao.”

Gu Jie, standing quietly behind me, shifted slightly as if preparing to follow, but I gestured for her to stay put. She tilted her head at me, then nodded in understanding.

Jiang Zhen, however, turned his attention to her. “Gu Jie, is it? I’ve heard a lot about you… from Lei Fen.”

Gu Jie didn’t react much, simply watching him with that unreadable expression of hers. Well, whatever. I guessed I could leave them to themselves.

I stepped away from the balcony and activated Zealot’s Stride and Flash Step in tandem, my movements blurring as I sped through the manor’s corridors, diving deeper underground. The dungeons were colder than I remembered, with the air thick with dampness and the faint scent of aged stone and metal.

Lu Gao had been in a coma for some time and had only woken up this morning. Even so, he was still in rough shape.

I arrived at his cell, separated by thick steel bars.

Lu Gao lay on a simple cot, looking like he’d lost a fight with the world itself. His once-pristine robes were now nothing more than tattered scraps, his bandages stained from the wounds that had only recently begun to close. His complexion was better than before, but there was still a gauntness to his features.

My Divine Word: Rest had done a lot to heal his mental scars. Even if I had resurrected him, the trauma of what he’d gone through hadn’t completely left him. His body might have mended, but his mind… that was another story.

Lu Gao's gaze slowly lifted from the ground, his eyes shadowed but lucid. He looked at me for a long moment before finally speaking.

“I remember you,” he said. “From the demon’s memories.”

I leaned against the cold steel bars, crossing my arms. “Yeah? What was that like?”

He exhaled, his posture weary. “Like watching a play unfold before me. I could see everything, but I couldn’t hear anything. Couldn’t speak. It was like I existed, but I wasn’t real.”

That… sounded horrifying.

I tapped my fingers against the bars. “Then let me ask you this—how did the demon learn to cultivate?”

Lu Gao frowned, shaking his head. “I don’t know.” His voice was hollow. “My dantian was supposed to be destroyed.”

Right. From what I understood, the dantian was where cultivators accumulated energy and roughly where their cultivation started. If his had been shattered, then logically, that should have meant no more cultivation. But Brukhelm had somehow managed it.

Interesting.

I studied him for a moment before asking, “So, what do you want to do now?”

His answer was immediate.

“Repent.”

I blinked. That was… plain. No dramatic declarations of revenge, no insistence on reclaiming his lost honor. Just a simple desire to atone.

I sighed, rubbing my neck. “Alright. I’ll accept you under my wing.” It wasn't like he had a say.

Lu Gao’s expression barely changed, but I caught the slight flicker of surprise in his eyes.

I continued, “But with your cultivation crippled, you’ll be nothing more than an errand boy.”

He didn’t object. If anything, he seemed to expect that.

In truth, my decision wasn’t entirely out of kindness. I knew what I was doing.

Having a direct reference like Lu Gao—someone who had memories of a being that shared my power system and successfully cultivated something—would be groundbreaking. I needed to understand how Brukhelm had done it.

Of course, I would have preferred someone like Fan Shi, but I couldn’t be greedy. I wasn’t about to risk my relationship with Jiang Zhen or the trust I’d built with a promising cultivator just to experiment.

So, for now, Lu Gao would do.

“The demon… Bu-ru-Luk-Keng-elm…” Lu Gao started, his voice was hoarse, and had difficulty pronouncing the name. “He was arrogant. Spiteful. Cavalier in the path of cultivation.”

I stayed quiet, letting him speak at his own pace.

“He treated it like a game. Like a race to the peak without caring about the foundation.” Lu Gao’s fingers twitched slightly. “But that’s not how it works. Building a road isn’t just about reaching the destination. It’s about making sure you can walk back and forth without crumbling along the way.”

I hummed in thought. That sounded like something a more experienced cultivator would say. If Brukhelm had figured this out too late, then it might’ve explained some of his issues.

Lu Gao hesitated, as if unsure whether to continue. Then, after a deep breath, he spoke again.

“At some point, despite his fluency in wielding qi, he… stopped agreeing with it.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Stopped agreeing with it?”

Lu Gao nodded. “Something about incompatibility. His body couldn’t sustain it anymore. Even though he knew how to use it, something… rejected him.”

That was interesting. So, Brukhelm had struggled with qi at some point, even though he had successfully cultivated? What exactly caused that rejection?

Before I could ask more, the sound of footsteps interrupted us.

A woman entered. Well-dressed, noble in bearing, moving with effortless grace. She had an air of authority that immediately commanded attention.

She greeted me with reverence. “Young master. I must thank you for aiding our city in its time of crisis.”

Lu Gao respectfully bowed his head. “City Lord.”

Wait, City Lord?

I quickly pieced it together—she was the Governor’s wife.

She smiled, her gaze warm but sharp. “I am Yue Ruo.”

For a moment, I almost bowed or saluted or something, but then I remembered my current status. At the moment, I wasn’t just some passerby. If anything, I had the advantage here.

As she entered, I finally noticed something odd. The cell wasn’t locked. The bars were there, but there was no keyhole or obvious mechanism securing it.

Yue Ruo carried a tray of food, stepping in without hesitation. She made casual conversation with Lu Gao, asking about his condition, his meals, his thoughts.

I watched this exchange carefully.

Finally, I asked, “You’re not afraid he’ll run?”

Yue Ruo chuckled softly like I’d asked a naive question.

“He wouldn’t make it far,” she said. “Running would only further incriminate him. Besides…” She gestured toward the bracelet around Lu Gao’s wrist. “That is imbued with powerful fire spells. Should he attempt to escape, he would be thoroughly destroyed.”

And what if he kidnapped you? Sigh… Maybe she was secretly powerful or had hidden bodyguards I couldn't detect even with Divine Sense…

I glanced at Lu Gao. He didn’t react. He already knew.

“One last thing.” I kept my voice casual, but there was weight behind my words. “Lu Gao, how did you become acquainted with the demon?”

Lu Gao blinked, looking almost startled by the question. “Huh?” He furrowed his brows, thinking hard. “Uuh… I can’t remember.”

I frowned. “Can’t remember, or won’t?”

Lu Gao shook his head. “No, really. It’s like… my memories are blocked. There’s something missing.” He looked frustrated, struggling to grasp at thoughts just out of reach.

That was concerning. Was it a natural effect of what he’d been through? Or had someone—or something—intentionally erased those memories?

“But,” Lu Gao continued, “I do remember performing a certain ritual. That’s how I made a contract with the demon.”

I narrowed my eyes. “A ritual?”

Lu Gao nodded hesitantly. “Yeah. It was… intricate. I remember needing specific materials, symbols drawn a certain way… and a name.” His expression turned uncertain. “But the name itself… I can’t recall it.”

That sent alarms ringing in my mind.

“Do you remember where you performed it?” I asked.

Lu Gao hesitated, then slowly shook his head. “No. I just remember… darkness. Like it wasn’t just a place, but something else.”

I let out a breath. That wasn’t helpful.

Still, this confirmed something important—Lu Gao hadn’t just stumbled upon the demon. He had called it. Which meant that whatever mess he had landed in, it was of his own making. Whether he’d been tricked or not was another matter entirely. I sincerely hoped that was the case, but considering Jiang Zhen's claims of fighting a demon, then...

I glanced at Yue Ruo, who had been quietly observing our conversation. Her expression was unreadable, but I had no doubt she was filing away every piece of information she overheard.

For now, I had enough. I needed time to think.

“Alright,” I said, pushing off the wall. “That’s all for now.”

Lu Gao looked like he wanted to say more, but I didn’t push him. If his memories were blocked, then forcing it wouldn’t do anything but frustrate him further.

Yue Ruo gave me a polite nod. “I appreciate your patience with him, young master.”

I waved a hand lazily. “Not necessary, but thank you for taking care of him.”
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Golden Sun Pavilion was a scholar’s dream.

Despite its name, it wasn’t a pavilion made of gold—though the polished wood and flowing silk banners gave it a regal presence. It was a grand structure, with halls dedicated to various fields of study, from martial techniques to esoteric philosophy. The air smelled of aged paper, ink, and a hint of incense as if the very walls had absorbed centuries of wisdom.

I had spent the better part of the day patching up my general knowledge of cultivation. For someone thrown into a world of sword-swinging, qi-blasting warriors, I knew frustratingly little about the fundamentals. Sure, I had gathered bits and pieces from conversations and personal observations, but I needed a proper foundation.

The first thing I focused on was Spiritual Roots—the cornerstone of cultivation.

Spiritual Roots determined a person’s aptitude for cultivating qi. Without them, progressing beyond the mortal realm was impossible. Most people had some form of Spiritual Roots, but not all were equal. The best ones were Pure Spiritual Roots, consisting of a single elemental affinity—Fire, Water, Earth, Metal, or Wood. These provided an unhindered connection to heaven and earth, making cultivation smooth and efficient.

Then there were Mixed Spiritual Roots, which contained multiple elements. These were more common but came with drawbacks—conflicting elements slowed down progress, and only those with compatible affinities, like Water and Wood, could cultivate effectively.

The worst of the worst was Muddled Spiritual Roots—an unstable mess of conflicting elements. Those born with these were basically doomed from the start. Their cultivation speed was slow, their breakthroughs were difficult, and their chances of ever reaching the higher realms were slim to none.

Of course, there were exceptions. Treasures, divine interventions, or sheer, unrelenting effort could sometimes overcome a bad start. But it was rare.

Aside from Spiritual Roots, I also learned more about the stages of early cultivation.

Cultivators started in the First Realm, Martial Tempering, where they honed their bodies through external methods before internalizing qi. Next was the Second Realm, Mind Enlightenment, the stage where they first sensed and absorbed qi into their bodies. This unstable process was reliant on talent, patience, and, most importantly, one’s Spiritual Roots.

The Third Realm, Will Reinforcement, was where cultivators learned to control qi with more precision, allowing them to strengthen their attacks, harden their defenses, and hone their willpower. This was the realm where a cultivator’s will began influencing reality, where their intents shaped the world around them.

Last in the Four Great Attributes... was the Spirit Mystery, the Fourth Realm. This was the stage where qi was no longer just fuel—it became something deeper, an extension of one's being.

Higher realms delved into concepts beyond raw power—Soul Recognition, the Fifth Realm, was when cultivators began touching upon the mysteries of the soul, while Essence Gathering, the Sixth Realm, involved refining one’s very existence, drawing in the essence of the heavens and earth to elevate oneself further.

It was the best explanation I’ve seen so far in books.

In Lost Legends Online, Mana didn’t work like this at all. There was no process of gathering, refining, or condensing. It wasn’t something stored within a dantian—it was tapped into directly, like an infinite well that only dried up when one’s mental reserves were exhausted. There was no step-by-step tempering of the body or soul; just raw potential that increased through stats.

It made me wonder what the logic was behind a Paladin gaining physical stats when leveling up.

The idea of needing a special root just to access energy? Completely foreign to me.

I remembered my discussions with Jiang Zhen.

Jiang Zhen had been blunt about it—my Spiritual Roots were Muddled, and my talent in cultivation was absolute shit.

Not the most encouraging thing to hear, but at this point, I wasn’t even surprised.

"I still don’t get how compatibility works," I admitted, flipping through a jade slip while lounging on one of the reading couches of the Golden Sun Pavilion. The scent of aged parchment and incense filled the air, a relaxing atmosphere despite my increasing frustration.

Jiang Zhen sighed at me like I was a particularly stubborn student who refused to grasp the obvious. "It’s simple. If you try to mix oil and water, what happens?"

"They separate."

"Exactly. Some energies just don’t blend well together. The lucky ones are born with Pure Roots—an affinity that ensures they don’t have to think about compatibility issues. You, however…" Jiang Zhen gave me a pointed look.

"Have a grab bag of random nonsense," I finished for him.

"More or less. Moreover, with a foreign power system, you cannot practice cultivation methods that alter or refine energy. You don’t have the talent for it, and if you force it, best case? You get weaker. Worst case? You explode."

I winced. Exploding didn’t sound fun.

The irony was that the best techniques—the ones cultivators hoarded like dragons guarding treasure—were precisely those that altered energy in some way. Techniques that refined qi, transformed spiritual power, or tempered the soul were the backbone of cultivation. Without them, I’d be at a massive disadvantage.

Jiang Zhen had told me a story once.

Fan Shi, a unique genius wielding both mana and qi, had almost died after learning her sect’s signature technique. It had been too violent, causing a collision of incompatible energies. Even someone as talented as her had barely survived.

And I had far less talent.

"Stick to technical stuff," Jiang Zhen had advised. "Things that rely on skill rather than energy manipulation. Or if you must take a cultivation method, make sure it aligns with your Paladin Legacy. That might give you a fighting chance."

That was easier said than done.

So far, nothing in this entire building caught my eye.

The texts were useful for padding my general knowledge, sure. But techniques? Nah.

At least I was actually reading for once. Though I’ve been reading lots of stuff since I arrived in this world. Which was ironic, because I had a terrible habit of skipping lore.

Things that I saw, I’d rarely forget and they would become stock knowledge.

However, if it was permitted, I’d rather skip them.

I should’ve been the perfect Linguist subclass—a walking encyclopedia of knowledge. Instead, my lore knowledge was mostly stock knowledge, the kind of stuff you absorbed just by existing in the game world long enough. Anything deeper? Nah.

I was the shame of all Linguists.

A serial cutscene skipper.

I leaned back and exhaled. Maybe I should at least brush up on LLO lore while I was at it. I probably had a few books stored in my Item Box that I’d ignored until now. The Item Box’s capacity was nowhere near full, so it wouldn’t hurt to actually use it.

At the very least, if I couldn’t cultivate like a normal person, I could at least make sure I wasn’t completely ignorant.

I glanced out the window and spotted Lin Lim speaking with the City Governor. The conversation looked civil—amicable, even. Good for them. It seemed like they were coming to an agreement.

The bigger surprise was the young man practically swooning over Lin Lim. That had to be the City Governor’s son. What a turn of events.

I shook my head and turned back to my book.

It was the seventh day of the festival.

Outside, preparations for the Grand Feast were underway, and tonight, there would be a closed-door auction—the event that the Sect Elders had been looking forward to.

Gu Jie sat idly beside me, reading a book with one hand while twirling a strand of her hair with the other. And then there was Ren Jingyi, the goldfish, swimming lazily around her fishbowl. Meanwhile, Jiang Zhen was staring at a painting of a turtle as if it held the meaning of life.

The past week had been insane, but I felt like I was finally reaching a conclusion. I had a direction now. Not exactly a mental roadmap, but at least I knew which way to go.

Jiang Zhen suddenly spoke up. "So? What are your plans from now on?"

I flipped a page. "Travel around, I guess. Visit the Big Sects in the Riverfall Continent and see if I can ask for their cultivation methods."

Jiang Zhen scoffed. "You actually think my Sect—or the other two—would just hand you their cultivation methods?"

I shrugged. "I’ll make it work somehow."

"That’s a dumb plan."

"Not the dumbest thing I’ve done."

Jiang Zhen let out a low chuckle before leaning back in his chair. "And what will you do if none of them agree?"

"Figure something out."

Jiang Zhen shook his head but didn’t push the point. Instead, he shifted the conversation. "And what about me?"

I raised an eyebrow. "What about you?"

"What do you think I’ll do next?"

I thought about it for a moment. "Kill demons?"

"Correct." He smirked. "It’s a never-ending job."

"You make it sound fun."

"It has its moments."

Jiang Zhen set his teacup down and turned to me. "Join my Sect."

I blinked. "What?"

"You heard me. I’ll even give you a high position."

I snorted. "I refuse."

Jiang Zhen sighed dramatically. "A shame. You would’ve had a stable future."

"That’s what you call stable?"

"For someone like you? Yes."

I leaned back. "Tempting, but I’m good."

Jiang Zhen studied me for a moment before nodding. "Good attitude."

We left it at that.

Jiang Zhen suddenly spoke, breaking the silence. "I have a suggestion."

I looked up from my book. "Go on."

"You should go to the main continent," he said, arms crossed as he leaned back. "If you really want a technique that suits you, you'll find better chances there. The sects in the Riverfall Continent may be… uhhh… er… prestigious, but their collections are still limited compared to what you'll find in the heart of the cultivation world."

I frowned. "That’s a long way from here."

He shrugged. "True. But a letter of recommendation from Ren Jin would open a lot of doors for you."

I leaned back and exhaled. "I don't want to get involved in any court drama."

Jiang Zhen let out a short laugh. "Smart. The imperial court is a nest of vipers. Even without getting involved, stepping into that world would put you on someone's radar."

I let his words hang in the air as I flipped another page. My eyes skimmed through endless descriptions of breathing methods, energy circulation, and techniques that promised enlightenment through rigorous training. None of them felt right. Then, after so much skimming, I found it.

Hollow Breath Technique.

It was something even a peasant wouldn’t want. A bottom-tier breathing method that barely circulated Qi. It wasn’t efficient. It wasn’t profound. It was utterly unimpressive. But it was also exactly what I needed.

Why this technique?

It had one thing the other techniques didn't have.

A uniqueness that resonated with what I have in mind with Divine Sense.

Unlike other techniques, this one didn't have anything to do with accumulation, refinement, and completion. Instead, it promised perception... specifically, the perception of your own Qi and the act of hollowing yourself to achieve enlightenment.

I didn’t need something grand. I didn’t need something that reshaped the heavens. My core would be a Paladin through and through. My focus wasn’t on cultivating the way others did—it was about raising my stats.

This Hollow Breath Technique didn't really have that big of a stat gain according to what I was reading, but it was better to start somewhere.

Moreover, it was the safest technique for me at this juncture.

Brukhelm didn’t use any Ultimate Skills when we fought. That fact lingered in my mind. If he had been a high-level character like I suspected, then why did he hold back? Was it because his cultivation base interfered with his power system?

It sounded logical. I didn’t have proof, but my instincts told me I was onto something.

Jiang Zhen watched me with a knowing smirk. "Found something?"

I closed the book and tapped the cover. "Yeah. Something simple."

"That looks like trash," he said. "Still, it’s better to have a foundation you can control than to reach for something beyond your grasp and destroy yourself."

I nodded. I didn’t need something extreme. I just needed something that wouldn’t get in my way. I could build up from there. It was paramount to be careful from now on, when matters like mixing qi or mana was involved.

Later that day, as I was flipping through another book in the Golden Sun Pavilion, a powerful voice resounded through Yellow Dragon City.

It wasn’t a voice in the normal sense. It suffused the atmosphere, like the world itself was speaking. It wasn’t an attack, nor was it hostile, but it commanded attention.

"Greetings to Daoist Da Wei."

I felt a jolt.

"The Emperor of the Grand Ascension Empire invites you to the Imperial Capital for tea. You are kindly requested to arrive by the 100th sunrise."

The moment the words finished, the city fell silent.

I sat frozen in place, book halfway open. Across from me, Jiang Zhen was staring at me with wide eyes. Gu Jie had even stopped pretending to read.

"What the hell?" I muttered.

Jiang Zhen exhaled slowly, then laughed. "Well. You wanted to avoid court drama, but court drama found you instead."

"This isn't court drama. This is an imperial summons disguised as a tea invitation."

"Same thing," he said, still grinning.

Gu Jie tilted her head. "Master, it is the Emperor! You should feel honored…. I think?"

"Honored? You think? I feel targeted." I rubbed my face. "I haven’t even been here for long. What did I even do?"

Jiang Zhen tapped his chin. "A lot.”

I groaned. "I was hoping to lay low."

Jiang Zhen shook his head. "Too late for that. The Emperor personally acknowledging you means everyone will be watching."

"Great," I muttered. "Just what I needed."

Jiang Zhen leaned back. "So? Are you going?"

I sighed, staring at the ceiling. 100 days. That was enough time to prepare. Maybe? But did I even have a choice? It was phrased politely, sure. But nobody refused an imperial summons. Heck, back in LLO, if I refused a King's decree, I would suffer a bounty on my head.

It seemed... I am going to have a long talk with Ren Jin.

I needed to figure out what I was walking into.
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The Grand Feast was in full swing. Laughter and music intertwined with the rhythmic beat of festival drums, their echoes seeping into the manor like an unrelenting tide. From my window, I watched as dragons—long, sinuous constructs of silk and light—danced through the streets, weaving between lanterns that glowed like fallen stars. By the gates, food stalls displayed their finest offerings, their rich aroma enough to make even the most disciplined cultivators waver.

Yet, I had no time to indulge.

Moving deeper into the estate, I passed through corridors teeming with servants and guests. Some cast me fleeting glances, whispering to their companions, while others merely spared a nod before continuing on their way. Asking for directions would be the quickest way forward, but I had to be cautious—too much attention was never wise.

I caught the sleeve of a passing attendant. "Where is His Highness' office?"

The man blinked, momentarily startled. "Lord Ren Jin? Past the second courtyard, my lord."

I gave a brief nod and continued.

A guard stationed along the hall narrowed his eyes. "State your business."

"Matters of importance," I answered vaguely.

He seemed unimpressed but gestured further down the corridor.

Considering the guard’s attitude, it seemed words of my feat were yet to fully disseminate.

After several more inquiries, I arrived at a quiet hall, removed from the revelry outside. Here, the air was still, the festive clamor reduced to a distant hum. Standing before a large lacquered door was a lone figure—armor gleaming even in the dim candlelight, her posture rigid, unmoving.

Chief Enforcer Liang Na.

Her gaze swept over me, cold and assessing, her fingers resting lightly on the pommel of her sword. I halted a respectful distance away and greeted her with a slight bow.

"Chief Enforcer."

She inclined her head slightly. "Your purpose?"

"I seek an audience with Ren Jin."

She studied me in silence. There was something about Liang Na that always felt… inscrutable. Not sinister, but distant—like a mountain unmoved by passing storms. Even now, as she turned to knock on the door, her movements were precise, effortless.

A voice from within granted permission. Liang Na pushed open the door without another word.

Inside, Ren Jin rose from his seat, his expression unreadable, and offered a martial salute—fist to palm.

I returned the gesture.

"Sit," he said, motioning to the chair across from him.

"I owe you an apology," Ren Jin said, his tone measured. "The imperial summons—I did not foresee it. Had I known, I would have given you due warning."

I leaned back, folding my arms. "Then you had no say in this?"

He exhaled through his nose, weariness creeping into his expression. "The decree came directly from His Majesty. Even if I had known in advance, I doubt I could have altered the outcome."

I clicked my tongue. "Then send word that I will not be attending."

Ren Jin sighed, rubbing his temple. "That would be… highly inadvisable."

"Oh?" I arched a brow.

He met my gaze with a flat look. "It is an imperial decree, not an invitation one declines on a whim. Even if its wording was courteous, it carries the weight of the Empire. To refuse would be to make a statement—one that the court will not overlook."

That was troubling. My frown deepened. "Do you know why he has summoned me?"

Ren Jin hesitated. Then, with reluctance, he admitted, "I may have been… hasty in submitting my report regarding the Great Enemy."

I narrowed my eyes. "Hasty how?"

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk. "The Emperor has sought signs of the Great Enemy for years. My report confirmed that the threat has resurfaced. And you, Da Wei, are one of the few who have faced it directly—and lived."

I stared at him. "So you believe this is about that?"

Ren Jin nodded. "It is the most likely reason. His Majesty does not take such matters lightly. He may wish to hear your firsthand account." He paused, then added, "Or…"

I caught the shift in his tone. "Or?"

His gaze sharpened. "Or he may have something else in mind."

I sat in silence, weighing his words. The Emperor knew of the Great Enemy. More than that—he called it by the very name I would have used in my mother tongue. That was unsettling.

I glanced at Ren Jin. "How long have you known of the Great Enemy?"

His fingers drummed lightly against the desk. "Not long."

"How much do you understand about them?"

He exhaled through his nose. "Only what you have told me."

I frowned. "You mean—?"

He gave a slow nod. "Before your explanation, I had no true concept of them. The term was foreign to me. I relayed my findings to the Empire, detailing what I had learned from you. Only then did I receive confirmation from above that the Great Enemy was a known entity."

I narrowed my eyes. "So you only recently learned what they were—after sending your report?"

"Exactly."

That was… odd. The Empire knew something. The question was—how long had they known?

Ren Jin reached into his desk drawer and withdrew a small statue, placing it on the table between us. The moment I laid eyes on it, my skin prickled.

It was a demon. Not just any demon—but one exactly like those from Lost Legends Online.

I picked it up, turning it over in my palm. The craftsmanship was eerily precise—the sharp, angular features, the curve of the horns, even the texture of the sculpted flesh. It was unmistakable.

"Where did you get this?" I asked.

Ren Jin leaned back. "It arrived after my report reached the Empire. Along with a single message: Be wary of devil worshippers."

I stared at him. "That’s it?"

"That’s it."

That was curious. The Empire knew. They had their own name for it. They even possessed iconography that matched the demons from LLO. But they hadn’t briefed their own prince until after he’d reported it?

Just how long had the Empire been aware of the Great Enemy?

Ren Jin tapped the table, his gaze flicking toward the stack of scrolls beside him. "After the incident with… the Demon, I did some digging."

I raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"

Wordlessly, he unrolled the first scroll and slid it across the table. The ink was old but well-preserved, the characters chronicling an event from nine hundred years ago—a calamity that swept the land, leaving only bones in its wake.

"The Undead Calamity," Ren Jin murmured, watching my expression. "Nine hundred years ago, the dead refused to stay dead. Entire dynasties fell to the relentless tide of walking corpses. No one knows what started it. Only that it ended as abruptly as it began."

I frowned, flipping through the brittle parchment. "So… cultivators? Some forbidden technique gone wrong?" Necromancers, most likely. Or maybe the Gods of the Underworld faction ripping a hole in the fabric of reality to stage an invasion.

Ren Jin shook his head. "No. By all accounts, this was not the work of mortals."

That was troubling. I set the scroll aside as he pulled out another.

"This one details what happened seven hundred years ago," Ren Jin continued.

I scanned the text. Unlike the first, this spoke of a quieter catastrophe. Kingdoms vanished—not through war, not through plague, but through utter erasure. One day, they thrived. The next, they were gone.

I looked up. "You’re telling me entire civilizations just… ceased to exist?"

It sounded like the work of Angels.

So the Heaven Faction had also tried its hand at conquering this world.

Ren Jin’s lips pressed into a thin line. "There are no remains. No ruins. No records beyond those written after the event."

A cold weight settled in my stomach. If not for these historical accounts, no one would have even known those kingdoms had ever existed. I pushed the scroll away.

"And this one?" I gestured to the final parchment.

Ren Jin’s expression darkened. "The Bizarre War."

I took the scroll and read. Three hundred years ago, something changed. Immortals—those who had reached the pinnacle of cultivation—began to lose their minds. Some vanished. Some turned on their own sects. Others waged war against the world itself.

I exhaled. "So what, insanity? Possession?"

"No one knows," Ren Jin admitted. "What is known is that the chaos shook heaven and earth. The war devastated the world. Those who were once revered as protectors became its greatest threats."

That sounded a lot like the work of the Eldritch Faction.

I set the scroll down and met his gaze. "And this was the most brutal calamity yet?"

Ren Jin nodded. "It was. The chaos wiped out sects, kingdoms, entire bloodlines. But it also created an opportunity—one my father seized. It was during this period of instability that the Empire rose to power."

I absorbed his words, my mind churning. A calamity every few centuries. Each time, the world was reshaped. And now, I was being summoned to the Imperial Capital.

The timing was too convenient.

Okay… let’s review.

Undead Calamity? Definitely the Underworld’s work. Walking corpses wiping out dynasties? Classic necrotic interference.

Vanished civilizations? Heaven’s doing. Erasing entire kingdoms without a trace? That reeked of divine meddling.

Immortals going insane and waging war? Had Eldritch written all over it. The kind of madness that didn’t come from deviation but from something outside the system.

And now? Xianxia Land was about to get the demon experience.

The pattern was obvious. Every few centuries, the Great Enemy made its move on this world. And every time, it failed.

The world still stood. The Empire still ruled. The major sects still existed.

Props to this world’s cultivators for holding their ground, but… why?

Why did the Great Enemy keep failing? Were they being repelled by something stronger? Or was I misreading the signs?

I rubbed my temples, then looked up at Ren Jin. "What’s going to happen to Yellow Dragon City?"

Ren Jin leaned back in his chair. "It depends. With the demon out of the picture, the city will stabilize. It won’t fall into chaos, if that’s what you’re worried about."

I nodded. That was one less thing to think about. "And you?"

He smirked. "I’m a prince, a governor—this city is my domain. I’ll raise funds, empower the military, and prepare for the Great Enemy."

"Figures." I exhaled, leaning forward. "I’m thinking of heading to the main continent. Any advice?"

Ren Jin’s smirk faded. "You’ll find better cultivation techniques there… but you’ll also find more competition. Stronger sects, stronger cultivators, and politics more cutthroat than you can imagine."

I expected as much. "And the Emperor? How should I treat him?"

Ren Jin studied me for a moment before answering.

"Carefully."

I raised a brow. "That’s vague."

"It’s the best advice I can give you."

Ren Jin leaned forward, voice lowering slightly. "You’re an outsider, Da Wei. You might have helped the city, but that doesn’t mean the Empire trusts you. The Emperor inviting you to tea is already a rare gesture. If you insult him or refuse, you’ll be making an enemy you cannot afford to make."

I sighed. "So basically, smile, bow, and try not to piss him off."

"More or less."

"And the Imperial Court?"

Ren Jin’s lips curled into a knowing smile. "A den of dragons. If you’re lucky, they’ll ignore you. If you’re unlucky…" His smile widened. "They’ll see you as a threat."

Great. Just what I needed.

I leaned back, absorbing everything. The main continent was a bigger stage—a more dangerous one. But if I wanted answers, if I wanted to get stronger, I had no choice but to go.

"I think I’ll join the auction," I said.

Ren Jin raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"

"I’m curious," I admitted. "The demon came all the way here and risked exposing himself. He must’ve wanted something badly. I want to know what it was."

Ren Jin tapped his fingers against the desk, considering. "Not a bad idea. The auction is closed-door, but with your current status and my word, getting in shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll send someone to you if it comes to that."

I nodded. "Might as well see what’s so special."

"Just be careful," he said, giving me a knowing look. "Try not to cause a scene."

"Duly noted." I stood, stretching. "What do you take me for, Lord Governor?"

"A walking disaster," he replied dryly.

I didn’t dignify that with a response.

Stepping out of the office, I took a deep breath. The air was thick with the scent of roasted meats, spiced wines, and incense, blending into the chaos of the Grand Feast.

From the manor window, I saw dragons—puppeted by skilled performers—twisting and turning through the streets, accompanied by the rhythmic pounding of war drums. Near the gates, long tables overflowed with food, freely distributed to the people. A group of musicians played a lively tune, their instruments ringing over the laughter and chatter of the crowd.

Yellow Dragon City was alive.

And soon, I’d be leaving it behind.

The thought sat oddly in my chest. I never planned to stay here long, but now that my time was running out, a strange reluctance crept in. Maybe it was because this was the first place I’d really lived in this world—fought battles, made connections, gotten dragged into problems way beyond my intent.

Or maybe… I just liked the food.

Either way, I decided I might as well enjoy the little time I had left.

I started walking, letting the festival’s energy carry me. Somewhere in this city, the auction would take place. Somewhere among the treasures being sold, I’d find the answer to what Brukhelm had been searching for.

And if it turned out to be something important… well.

I’d make sure it didn’t fall into the wrong hands.
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Yue Ruo stepped into her husband’s study, her footsteps barely audible against the polished wooden floor. Ren Jin sat behind his desk, fingers steepled in thought, while Chief Enforcer Liang Na stood by the window, still as a statue. At her arrival, both turned; it was Liang Na who offered the first respectful nod.

“Have you reached a decision?” Yue Ruo asked, her voice calm and clear.

Ren Jin exhaled through his nose, rubbing his brow. “We must assign someone to the Daoist.”

Daoist. There was no need to name him. In recent days, only one figure had stirred the undercurrents of the empire so thoroughly: Da Wei, the cultivator entangled in demonic plots, imperial edicts, and sect rivalries alike.

Liang Na’s gaze remained steady. “I still believe it unnecessary. He has proven capable.”

Ren Jin scoffed. “Capable? The deeper he steps into the Empire’s heart, the sharper the knives around him become. Do you believe the ancient clans and old monsters will simply ignore a wild card like him?”

Yue Ruo stood quietly at the side, her hands folded in front of her, listening.

“If he offends a sect out of ignorance,” Ren Jin went on, “he might erase them from the map with a flick of his sleeve. Not out of malice, just recklessness. That kind of power, untempered, is a liability. A waste.”

Liang Na folded her arms. “And who would you send? No one can command him.”

“Not command,” Ren Jin replied. “Guide. Someone who knows the terrain, its hidden rules and buried knives.” His gaze settled on her. “You.”

Yue Ruo noted the slight tension in Liang Na’s jaw. She had known the Chief Enforcer for many years, enough to recognize her disapproval.

“I refuse,” Liang Na said flatly. “My post is here. I serve to protect this family. I will not abandon my duty.”

“You should stay,” Yue Ruo interjected, voice gentle but firm.

Both turned to her.

She met Ren Jin’s eyes. “Sending her might buy favor with the Daoist. But at what cost?” She ran a thumb along the embroidered sleeve of her robe. “The Riverfall Continent is not the main continent. That world is one of hidden dragons and crouching tigers. Even Liang Na would be walking into danger she has never known.”

She turned to Liang Na. “You can match swords with sect masters here. But beyond our borders, even kings tread lightly.”

Ren Jin leaned back in his chair, sighing. “So you believe the risk too great?”

“I do,” Yue Ruo said. “To her. To us. To the city.”

Ren Jin was quiet. Then he gave a tired, knowing laugh. “I thought you’d say that.” He straightened, voice sharpening. “In that case, I ask one thing.”

Liang Na raised a brow. “Speak it.”

“If you remain, you will protect not just me and my family, but the city. All of it.”

Yue Ruo felt clarity settle over her like mist parting before the sun. So that was his true aim.

She remembered the chaos when the demon's presence broke loose. Back then, Liang Na had obeyed Ren Jin’s orders precisely, but the moment she was free, she had gone straight to Yue Ruo and the children, dragging them to safety through smoke and ruin.

Liang Na had sworn to guard the man and those he loved. Never the city.

Now, he was changing that vow.

A long silence passed.

At last, Liang Na nodded. “I understand.”

Ren Jin’s gaze softened. “Then it is settled.”

Yue Ruo watched as her husband leaned back, his posture easing. She could tell he had anticipated this outcome from the start. He always did.

There had never been a need to send their sharpest blade. Liang Na's strength, still cloaked in secrecy, was too valuable to expose. Her past as the Empire’s hidden dagger, if revealed, would only invite calamity. A blade in shadow was safer than one displayed for all to see.

But someone still had to be sent.

Yue Ruo exhaled slowly, her gaze drifting elsewhere. Her thoughts settled on her second son.

Ren Xun.

A boy of modest cultivation, scorned by the court’s sharper tongues as a wastrel. Yet those who knew him spoke of his gentleness and his steady loyalty. Kindness in the son of a governor was a fragile thing, precious, yet dangerously exploitable.

Ren Jin would not hold this city forever. Whether he perished in battle, ascended to the throne, or was cast out by the tides of fate, Yellow Dragon City would one day need a new master. And there were those already eyeing Ren Xun as a piece to be moved, sacrificed, or crowned, depending on how the game played.

Naive. But such was the nature of power.

Yue Ruo turned to her husband. “Then send Ren Xun.”

Ren Jin frowned. “What?”

“Send our second son to travel with the Daoist,” she said, calm as still water.

Ren Jin leaned forward, brows drawn. “He’s barely in the First Realm. You think this is wise?”

Yue Ruo folded her hands in her lap. “It is necessary.”

Her husband studied her. “Speak clearly.”

“If he stays,” Yue Ruo said, “he becomes a pawn. A token to manipulate, a hostage in waiting. But if he leaves… if he walks beside the Daoist, he’ll gain perspective. Strength. He will be beyond their reach.”

Ren Jin’s gaze sharpened. “And you believe the Daoist will accept him?”

Yue Ruo’s lips curved into a faint smile. “We appeal to his righteousness.”

Ren Jin gave a short laugh, dry and tired. “You make it sound so simple.”

“It is simple,” she replied. “He won’t abandon someone placed in his care, not if he believes that person depends on him. Especially not someone so… harmless.” Yue Ruo had seen the man for herself, so she knew. Albeit limited to the impression the man left, she was rarely wrong when it came to judging a person's character.

Ren Jin rubbed his temple, the gesture weary. After a moment, he let out a soft chuckle. “You’ve already calculated every angle, haven’t you?”

“Would you expect anything less?” she said mildly.

Ren Jin shook his head, a reluctant smile forming. “Very well. Let us see if the Daoist takes him in, but let's not get our hopes up.”

Yue Ruo tapped a slender finger against the armrest, her voice calm yet deliberate. “The Daoist will take him, if we make it a condition.”

Ren Jin raised a brow. “A condition?”

She nodded. “Lin Lim.”

At the mention of the name, Ren Jin’s expression darkened. “That beggar-woman?”

“The same one who’s captured our son’s heart,” Yue Ruo said, not without a hint of dry amusement. “If we tie Ren Xun’s departure to her people, Da Wei will find it harder to refuse.”

Ren Jin leaned back, thoughtful. “You believe he’ll accept... for her sake?”

“My eyes tell me he’s met her before. Not deeply entangled, but familiar enough. If we present it as a favor to her kin, he’ll see it as reasonable, maybe even a karmic obligation.”

Ren Jin exhaled through his nose. “Convenient.”

“Very.”

Silence hung briefly between them, until Liang Na finally broke it. “And the Great Enemy?”

Yue Ruo folded her arms. “You mean the demons?”

Ren Jin shook his head. “If only it were that simple.” He cast a glance toward Liang Na. “Da Wei knew of them before we did. Calls them the ‘Great Enemy,’ as if he’s crossed blades with them before.”

Liang Na narrowed her eyes. “Yet we know so little.”

Yue Ruo’s gaze shifted to her husband. “You fear what he might uncover?”

“I fear what he might bring with him,” Ren Jin murmured. “Wherever that man goes, calamity follows. Not because he seeks it, but because fate tosses him into the eye of the storm... At least, that's what Father said to me.”

No one spoke for a long moment.

Then Liang Na straightened. “I’ve stayed too long.”

Ren Jin nodded. “Back to your post.”

Liang Na gave a shallow bow and turned to leave. At the threshold, she glanced back at Yue Ruo. “Whatever comes next… be ready.”

And then she was gone.

Yue Ruo rose and crossed the room, lowering herself onto her husband’s lap with practiced grace. She leaned against his chest, tracing idle patterns on the embroidery of his robe.

“Hmmm… something just crossed my mind,” she murmured.

Ren Jin smirked, one arm curling around her waist. “Is it about how strikingly handsome your husband is?”

She chuckled, brushing a kiss against his cheek. “Flatter yourself all you like. I was talking about the auction.”

He tilted his head. “What about it?”

“Who’s hosting it?”

Ren Jin exhaled softly. “Old Song.”

Yue Ruo lifted a brow. “That half-dead relic? He’s still breathing?”

Ren Jin let out a low laugh. “Surprised me too.”

“Last I heard, he was drowning himself in wine and women. What’s he been up to?”

“I’ve had him watching for devil cults or possible rebellions,” Ren Jin said. “His cultivation may be shallow, but he’s got ears in every alley and eyes where shadows gather. If anything stirs beneath the surface, he’ll know.”

Yue Ruo tilted her head, thoughtful. “Devil worshippers, now? So we are holding back secrets.”

Ren Jin sighed, fingers running gently through her hair. “Only that things are shifting. The demons aren’t just scattered anomalies anymore. There’s movement and organization. And wherever they gather, rot follows.”

She nestled closer, resting her head on his shoulder. “Then we keep our ears open.”

He squeezed her hand. “We always do.”

Yue Ruo stretched lazily, still nestled in Ren Jin’s embrace. “So, what’s the word from the sects?”

Ren Jin exhaled, fingers drumming lightly against the armrest. “Chaos, as expected. Mostly fear of demons and Da Wei... Pan Xia and Long Xieren seemed panicky around him. For now, they are resorting to posturing and acting tough. As for the Isolation Path, well, they are celebrating.”

She raised a brow. “They celebrate?”

“That’s what I said,” he muttered. “Not the banquet-and-wine sort, but the kind of quiet fervor that makes you nervous. The spies say they’re calling it an ‘auspicious omen.’”

Yue Ruo frowned. “Those hermits wouldn’t call the sun rising an omen unless it bled fire. What about Cloud Mist?”

“Picking fights with Isolation Path,” Ren Jin said dryly. “Apparently one of their elders was ‘deeply offended’ by something Isolation Path said, though no one can actually agree on what was said.”

“Of course,” she sighed. “They hate being left out of anything, especially happiness.”

Ren Jin smirked. “Sounds about right.”

“And Sword Canopy?”

His expression darkened. “Quiet. Too quiet.”

Yue Ruo’s eyes sharpened. “That’s unlike them.”

Ren Jin nodded. “I think they’re still reeling from Long Xieren.”

“The resurrection?” she asked. "Ah, that explains their strange attitude to Da Wei."

He nodded again. “The empire has revival methods—old relics, sealed arts—but using them is rare. What unsettled them wasn’t that it happened… it’s that Da Wei didn’t hesitate. He didn’t ask permission. Didn’t consult fate. He just… did it.”

Yue Ruo tapped a finger lightly against his chest. “That’s what worries me too. He acts on instinct, not calculus.”

“That’s what makes him dangerous,” Ren Jin said, voice low. “He’s not bound by sect dogma. Not constrained by family politics. He doesn't think like us. Which means we can’t predict him.”

Yue Ruo exhaled slowly and leaned into his warmth again, her fingers tracing idle circles on his sleeve. “Then let’s hope we don’t end up on the wrong side of his decisions.”

The moment stretched, the steady thump of Ren Jin’s heart anchoring her. Rare were the nights like this, where power could be set aside, where they could just be husband and wife, not governor and strategist.

Ren Jin brushed a strand of hair from her cheek. “You’re getting comfortable,” he murmured.

She tilted her head up, eyes gleaming. “A wife isn’t allowed to enjoy her husband’s warmth?”

His smirk deepened. “You’re welcome to enjoy as much as you like.” He leaned in, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “If we didn’t have a city to run, I might’ve...”

Knock knock.

Both flinched.

The intimacy shattered like a dropped teacup.

Yue Ruo sat up straight, smoothing her robes with practiced grace. Her expression reset to elegant, cool, and composed.

Ren Jin coughed and adjusted his posture, the mask of the governor slipping back into place.

Another knock.

Ren Jin sighed, voice even. “Enter.”

The door swung open with quiet finality. Liang Na stepped inside, her expression a mask of calm.

Yue Ruo’s gaze sharpened. “What’s the impatience for?”

“I knocked,” Liang Na replied, tone clipped and dry. She crossed the threshold with unhurried grace, eyes sweeping the room. A flicker of amusement ghosted at the corner of her lips, though it vanished as quickly as it came.

Ren Jin let out a measured sigh. “What is it now?”

“The Sect Elders of Sword Canopy and Cloud Mist request an audience,” Liang Na said, hands folding behind her back.

Ren Jin’s brows drew together. “Both of them? Together?”

She nodded once. “They stand outside as we speak.”

He glanced at Yue Ruo. That alone was strange. Those two sects barely tolerated each other’s existence, let alone approached as one.

“Very well,” he said at last. “Send them in.”

Liang Na stepped aside with a respectful tilt of her head.

Two figures entered.

Long Xieren of Sword Canopy came first: tall, blade-straight, every motion imbued with a swordsman’s unyielding restraint. His eyes were cold iron, his presence sharp enough to draw blood.

Trailing behind him, Pan Xia of Cloud Mist drifted in like fog over water. His robes shimmered faintly with ethereal light, his steps so light they barely seemed to touch the ground. Where Long Xieren was blade, Pan Xia was vapor: soft, but no less dangerous.

Though their paths did not cross, the tension between them crackled like silent lightning.

Yue Ruo moved to stand beside Ren Jin, her gaze unreadable, measuring the visitors with a quiet attentiveness.

Ren Jin leaned back, fingers steepled. His voice was calm, but carried weight. “Elders. What wind carries you both to my door?”

Long Xieren and Pan Xia stepped forward in perfect unison, their robes stirring with subtle grace. Then, as if choreographed, they both spoke.

“We wish to speak with Daoist Da Wei.”

Their voices clashed midair—Long Xieren’s clipped and commanding, echoing the severity of the Sword Canopy Sect; Pan Xia’s smooth and precise, like mist threading through stone—soft, but insistent. Neither yielded.

A pause settled, taut with unspoken irritation.

Ren Jin leaned back in his seat, lips quirking into a smirk as his fingers tapped idly against the armrest. Yue Ruo’s eyes flicked toward him. She recognized that look. He had foreseen this, every step of it, and now he was enjoying the performance, savoring the leverage it gave him.

“Ah,” he said, voice laced with dry amusement. “Both of you? At once? What an astonishing stroke of fate. Sadly, Master Wei is my guest and I’d hate to trouble him after what he has done for my city. It would be rude to disrupt his rest at this juncture, don’t you think so?”

Long Xieren’s expression tightened, his composure wearing thin. “Spare us your games, Prince Ren. Where is he?”

Pan Xia’s smile was polite, but there was a quiet pressure beneath it. “Indeed. We both have business with Daoist Da Wei, and I believe you knew that before we arrived.”

Ren Jin chuckled softly and exchanged a glance with Yue Ruo. She said nothing, but the faint shift of her stance mirrored his amusement.

“I must say,” Ren Jin said, clasping his hands before him, “your sects’ sudden concern over a solitary cultivator is... intriguing. What is it you wish to discuss?”

Long Xieren’s jaw clenched, but it was Pan Xia who replied, his voice cool. “That is between us and the Daoist.”

Ren Jin exhaled slowly, deliberately. “Ah, but you see… Daoist Da Wei can be rather mercurial. If he perceives a threat where none was meant, things may become... complicated.”

Pan Xia’s smile faltered, just slightly.

Long Xieren crossed his arms, the gesture stiff with frustration. “Then name your price.”

Yue Ruo almost laughed. Ren Jin had them exactly where he wanted, caught between pride and desperation.

A lot of things happened over the past week, all involving small and big things. For some time, Da Wei was categorized among the small things, however after what just happened, this particular elders must have realized just how deep they were in shit.

Since Da Wei was practically Ren Jin’s guest, the Elders could only turn to him for help to solve any ‘possible’ misunderstandings that might’ve arisen between Da Wei and them.

Ren Jin’s smirk deepened. He tapped his fingers against the armrest, savoring the silence that followed Long Xieren’s bluntness.

 “Price?” he repeated slowly, as if tasting the word. “Now that’s an interesting shift in tone. Not long ago, your sects wouldn’t have cared if an independent cultivator lived or died. And now… what was it? You both need a… private audience?”

Neither elder replied.

Yue Ruo crossed one leg over the other, her voice as smooth as lacquered silk. “You must understand. Daoist Da Wei doesn’t operate on traditional sect courtesy. If he feels threatened, cornered, or even bored, he might do something… theatrical.”

Pan Xia’s eyes narrowed. “We are not here to threaten him.”

“And yet you come uninvited, together, during a time of great instability,” Yue Ruo said, tone pleasant but precise. “Forgive us for being cautious.”

Long Xieren ground his teeth but said nothing. Pan Xia took a breath and clasped his hands behind his back.

“We are prepared to offer terms,” he said at last. “Sword Canopy and Cloud Mist are willing to… coordinate. Briefly.”

Ren Jin raised an eyebrow. “A temporary alliance?”

Pan Xia inclined his head. “A temporary understanding.”

“Cute,” Yue Ruo murmured, barely suppressing a smile. “What changed? Last month, you were trading assassination attempts.”

Pan Xia let out a small sigh. “The same thing that worries you, I suspect. The demons are only the surface. There’s more coming, and Da Wei may already be standing at its heart.”

Ren Jin and Yue Ruo exchanged a brief, unreadable glance.

Then, slowly, Ren Jin stood. The atmosphere shifted with him, authority settling into his frame like a well-worn coat.

“I will speak with him,” he said. “But I make no promises on his behalf. He’s not under our command.”

Long Xieren gave a short nod. “That is enough.”

Pan Xia added, “And if he agrees to meet, we ask it be without… interference.”

Ren Jin smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Naturally.”

Yue Ruo walked beside him. “One last thing,” she said lightly, walking toward them. “If you two end up fighting during this so-called meeting, please do it outside the city walls. We only just finished reinforcing the south district after the riot and stampede that occurred.”

The elders gave no answer, only curt nods.

Ren Jin waved a hand dismissively. “Liang Na will notify you when the Daoist is available. Until then, I trust you’ll make yourselves useful. Perhaps contribute to the defense drills, hmm?”

Neither man looked pleased, but they turned and left without another word.

As the door closed, Yue Ruo exhaled, her tone low and laced with amusement. “Well… looks like our quiet days are over.”

Ren Jin nodded, reaching for the teacup beside him. “They were never quiet to begin with. Just muffled.”

He took a slow sip. “Let’s see what Da Wei makes of this.”

“Or maybe,” Yue Ruo trailed, “We don’t need to tell him anything.”

After all, there was the auction… No need to risk Ren Jin’s friendly relationship with Da Wei. Not to mention, losing face for the Elders’ sake. If her reading of Da Wei’s character was correct, he’d hear them out regardless during the auction.

Yue Ruo added, “They can meet just before the auction, so that they can talk. There is no need for you, my dear husband, to impose on Master Wei’s time, is it?”

“Indeed,” softly remarked Ren Jin. “What would I do without you, sweetheart?”

"Incomplete, probably," snarkily remarked Yue Ruo.
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The Yellow Dragon Festival was in full swing. Drums thundered through the streets, while the scent of roasted meats mingled with the sharp tang of incense. Lanterns swayed overhead, casting golden light on dancers below. Everywhere I turned, revelers drank, laughed, and celebrated as if the world knew no sorrow.

Naturally, that was when an enforcer arrived to ruin my day.

“Daoist Da Wei,” he greeted, offering a crisp martial bow. “It is time.”

I gave him a flat look. “Let me guess. The auction?”

His face remained a mask. “This way, please.”

Without another word, he led me away from the main street, through winding alleys that twisted like a cultivator’s meridian path. The music and merriment faded, replaced by hushed murmurs behind shuttered doors. Finally, we stopped before a plain wooden entrance. The place looked unremarkable, the kind no one would spare a second glance.

The enforcer turned, bowing again with more stiffness than before. “The elders of Sword Canopy Sect and Cloud Mist Sect request your presence.”

I eyed the door. “And the auction?”

He gestured vaguely. “Next door.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Right next door?”

“Yes.”

His tone was calm, but I noticed the subtle tremble in his fingers. Interesting. For an enforcer trained to show no emotion, he was practically shouting with nerves.

Hmmm… Not to toot my own horn, but I had an inkling it was because of me…

To think I would have that effect on people, which was not unexpected. Still, surprising.

I clapped him on the shoulder. “Relax. They’re not going to duel in the middle of a tea room. Or that I’ll eat you or anything. So no need to get nervous around me.”

He nodded, a bit too quickly.

I pushed open the door and stepped into what turned out to be the back entrance of an inn. The air smelled of aged wood and freshly brewed tea. A servant was already waiting and motioned me forward.

“This way, honored guest.”

He led me through a quiet corridor and stopped before a private room. With practiced grace, he slid the door open.

Inside, Long Xieren and Pan Xia sat in meditative silence. Eyes closed. Breaths measured. Cultivators pretending at peace. Cute.

I leaned against the doorway, arms folded. “Alright. What do you want?”

As if on cue, their eyes opened.

Pan Xia spoke first, voice as smooth as polished jade. “Daoist Da Wei, we wish to atone for past offenses.”

Long Xieren inclined his head. “We’ve come to understand our folly. If possible, we hope to begin anew… as allies.”

I arched an eyebrow. “That so?”

Pan Xia reached into his sleeve and retrieved a storage ring, sliding it across the table without ceremony. “One of my disciples delivered this from the sect,” he said with a calm smile. “Within are several cultivation methods we’re willing to share… with friends.”

I picked up the ring, letting my Divine Sense brush against its surface… and froze.

Something was off.

Normally, accessing a storage ring required effort, at least a bit of qi to probe the space inside.  Without the owner’s consent, it was like trying to force open a locked gate. Even for someone strong, there’d be resistance. That was the rule. That was how I understood it from Gu Jie’s small lectures.

But this time, I slipped in without the slightest pushback.

It was effortless. My awareness sank into the ring like dipping a hand into water. No need to channel qi. No resistance. No barrier.  

Just… open.

I found it weird, because I’m not even a cultivator. On top of that, I’m incapable of wielding qi. I peered to the contents of the Storage Ring offered to me.

Scrolls. Jade slips. Pills. All neatly arranged inside. My Divine Sense passed through it all without interference, as if the space itself acknowledged me as its master.

I pulled back and frowned.

I’ve always known my Item Box was a cheat, something I brought from my old world, or maybe something that came with me. But this? If I could extend that same access to other people’s storage rings…

No. That couldn’t be right.

Storage rings had safeguards. Soul imprints. Wards. You couldn’t just waltz in like it was your bedroom.

Could you?

My gaze flicked back to Pan Xia. “This wasn’t just for goodwill, was it?” I asked. “I assume this is payment for the Jia Yun treatment?”

His smile widened, eyes betraying nothing. “Naturally.”

…Fair enough. I slipped the ring onto my finger. No need to get greedy.

Long Xieren leaned forward, eyes serious. “As for me,” he said, “I’ve no treasures to offer. Only my blade. You brought me back from death. That is a debt no cultivator should carry unpaid. Should you ever call upon me. Be it in peace or war, against man or heaven, I will come.”

I gave him a nod. Sentiment was nice and all, but between a sword oath and actual resources, I’d take the jade slips.

“So then,” I said, tapping the table with one finger, “you two don’t mind if I join the auction?”

They exchanged a glance.

“What’s being sold that could drag the three greatest sects of Riverfall Continent all the way to Yellow Dragon City? Far as I know, none of you ever gave this place a second thought.”

Pan Xia’s smile faded just slightly.

Long Xieren’s gaze turned sharp.

A beat passed in silence.

Something was definitely up.

They didn’t really have a choice. After all, this two dunderheads kept on being disrespectful to me for some time. Yep, words were just words, but it was still annoying. The point was, I dared them to behave out of hand and I’d disqualify them from the auction by casting Divine Word: Rest on one of them and then kicking the shitter on the other. Given the current circumstances and recent events, I imagined they’d happily welcome my participation in this auction… in hopes of gaining my friendship.

To surmise, they were scared of me.

Pan Xia was the first to speak.

“I heard a rumor,” he said, leaning forward, voice low, as if even the walls might be listening. “A cultivation method will be auctioned, one unlike any seen before. It doesn’t conform to the established Dao. Something… unprecedented.”

I raised a brow. “That vague rumor was enough to drag you across the continent?”

Pan Xia smiled, the corner of his mouth twitching like a man who’d bet more than he wanted to admit. “That vague rumor is precisely why I had to come. Techniques are many, but true breakthroughs are rare. If this one is real, Cloud Mist Sect will rise above the rest.”

Reasonable enough.

I turned to Long Xieren. “And you?”

“A weapon,” he said simply.

“…That’s it?”

“A powerful weapon.” His eyes narrowed, arms crossed. “A sword of unknown origin. One that resonates with sword intent.”

I frowned.

“Possibly a spirit weapon,” he added. “Or perhaps something greater. The Sword Canopy Sect doesn’t ignore swords with legacy.”

I let that sink in. Their reasons weren’t bad. But more importantly, from what I’d heard through Jiang Zhen, the Isolation Path Sect had their eyes on something in this auction too.

Which meant all three major sects of Riverfall Continent were here, in Yellow Dragon City, for the first time in… ever.

I silently prayed none of the auction items turned out to be from LLO. If I saw a single cursed system token or dimensional gacha orb, I might lose my mind.

Just then, an attendant entered with smooth, practiced steps. He offered a bow so crisp it could slice tofu. “Honored guests, the auction is about to begin. Please allow me to escort you to your seats.”

Long Xieren and Pan Xia rose with ease, moving like men who’d done this dance a hundred times. I followed, and we were led through a quiet passage that opened into an elevated chamber.

It was clearly reserved for the few who mattered.

Only a handful of seats sat at the forefront: luxurious, spaced deliberately, granting dignity without indulgence. No cheap ostentation. Just weight. Power.

One of them was already occupied.

Lei Fen.

He lounged with one leg crossed, fingers drumming against the armrest as his sharp gaze scanned the hall below. When he spotted me, he smirked, but didn’t speak.

Long Xieren and Pan Xia took their seats, backs straight, expressions unreadable. I remained standing for a beat longer, then turned to the attendant and spoke low.

“I’d like to auction off a few items myself.”

The attendant's expression flickered for the briefest instant from surprise to quickly suppressed astonishment. “Would the honored guest be willing to offer a list for appraisal?”

I considered. “Cultivation materials. Rare herbs. A few items of interest to those walking the martial path. Nothing cursed. Probably.”

He gave a polite nod, though I caught the subtle twitch in his brow.

“Very well. I shall inform the auction master. If the timing permits, your wares will be included.”

“Good.” I settled into the remaining seat, quietly activating my Divine Sense to scan the auction hall. “Go ahead,” I said, pulling a small pouch from my Item Box. “Let’s see what they think of these.”

He received it with both hands and left without delay.

I leaned back in my seat, arms crossed, watching the hall through half-lidded eyes. My thoughts drifted to the contents of the pouch and to the few lessons, conversations, and arguments with Gu Jie or Jiang Zhen. 

And then there was the Golden Sun Pavilion that allowed me to read lots of stuff…

Dusts. Bone fragments. Odds and ends I’d looted from various battlefields. None of it seemed extraordinary to me, but this wasn’t Earth, and this sure as hell wasn’t Lost Legends Online. I’d read enough cultivation stories by now to know: rarity here followed no logic I could fully trust. What looked like trash to me might be priceless to someone else.

Some items were completely unfamiliar: herbs that shimmered faintly under mysterious power, minerals that hummed with spiritual resonance, and beast parts steeped in traces of lingering will or cultivation intent.

But then… There were other things.

Materials I recognized.

Components I’d seen back in LLO. Not just vaguely similar, but identical. Names included. World-Infused Bone Dust. Whispering Spirit Residue. A so-called Heavenly Thunder Crystal that might as well have been a Lightning Essence Shard from the game, pixel-perfect.

It was disorienting.

You’d think another world would be entirely alien. That nothing would line up. But here? Patterns kept surfacing. Echoes of a system I thought I’d left behind. Too consistent to be a coincidence. Too familiar to ignore.

I didn’t have long to dwell on it.

A man stepped onto the auction platform.

He wore plain robes, not poor, but aged with time and wear. His silver hair was unkempt, his face lined with the years. He moved with the quiet confidence of someone who had done this for decades and stopped caring what others thought long ago.

I couldn’t sense his cultivation directly, still hadn’t cracked that part of the local system, but from his bearing alone, I could tell: this wasn’t a man pretending to be old. He was old. Genuinely. Fully. And yet… composed, solid, sharp.

He raised a hand to quiet the already hushed hall.

“My name is Song,” he said, his voice dry but steady. “Though most here call me Old Song.”

A beat passed as he scanned the room, eyes pausing for just a moment longer on the sect seats.

Then he offered a faint smile.

“I will be the host of tonight’s auction.”

Old Song stood before us, unimposing in his loose, weathered robes. His silver hair was short and wild, his face creased with the weight of many years. But his sharp and steady eyes held the kind of calm born from a life few could survive intact.

There was something about him. Something layered. I squinted, studying his form, until the realization clicked into place.

Gu Jie had gotten my mundane books from an Old Song.

...Huh. Small world.

If this was the same man, then he was the reason I had those dusty records and obscure scrolls on cultivation theory, tomes filled with diagrams, archaic debates, and insights into ancient paths long forgotten. That alone made him far more interesting than your average senior cultivator.

Old Song cleared his throat, voice roughened by time but unwavering. “Before we begin, allow me to introduce myself properly. I am but an old man who has worn many names: soldier, merchant, civil official, fixer.”

He gave a faint smile, as if the titles were a joke told too many times.

“In my youth, I wandered far and lived carelessly. Now, here in Yellow Dragon City, I am simply Old Song. This auction exists through my arrangements and under the protection of Governor Ren Jin.”

Ah. That explained the sense of officialness to it. If he had Ren Jin’s backing, then this event was more than a gathering of curious merchants. It was sanctioned.

“But beyond my ties to the Governor,” he continued, “I am also a member of the Adventurer’s Guild.”

I blinked.

Wait. What?

Here? In the middle of xianxia land?

Old Song chuckled, clearly catching my reaction. “Surprised? I would be too. The Adventurer’s Guild is little known in these territories, but it exists, scattered, quiet. I’ve established a small branch here in Yellow Dragon City. A modest thing, but growing.”

I stared, trying to process the words.

An Adventurer’s Guild. In a realm dominated by sects, clans, and divine bloodlines.

In Lost Legends Online, the Adventurer’s Guild was a semi-neutral organization for mercenaries, explorers, and dungeon raiders. Not a ruling force, but one with influence. Influence that lets you bypass sect politics and act freely, assuming you have the guts for it.

If the same held true here…

I had questions. So many questions. Did they have ranks? Missions? Contribution points? Was there a guild card with stats? A board with sealed quests? Could I freelance?

But as much as I wanted to raise a hand and start interrogating the old man like this was a Q&A session, I kept my mouth shut.

This was still an auction.

And whatever secrets Old Song held, they weren’t going anywhere just yet.

Old Song continued, voice unwavering, steady with the confidence of a man who had stood before emperors and criminals alike. “This auction serves a purpose beyond mere trade. It is a demonstration, an offering of competence. A message to Governor Ren Jin and the powers of this land… that the Adventurer’s Guild has value.”

He smiled, thin and deliberate. “And for that, I am deeply grateful to the esteemed sect elders, honored guests, and influential figures gathered here today.”

I glanced sidelong at Pan Xia and Long Xieren. Neither so much as flinched. No surprise, no curiosity. Either they knew about the Guild already, or they simply didn’t care.

Old Song’s voice took on a more formal cadence now, like a speech he had recited dozens of times. “The Adventurer’s Guild is an organization devoted to charting the unknown. Exploring lost lands. And most importantly, protecting the people from the ever-growing threat of demonic beasts and ancient monsters.”

Polished. Practiced. Smooth as silk.

I could respect the hustle. He knew his audience: warriors, merchants, scholars, and politicians. He was hitting every note, selling not just an organization, but a legacy in the making.

After a few more lines about nobility and mutual benefit, he transitioned without missing a beat. “Now, let us begin.”

Finally.

“The first set of items to be presented,” Old Song announced, “comes from a contributor who wishes to remain unnamed.”

My eyebrows lifted.

Wait, what? Mine already?

I hadn’t even figured out what I wanted from the sale. I’d practically dumped that pouch on them like someone pawning off junk at a flea market, and they were putting it front and center?

A familiar attendant moved beside me, posture respectful as they leaned in. “Honored guest, these are the estimated returns for your contributions.”

They handed me a small slip. I scanned it quickly.

...Huh.

Not bad. Definitely not junk-tier. Of course, it wasn’t like I had a clear idea what was its market value should be. Attending this auction would educate me or give me a feel of how Spirit Stones were valued. Still, someone out there was about to spend a stupid amount of money on what I had just considered backpack clutter. I gave a quiet hum of approval and slid the slip into my sleeve.

As I leaned back into the plush chair, Old Song lifted a shimmering shard of pale-blue crystal high into the light.

“The first item: a fragment of what our appraisers believe to be condensed Lightning Essence… but unlike any we’ve seen before. We have named it, tentatively, the ‘Heavenly Thunder Crystal.’”

I smirked.

Yeah, good luck explaining that to a cultivator who’s never played Lost Legends Online.

I hoped he made a more convincing description of the item. I should have offered a description myself if it was to hype the product more, but I was unable to do so because of circumstances.

Eh… It was fine, I guess…

Old Song turned slightly, his voice crisp and clear. “We will begin the bidding at twelve thousand spirit stones. Twelve thousand! Do I have an opening offer?”

The auction had begun.
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The auction had been running smoothly for a while. A few items went here and there: treasures, rare herbs, and cultivation techniques, but nothing that really caught my interest. My gold coins even made an appearance, marketed as some kind of special metal that could be refined into a weapon.

The Isolation Path Sect had been aggressively bidding on all sorts of medicines, likely stocking up for the demon threat. A few wealthy merchants also participated, throwing spirit stones at artifacts and treasures that, to my untrained eyes, seemed… questionable in value.

Speaking of spirit stones, I had no idea how much they translated to Lost Legends Online gold coins or even mortal currency. The latter probably wouldn’t amount to much, but I couldn’t even begin to guess what a “high-grade” or “low-grade” spirit stone was worth. Did cultivators use them like credits? Were they a universal standard?

Old Song was doing a fantastic job as the auctioneer, though. His ability to introduce each item with just the right mix of intrigue and mystery was impressive. I could see why the Governor kept him around. Still, something nagged at me. How exactly did Gu Jie get acquainted with this guy?

I made a mental note to ask later.

Slowly, the auction reached its climax. The air in the room shifted, the tension growing thick with anticipation.

Old Song adjusted his posture and gave a knowing smile. “And now, we move on to the final three items of the night.”

His voice took on a dramatic flair, waxing poetic about the significance of the upcoming treasures. He was clearly working the crowd, drawing out the suspense.

And then, the first of the three main items was unveiled.

I almost swore out loud.

It looked like a satellite dish.

Or maybe a radar?

The hell?

The object had a concave, metallic-like surface with faint inscriptions covering it. The moment I saw it, I had a gut feeling that it did not belong in this world. The other possibility was that… it belonged to one of those vanished civilizations.

Old Song smiled as he gestured toward the strange artifact. “This, dear guests, is a spell array of mysterious origins. It was discovered by an independent cultivator in the ruins of a forgotten kingdom. While its exact purpose remains unclear, scholars speculate that it was once part of a larger device.”

He chuckled, adding, “Now, I must be honest with you all, this artifact, in its current state, does nothing. However, its craftsmanship is extraordinary, making it an excellent antique or research piece for those interested in the mystic arts.”

The sect elders didn’t bid.

Not a single one of them even blinked at it.

But the rich folks? Oh, they were all over it.

The bids started rolling in fast, spirit stones being thrown left and right.

I sat there, fingers twitching, tempted to throw my own bid into the mix.

But I held back.

Because honestly? I had no idea how I could even use it.

I had a strong suspicion that this radar, spell array, whatever it was, had some connection to another world, maybe even my world. But that didn’t mean it would do me any good. Not unless I found the rest of whatever machine it was supposed to be a part of.

And then Old Song said something that made me pause.

“This artifact is not without precedent,” he remarked. “There are records from several vanished kingdoms that suggest they may have used similar technology.”

…Huh.

I suddenly recalled my conversation with Ren Jin. He had mentioned how the main continent had knowledge and techniques beyond anything in Riverfall. And now Old Song was casually name-dropping lost civilizations that might have wielded a level of technology that didn’t belong in a standard cultivation world?

Interesting.

I leaned back, watching as the bidding war escalated, the price climbing higher and higher.

Maybe I should’ve bid after all.

The auction continued, and eventually, the so-called spell array was won by a local aristocrat.

Not that I was surprised. The guy had been throwing spirit stones like they were pebbles in a pond.

It would’ve been fun if I could have crushed them with sheer financial power like in some of the auction tropes I knew, where the protagonist flexes their wealth and makes everyone kneel in awe.

But reality was cruel.

I had limited funds.

So I could only watch as the strange artifact slipped through my fingers.

Still, there was no point in dwelling on it. The final two treasures remained.

Old Song clapped his hands. “Now, dear guests, our second-to-last item is something truly fascinating.”

A new attendant walked up, carrying a box with both hands. The moment he opened it, I felt my breath hitch.

Inside was an old, tattered tome.

…Why did that make my heart jump?

It didn’t look special at first glance. The cover was worn, its edges frayed. But something about it called to me.

Old Song stroked his beard. “This mysterious cultivation technique has baffled scholars and experts alike. No matter what method we use, the pages refuse to be pried open.”

I narrowed my eyes.

That… that sounded familiar.

Old Song continued, “Moreover, it is written in a strange language that no one has been able to decipher. An enigma, truly.”

I can read it.

The moment I focused, the title became as clear as day.

White Path of Paladin Legacy.

A Legacy Advancement Book.

How in the loving word of g-

I shot up from my seat.

“One hundred thousand spirit stones!”

Silence.

The entire auction house froze.

It was the highest starting bid ever made.

People turned to stare at me. Even Old Song blinked in surprise, his composure cracking for just a split second. One hundred thousand spirit stones, that was insane. That was like the final bid for the previous treasure just a few seconds ago! However, considering the bigger picture, it was not that big of a number. However, that Legacy Advancement Book was important enough for me that I was willing to pick a fight.

I clenched my fists. If I let this slip through my fingers, I’d never forgive myself.

I turned to the three sect elders beside me. “I would owe you big time if you let me have this.” I let out a bit of pressure, attempting to intimidate them by wordlessly casting Holy Wrath. "Surely, you don't mind..."

Long Xieren and Lei Fen exchanged glances. They didn’t seem too opposed to the idea.

Pan Xia, though?

He looked conflicted.

Out of everyone here, he was the one who had the most awareness of my strength. I could tell he was struggling. A mysterious treasure like this... who wouldn’t want it?

But in the end, he let out a sigh and gave a reluctant nod.

I felt a little bad. It didn’t satisfy me one bit to play so unfairly.

But that Legacy Book would only have meaning in my hands.

The White Path.

I’d already unlocked it. The White Skill Path in Lost Legends Online was entirely focused on healing magic and removing debuffs. Great Cure, Cure, Cleanse... these were staple spells, the kind that kept an entire party alive through the worst of battles. So if I unlocked it, why bid on it? Simple, I could have Gu Jie or Lu Gao use it and then study them...

If I wanted to expand my powerset and fuse it with the cultivation methods of this world, I needed this Legacy Book.

And it was mine.

No one else bid.

Not a single voice was raised in competition.

Even those who might have been interested held their tongues, probably warned by their own people.

Like a tyrant, I claimed it for myself.

I exhaled slowly, forcing myself to calm down as I stored the Legacy Advancement Book inside my Item Box... but, to maintain appearances, I pretended to put it inside my storage ring.

That should throw off any prying eyes.

And I thought the surprises would end there.

Old Song clapped his hands again. "Now, honored guests, we arrive at the final item of tonight’s auction."

A large case was brought forth, adorned with intricate seals. Even before it was opened, I could feel something emanating from within, something cold and pure.

The case was unlatched.

I stared at Long Xieren, who was avoiding my gaze nervously. I remembered this dude being hyped about the weapon being a sword. I felt bad for him. Anyways, back to the case.

Inside lay a spear.

A long, silver haft. A spearhead forged from an ice-blue metal, etched with glowing inscriptions.

The Spear of Holy Frost. No, I might’ve gotten it wrong. It was difficult being unable to access the system interface, but I think the weapon also had draconic properties if my Divine Sense were to be believed. Hmm... I couldn't be too sure...

That was definitely an LLO weapon. I could tell as much, but what was its name, I couldn't tell.

It was a semi-legendary one, to be precise. Legendary, because once per day, it could deal true damage in a single strike, bypassing all defenses. Semi, because outside of that, its stats weren’t anywhere near an actual legendary weapon. How the hell did it end up here?

Old Song stroked his beard. "A weapon of remarkable craftsmanship, discovered embedded in the deepest trench of the southern coasts by one of our Guild’s adventurers."

My mind raced.

This wasn’t like the Legacy Book. That had at least some excuse to exist here, maybe as an ancient, undiscovered technique.

But this?

This was a straight-up raid weapon from LLO.

What in the world was going on?

Did I want that spear or not?

Frankly, my gamer heart was screaming at me to grab it.

This was a raid-tier weapon, something that had taken entire guilds to farm back in Lost Legends Online. Even though Frost damage was a niche element, it had its moments, especially in boss fights against enemies weak to status effects like Frozen or Chilled.

But this wasn’t LLO.

This was their world.

And I wasn’t some overpowered protagonist who could just hoard every single rare item for myself.

Well… I could, but should I?

I leaned back in my seat, watching as the auction heated up.

This continent probably needed the Spear of Holy Frost more than I did. It wasn’t like I lacked powerful weapons—hell, my Item Box had enough resources to put most cultivators to shame.

So I let it go.

The bidding war started immediately.

Sword Canopy and Cloud Mist went at each other, raising the price by the thousands in spirit stones. A few aristocrats tried to throw their weight in, but they were quickly outmatched.

It was fast. Brutal. Neither side wanted to lose.

But in the end, the spear went to Pan Xia.

Probably because he still had more funds left after not being able to buy the Legacy Advancement Book.

Pan Xia let out a deep breath as the final bid was called. He shot me a glance, one that was half frustration and half gratitude.

I smirked.

At least someone here was having a good day.

Lei Fen looked glum. Long Xieren? Not so much. If anything, he seemed amused, probably at how this whole auction played out. Meanwhile, Pan Xia let out a long, relieved sigh as he held onto the spear like a lifeline. And with that, the auction came to an end.

Old Song clapped his hands together, a genial smile spreading across his face. "Ladies and gentlemen, I thank you all for participating in this fine evening. As a token of appreciation, I have arranged a feast to celebrate our esteemed guests and patrons. Please, enjoy yourselves."

At the announcement, servants immediately began preparing tables, bringing out dish after dish, each more extravagant than the last. The sect elders, however, exchanged knowing looks.

Long Xieren rose to his feet. "I’ll take my leave. This has been enlightening."

Lei Fen nodded, though he still looked sour over losing the spear. "I should return as well. Matters of the sect await."

Pan Xia hesitated for a second longer, but he, too, stood.

I wasn’t surprised. This was xianxia; eating random food was a huge no-no for serious cultivators. Some believed it tarnished their cultivation, building up impurities. Others simply saw it as unnecessary.

But me?

I loved food.

"I owe each of you a favor," I reminded them before they left. "So if there’s anything you need from me, just ask."

Long Xieren smirked, tilting his head slightly. "That’s a dangerous promise, friend. I’ll be sure to remember that." This guy really liked using the word ‘friend,’ huh?

Lei Fen merely gave a stiff nod, while Pan Xia still seemed unsure about how to feel about me. Not my problem.

With that, the three elders left, leaving me to enjoy the real reward of the night, the food.

The feast was held in the same hall, but now the auction stage had been repurposed as a buffet display. Massive platters of roasted meats, fresh vegetables, and fragrant rice lined the tables. The scent alone was enough to make my mouth water.

The first thing I noticed? The seasoning.

This world had no shortage of powerful warriors, but they also had powerful flavors.

The grilled meat had a rich, smoky aroma, marinated in an herbal glaze that left a slight numbing sensation on my tongue, probably Star Anise Peppercorns or something profound sounding. There was a dish of golden-fried tofu, its surface crisp but soft within, swimming in a thick, umami-rich sauce. Pickled vegetables, fermented in some kind of brine, added a sharp contrast to the heavier dishes. And the rice? Perfectly sticky with just a hint of sweetness.

I took my time eating, savoring every bite.

Back in my past life, or rather, whatever fragmented memories I had, thank you [Corruption], I’d been a stress eater. Even here, where my body didn’t need food in large quantities, the act of eating still brought me comfort.

Unfortunately, comfort didn’t last long when aristocrats and merchants started flocking toward me.

"So, young hero, you must have quite the discerning eye to recognize such treasures—"

"Would you be interested in a partnership? I happen to have access to—"

"Surely someone of your talents wouldn’t mind sharing a few insights into—"

I barely resisted the urge to groan.

Socializing like this was the worst.

Thankfully, I spotted Old Song standing in the corner, watching everything unfold with a knowing smile.

"Excuse me," I muttered, making a quick escape.

Old Song raised a brow as I approached. "Trouble already?"

"You have no idea," I muttered, grabbing a cup of something that smelled vaguely alcoholic. "Mind if I hide here for a bit?"

He chuckled, nodding. "Be my guest."

And just like that, Old Song became my social shield.

I took another sip from my cup, letting the warmth of the drink settle in. “By the way, Old Song, thanks for providing those mundane books for me.”

He chuckled, waving a hand dismissively. “Oh, that was no trouble at all. It’s not often I get a request for books of all things. Most young cultivators only care for weapons, techniques, or riches.”

I nodded. “Knowledge is power too. And speaking of that… what’s Gu Jie’s relationship with you?”

Old Song raised a brow, then let out a low hum, as if considering his words. “Ah, her. She’s an interesting one. Worked for the Guild for a while in freelance, like most adventurers do. No formal ties, but she took on jobs when it suited her.”

That… actually explained a lot.

“She doesn’t seem like the type to work with an organization,” I mused.

“Oh, she wasn’t,” Old Song admitted with a grin. “She never stayed long in one place, never took orders, and never let herself get too involved. But she got things done. That’s the kind of people the Guild values. The free spirits, the capable hands willing to handle the dirtier work.”

That got my interest. “So, tell me about the Adventurer’s Guild. What’s it really like?”

Old Song didn’t hesitate to answer. “It’s a relatively new organization, having been around for at least five centuries. The guild operates under a simple philosophy: uncover the world, chart its lands, and protect the people from threats like demonic beasts, monsters, and whatever horrors lurk in the dark.”

That sounded noble, but something in his tone suggested there was more to it.

I tilted my head. “And yet, you guys seem to have a… flexible sense of morality.”

He grinned. “You catch on fast. The Guild isn’t just some righteous order of heroes. We deal in the grey areas, places most sects, clans, or noble houses won’t touch. We regulate the begging networks, maintain order among the criminal elements, and even set up ways to build legal connections with local governments.”

I blinked. “Wait, you regulate begging?”

Old Song shrugged. “You think those street beggars are just random folks down on their luck? No, lad. In many places, there’s an entire system behind them. Some are spies, some are informants, some are even runners for underground markets. The Guild ensures that the system doesn’t collapse into pure chaos.”

I took a moment to process that. “That’s… disturbingly efficient.”

“The Guild has to be,” Old Song said simply. “We operate in the shadows just as much as we do in the light. And if you’re wondering why sects or noble families tolerate us, it’s because we keep things manageable. We provide information, handle threats, and make sure no one gets too powerful without someone knowing about it. Hopefully, Governor Ren Jin sees value in our work.”

That was a little too close to how things worked in LLO. Adventurers there had their own systems: reputation, ranks, and an economy dictated by supply and demand. But here, it seemed more… integrated. Less of a guild, more of a shadow government in some places.

“And you?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. “How long have you been part of all this?”

Old Song laughed. “Not long at all! I’m just an old man who happened to be in the right place at the right time. I know little about the Guild, but if you are interested in our story, feel free to ask. For example, how they started with just a small tavern.”

I leaned back in my chair, staring at him with newfound appreciation.

“Tavern?” I asked, recalling LLO again.

“Aye,” Old Song said with a nostalgic sigh. “Down south, in the archipelago. Just a humble little place where mercenaries, explorers, and wanderers gathered. Over time, it grew, spreading to different lands, adapting to different cultures. Now? It’s on multiple continents, operating in ways even I don’t fully understand.”

That was… fascinating. A small tavern turning into a continent-spanning organization? That kind of progression reminded me of how LLO’s guilds worked, except this was xianxia.

I grinned. “Well, Old Song, that’s one hell of a story.”

He raised his cup. “And it’s far from over, lad.”

Old Song and I continued our conversation, letting the sounds of the feast fade into the background. The food was great, the company was tolerable, and most importantly, I was getting information.

"So, Gu Jie," I started, rolling my cup between my fingers. "What else can you tell me about her?"

Old Song hummed thoughtfully. "What, you interested in her?"

I scoffed. "Not in that way. Just trying to understand her a bit more."

"Fair enough," he said, stroking his short silver hair. "She’s always been a loner, but that doesn’t mean she’s without allies. She has connections. Powerful ones. Not just within the Guild but also among rogue cultivators and even some unorthodox sects. She’s the kind of person who can disappear one day and resurface years later with a whole different identity if she wants to. However, considering her recent situation, I believe she'd lost contact with her old connections."

That tracked with what I knew of her. "She ever mention anything about her past?"

"Not much," Old Song admitted. "But from what little I gathered, she was once part of something bigger. Something that collapsed."

I frowned. "Like a sect?"

"Maybe. Or a clan. Or something else entirely," he mused. "All I know is, whatever it was, it left her wary of organizations that demand loyalty."

That explained her independent streak. Still, I filed that information away for later.

After a while, the conversation shifted to something more practical. "How long would it take to reach the main continent?" I asked.

Old Song sipped his drink before answering. "Depends on your method of travel. At a mortal’s pace? Years. If you had a good ship and favorable winds? Maybe half a year. But if you're flying on a sword, like a proper cultivator? About a month."

A month? That was much faster than I expected, but still, a month was a long time. It made me wonder…

"Why a hundred sunrises?" I muttered.

Old Song raised a brow. "Hmm?"

"The Emperor’s invitation," I clarified. "There is no way you haven't heard of it. I was given a hundred days before I was expected to meet him. That’s a lot more than what’s necessary for travel. Why give me so much time?"

Old Song leaned back in his chair, considering my words. "That is interesting. The invitation wasn’t exactly private either. The whole city heard it."

"Exactly," I said. "Which means you must have heard it too. So what do you think? Why so much time?"

Old Song exhaled through his nose, rubbing his chin. "If I had to guess? The time frame is for you, not them."

I frowned. "For me?"

"A choice," he said. "Or maybe a buffer."

I narrowed my eyes. "A buffer? Why would I need a buffer?"

Old Song shrugged. "That, I can’t say. The Guild’s influence only reaches so far, and the Imperial Court? That’s way beyond our usual reach. However, if I had to hazard a guess…" He tapped a finger against the table. "The demon attacks might not just be happening here in Riverfall. Maybe they are expecting ‘accidents’ on your travel."

I stiffened.

That… made too much sense.

After the feast, I made my way back to the Governor’s manor, my mind heavy with everything I had learned. The streets of Yellow Dragon City were quieter now, the excitement of the auction settling into the night air. I wasn’t sure how I felt about any of it. The Legacy Advancement Book, the strange artifacts, the Adventurer’s Guild, and now the possibility of a greater demon threat beyond Riverfall… It was a lot to take in.

By the time I reached the Golden Sun Pavilion, I found Gu Jie and Jiang Zhen deep in conversation, their voices low but animated. They were seated at a table, tea between them, with Jiang Zhen gesturing as he spoke.

“Refining your Qi is a delicate process,” Jiang Zhen was saying. “You don’t just absorb energy. You must guide it, temper it, refine it.”

Gu Jie scoffed. “And yet half the time, cultivators just sit and breathe, hoping for a breakthrough.”

Jiang Zhen sighed. “It’s more than just breathing.”

I smiled to myself as I stepped into the room. “You two are still at it?”

Both of them turned to look at me. Gu Jie raised a brow. “You’re back.”

Jiang Zhen nodded. “How was the auction?”

I walked over and pulled up a chair. “Interesting. Informative.” I leaned back. “Also, expensive.”

Jiang Zhen chuckled. “Did you buy anything?”

I tapped the storage ring on my finger. “A book. A very, very important book.”

Gu Jie studied me for a moment before speaking. “And?”

“And I owe some people a favor now,” I admitted. “Big ones.”

She smirked. “That’s how it starts, Master.”

I let out a breath and glanced around the room. It had been a week since I arrived in this world. Seven days. That wasn’t a lot of time in the grand scheme of things, but so much had happened already that it felt longer. I had a direction now, things I needed to do, and questions I needed answered.

Still, I couldn’t help but wonder.

“In ten years…” I murmured, more to myself than anyone else. “Where will I be?”

Gu Jie tilted her head. “What?”

I shook my head. “Nothing.”

Because honestly? I had no idea what to make of everything just yet.

As I sat with Gu Jie and Jiang Zhen, a distant rumble shook the night. It wasn’t thunder. The sky was too clear, the stars scattered across the heavens like specks of silver dust. Then, a sharp crack split the air, followed by an explosion of golden light.

I stood and stepped toward the window. Outside, fireworks bloomed in the night sky, their dazzling bursts illuminating the city in waves of vibrant color. Reds, blues, and greens flickered like embers before fading into smoke. The people of Yellow Dragon City cheered in the distance, their voices echoing through the streets.

Then, amidst the cascading sparks, something moved.

A serpentine figure slithered through the sky, coiling between the bursts of light. It shimmered like molten gold, its scales catching the glow of the fireworks. A dragon. No, the dragon, the Yellow Dragon itself. Its long body undulated, trailing ribbons of golden mist as it wove through the night.

I stared, barely blinking. “Is that…?”

Jiang Zhen stepped up beside me, following my gaze. “The city’s namesake,” he said. “A manifestation of its spirit.”

Gu Jie scoffed. “A trick. An illusion.”

“Perhaps,” Jiang Zhen mused. “But does it matter?”

The dragon roared, a deep, resonant sound that rippled through my chest. It wasn’t just a beast of light and mist. It felt real. And for a moment, I wondered, was this a construct of Qi? A guardian spirit? Or something else entirely?

Whatever it was, it soared above the city, a beacon of majesty and power, watching over its people as the fireworks continued to paint the sky.
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Lost Legends Online sucked.

Karen had sunk thousands of hours into it, and she wouldn’t be the first to admit it was a terrible game. The player base was abysmally low, and for good reason. It had the most overkill, convoluted skill system imaginable. The penalties were downright torturous. The game’s sheer depth and complexity weren’t a sign of brilliance—they were a sign of poor game design.

And yet, she loved it.

Karen scrolled through her skill list, shaking her head. When fighting, she had to navigate dozens of skills in the heat of battle. Sure, there were hotkeys, but even setting those up was a nightmare. Some skills required prerequisites that reduced stats instead of increasing them. Others demanded long, tedious quest chains before they could even be learned. The AI opponents were borderline terrifying, reading her moves like actual players.

And PvP? No one played PvP.

Why? Because the skill ceiling was so absurdly high that only the most masochistic players would dare step into it. She had fought AI opponents who were scarier than the top-ranked players in other MMOs. If it weren’t for LLO’s next-level graphics and godlike AI, the game would have died long ago.

Well, that was why weirdos exist…

Karen let out a long sigh, resting her chin on her hand.

Her avatar, Joan D’Arc, a battle priestess clad in white and gold, stared back at her from the character menu. The blonde-haired warrior-priestess was her pride and joy. It had taken years to build her. The White Path was a nightmare to master, not to mention to use it as the ‘core’ in a decent build, but she had done it. The perfect blend of offense and support. The ideal mix of raw power and divine resilience.

And now, none of it mattered.

Her eyes drifted toward the announcement at the top of the screen.

[Notice: Lost Legends Online Will Shut Down Permanently]

Karen clicked on it, reading through the usual corporate fluff. Server costs, declining player numbers, and—ah, there it was—the real reason. The perma-death update. The moment they announced that, most casuals quit. Who wanted to spend thousands of hours grinding just to risk losing their character permanently? Even Karen had almost dropped the game.

Almost.

She glanced at her messages, feeling a pang in her chest.

Her online boyfriend hadn’t logged in for a while now. They had talked about meeting up in real life, but that was never going to happen. He was gone. Maybe he had just quit the game after the update, or maybe something had happened. Either way, he wasn’t here anymore.

Karen sighed, leaning back in her chair. What do I even play now?

She reached out, hovering over the power button on her PC.

Unbeknownst to her, Lost Legends Online was more than just a game.

And its shutdown… was only the beginning.

In another lifetime—

The signs were there.

Joan D’Arc had seen them long before the others had admitted it. The sudden disappearances of immortal souls, the slow but undeniable failure of their once-absolute immortality—these were warnings of an impending doom none of them could stop. And then there were the attacks. More frequent, more devastating. The Great Enemy was advancing.

If not for their side’s resurrection spells, the war would have been over already.

Joan stood in the grand council chamber, surrounded by divine beings that had once been revered as gods. The Lost Gods, they called themselves, though it was more a title of circumstance than choice. They had no followers. No temples. No prayers to sustain them. They were remnants of an age long past, bound together by necessity rather than kinship.

Now, survival itself was slipping through their fingers.

"The calamity is upon us," declared Lord Aureon, his golden armor dimming under the weight of his words. "We must retreat to other realms. It is the only way."

Murmurs filled the chamber. The Lost Gods were divided. Nearly half agreed with Aureon, seeing retreat as the only viable option. The other half held mixed opinions—some wished to stand and fight, while others sought alternatives, searching for ways to replicate the ancient sealing of immortal souls that had once protected their kind.

Joan clenched her fists. They could fight. They should fight. But deep down, she knew the truth.

They were losing.

Her gaze drifted to the mural behind the council—a grand depiction of past champions who had risen to fight in times of crisis. Names etched into history. Faces that had once inspired hope. And among them…

David.

Joan’s heart clenched at the memory. If he were here, he wouldn’t have cared about the crisis. He would have ignored the debates, ignored the fear, and done what he always did—throw himself straight into the heart of the problem just to clear the way forward.

"Why are you all hesitating?" she could almost hear his voice, impatient, eager. "We know the threat. We know they’ll keep coming. So let’s deal with it before it gets worse."

But David was gone.

He had perished along with the many champions who had tried to fight back the vanguard of the Great Enemy.

And now, Joan was left in a room full of gods, arguing over whether to flee or fight.

She exhaled, closing her eyes. If you're out there, David... what would you do?

The Sanctum had always been a place of reverence and strategy, a space where the Lost Gods convened to discuss matters beyond mortal comprehension. It was an ethereal hall, suspended in the void between worlds, a place where time itself held little meaning. The walls were formed of starlight, the floor of woven fate, and the great round table at the center pulsed with power.

And yet, for all its grandeur, tonight it felt smaller than ever.

Joan stood among the gathered champions, her arms crossed, her golden hair casting a soft glow against the dim surroundings. The atmosphere was tense, as it always was whenever the gods debated. Their voices echoed through the void, layered and overlapping, as divine beings argued over the fate of a world crumbling under the Great Enemy’s assault.

She had been summoned here as a representative of the Immortal Champions—not that immortality meant much anymore. The Lost’s greatest warriors, once able to resurrect indefinitely, had begun to stay dead. And if they fell, then even the gods would soon follow.

Among the champions present, Joan took note of a few Destiny-Bound warriors standing apart from the rest.

Unlike the standard Immortal Champions, these individuals couldn’t hear the Voice. They were anomalies, chosen by fate itself rather than by the Lost Gods. Their existence followed paths beyond even divine understanding—some were destined for greatness, others for tragedy, but all of them had their own agendas.

And that made them unreliable.

Joan didn't trust them.

The gods continued their argument, but it was the same cycle as always.

"We must retreat while we still have the means," one of the gods, whose form was a mass of golden light, declared.

"Retreat to where?" another, a spectral figure wreathed in storm clouds, snapped. "We have fought for countless eras! To abandon our station now would be to betray everything we have stood for!"

"Better betrayal than extinction," a third voice, deep and ancient, rumbled.

And so the debate went, spiraling in circles, repeating the same worn-out arguments.

Some wanted to flee to another realm. Some wanted to fight to the bitter end. Others spoke of a desperate gambit—to seal their remaining immortal souls into artifacts, entrusting the future to whatever mortals would rise in the coming ages.

But no decision was ever made.

Joan had seen this happen before. She knew what came next.

One by one, the gods began to leave, their divine forms fading from the Sanctum as they abandoned the conversation in frustration. Soon, only a few remained—watching each other in wary silence.

Joan exhaled, feeling a deep, bone-weary exhaustion settle into her.

So this is it, then. No grand salvation. No miracle solution. Just more waiting. More dying.

The war was already lost.

It wasn’t an exaggeration to say the champions of the Lost were losing badly.

Joan D’Arc had long sensed it, but the true weight of their decline only became undeniable when she stopped hearing the Voice.

The Voice had always been there—a mysterious phenomenon that guided the Lost's champions, whispering tactics, strategies, and solutions to seemingly impossible battles. Joan wasn’t the only one who heard it. David had heard it too. Every champion had, at some point. It had been their unseen guide, the reason they could hold the line against the Great Enemy for so long.

But now?

Silence.

Joan strode through the dimly lit streets of Losten, the last bastion of the Lost, making her way to an old tavern where she knew the others would be.

Inside, a low murmur filled the air. The scent of burnt wood and aged ale clung to the walls. Gathered around a massive table were the strongest of the strong—the Top Thirteen.

They were legends in their own right. Veterans. Powerful champions in their own right. Each had reached demi-god status, their names etched into the annals of history. They were the ones who had held back the Great Enemy for centuries.

Joan took her seat at the table—the Sixth Seat.

Her eyes swept across the room, instinctively landing on an empty chair. The Third Seat. David’s Seat.

Once, he had been a force to be reckoned with. The rankings shifted every century or so, but the Top Three had always been in constant flux, fighting over the highest seats. Now, one of those seats remained vacant.

Joan exhaled and turned to the Second Seat, a woman with fiery red hair and an ever-present scowl.

"Where’s the First Seat?" Joan asked.

Fanarys, the infamous pyromancer, leaned back in her chair and scoffed. "Where else? Being a suicidal idiot, as usual."

Joan sighed. Of course.

They didn’t have the luxury for reckless heroics anymore.

"You do remember," she emphasized, "that our immortal souls are failing us. We can’t resurrect anymore from the heart of the world."

Fanarys flicked a spark off her fingers. "Yeah, yeah. He knows. Doesn’t change a damn thing."

Joan glanced at the Ninth Seat, a rogue named Robin who had mastered both the ranger and hunter paths. He was leaning against the wall, sharpening a dagger.

"The Seventh Seat—Yggdra. Is he with him?" she asked.

Robin didn’t look up. "Yeah. Figures a druid would stick around to make sure our resident lunatic doesn’t get himself too killed."

Joan pinched the bridge of her nose. This was a disaster waiting to happen.

The Great Enemy was advancing. The Voice was gone. The champions were dying. And the strongest among them?

Still acting like they had all the time in the world.

The air inside the dimly lit tavern was thick with the scent of aged wood, spiced liquor, and the unshakable weight of impending doom. Conversations murmured throughout the establishment, but the main table—one tucked away in the back, where the strongest of the Lost’s champions gathered—was nearly silent.

Corvus, the Fourth Seat, leaned back against her chair, adjusting her gloves with a slow, methodical motion. Her purple hair, usually left to cascade freely, was tied into a tight bun.

“A lot of us have been dying.”

Her words, spoken in an almost casual drawl, carried a weight that made the others shift uncomfortably. She gestured toward the empty chairs around the table—Twelfth, Eleventh, Tenth, Eighth, Fifth… and Third.

Half of them were gone.

Their Seats would remain vacant.

No one spoke for a long moment. Even the tavern’s usual clamor seemed distant.

Across the table, Ivan, the Thirteenth Seat, ran a hand through his long white hair and let out a heavy breath. His pale blue eyes flickered toward Corvus before settling on his own drink, swirling the dark liquid in his cup.

“Then maybe we should make sure we die in a blaze of glory,” he said, voice dry yet carrying an edge of finality.

Joan turned to him, arching a brow. “That’s quite something to hear from a necromancer.”

Ivan smirked, the expression filled with wry amusement. “What? You think I’d want to linger? Some deaths are too good to be undone.”

The statement should have been morbid. Instead, it felt like a challenge.

Corvus exhaled through her nose, crossing her arms. “You make it sound like we still have a choice.” She motioned toward the tavern entrance, where the streets beyond flickered with dim torchlight. “We can pretend all we want, but let’s face it—immortality doesn’t mean much anymore. We fall, we stay dead. The Great Enemy has made sure of that.”

The words weren’t new.

But hearing them said outright settled like iron in their chests.

Joan looked around the table again, at the ones who were left.

The Top Thirteen had once been an unshakable force. A gathering of legends.

Now?

They were just survivors, clinging to the last threads of a war they had already lost.

The door to the tavern swung open, letting in a gust of cold air. The dim candlelight flickered as heavy, deliberate footsteps entered.

Arthur had arrived.

The First Seat and the strongest of them all.

His dark blue hair was windswept, his plain-looking armor scratched and dull—unassuming to the untrained eye. But those who knew better understood. That was legendary armor, one that had seen countless battles and refused to break.

Behind him walked a woman with thick, wild green hair, her presence just as striking as his.

Arthur stopped at the table, sweeping his sharp gaze over the remaining Top Thirteen. His expression was calm, but his eyes carried something they hadn’t seen in a long time.

Purpose.

“We have a path forward,” he said simply.

Corvus arched a brow, but before she could respond, another figure strolled in behind Arthur, drawing immediate attention.

Alice.

The Infamous Vampire Princess.

She was a relic of a long-lost kingdom from the Dark Ages, one of the few who had survived through the downfall of her kind. Her striking pink hair, unusual even among vampires, was styled elegantly, cascading over her shoulders. A delicate parasol rested against her shoulder, a mockery of the night that surrounded them.

Her crimson eyes gleamed as she stepped forward, her lips curling into a small, knowing smile.

“Oh my, such dreary faces,” she mused, voice carrying the lilt of amusement. “You look as though you’ve already accepted death.”

No one answered.

Alice’s gaze flicked around the room before she finally dropped the real bombshell.

“David is still alive.”

Silence.

Not the stunned, immediate kind of silence.

No, this was heavier. A stillness so thick it felt suffocating.

Joan, who had barely reacted through the entire exchange, felt her fingers tighten around the table’s edge.

David.

The Third Seat.

The one who had definitely died.

Hadn’t he?

Joan’s fists slammed against the wooden table, rattling the empty mugs and plates.

“Explain,” she demanded, staring Alice down.

The vampire princess remained unfazed, tilting her head with a teasing smile. “Oh my, so demanding. But very well.” She twirled her parasol before leaning slightly forward. “David had an unfinished quest with me.”

Joan narrowed her eyes. “What kind of quest?”

Alice’s smile deepened. “He promised to cure my vampirism... for a certain favor.”

That caught Joan off guard.

David? A Paladin? Making a deal with a vampire?

“That doesn’t make sense,” Joan said, her brows furrowing. “David wasn’t the type to—”

“To mix with the likes of me?” Alice finished for her, laughing softly. “Oh, how little you knew of him.”

Joan clenched her jaw.

Alice continued, her tone turning more serious. “When I heard of his… supposed death, I searched for him. Not just his body, but any trace of his soul. And guess what?” Her crimson eyes gleamed. “I found him.”

The room tensed.

Arthur, standing near the entrance, finally spoke. “We’ve scouted the area where he was last seen. It’s no ordinary battlefield—it’s a dungeon. And not just any dungeon, but one that devours immortal souls.”

Joan’s breath caught.

Yggdra, the druid of the Seventh Seat, nodded. “I sent a familiar deep inside. We found traces of magic still lingering in the ruins. Something was used there… something powerful.”

Alice stepped forward, folding her parasol. “And I can use it.”

Joan’s head snapped toward her.

Alice’s expression turned completely serious, all traces of teasing gone. “I can hijack the spell that was used. If my guess is correct, it was a planar shift—one that doesn’t just kill but transports.”

Joan’s heart pounded.

Planar shift. That meant David wasn’t just dead. He was somewhere else.

“I can bring one person with me,” Alice continued. “Someone to jump through planes and retrieve him.”

Arthur crossed his arms. “I wanted to go.” He exhaled. “But I know Joan is the better choice.”

Joan’s breath hitched.

She stared at Arthur, then at Alice, then at the rest of the Top Thirteen.

Few things in this world meant anything to her.

But David?

David was definitely one of them.

Her teeth gritted, her grip tightening.

“…When do we leave?”
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By first light, the city stirred. The festival’s remnants—discarded lanterns, empty bottles, and torn banners—littered the streets. Yet, despite the mess, there was a sense of peace. People moved with purpose, sweeping away debris, washing the roads, and setting things right as if nothing had happened.

I stood atop the city wall, looking down at the scene. Jiang Zhen stood to my right, arms crossed, his expression unreadable. Ren Jin was on my left, still as ever, the prince watching the city he ruled with quiet calculation.

Jiang Zhen exhaled. "Be careful on your travels," he said. No jokes, no riddles, no jabs. Just that.

I turned to Ren Jin. "And you?"

Ren Jin gave me a sidelong glance. "Ren Xun will guide you to the Empire. Do as you like with him."

That was... harsh. "Isn't he your son?" I asked, raising a brow.

"He is," Ren Jin admitted, "but he is also your responsibility now. His fate is in your hands."

I didn't know whether to be honored or concerned. Probably both.

That was too callous of him.

I turned back to Jiang Zhen, finding myself hesitating. "Thanks," I said finally. "For everything. For your hospitality. And for your friendship."

Jiang Zhen scoffed. "You're probably the only person who'd act so sentimental."

But then, he did something unexpected—he called me by my name. "David," he said, without stuttering, without hesitation. “Be careful out there, turbulent times are coming. If anything, I’d be bummed if you suddenly croak out one day.”

It was the first time he'd said my name properly. That practically made him the first person who addressed me by my name in this strange world. I blinked. Then, I smiled. "You got it right."

Jiang Zhen rolled his eyes. "Of course I did."

I had no idea what it was like to be unable to say certain syllables or to have an accent that couldn't be helped. Assigned vernaculars aside, I appreciated the effort.

The boat hovered just a short distance away, waiting. Lu Gao stood near the edge, looking contemplative. Ren Xun was at the controls, calm and composed. Gu Jie, holding a large bowl filled with water, carefully cradled Ren Jingyi—the goldfish—inside it.

The vessel itself was sleek, more like a speedboat than the grand flying ships I had imagined. It had a single deck, wide enough to comfortably fit a dozen people, but it lacked a roof. I glanced at Ren Jin. "No cover?"

He folded his hands behind his back. "The Floating Dragon has formations that repel rain," he said. "And it has withstood an attack from a Fifth Realm cultivator before."

That caught my interest. "A Fifth Realm cultivator?" I asked. "And it survived?"

Okay, to be fair, I had no idea how strong a Fifth Realm attack was at full force.

Ren Jin nodded. "Barely. It’s not indestructible, but it will serve you well."

I studied the boat again, its hull lined with faint golden inscriptions, the edges shimmering faintly with protective energy. A well-crafted artifact, no doubt.

I turned back to the two men standing beside me. "Governor Ren Jin," I said, addressing him formally.

Then, I looked at Jiang Zhen and grinned. "Jiang Zhen."

No ‘Changcheng’ this time.

He raised a brow. "Oh? Dropping the name-calling now, are we?"

I shrugged. "You’re an interesting person. Your sensibilities match mine more than I expected." I exhaled. "I thought I’d struggle interacting with cultivators, but you made it easier. Or maybe this region is nice and chill like that."

Jiang Zhen smirked, folding his arms. "That so?"

"Yeah," I said simply. "I was fortunate to meet someone like you."

For a moment, he didn't say anything. Then, with a scoff, he waved me off. "Go on, then. Before you say something even sappier."

I chuckled, then leaped onto the boat.

Ren Xun gave me a brief nod before turning his focus back to the controls. Lu Gao remained quiet, but I could see his mind was elsewhere, thoughts swirling behind his eyes. Gu Jie carefully adjusted Ren Jingyi’s bowl, making sure the goldfish was settled.

I took one last look at Jiang Zhen and Ren Jin.

With a final wave, the boat lurched forward—and then, in a blinding streak of rainbows, we were gone. This was the end of one chapter and the beginning of another.

Ren Xun stood at the helm, his hands steady on the controls. He wore dark, fitted robes, their embroidery shimmering with faint traces of spiritual energy. His long hair was tied back neatly, framing his sharp features. His posture was impeccable—straight-backed, confident—but his expression remained neutral, almost distant.

The controls in front of him looked absurdly complicated, a strange fusion of ancient design and futuristic complexity. There was an antique-looking wheel, polished and ornate, its edges marked with intricate carvings that pulsed faintly with Qi. A radar-like disc hovered beside it, glowing softly, displaying shifting lines and dots that I couldn’t make sense of. And then there were the buttons—too many of them, scattered across the panel with symbols that looked like a mix between ancient calligraphy and arcane circuitry.

I had no idea how any of it worked.

Ren Xun moved his hands over the controls with practiced ease. He turned the wheel slightly, tapping his fingers across the buttons in a sequence that seemed second nature to him. The boat hummed, and the formations embedded within its hull glowing briefly before the world around us blurred.

Ever imagined being inside a warping sequence like in those sci-fi movies? This must have been what it felt like, when in a warp.

For a moment, all I could see were streaks of rainbow light rushing past us, stretching infinitely in all directions. The sensation was both exhilarating and disorienting, like being tossed through a tunnel of color without a clear destination.

Then, just as suddenly as it began, the light shattered.

The streaks vanished, dissolving into the horizon, and the scenery changed entirely.

Yellow Dragon City was gone.

Instead, we were in the middle of an endless desert-like expanse. Rolling dunes stretched far into the horizon, the ground cracked and dry. The air shimmered from the heat, the sky above a pale, washed-out blue with no clouds in sight. The sun sat directly overhead, its intensity pressing down on us like an oppressive weight.

Ren Xun turned to me, his voice steady and composed.

“Welcome to the Evernight Continent, senior.”

I sat cross-legged on the deck, a book in one hand and my other flipping through the pages at an inhuman speed. Speed reading the mundane books was easy when you had enhanced memory retention. All hail maxed level stats.

Most of these books were just geography and history, basic knowledge that any educated citizen of the Empire would know. Evernight Continent was just one of eight massive continents under the rule of the Grand Ascension Empire. The Empire itself spanned multiple realms, and its influence stretched across the heavens. Evernight was located in the westernmost part of the Empire’s territory, bordering the untamed lands where demonic beasts roamed freely.

I closed the book with a soft thud and turned to Ren Xun, who was still focused on steering the Floating Dragon. The controls lit up faintly under his hands, a mix of ancient mysticism and something eerily similar to high-tech machinery.

“How long will it take us to reach the imperial capital?” I asked.

Ren Xun didn’t hesitate. “Forty days, if we charge forth with all zeal.”

I liked the spunk on this guy. But I wasn’t keen on rushing headfirst into whatever awaited me at the capital.

“And what’s the safest way to do it?” I asked. “I don’t mind spending a reasonable amount of time getting there, but I’d rather not stroll into unnecessary danger just because we were in a hurry.”

Ren Xun considered my question before answering. “The Emperor has given senior a hundred days to arrive, correct?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Sounds suspicious as hell when we could make it in forty.”

“Indeed.” Ren Xun kept his eyes on the controls. “The warping formations on this boat require time to recharge. Roughly a week after each use. If we push forward aggressively, we can still arrive in forty days, even accounting for the usual demonic beast attacks. But if we want to minimize risk…”

He glanced at me as if gauging my reaction.

“We should abuse the warps.”

“Abuse them how?”

“In every warp, we find a hiding spot. A place where we can lay low while the formations recharge. That way, we avoid prolonged exposure in dangerous areas.”

So, in short, it was a game of patience versus risk. We could rush and fight our way through, or we could move carefully and take advantage of the warp cooldowns.

I exhaled. “I see. Guess we’ll have to decide along the way.”

Ren Xun gave a slight nod. “As you wish, senior.”

There wasn’t a hiding spot in this desert even if I wanted one. The sand stretched endlessly in every direction, shimmering under the relentless sun. The occasional jagged rock formation provided no real cover, and the air wavered with heat mirages.

I turned away from the barren landscape and glanced at my companions. “How are you two holding up?”

Gu Jie stood with a composed posture, her black robes undisturbed by the occasional gust of wind. She was holding Ren Jingyi, my goldfish, in a large bowl of water. The little fish swam in circles, not particularly impressed with the desert heat. I walked over and plucked some lettuce from my Item Box, feeding it to her.

Gu Jie spoke up. “Master, I am doing just fine. I have raised my cultivation to another star.”

That was fast. I paused for a second before nodding. “Good for you.”

Lu Gao, who had been standing a few paces away, looked hesitant before speaking. “If you have orders for me, please tell me so… and while late, I wish to know—how does senior wish to be addressed?”

I blinked at him. “Whatever suits you. Preferably, my name.”

Lu Gao visibly tensed at that answer. He shifted awkwardly, glancing at Gu Jie as if to confirm something before looking back at me. It was the difference in culture at work. He wasn’t used to addressing someone who had power over him by name.

After a moment’s hesitation, he finally said, “I shall address you as Master… then…”

I shrugged. “I don’t mind.”

I let go of Ren Jingyi, watching as the goldfish swam a few slow laps around her bowl before settling near the surface. She seemed content. Meanwhile, Gu Jie and Lu Gao returned to their own corners of the boat. Gu Jie continued her quiet writing, while Lu Gao sat cross-legged, his breathing even. Probably meditating. Trying to find his center in all of this.

I leaned back and flipped through another book. There was still a ridiculous amount of reading left to do, but I had to put a dent in it somehow. Gu Jie had gathered these for me, after all.

Speaking of Gu Jie—

"Hey, Gu Jie, what’s Old Song like?"

Gu Jie looked up from the small notebook she had been scribbling in. Ren Jingyi floated lazily beside her, swishing her tail. The girl tapped her brush against the edge of the inkstone, thinking.

"He wanted me to join the Guild as a staff member," she finally said.

I raised a brow. "Judging by how I found you, you didn’t accept. Why?"

She exhaled slowly. "He is underestimating my constitution. My bloodline ability is malicious just by existing. What happens to the civilians he puts with me if they brush with the bad luck I’ve accumulated?"

That was… fair.

She hesitated, then added, "In fact, I was doubtful of even coming here, Master. I attract trouble after all. Regardless of how good my cultivation technique is, I am damaged goods. If you were to decide to abandon me, I will not hold it against you."

I laughed.

Gu Jie blinked, looking genuinely confused.

I raised a hand in apology. "Sorry, sorry. It’s just—" I shook my head. "You’re so serious you might as well be raising flags."

She didn’t get the reference, but the frown she sent me made it clear she wasn’t thrilled with my reaction.

I sighed and leaned back. "Don’t worry about it. We’ll be fine."

Would we?

Maybe my optimism was getting the better of me.
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Ren Xun let go of the wheel, setting the controls to autopilot before slumping onto the bench. The hum of the Floating Dragon filled the air. A steady and rhythmic pulse was coming from the artifact’s formations.

He exhaled, letting the tension ease from his shoulders.

What was he supposed to make of this situation?

His father had sent him off to guide this group, but why? Ren Xun had been somewhat of a prince, a young lord of the Empire, yet here he was, reduced to playing a glorified chaperone.

Had his dalliance with a commoner truly been such an abhorrent development?

Not that it mattered. His life had never really been his own to live, had it?

Ren Xun warily glanced to his left.

Lu Gao sat cross-legged, eyes closed in deep meditation. His servant-like gray robes hung loosely around his lean frame, frayed at the edges from wear. His dark hair was unkempt, hanging in uneven strands over his face. If Ren Xun hadn't known any better, he would have assumed the man was just another wandering rogue cultivator.

But he wasn’t.

Once, Lu Gao had been the young master of the Lu Clan. However, through some twist of fate, he had been cast out, left to flee his own clan. Now, he was here—following the enigmatic Da Wei.

Ren Xun frowned. He had heard whispers about Da Wei, though what he had learned only raised more questions. His father had given little explanation, only orders. Orders to guide this strange group to the Imperial Capital.

He sighed and turned to his right.

Gu Jie sat a short distance away, scribbling something in a small notebook. Unlike Lu Gao, she was a mystery he hadn’t even begun to unravel. He knew little about her. He had heard even less. But something about her presence felt… off.

Perhaps it was his own lack of cultivation. He was only at the Fourth Star of the Martial Tempering Realm. Too weak to perceive things beyond the mundane.

With a quiet shake of his head, he reached into his storage ring and pulled out a piece of jerky.

He took a bite, chewing slowly as he watched the horizon.

Night had settled over the desert, a vast sea of darkness stretching in every direction. The Floating Dragon's formations kept it aloft and moving as the wind howled across the endless dunes.

Ren Xun sat with his back against the boat’s railing, absently watching the flames of a small, controlled campfire flicker in the middle of their deck. The flames weren’t natural, but rather the result of a formation that he had casually activated in the boat.

He stole a glance at the mysterious warrior and healer who had saved Yellow Dragon City in its time of crisis. His name was Da Wei or something close to it. Even now, as they sat beneath the open sky, Ren Xun couldn't quite understand him.

Then, without warning, Da Wei reached into his storage ring.

A moment later, he pulled out a bowl of steaming noodles thick with broth.

Ren Xun blinked.

Da Wei handed the first bowl to Gu Jie, who accepted it with nothing more than a slight nod. She barely looked surprised. As if this was something she had come to expect.

Then, he continued distributing the food.

Lu Gao, sitting opposite Ren Xun, looked just as taken aback as he was. But unlike Ren Xun, Lu Gao didn’t question it—merely accepting his portion in silence.

Ren Xun peered down at the bowl in his hands. The broth was still hot, steam rising from the surface. He could smell the richness of the soup, the unmistakable aroma of well-seasoned meat and fresh herbs. This wasn’t some preserved ration hastily thrown together. This was real food.

It wasn’t the food itself that unsettled Ren Xun—it was the implication behind it.

Da Wei was a cultivator strong enough that eating should have been unnecessary for him. Anyone who reached a high enough realm could sustain themselves purely on Qi alone. And yet, here he was, casually lifting a pair of chopsticks and slurping down his noodles as if he were just another traveler on the road.

Ren Xun hesitated before asking, “Why do you still eat?”

Da Wei glanced up, swallowing his mouthful before answering. “Because I like it.” He gave a half-smirk. “Food makes me feel alive.”

Ren Xun wasn’t sure what to make of that answer.

But as he took a sip of the broth, the warmth spreading through his chest, he found himself relaxing just a little. The tensions of the day melted away, if only for a moment.

Da Wei grinned. “There’s nothing like food to bring people together.”

Ren Xun, still sipping his broth, had no argument against that.

He turned to Lu Gao, eyes gleaming with interest. “Was it true you turned into a demon?”

The moment the words left his mouth, he knew it was an insult. A blatant provocation. But Ren Xun had lived his whole life knowing he would always be protected. He got what he wanted, asked what he wanted, and said what he wanted. It was overbearing in a way, but he had been spoiled like that.

Lu Gao, however, didn’t react as expected. No burst of anger, no sharp glare. Instead, he looked… bored. As if Ren Xun had asked him whether it would rain tomorrow.

“Yes.”

Ren Xun blinked.

That was it? Just a yes?

Before he could pry further, Lu Gao casually fired back, “And was it true that you slept with a beggar?”

Ren Xun nearly choked on his noodles.

He saw the tiniest twitch of Lu Gao’s lips, the closest thing to amusement the former young master of the Lu Clan had shown all night.

Ren Xun wiped his mouth, smirking. “Not yet.”

Lu Gao exhaled through his nose and gave him a flat what the fuck expression.

“She wasn’t a beggar,” Ren Xun corrected. “More of a survivor.”

Gu Jie, who had been scribbling in her notebook, glanced up and quipped, “So it’s true, then? The son of an imperial prince is gallivanting across the land?”

Ren Xun huffed. “It’s not gallivanting—it’s love at first sight.”

Da Wei, who had been eating his noodles in peace, suddenly looked interested. “Oh?” He rested his chin on his palm, leaning in. “I have to hear this. What’s she like?”

Ren Xun’s lips curled into a proud smile. “She wore an azure mask, but her eyes—her eyes were scarred, yet she could see so much more than others.” He gestured vaguely, as if trying to capture something indescribable. “She had dark hair, long and wild. And she wasn’t just strong—she protected the weak and the poor. She could have been ruthless, but she wasn’t. She had a heart.”

He exhaled, shaking his head. “Her name is Lin Lim.”

The boat rocked gently beneath them. The fire flickered.

"Oh, Lin Lim? I know her,” Da Wei suddenly remarked, setting his empty bowl aside. “I believe she made a deal with the Governor to allow citizenship for the pilgrims she brought with her.”

Ren Xun’s head snapped toward him. “What?”

“They were just hoping to get free food from the Grand Feast on the seventh day of the festival,” Da Wei continued, “but they got something better than that.”

Gu Jie nodded, flipping a page in her notebook. “I heard something similar from Old Song. It seems he’s hiring his personnel from her group.”

Ren Xun’s fingers curled slightly over his knee. “When was that?”

Da Wei scratched his chin. “They finalized the agreement around the sixth day.”

Ren Xun felt his stomach drop. The sixth day.

He remembered bringing Lin Lim to his father, trying to talk things out, to reason with him. He had been shoved away.

"Father didn’t say anything about that…” he muttered. His jaw tightened. “Lin Lim too…”

Lu Gao, still seated cross-legged with his back against the railing, let out a slow exhale. “Don’t look so glum. Love is overrated.”

Ren Xun glanced at him.

Lu Gao shrugged. “I had a fiancée once.” He paused. “…She’s… uh…” His brows furrowed. “I don’t know, actually.” He shook his head and sighed. “Sorry for running my mouth.”

Not funny…

Ren Xun returned to the control panel, busying himself with the various instruments before him. The antique-like wheel, the blinking lights, the array of buttons—each element looked like it belonged to some overly complicated mechanism rather than a simple boat. He had trained to use these controls since childhood, but even now, he felt like he was working with something beyond his comprehension.

The sky had darkened completely, and he considered setting up his sleeping bag. He would have preferred a proper tent, but since they were flying through the night, that was out of the question.

Then, something flickered on the radar.

The artifact responded to the five elements, mapping out the presence of water, fire, earth, metal, and wood within a certain radius. A small yet distinct concentration of water stood out on the display.

An oasis.

Ren Xun narrowed his eyes at the reading, double-checking the coordinates. It wasn’t far. With the right adjustments, they could make a detour and reach it within the hour.

He turned his head toward Da Wei. “Senior, there’s an oasis up ahead,” he informed him. “We could spend the night there.”

Ren Xun adjusted the controls, still staring at the radar’s readings when Da Wei perked up at the mention of an oasis.

“We should stop there for the night,” Da Wei said. “Actually, let’s stay the whole week.”

Ren Xun blinked. “The whole week?”

“Yeah,” Da Wei said. “We need time for the artifact to recharge, don’t we? Might as well make the most of it.”

Ren Xun had no objections. A week was a long time, but it wasn’t a bad idea to rest while the boat recovered its warp capability. If there was an oasis, there was water. That meant an opportunity to refresh themselves, replenish supplies, and possibly even avoid unnecessary conflicts with demonic beasts.

Without further delay, he adjusted the course, gripping the wheel and guiding the boat toward the coordinates reflected on the radar.

The vehicle moved smoothly, gliding through the air like a drifting cloud. Despite the complicated-looking controls, it took little effort to maneuver. The Floating Dragon, after all, was a high-grade artifact built for both speed and stability.

Within moments, the barren desert scenery began to shift. A cluster of greenery appeared in the distance, the shimmer of water reflecting the moonlight. The oasis was small but unmistakable, a stark contrast against the endless sands.

They had arrived.

The boat settled gently near the oasis, hovering just above the sand before coming to a stop. Ren Xun barely had time to get his bearings when Da Wei clapped his hands together.

“Alright,” Da Wei said. “Let’s set up camp.”

Ren Xun watched as Da Wei pulled out a large tent from his storage ring, one big enough to fit all of them with room to spare. It was the kind of thing that only someone absurdly prepared would have on hand.

“I’ll handle it,” Lu Gao said, stepping forward.

Ren Xun wasn’t about to let him take all the work, so he moved to help. The two of them began setting up the frame, while Gu Jie—silent as ever—joined in, adjusting the supports and securing the edges.

Meanwhile, Da Wei stood off to the side, completely uninvolved, holding his goldfish. He wasn’t giving any orders or making any suggestions. He just… watched.

It was a little strange.

Ren Xun got a bit used to being told what to do.

Still, the tent came together quickly. They secured the final pieces, and soon enough, it stood tall against the desert wind.

Da Wei nodded in approval. “Not bad.”

Ren Xun dusted off his hands. He wasn’t sure why, but he had half-expected Da Wei to at least pretend to help.

“Alright,” Da Wei continued, “you all should get some rest. I’ll keep watch.”

Ren Xun had no objections. He wasn’t particularly eager to stand guard when there was someone like Da Wei around—someone who didn’t seem to need sleep in the first place.

With that, he stepped inside the tent, letting exhaustion take over.

            

    
        054 Killing Time

    
    
    
    
                054 Killing Time

Okay, it was just you and me, Ren Jingyi.

The goldfish swam lazily in her bowl, flicking her tail with an air of utter disinterest. I’d like to believe we had a bond, but in reality, I was probably just the giant who occasionally gave her lettuce.

I sat cross-legged beside her, idly tapping a finger against the rim of the bowl. I had imagined my training arc happening in some secluded mountain—testing out techniques, pushing the limits of my abilities, discovering some ridiculous overpowered trick that would let me transcend common sense.

Instead, here I was, staring at a goldfish in the middle of a desert oasis.

“Alright,” I muttered, setting the bowl aside. “Time for science.”

First test—Voice Chat.

I focused and directed my intent toward Ren Jingyi. If this world had a spiritual connection between beast companions and their masters, then there should be some way for us to communicate telepathically.

Silence.

I tried again.

Nothing.

Ren Jingyi blew a tiny stream of bubbles.

“…Yeah, what was I expecting?” I sighed, shaking my head. That would’ve been too easy.

Fine. Time for Plan B.

I closed my eyes and activated Divine Possession.

For a moment, my perspective twisted, my mind zeroing in—shifting, transferring—until suddenly… I was a fish.

Water surrounded me, muffled and heavy, my movements sluggish yet effortless. My fins twitched, adjusting to the alien sensation of buoyancy.

I turned—or at least, thought I did—and found myself looking up at my body.

It was a strange sight. I stood there, completely still, like an abandoned puppet with the strings cut. Eyes open, blank, devoid of any presence.

Huh. That was… weird.

I activated Voice Chat, directing my thoughts toward the holy spirit still inside my body.

“Hey, Dave, you there?”

A beat of silence. Then, his voice rang in my mind, calm and unbothered.

“Yes, Lord.”

Man… You almost scared me. Good. At least that part worked.

“Can you detect anything strange with Divine Sense?” I asked.

“Negative.”

I considered my next move.

“Alright, cultivate Hollow Breath Technique while I do the same.”

“Understood.”

With that settled, I focused inward, attempting to guide Ren Jingyi’s qi. It was… strange. Unfamiliar. My meridians were completely different—simpler, smaller, yet somehow clearer. Instead of raw power, there was a delicate balance, a natural flow of energy that was far more precise than what I was used to.

As I sank deeper into the meditation, I felt something… knock at the back of my mind.

A small, faint presence.

Weak, but undeniably there.

Ren Jingyi.

She wasn’t just a fish. There was something inside her—a tiny spark of wisdom. Not quite sentience, but not mere instinct either.

I focused on the feeling.

Confidence.

Comfort.

A sense of belonging.

Huh.

So that was what it felt like to be Ren Jingyi.

I had been meditating inside Ren Jingyi’s body for about an hour when I made a shocking discovery.

She had more talent than me.

It wasn’t even close.

I remembered running Hollow Breath Technique—slow, steady, deliberate. Yet, no matter how I adjusted my control, it felt painfully sluggish. Meanwhile, Ren Jingyi was processing qi like she had been doing it for centuries. Her tiny goldfish meridians cycled the technique with an ease that I could only describe as unfair.

I refused to believe it at first.

Maybe it was just a difference in scale.

To test it, I contacted Dave again.

“Compare your progress to the fish, while performing the Hollow Breath Technique.”

A brief pause. Then, his response came.

“Ren Jingyi is processing qi at a superior efficiency. Lord, she is significantly more talented at this than you.”

Than us. You mean than us, right?

I sighed.

“Yeah. Figured.”

I had just been outclassed by a goldfish.

Alright. Next phase.

Please don’t die on me, goldfish.

I mentally gave Dave the signal, and in the next moment, my vision shifted. The cool embrace of water surrounded me as I sank into the oasis. Tiny bubbles escaped my gills—because I had gills now. Weird feeling.

I swam a little near the surface, adjusting to the new sensation.

Comfortable.

I flicked my tail and shot forward, testing Flash Step. The world blurred as I propelled myself at unnatural speed. No explosion. No sudden combustion of goldfish guts. Good.

Flash Step was a martial skill, part of the Martial Path. It didn’t require special energy types—just movement fundamentals and mana. That meant it should’ve worked regardless of my body.

I pushed it further.

I activated Zealot’s Stride.

Golden streaks of light trailed behind me as I cut through the water. It felt... effortless.

No complications.

I was an overpowered fish.

I darted through the oasis, twisting and looping with reckless abandon, moving faster than any goldfish had a right to. For a moment, I wasn’t training—I was playing. It was fun.

But all good things had a time limit.

As Divine Possession’s duration ticked down, I made my way back to the fishbowl. Dave, ever the reliable holy spirit, had cleaned it while I was busy. I thanked him and returned to my original body.

My limbs tingled as I reoriented myself.

I turned to Ren Jingyi, my trusty goldfish.

Out of sheer curiosity, I studied her with Divine Sense.

And then I felt my eye twitch.

The fish—without me inside her—was automatically performing Hollow Breath Technique.

And she was doing it better than I ever had.

I stared at her.

I sighed.

“Okay. I give up. The goldfish is more talented than me.”

Morning arrived, dragging the desert heat along with it.

The others stirred awake, groaning as they suffered under the relentless sun.

I, on the other hand, had already adjusted. Unlike them, I had spent my night in relative peace, pondering the alarming realization that my goldfish was more talented than me. A thought best left unspoken.

I joined the group inside the boat, where the formations shielded us from the worst of the heat. As soon as I sat in my corner, I pulled out a book and flipped to where I last left off.

Ren Xun sat across from me, writing in what I assumed was his journal. Gu Jie was cultivating.

Then there was Lu Gao.

He walked over to me, his expression serious.

I set my book down and met his gaze. Here we go.

“What’s the problem?” I asked.

He didn’t beat around the bush. “I know it is not my place to ask, but why?”

“What do you mean?”

“Take me in?”

That was... one way to put it.

I wasn’t great at lying. I was especially bad at it when it came to things I was uncomfortable with. If I even attempted to twist the truth, I’d probably screw myself over.

So I gave him an honest answer.

“I wanted your memories of your time with the demon Brukhelm,” I said. “And I wanted to use you as a reference to build on my own cultivation.”

There was more to it than that, but I didn’t feel the need to explain it all.

Lu Gao studied me for a moment. Then, to my mild surprise, he looked relieved.

He gave a small nod, walked back to his corner, and resumed meditating.

I picked up my book again.

Well, that went better than expected.

We passed the day however we could.

Ren Xun and Gu Jie cultivated in silence, occasionally shifting their posture or adjusting their breathing. Lu Gao, having little else to do, found himself stuck in the strange in-between of boredom and forced patience.

I tossed him a book. “Here. Might help you kill time.”

He accepted them without complaint, flipping through the pages with vague interest.

Meanwhile, I kept my nose buried in my own books, reading as I waited for my Divine Possession cooldown to reset. My little experiment last night had been… enlightening in the worst possible way.

Ren Jingyi, my goldfish, had more talent in cultivation than I did.

The thought still made my eye twitch.

At one point, I was tempted—and I mean really tempted—to use the Legacy Advancement Book on her. Just to see what would happen.

But that felt irresponsible. And unfair.

Sure, it was one hell of an interesting experiment, but still. There had to be some kind of universal rule against using high-grade cultivation resources on pet fish.

Eventually, lunchtime rolled around.

I pulled out food from my Item Box—which, by all means, was a top-tier fridge in its own right.

Thanks to the Grand Feast, I had enough stock to last us for quite a while. Meats, rice, stews, and even desserts, all perfectly preserved. I distributed the meals among the group, the rich aroma filling the air.

For a moment, there was nothing but the sound of eating.

Yep. This was life.

If I wasn’t reading my books, I was contemplating my skills, thinking about which ones to prioritize and train.

There was too much to consider. My combat abilities were decent, but there was always room for improvement. And then there was Ren Jingyi.

I’m kind of proud of the goldfish. It wasn’t just about her talent—there was potential there. A test subject, a reference, maybe even something to model my own training after.

Then, a sudden thought struck me.

I turned to Ren Xun. “Hey, what do you know about the demonic beasts of the Evernight Continent?” Just checking, because I didn’t think the oasis would be so safe if a demonic beast once for a while would come here to drink, right?

He glanced up from his journal, immediately understanding where I was coming from. “You’re thinking about the oasis, aren’t you?”

I nodded.

He closed his journal and leaned back, arms crossed. “The oasis should be safe. The demonic beasts of the Evernight Continent aren’t really big on water. Evernight is filled with undead and shadow creatures instead. They thrive in darkness, but water… not so much. It’s not exactly their ideal terrain.”

That made sense.

The Evernight Continent wasn’t like other places. Where most lands had spirit beasts, monsters, and the occasional ancient horror, Evernight was an entirely different beast. There wasn’t much told in the books I’ve been perusing, regarding this continent.

This gave Evernight an air of mystery.

Still, the information gave me some reassurance.

The oasis was safe.

I guessed there was no harm playing around it.

Night came, and with it, an opportunity.

I gathered Lu Gao and Gu Jie, explaining my next experiment. “I need your help. I’ll be using Divine Possession on you both to test something. As its name suggest, it has something to do with body possession.”

I expected hesitation. Maybe even resistance.

Lu Gao had, after all, been possessed by a demon before. If anyone had a reason to be wary, it was him. But instead of recoiling, he only nodded. “I’d be honored.”

That… was unexpected.

Still, I wasn’t about to just take that at face value. I glanced at him, then at Gu Jie. “Are you sure? I need you to really think about this. Divine Possession isn’t demonic in nature, but it’s close enough in concept. If either of you is uncomfortable with it, we drop the idea now.”

Ren Xun, who had been watching from the sidelines, finally spoke. “You’re sure it’s not a demonic technique?”

I looked him in the eye. “No corruption, no backlash, and I don’t leave any influence behind once the possession ends.”

That seemed to satisfy him. Ren Xun was a righteous young man I could get along with. It wasn’t like he’d be participating in this experiment, but he still asked.

Gu Jie was unfazed. “Then it’s fine. I chose to follow you, Master. I trust you.”

Hearing that from her carried a weight I wasn’t sure I deserved.

I took a deep breath. Before we started, I recited the flavor text of the technique. Full disclosure.

Clearing my throat, I spoke:

"To seize the body is to seize the self. To walk another’s path is to know their truth. For a moment, the soul is unbound, freed from the chains of its own flesh, given wings to fly into another. But beware—the self is fragile. To linger too long is to forget the shape of one’s own soul. To possess is to risk being possessed in turn."

A solemn silence settled over us.

“That’s Divine Possession.”

Since refining my Divine Sense, analyzing how lacking Brukhelm had been in our fight, and my discussions with Jiang Zhen, I had realized something.

I had been reckless with Divine Possession.

It wasn’t just a convenient ability I could use without thought. The deeper I studied cultivation, the more I understood how much of myself I risked every time I used my skills.

My skills had flavor, a theme—one I had to be mindful of.

If there was something I could test in a controlled environment, I’d rather do it now than be forced to use it blindly in a life-or-death battle.

Honestly, I’ve been lucky with Brukhelm.

I exhaled and looked at the two of them. “Last chance to back out.”

Gu Jie answered, “I owe my life to you, Master.”

Lu Gao said the same.

I studied them for a moment, then nodded. Raising a single finger, I uttered in a quiet voice—

"Divine Possession."
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I recalled how I had grinded my Divine Sense skill in the entire duration of the festival, elevating it from a simple mechanic to something that matched the flavor text attached to it.

Honing my skills to the point that they embodied their descriptions to the letter was one way to train and strengthen myself.

I opened my eyes.

The sensation of leaving my main body always left me feeling weightless, like I had been untethered from something solid. But this time, there was something else—the drastic drop in power. I had gotten used to this part, though.

At the back of my mind, I felt Lu Gao’s presence. He was anxious, troubled, and unsure of himself. His emotions bled into me, faint but present. I projected a sense of calm and confidence from my soul, and his distress eased somewhat.

Meanwhile, back in my main body, Dave took control. The aura around him shifted, adjusting to his presence. It wasn’t the same as mine—Dave had his own cadence, his own flavor—but it was stable.

I turned to Gu Jie and Ren Xun, the latter staying near the tent. “Stay here.”

They didn’t argue.

Then I looked at Dave. “Follow me.”

With that, I activated Zealot’s Stride. A golden streak flared beneath my borrowed feet, and in a blink, Dave and I had reappeared a few miles away from the oasis.

I turned my thoughts inward.

The night I discovered that a simple goldfish could cultivate using Divine Possession, a strange thought had taken root in my mind.

Was it possible for Lu Gao to learn my skills while I was possessing him?

In Lost Legends Online, players could acquire skills through three primary methods:


	Using a Skill Book.

	Learning from an NPC.

	Completing a quest.



Technically, Divine Possession fell into the second category. I was an NPC in this context, teaching a technique firsthand.

But there was a problem.

Lu Gao had not unlocked his immortal soul. Without that, he couldn’t truly cultivate or walk the path of a champion of the realms. A Legacy Advancement Book was required to awaken his immortal soul, which in turn would allow him to choose a skill path.

By all logic, he shouldn’t be able to learn anything right now.

And yet, I wanted to test it anyway.

Because what I was trying to do wasn’t just one experiment—it was multiple layers of experimentation stacked together.

For me, this was training.

For Divine Possession, this was testing its limits.

And for the system of LLO, this was an attempt to abuse its mechanics.

If this worked… if I could somehow imprint my skills onto Lu Gao through Divine Possession…

Then I might just have found a way to create more of me.

I had a vision for myself in the future.

A guild? No. That was too small.

An order.

An order of paladins.

I could see it clearly—paladins clad in silver and gold, radiating divine power as they cut down the wicked. It wouldn’t be a mere gathering of warriors but something greater. Something structured. Disciplined. A force with a purpose.

But before that dream could be realized, I needed proof that it was possible.

I turned my focus inward and addressed Lu Gao. “Immerse yourself in my perspective. Feel everything as I do.”

I activated Hollow Breath Technique, centering myself around the rhythmic cycle of energy. Qi was something familiar to Lu Gao, so I used it despite how clumsy I was in it. Even within his body, it felt sluggish and unfamiliar—his meridians were shattered, and his dantian was a void where qi should have gathered. But he could learn.

“We’ll take it slow.”

Next, I summoned Silver Steel, my legendary longsword. The weight of it felt comfortable in my hands—except they weren’t my hands. Lu Gao’s body reacted differently, lacking the ingrained familiarity of handling a blade. But that was fine. I wasn’t expecting perfection.

Meanwhile, Dave conjured a normal steel sword, using his innate Holy Spirit abilities. His movements mirrored mine, and I could tell he already understood what I had in mind. We were almost of one mind in that way.

Divine Possession had a five-minute duration. At that time, I planned to teach Lu Gao the fundamentals of the White Path.

And the first skill in that arsenal?

Bless.

It had a low mana cost. It was versatile. And most importantly, it belonged to the White Path of the Paladin Legacy.

In fact, it was the very first skill a Paladin of the White Path learned.

If Lu Gao showed any real talent—if he proved himself better than Gu Jie or even the goldfish—then maybe, just maybe, I’d consider using the Legacy Advancement Book on him.

I activated Bless on myself—or rather, on Lu Gao’s body.

A soft white radiance enveloped me, momentarily wrapping me in warmth. Bless was a weaker version of Blessed Weapon, a spell that imbued a target with holy damage and a slight stat boost. Simple, efficient, effective.

A good start.

“Watch closely, Lu Gao,” I murmured, tightening my grip on Silver Steel.

I recalled the skill’s flavor text and recited it to Lu Gao, letting the words settle into his consciousness like an oath.

“The light does not judge. It does not waver. It does not demand. It merely lifts, shields, and strengthens, asking nothing in return. Receive its touch, and be emboldened.”

I rushed at Dave and swung my sword while in Lu Gao’s body. The clang of metal rang under the full moon, a sharp contrast to the stillness of the desert. Dave met my attack with ease, his stance firm, his sword steady. He knew what I was trying to do.

I stopped and adjusted my grip, giving Lu Gao time to absorb what was happening. His presence in the back of my mind was filled with a mix of awe and confusion.

"That was Bless," I explained. "The most basic of White skill path. Now, watch carefully."

I lifted the sword again, and this time, golden radiance surged along the blade, coating it in a shimmering aura of divine energy.

“A blade bathed in light carries the will of the heavens. It does not waver, nor does it yield. With each strike, righteousness is etched into the flesh of the wicked, and the path of the just is made clear.”

The glow intensified, and I swung down with a powerful golden arc. Sparks flew as Dave deflected the blow with ease. Lu Gao’s emotions flared within me—astonishment, reverence, a quiet yearning.

I continued, striking again and again, letting the golden radiance flow through each motion. Five minutes wasn’t much, but it was enough. Enough for Lu Gao to feel the weight of divine energy moving through his body. Enough for him to understand what it meant to wield a blade not just as a weapon, but as a symbol.

By the time the skill's duration reached its limit, my control over Lu Gao’s body faded. I exhaled, feeling the familiar pull back to my own form.

The moment I returned to my main body, Lu Gao collapsed to his knees, gasping for breath. His entire body trembled, his hands digging into the desert sand as if he needed something solid to anchor himself. I had expected as much. Even the goldfish had fallen asleep after I used Divine Possession on her. The load on a lower-level character had to be unbearable.

I knelt beside Lu Gao, watching as sweat dripped from his forehead. There was nothing I could do about his ruptured meridians and destroyed dantian. I tried already, back in Yellow Dragon City. The aftereffects of his demonic possession were so severe that even the best healing techniques from my power system had failed to restore him. It wasn’t just physical damage—it was something deeper, something that had settled into the very foundation of his being.

I exhaled and hefted him onto my back. He was lighter than I expected. That, more than anything, made me uneasy.

By the time we returned to camp, Ren Xun had already noticed us approaching. He put down his brush and journal, his gaze shifting to Lu Gao with a slight frown.

“Take care of him,” I ordered.

Ren Xun nodded and moved to support Lu Gao, guiding him toward a shaded area near the tent. I watched for a moment before turning to Gu Jie.

She was standing off to the side, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. Her usual quiet confidence was missing.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

She swallowed, her eyes flickering to Lu Gao’s exhausted form. It didn’t take a genius to see her hesitation.

I sighed. “If you’re not up for it, we can stop here.”

She clenched her fists. “No.” Her voice was steady, but I could hear the tension underneath. “I… I trust you, Master.”

That wasn’t the issue. It wasn’t about trust—it was about what Divine Possession actually meant. But if she was willing, then I wouldn’t stop her.

I raised a single finger.

“Ephemeral Touch.”

A soft, imperceptible shimmer ran across my body as the ability activated. It was the power of my gear—an effect that allowed me to use another Ultimate Skill regardless of cooldown, resource, or just about anything.

“Ultimate Skill: Divine Possession.”

Was it wasteful? Absolutely. Ephemeral Touch had a 120-hour cooldown, and I had just blown it on a gamble. But I was willing to risk it for Gu Jie. She was my first follower. She wanted to do right by me.

Sadly, I already had an idea of how this would turn out.

The moment my consciousness entered her body, I felt it—wrongness. A writhing, unstable force gnawed at the edges of my senses, like a ball of miasma rampaging through her meridians.

My vision blurred. My body staggered.

Dave caught me as I collapsed, his arms locking around me before I could hit the ground.

At the back of my mind, I felt Gu Jie’s panic. She wasn’t just alarmed—she was terrified.

I wiped my eyes, my fingers coming away slick with warmth. Blood. I was bleeding from my eyes.

My Divine Sense had warned me. The same way it had when I tried synchronizing my memories with David_69.

I struggled to raise myself up, summoning every ounce of willpower to stay in control. In that moment, I didn’t just fight for myself—I projected a sense of power in my soul, wrapping it around Gu Jie like a shield. I needed to reassure her. To let her know that it was fine.

I had a feeling this would happen.

And yet… I still went through with it.

Because it would’ve been unfair to Gu Jie otherwise.

I remembered the first day I met her. How out of shape she was. How miserable she looked. How she found salvation in me. How she begged me to take her as my disciple.

I couldn’t leave her doubts unanswered.

For the next five minutes, I endured and held it in.

The weight of her Delayed Destiny of the Demonic Path. The side effects of her Sixth Sense Misfortune. Everything she had accumulated, everything she had suffered—I bore it in her place.

And then I broke through the five-minute duration.

A sharp pain wracked my body. Something burned at my core.

Then, I felt it rise—black bile surging up my throat.

I staggered, hacking up dark, clotted blood onto the sand. My insides twisted as more forced its way out.

“Dave,” I rasped, my voice hoarse.

He understood immediately.

I couldn’t let Ren Xun and Lu Gao see me like this.

Dave carried me and spammed Flash Step.

Back in Lost Legends Online, spamming Flash Step a dozen times had been unimaginable. There was only so much space a monitor screen could cover. But here, in this world, it was different. Flash Step wasn’t limited by screen size or camera tracking—it was only limited by skill, mana, and technique.

The desert blurred around us as Dave moved. Sand, wind, and darkness twisted together in streaks of motion until, finally, he let go.

I staggered forward and dropped to my knees, retching more of that vile, black bile onto the ground.

Gu Jie’s bloodline ability—Sixth Sense Misfortune—wasn’t just some passive danger detection. It allowed her to sense where misfortune lurked and avoid it, but only at the cost of accumulating even greater misfortune in the future. Normally, she could dispense this built-up misfortune onto others through her technique, Delayed Destiny of the Demonic Path.

But with her cultivation, she could no longer use it properly.

She had tried to suppress it through sheer force of will, and it had been killing her.

The Isolation Path Sect had transposed her technique into a non-demonic version, adapting it to her weakened realm of cultivation so she could at least survive using it. It helped her body adjust and no longer suffer sickness as a side effect.

But even then… she had already accumulated too much.

It was impossible for her to cleanse it all.

That was why I was doing this.

Through Divine Possession, I intended to take on a portion of her misfortune.

I had read in the Buddhist methods of the Cloud Mist Sect that, under the right circumstances, it was possible to take in another person’s fate. That was what gave me the idea. If fate could be shared, if karma could be transferred, then maybe I could lighten Gu Jie’s burden.

Pain wracked my body. My soul trembled.

Dave cast Cure on Gu Jie’s body.

Each time he felt us reaching a breaking point, he cast it again.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

I could feel her fear. Her uncertainty.

I reached out, not with my hands, but with my soul.

Stay with me, Gu Jie.
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I forgot myself for a moment.

It happened again.

Just like with David_69, when I synchronized with his memory and became him, I was slipping into someone else’s life—someone else’s past.

I had told myself it wouldn’t happen again.

But what was stopping me?

...

..

.

I am Gu Jie.

My name’s Gu Jie.

I was born mute in a farming village somewhere in the archipelago.

My father and mother loved me, despite my deficiency. They would always tell me how I was their greatest fortune. And for that, I loved them.

Our village was small, nestled between hills and rivers, where the wind carried the scent of wet earth after the rain. We tilled rice paddies and honored the old traditions. My mother and father worked hard, their hands calloused and strong, but always gentle when they touched me.

I never spoke, but I never needed to.

I learned to communicate with my hands, my expressions. My mother understood me better than words ever could. My father, despite his roughness, was patient when I struggled to make myself clear. They never made me feel like I was lacking.

Even when the village elders told them I was a child marked by fate, a girl born without a voice in a world where words held power, they never saw me as anything but their beloved daughter.

We were happy.

But happiness never lasts.

The storms came first. The rains were relentless, flooding the paddies, drowning the crops. The rivers swelled, swallowing homes.

Then came the sickness. A fever swept through the village, sparing no one. It stole away the elderly first, then the weak, then the children. I remember my mother crying over a neighbor’s still body, clutching my hand so tightly it hurt.

And just when we thought we had suffered enough—when we had no food, no medicine, no strength left to fight—they came.

I remember the hooves, the thundering of horses against the mud-soaked ground. I remember the flash of steel, the smell of smoke.

They weren’t bandits.

They weren’t brigands.

They were cultivators.

Men and women draped in foreign colors, bearing sigils I did not recognize. They moved like ghosts, cutting down those who resisted, binding those who did not.

They did not come for food.

They did not come for revenge.

They came for bodies.

They took my father first.

He fought. He lost.

They took my mother next.

She begged. She died.

And then they took me.

…

..

.

I gasped, lurching forward as the memory shattered around me.

I was no longer Gu Jie.

I was me again.

My breaths came ragged, uneven. Sweat clung to my skin. My hands trembled. I clenched them into fists, willing them still.

It had happened again.

Just like with David_69.

I had stepped too deep into another’s past.

I had become Gu Jie.

My stomach churned, nausea creeping up my throat.

…

..

.

I woke before the sun.

The sky was still dark, the stars fading as the first hints of dawn bled across the horizon. The air was cool, thick with the scent of damp earth and the distant murmur of river water.

My father was already awake. He always was.

I found him outside, sharpening his sickle with slow, deliberate strokes. The sound of metal against stone filled the silence between us. When he noticed me, he nodded once, the corners of his mouth twitching in what I knew was his way of smiling.

My mother was inside, preparing our morning meal. The scent of steaming rice and salted fish drifted from the clay stove, mixing with the faint bitterness of boiled herbs. She didn’t speak when she saw me. She didn’t have to. She handed me a wooden bowl, and I took it with both hands.

We ate together, quietly, as we always did. Words were not needed in our home.

By the time the sky turned gold, we were already in the fields.

The paddies stretched far, their waters reflecting the rising sun like a thousand fractured mirrors. Rows of young rice plants swayed gently with the wind, their green tips peeking above the shallow water. My feet sank into the mud as I stepped forward, the cool sensation familiar, grounding.

We worked in rhythm.

My father moved ahead, bent low, his hands quick and sure as he pulled out weeds that threatened to choke the rice. My mother followed, her fingers brushing against each stalk, checking for pests, for sickness. I did the same, mimicking their every movement.

The sun rose higher, and the air grew heavy with heat. Sweat clung to my skin, but I didn’t stop. This was life. This was how it had always been.

At midday, we rested under the shade of a lone acacia tree, drinking water from bamboo containers. My mother unwrapped rice cakes from banana leaves, handing one to me. They were sweet, made with palm sugar, a rare treat.

She watched me eat, her eyes soft.

My greatest fortune, she would sign to me, touching her fingertips to her lips before pressing them against my forehead.

I always smiled when she did that.

In the evenings, when the day’s work was done, we returned home. The house was small, made of bamboo and nipa palm, but it was ours. A single room, a wooden table, woven mats for sleeping. Simple. Enough.

At night, my mother would sit by the fire, weaving baskets from rattan. My father would carve wood, making tools, fixing broken handles. And I—

I would listen.

To the rustling of the trees. The chirping of crickets. The distant hoot of an owl.

To the quiet hum of my mother’s voice as she sang, low and soft.

To the steady rhythm of my father’s breathing as he worked.

To the sound of home.

…

..

.

I woke with a start.

My breath hitched, my chest tight. My hands curled against rough fabric—my robes, not the woven mats of my childhood.

Not my childhood.

Gu Jie’s.

I swallowed hard, pressing a hand against my forehead. The memories clung to me, warm and distant, like the ghost of a dream that refused to fade.

For a moment, I could still smell the damp earth, still feel the cool mud between my toes.

But when I opened my eyes, the illusion was gone.

The desert stretched endlessly before me, waves of sand rolling beneath the pale moonlight. The air was dry, suffocating, as if the world itself was holding its breath.

Delirium? No.

This wasn’t some fevered dream. This was Gu Jie—desperately clinging to her happiest memories, trying to shut me out of everything that came after.

But the weight of misfortune pressed down on me, heavy and suffocating. It barred me from reaching further, from seeing the truth she refused to face.

I felt it in my soul.

Gu Jie didn’t want me to remember her life after the farm.

I had heard the story before—fragments of it, at least.

Poor Gu Jie.

Pitiful and sad Gu Jie.

Stay with me.

Dave remained by my side, alternating between casting Cure and Cleanse, his presence a steady anchor in the chaos.

"Stay with me, Gu Jie," I murmured, the words slipping past my lips like a prayer.

Another surge of pain wracked through me, and I felt warm blood spill from my mouth. My vision blurred, and the desert warped, flickering between reality and something else entirely.

I felt myself slipping—falling deeper.

The sand, the sky, the moonlight—everything dissolved.

And then—

I wasn’t me anymore.

I was Gu Jie again.

…

..

.

I knelt with the others, my forehead pressed against the cold stone floor of the great hall. The air was thick with the scent of burning incense, sharp and cloying, seeping into my skin, into my bones. The flickering torchlight cast shadows that danced across the blood-red banners hanging from the pillars, each embroidered with the insignia of the Heavenly Demonic Sect—a black sun devouring the sky.

We were not disciples.

We were resources.

Hundreds of us knelt in perfect silence, waiting. Waiting for Him.

The doors groaned open. Footsteps echoed across the hall, slow and deliberate, each step measured as if the weight of the heavens themselves bowed beneath him. The Heavenly Demon did not need to speak for us to feel his presence. It was in the air, thick with a power that crushed our lungs and turned our bodies to stone.

"Rise," came his voice, low and unhurried.

We obeyed without hesitation.

He stood at the altar, his silhouette framed against the great brazier that burned behind him. The light cast his features in shadow, but I did not need to see his face. His presence alone was enough to drown me in fear.

His eyes swept over us, unreadable.

"You are fortunate," he said, his voice silk wrapped around a blade. "Fortunate to be chosen, to serve a purpose greater than yourselves. The weak scavenge. The strong take. And I—I elevate those worthy of my power."

His words were doctrine. His will was law.

A shiver passed through the gathered disciples. No one spoke. No one breathed out of turn.

Then, the trials began.

Pain. Hunger. Exhaustion.

We were stripped of our names, our pasts, our identities. We were reduced to nothing, reshaped into something new.

Training was relentless. If we faltered, we were punished. If we survived, we were given another day to prove our worth.

We fought in the pits, barehanded, blindfolded, with our ribs broken and our fingers shattered. We learned to move through pain, to kill with precision. We were taught how to strip the flesh from our enemies, how to break the human spirit, how to serve.

We were not allowed attachments. Not to our brothers, not to our sisters. They would die in the end, or worse—become something unrecognizable.

But the worst part was the devouring.

When a disciple reached the pinnacle of their training, when their bodies were at their strongest, when their minds had been sharpened to the edge of a blade—He would take them.

The Heavenly Demon would consume them.

Not with teeth, not with flesh.

With Qi.

He drained them, siphoning their strength, their essence, their very being into himself. It was called Ascension. A great honor. A glorious purpose.

A lie.

I had seen it happen with my own eyes.

They would kneel before him, trembling with reverence and fear. They would chant their oaths, their voices shaking. And then, in a single breath, they would wither—skin shriveling, bones turning brittle, eyes hollowing into pits of nothingness.

When it was over, their husks would crumble to dust.

And he would smile.

I learned to smile, too.

It was the only way to survive.

I bowed my head lower than the others. I followed every order with blind obedience. I fought when told, bled when commanded. I drowned my own thoughts beneath the doctrine until they no longer felt like my own.

But I never forgot.

Not my name. Not my parents. Not the farm.

Every night, when I lay on the cold stone floor of my cell, I held onto those memories like a lifeline, repeating them over and over again in my mind.

My name is Gu Jie.My mother and father loved me.
I was their greatest fortune.

If I let go of that, I knew I would be lost.

I knew I would break.

Days bled into weeks, weeks into months. The stone walls of the Heavenly Demonic Sect became my world, and I no longer flinched at the sight of blood pooling at my feet. The lessons became routine. Pain became expected. Survival was just another duty.

And then, one day, the Heavenly Demon placed a hand on my throat.

It burned.

It burned like swallowing molten iron, like my very soul was being reshaped beneath his fingers. My body convulsed, my vision swam, and for the first time in my life—I screamed.

A voice.

My voice.

The moment the sound left my lips, I felt a part of me unravel.

I had been born mute. I had accepted that silence was my truth, that words were not meant for me. But the Heavenly Demon willed it otherwise. His touch had stripped me of that weakness, and in its place, he had given me something new.

Power.

At least, that was what the elders told me.

“Rejoice, Gu Jie,” one of them had said, his smile sharp as a blade. “The Heavenly Demon has seen potential in you. He has gifted you a new path.”

A gift.

Was it?

I did not know what to make of my own voice. The sound felt foreign, as if it did not belong to me. But I did what was expected. I bowed my head. I murmured my gratitude. I trained harder than ever.

And in time, I awakened my bloodline ability.

"Sixth Sense Misfortune."

That was what they called it.

A rare ability, they told me. A talent only found in one among thousands. With it, I could see misfortune—not with my eyes, but with something deeper. A whisper at the back of my mind, a pull in my soul. It was subtle at first, like catching the scent of a storm before it arrived. But the more I trained, the more I understood.

I could sense when a strike would miss, when a trap was set, when danger loomed just beyond sight. And more than that—I could store it. Hoard misfortune like a gambler hoarded debt, piling it higher and higher, delaying fate itself.

A powerful technique. A dangerous one.

And they were pleased.

The elders watched me with approval. They tested me, pushed me, and when I succeeded, they praised me.

I smiled as they did.

I smiled as the others grew jealous, as their eyes darkened with resentment. I smiled as they whispered behind my back, as they waited for the moment I would fall.

I smiled because that was what I had learned to do.

I had learned that no one wanted to see what lay beneath. That so long as I performed well, so long as I proved useful, I would be safe.

So I trained. I refined my ability. I stored misfortune upon misfortune, knowing one day I would have to release it.

But I did not let myself think of when.

Not yet.

Because if I did—if I acknowledged that truth—then I would have to face the reality that no matter how much they praised me, no matter how much they smiled back at me…

One day, my fate would be the same as all the others.

I would be consumed.

But until then…

I smiled.
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I woke up.

The stone ceiling above me was the same as always—cold, cracked, eternal. My thin bedding did little to soften the hardness of the floor, but I had long since learned to ignore such things. Comfort was a luxury meant for those who had already proven themselves.

I sat up, my limbs aching from yesterday’s training. My breath came out slow and steady, white mist curling from my lips in the dim morning air. The world outside had yet to awaken. No sounds of combat. No screams. No commands barked from the overseers.

It was quiet.

But quiet never lasted long.

Among the hundred of us seeded disciples, only eleven remained.

I was second to dead last.

Not the worst, but close enough that it hardly made a difference.

I had no delusions. I wasn’t special. I wasn’t particularly talented. The only reason I had made it this far was because of my bloodline ability—Sixth Sense Misfortune. It allowed me to survive where others failed, to step just slightly out of death’s reach.

But it was a crutch.

And crutches did not make one strong.

The truth was evident in the gap between myself and the others. The ten remaining disciples before me had all pierced into the Soul-Recognition Realm, the fifth realm of cultivation. I, meanwhile, remained stuck in the Spirit-Mystery Realm, the fourth realm.

It wasn’t as if I had slacked. I had given my all. Dedicated every fiber of my being to cultivating for the sake of the Heavenly Demon. And yet, this was my limit.

A quiet failure.

A forgotten ember among roaring flames.

I should have felt despair. I should have been terrified.

Instead, I felt nothing at all.

I swallowed a sustenance pill.

It sat heavy in my stomach, dissolving into warmth that spread through my limbs. Food was unnecessary at our level. Wasteful, even. The sect provided these pills instead—nutrient-dense, perfectly portioned, devoid of taste or pleasure.

I closed my eyes and steadied my breathing.

Then, I cultivated.

Delayed Destiny of the Demonic Path.

That was the name of the technique I had been granted. A method that allowed me to manipulate misfortune, to defer and accumulate fate itself.

It was also a curse.

The more I cultivated, the more misfortune gathered within me. I could delay it, postpone it, but I could never be rid of it entirely. The elders had told me this was a boon. A strength. A tool to be wielded against enemies.

And yet, I wondered.

What happened to a blade that had no sheath?

What happened to a vessel when it was filled beyond its limit?

I exhaled.

The cold air carried the weight of my thoughts away.

None of it mattered. Not really.

The path before me was already set.

So, I did what I had always done.

I cultivated in silence.

I felt a presence outside my door.

It was faint—hesitant, even—but with my Qi Sense, I could still detect it. A familiar trace of energy, light and cold like the morning frost.

I sighed.

“Come in.”

The door creaked open, and in walked her.

Silver hair framed her youthful face, her pale eyes filled with that same naive brightness she always carried. Dong Yun was a couple of years younger than me, barely past thirteen, and she had the irritating habit of seeking me out whenever she could.

“Big Sister Gu Jie!” she greeted with a grin.

I gave her a tired look. “Why are you here, Dong Yun?”

She ignored my tone and stepped inside, her hands hidden within the long sleeves of her robes. “You were cultivating all night again, weren’t you?”

I didn’t answer.

She took my silence as confirmation. “You should take breaks, you know. There’s more to life than just—”

“Cultivation is life,” I cut her off, my voice sharper than intended. “You should be raising your realm instead of wasting time.”

Her smile faltered, but only for a second.

“I am cultivating,” she protested. “I’m already at the peak of the Will Reinforcement Realm! Soon, I’ll reach the Spirit-Mystery Realm like you!”

I narrowed my eyes. “Not soon enough.”

Dong Yun pouted. “You sound just like the elders.”

“Maybe because they’re right.”

She huffed, crossing her arms. I could feel the cold mist curling around her fingers, the natural manifestation of her Wintry Cloud Breath. A special constitution. A gift, just like my Sixth Sense Misfortune.

But gifts meant nothing here.

I looked at her, this naive little girl who still believed that we were chosen by the Heavenly Demon to have better lives.

How foolish.

How pitiful.

She had yet to understand what it meant to be a seeded disciple.

And by the time she did, it would be far too late.

Dong Yun was naive.

Her illusions weren’t even the beginning of it.

She talked about righteous cultivators, heroes of the realm, and the world outside as if it were some grand adventure waiting to be explored. A place where justice prevailed, where the strong protected the weak, where people had the freedom to choose their fates.

Once upon a time, I shared those dreams too.

But I had long since cast them away.

There was no world outside for us—only the Heavenly Demon’s domain.

“Big Sister Gu Jie, did you know? I overheard an elder talking about a sect in the west, one that takes in orphans and raises them as true disciples! They don’t make them fight for their place, and they teach arts of healing and protection instead of just killing.”

I stared at her.

She was smiling as she spoke, her eyes sparkling with foolish hope.

“…You’ve been listening to rumors again,” I said flatly.

“It’s not a rumor!” she insisted. “They called it the Azure Harmony Sect! The elder said they’re weak but kind. Can you imagine, Gu Jie? A sect where no one has to fight to survive?”

“No,” I said.

Her face fell slightly, but she wasn’t deterred. “Maybe when we get stronger, we can leave and—”

“There is no leaving, Dong Yun.”

She flinched at my tone.

I sighed, rubbing my temples. “Listen to me. Your cultivation is still shallow, so you haven’t realized it yet, but our lives—our bodies, our talents—all of it belongs to the Heavenly Demon. We weren’t chosen for our potential.” I looked her dead in the eyes. “We were chosen to be consumed.”

She paled. “That’s not true. The Heavenly Demon—he saved us! He healed your voice, didn’t he? He gave us a chance to become strong—”

“Dong Yun,” I interrupted. “How many of us were there at the beginning?”

She hesitated.

“…Over a hundred,” she admitted.

“And how many are left?”

She swallowed. “E-Eleven.”

I leaned forward, my voice quiet but firm. “Of course, you know that already. Then tell me. Where did the others go?”

She opened her mouth, then closed it. Her hands clenched into fists.

I had asked myself the same question, once. And when I found the answer, I learned to stop asking.

Dong Yun turned away, as if looking at me any longer would make the truth real.

I sighed. She’s still clinging to hope.

I wished I could still do the same.

But I knew, to my very core, that my life—our lives—belonged only to the Heavenly Demon.

The air was thick with incense and expectation. Every disciple, elder, and master had gathered within the grand hall, kneeling in disciplined rows beneath the towering pillars. The hall itself was vast—vast enough to swallow a mountain whole, its ceiling so high that shadows stretched endlessly across its golden latticework. Flames flickered from braziers carved into the forms of open-mouthed beasts, their light unable to warm the cold within my bones.

I knelt among the others, my hands resting against my thighs, head bowed in forced reverence. I was not alone.

There were many of us here.

The outer disciples stood furthest from the throne, their numbers vast yet insignificant, their robes plain and unadorned. Behind them, the inner disciples—fewer in number, stronger in presence—dressed in the deeper shades of the sect, their sashes marked with the Heavenly Demon’s sigil. And then, there was us.

The seeded disciples.

We knelt closest to the throne. We were different. We were not merely students of the sect—we were the life and strength of the Heavenly Demon himself.

Under the seven clans he ruled, he alone was the honored one.

We, his chosen, existed for one purpose.

To give our lives to him.

I lifted my gaze, just slightly.

And there he sat, upon his throne of gold and shadow.

The Heavenly Demon was old, though his presence had long since surpassed the fragility of age. His features were noble, carved by time and power—sharp cheekbones, a long and straight nose, lips set in an expression that betrayed nothing. His hair, white as untouched snow, cascaded down his back, a stark contrast to the heavy robes of gold and black that draped over his frame.

But his eyes…

Pitch black.

Twin abysses, vast and empty, devouring the light itself.

He did not speak, not at first.

He did not need to.

The weight of his presence alone was enough to steal the breath from the weak. Even the elders, the ones who had long since transcended mortality, bowed deeply before him, their foreheads pressed against the marble floor.

I swallowed, suppressing the instinct to shiver.

Dong Yun knelt beside me, her hands curled into fists within her sleeves. I could feel the tremble in her qi, the quiet storm of emotions she tried to smother. Fear. Hope. Desperation.

She still believed in him.

Foolish girl.

The silence stretched, each second an eternity. Then, at last, the Heavenly Demon moved.

His voice was quiet.

It did not need to be loud.

"Rise."

The air trembled with his command.

Every disciple obeyed. Every elder followed. We rose in unison, our breaths held, our hearts steady.

He watched us, those abyssal eyes sweeping over the sea of bodies before him. And then, he spoke again.

"The time draws near."

My blood ran cold.

"You have been chosen," he continued. "As my strength. As my blood. As my life."

A murmur ran through the hall. Some disciples glanced at one another, uncertain. The inner disciples straightened with pride, as if to be acknowledged was an honor.

But we—the seeded disciples—stood in silence.

We knew what he meant.

He was not speaking in metaphor.

This was what we were raised for. This was what we were trained for.

We were not meant to serve.

We were meant to be consumed.

"The world moves toward its fate."

His words carried no urgency, only certainty. A simple truth, spoken as though it had already been written.

"Long have the heavens deceived mankind with their false light. Long have they pretended to be righteous, to guide mortals with empty promises of virtue and order."

A murmur ran through the hall. The outer disciples nodded, their expressions reverent. The inner disciples stood straighter, as if drinking in his words.

"But order is a lie."

His voice darkened, reverberating through the very walls.

"The heavens are but chains, forged by those who fear true power. They call us demons, yet they are the ones who hoard divinity for themselves, who cower behind celestial laws, who deny the strong their rightful rule."

The elders bowed their heads lower.

"But a reckoning shall come."

My fingers twitched.

"The fateful day draws near—the day when the devils shall roam the world once more. The day when the heavens shall shatter, and the false gods shall fall to ruin."

He lifted a hand, slow and deliberate. The golden rings upon his fingers gleamed in the dim firelight.

"And we, my devoted disciples, shall stand at the precipice of that new era."

A shiver ran through the assembled ranks. Anticipation. Fear. Exhilaration.

"The strong shall reign. The weak shall kneel. And the heavens shall burn."

A single pause. A single breath.

Then—

"Let the Demonic Ascendance Ceremony… begin."

The hall erupted.
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A book was carried into the hall.

Thick, ancient, bound in leather blackened with age. Its cover bore no title, only foreign inscriptions carved deep into its flesh, pulsing with a wicked glow. Elders dressed in ceremonial robes bore it upon a crimson cloth, moving with deliberate reverence, their faces solemn.

The room grew colder as it approached.

I felt it—an aura unlike any I had ever known, a presence that scraped against the edges of my senses like a whisper too close to the ear. Not qi. Not something as simple as that. This was deeper. Older. A force beyond mortal comprehension, woven into the very fibers of the book itself.

The outer disciples trembled. Even the inner disciples stiffened, their expressions unreadable. Only we—the seeded disciples—stood motionless. We had been trained not to falter.

Step by step, the book was paraded forward.

Step by step, it was brought to the throne.

The Heavenly Demon did not move as it was placed before him. He did not so much as blink as the crimson cloth was drawn away, revealing the full, terrible sight of it.

Instead, he raised a single hand.

"Dong Yun."

Her name rang through the hall.

I felt her shift beside me.

I turned.

She smiled.

A small thing, barely noticeable. The same smile she always wore when she found me in the mornings, when she asked questions she already knew the answers to, when she clung to foolish dreams of a world beyond these walls.

I had thought her naive. I had believed her blind.

But now I understood.

She wasn’t naive because she was ignorant.

She was naive because she chose to be.

She stepped forward.

Every movement was light, graceful, deliberate. She approached the throne and knelt before the Heavenly Demon, pressing her forehead to the cold stone floor. Her Wintry Cloud Breath curled around her in wisps of mist, fading even as it formed.

She did not beg.

She did not cry.

She did not hesitate.

The Heavenly Demon lowered his hand.

Black mist coiled from his fingertips. It was silent—no crackle of qi, no fanfare, no incantation. Only an unraveling, a pulling, a grasping of something unseen.

And then—

Dong Yun gasped.

Her back arched, her hands twitching against the floor.

A light, pale and fragile, was drawn from her chest.

Her soul.

It writhed in the air, clinging to her, reaching for something—anything—before the Heavenly Demon’s hand closed around it.

He brought it to his lips.

And he devoured it.

The light vanished.

Dong Yun’s husk collapsed to the floor.

Her body did not convulse. There was no final shudder, no lingering breath. She simply dropped—limbs slack, eyes open yet empty, mouth parted as if she had been about to say something but had forgotten how.

No blood. No wounds. No evidence that a life had been taken—only the unmistakable hollowness of a form without a soul.

I could still hear her voice in my mind. "Gu Jie, did you eat yet? I swear, you forget sometimes."

A hand that used to tug at my sleeve every morning now lay still, fingers curled inward, as if she had been holding onto something and lost her grip.

I flinched.

Only for a moment.

Then I forced myself still, biting the inside of my cheek so hard I tasted iron.

My fellow seeded disciples did not move. They did not react. Not even the ones who had trained beside her, fought beside her. Laughed beside her.

I closed my eyes.

A hand fell on my shoulder.

"Open them."

The voice was quiet. A whisper of authority wrapped in silk.

I opened my eyes reluctantly.

The elder beside me smiled. "It is an honor," he said, his fingers pressing lightly into my shoulder. "To become the Heavenly Demon’s strength."

Dong Yun’s lifeless form lay before us.

And we watched as she faded into nothing.

The Heavenly Demon reached for the book.

His fingers, long and withered, brushed against its ancient cover. The inscriptions pulsed, a deep, malevolent glow that flickered in and out of existence like the heartbeat of something alive.

The hall was silent.

The outer disciples dared not breathe. The inner disciples stood as still as statues. Even among us—the seeded disciples—there was no movement, no sound. Only the weight of an unspoken truth pressing against our chests.

We knew what was coming.

The Heavenly Demon grasped the edges of the cover and pulled.

Nothing happened.

His expression did not change. He tried again, pressing his palm against the leather, his fingers clawing at its surface. Again, the book resisted.

A ripple spread through the air.

Not wind. Not sound.

A pressure. A suffocating, impossible weight that coiled around the throne, sinking into the bones of the room itself. The torches dimmed. The floor creaked. The very air itself seemed to tremble.

I clenched my fists.

Something wasn’t right.

The Heavenly Demon inhaled deeply. Qi surged around him, black and roiling, coiling like a thousand unseen hands. A deep hum echoed from his very being as he called forth his soul.

Pitch-black light burned in his eyes.

"Open."

The command resonated through the hall.

The book did not yield.

For the first time, I saw it—

The hesitation.

The barest flicker of something in his gaze. Something fragile.

And then, just as quickly, it was gone.

A sharp breath. A pause. A moment stretched too thin.

Then—

"What does an Immortal Soul even mean!?"

His scream tore through the silence.

Raw. Wild. Unhinged.

He slammed the book onto the armrest of his throne, his hand curling into a claw as the air shattered around him. The ground cracked. A soundless shockwave rippled outward, warping everything in its path.

And then—

A hand raised.

Fingers curled inward.

The nearest guards froze.

For a moment, they were there—solid, real, standing as they always had.

Then—

Their souls left them.

Ripped from their bodies.

Pale, luminous wisps—their very existence—dragged into the air and pulled into the gaping void of the Heavenly Demon’s maw.

He devoured them.

Their lifeless bodies crumpled to the ground.

I could hear the outer disciples suppressing gasps, hear the sharp intake of breath from those who had thought themselves strong enough to endure the sight.

But I had no room to think of them.

Because his gaze turned.

And it landed—

On me.

A coldness like nothing I had ever known sank into my bones.

I did not move.

I did not breathe.

I did not beg.

Begging would do nothing.

Instead, I reached inward.

My Sixth Sense Misfortune stirred.

And then I tapped into Delayed Destiny of the Demonic Path.

I let it flow. Divert. Push the weight of fate away from me.

The girl beside me—nothing happened to her.

But the disciple beside her—

A strangled gasp.

He was lifted into the air.

His eyes widened. His mouth opened as if to scream, but no sound escaped.

His soul was torn from him.

It twisted in the air, stretching, fighting—only for the Heavenly Demon’s teeth to sink into it.

He consumed it whole.

The body fell.

A thud.

Silence.

I was still standing.

I did not know how long I remained like that—frozen—but I knew what I felt.

I was scared.

I had been trained to withstand pain, to endure suffering, to push forward in the face of death.

But this—

This was something else.

I had prayed in my heart that it would not be me. That someone else would bear the weight. That fate—however cruel—would spare me this time.

And somehow…

It had.

But for how long?

I wasn’t devoured.

The realization came slowly, sluggishly, as if my mind refused to accept it. I could still feel the weight of the elder’s hand on my shoulder, the whisper of his breath against my ear. My heart slammed against my ribs, desperate, disbelieving.

I was alive.

Sanity returned to me in increments, cold and merciless. My gaze flickered to the hall before me. Half of the seeded disciples were gone. Dead. The ones who had once stood beside me, who had trained in the same blood-soaked fields, who had looked up at the same dark sky with the same quiet resignation.

Now they were nothing more than empty husks.

And yet, I remained untouched.

A slow, sickening breath passed through my lips. I couldn’t bring myself to be relieved. Not when I knew—I knew—that my survival was not by chance.

The elder beside me leaned in close, his lips curling with something akin to amusement, malicious glee brimming in his voice.

"You are only alive because the Heavenly Demon has other plans for you," he murmured, his grip tightening just slightly, as if savoring the moment. "But in the end… you will still be devoured."

I swallowed the bile rising in my throat.

The Heavenly Demon sat upon his throne, motionless, brooding. His golden and dark robes billowed slightly as residual Qi trembled in the air. The cursed book still lay before him—closed, unyielding, defying his grasp. He had tried. I had seen it. He had called forth his soul, his Qi surging in waves strong enough to crush the weak outright. And yet…

He failed.

For the first time, he had reached for something and found himself denied.

A single crack formed in the silence.

Then another.

A groan. A tremor. A shudder that ran deep into my bones.

The hall shook.

Dust and debris rained down from the ceiling as the stone walls of the Heavenly Demonic Mountain cracked open. The boulders above split apart, jagged rocks tumbling down in great slabs. Something—someone—descended from above, cutting through the debris like a blade through silk.

Then two more followed.

Three figures stood amidst the chaos.

Their presence alone felt like a different world entirely. Their Qi was righteous, vast and boundless, sweeping through the hall like the crashing tide of an unstoppable force. They did not belong to this darkness. They were light cutting through the abyss.

I scrambled backward, heart pounding, trying to find cover behind the shattered remains of a broken pillar.

One of them took a step forward, his robes fluttering in the wind. His sword gleamed even in the dim torchlight, pristine and untarnished by the filth of this wretched place.

Heavenly Sword.

The legend of his blade stretched across the continent. A man who had slain demons and devils alike, whose swordsmanship was said to be untouchable. His face was calm, unreadable, but his mere presence carried the weight of judgment itself.

To his right, another figure cracked his knuckles, his expression fierce and untamed. His aura coiled around him like a living serpent, vast as the ocean, crushing in its might. His very breath seemed to shake the ground beneath him, the sheer force of his Qi making the air thrum.

Divine Flood Dragon.

A powerhouse known for his boundless strength, his ability to summon floods and storms with but a wave of his hand. A man of action, unrelenting and wild.

And the third…

His head was shaved, his robes immaculate despite the descent. His golden prayer beads glowed faintly, pulsing with a rhythm akin to a heartbeat. His expression was one of serenity, but his presence alone felt like it could shatter the very foundation of this place.

Virtuous King of the Buddhist Path.

The monk whose compassion knew no bounds—nor did his wrath. A cultivator who walked the fine line between mercy and destruction, whose chants alone could purify the vilest of evils.

They stood together, unwavering, looking up at the Heavenly Demon seated upon his throne.

Their voices rang clear through the shattered hall.

"The allied righteous forces have come for your head, Heavenly Demon."

I couldn’t understand what was happening.

One moment, the Heavenly Demon sat atop his throne, dark and terrible, and the next—the world collapsed into chaos.

Water surged through the grand hall, an unnatural flood that crashed against the pillars and swept away those too slow to react. The air trembled with the force of sword energy, sharp and merciless, slashing through everything in its path. The once-imposing chamber of the Heavenly Demonic Mountain had become a battlefield.

The elders roared, gathering their power in unison, their dark Qi coiling like a thousand writhing serpents. They would not bow so easily.

But their resistance lasted mere seconds.

A single arc of radiant energy descended from the sky, cleaving through bodies like they were nothing more than paper. The elders—men and women who had guided the sect for decades, who had imparted their teachings upon us, who had stood as giants in our eyes—were erased.

The flood thickened. The righteous cultivators did not stop pouring in.

My breath hitched. My feet felt frozen.

If I stayed in one place, I would die.

My instincts screamed at me to move.

And so I did.

Not toward the obvious safest place, no—that wasn’t how I survived.

I moved where the least misfortune was.

My body weaved through the chaos, my movements guided by something deeper than thought. A place where a stray sword might have decapitated me? I took a step left instead. A body surged toward me, pushed by the raging currents? I turned just in time for it to crash into someone else.

I knew this was unnatural. I knew I was playing with forces I could barely comprehend. But I had no choice.

I drew upon Delayed Destiny of the Demonic Path, pushing my fate forward, accumulating debt.

I will pay the price later. Just not today.

I took in every fraction of borrowed luck I could. Every misstep avoided, every near-death encounter brushed past me like I was water slipping through fingers. My luck was not my own, but I took it anyway.

Because I would not die here.

The Heavenly Demon still sat upon his throne, his black eyes locked onto the invaders. His fury was palpable, a storm barely restrained.

But I saw something else, too.

His hands trembled.

I didn’t know how I got there.

One moment, I was navigating through chaos—dodging strikes of sword energy, avoiding crushing waves, slipping past corpses. The next, I was on the ground, my breath ragged, my limbs trembling.

And beside me, within arm’s reach, lay the book.

The same wicked tome that had been paraded before the Heavenly Demon. The same book that resisted his grasp.

The very air around it twisted, thick with an energy that did not belong. The inscriptions along its cover pulsed, shifting like something alive.

I should have recoiled. I should have run.

But I didn’t.

Because at that moment—at that precise moment—my Sixth Sense Misfortune surged within me.

My entire body screamed at me to reach for it.

It wasn’t instinct. It wasn’t logic. It was the only truth I had ever known: Follow misfortune’s guidance, and I will not die.

So I scrambled forward, hands trembling as I clutched the book to my chest.

The moment my fingers brushed against the cover, something inside me clicked.

The shifting, foreign inscriptions no longer seemed incomprehensible. They were words. Actual, readable words. 

The Repentant Path of the Warlock Legacy.

My breath hitched.

And then, before I could react, the book dissolved.

A thousand motes of light broke apart from its cover, spiraling upward in twisting arcs of violet and gold. They surged toward me, wrapping around my limbs, sinking into my skin.

I gasped, trying to move—trying to do something—but my body refused to listen. The motes of light entered me, seeping into my flesh, my bones, my very soul.

I didn’t know what was happening.

I only knew one thing.

I was changing.

And then I was no longer Gu Jie.

At the same time, I realized I was Gu Jie.
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I was hyperventilating.

My chest heaved, my hands trembled, and my vision blurred as sweat dripped down my forehead. My thoughts scattered like frightened rats, my senses overwhelmed by the sheer wrongness coursing through my veins.

And then—

"It’s me, David."

I froze.

The voice echoed inside my head, distant yet familiar, like a name I had forgotten but somehow always knew.

"Stay focused," David said. "We are inside your memories. If you lose yourself, the misfortune you have accumulated will devour us both."

I gasped, barely registering his words as my body jerked backward—just in time to avoid a sword wave that split the ground where I had been standing.

I whipped my head around.

The Heavenly Demon and the Heavenly Sword clashed in the distance, their figures flickering between reality and illusion as their battle shook the heavens.

The Virtuous King stood in quiet concentration, golden Buddhist light radiating from his form as he chanted sutras, his voice resonating with divine power.

The Divine Flood Dragon raised his hands, summoning great torrents of water that surged through the battlefield, drowning sect elders and sweeping away entire formations.

The Heavenly Demonic Sect was burning.

Focus.

David’s words echoed in my mind, pulling me from the chaos.

I sucked in a shaky breath, forcing myself to listen—not to my panic, not to my fear, but to the one thing that had always guided me: my Sixth Sense Misfortune.

I let it pull me.

I moved—not with thought, but with instinct—ducking, weaving, slipping past blades and spells that should have cut me apart.

The battle raged on, and I ran, David’s voice still whispering in the back of my mind.

But I couldn’t shake the feeling.

The feeling that I knew him.

That I had always known him.

I clumsily drew my sword, my grip unsteady as I barely deflected the first strike. Sparks flew as my blade met another, but the impact rattled my bones. My stance was weak. My movements, sluggish.

I had never experienced real combat before.

And it showed.

Three cultivators surrounded me, their eyes sharp and full of killing intent. They weren’t stronger than me—not individually—but together, they were overwhelming.

One lunged. I parried, but my form was a mess, my reaction too slow. Another struck from the side, and I barely twisted in time to block. The third aimed for my legs. I jumped back, only for my foot to slip on the blood-slicked ground.

I stumbled.

"Focus."

David’s voice rang clear in my mind.

"Angle your blade—don’t meet their force head-on. Redirect it."

I gasped, throwing my sword up just in time. My opponent’s strike slid off the edge instead of pushing me back. The opening let me step away, widening the distance.

"Breathe. Don’t react—predict. You can already feel where misfortune lies. Use it."

My Sixth Sense pulsed.

One of them was about to attack my left. Another was preparing a feint from the right. The third—I couldn’t tell.

I forced myself to stay calm. I couldn’t think too much—I had to move.

The left cultivator lunged. I pivoted, dodging by an inch. The right one struck next. I raised my sword to block—then realized, it was a feint.

My stomach dropped.

The third cultivator, the one I couldn’t sense, came from behind.

I turned, but I was too slow—

"Drop!"

I didn’t hesitate.

I threw myself to the ground, barely avoiding the slash aimed at my back. My own sword clanged against the stone, slipping from my grip.

I reached for it.

Too late.

A boot slammed into my wrist, pinning me down. I let out a choked breath, pain shooting through my arm. The cultivator standing over me sneered, raising his sword for the finishing blow.

I stared up, heart pounding.

"Roll! Now!"

I twisted, ignoring the pain as I rolled to the side. A second later, a sword embedded itself in the ground where my head had been.

I scrambled back, gasping.

"Get up. You won’t survive if you stay on the ground."

I pushed myself to my feet, gripping my sword with trembling hands.

I wasn’t winning this. I knew that much.

But somehow, I was lasting.

And it was all because of the voice in my head.

The fight continued.

And we were losing.

I couldn’t tell how much time had passed—only that my arms ached, my legs trembled, and my breath came in ragged gasps. Cuts burned along my skin, each one a reminder of my failure to dodge, to parry, to fight properly.

I wasn’t meant for this.

I had never been meant for this.

The cultivators before me advanced, their eyes filled with the righteous fury of those who had come to eradicate demons. I stepped back, swallowing the lump in my throat.

“I—I don’t want to fight,” I choked out. My voice was hoarse, weak. “Please. Let me go.”

They hesitated. Only for a second.

Then the one in front sneered. “Now you beg?”

I flinched.

“You serve the Heavenly Demon,” another spat. “You stood by while your sect devoured the innocent. And now you want mercy?”

I did.

I desperately did.

I wanted to run. I wanted to be anywhere but here. I wanted to forget the taste of fear in my mouth and the weight of blood on my hands.

The brainwashing drilled into me since childhood wavered.

The teachings, the lessons—the devotion I was supposed to feel—it all seemed distant, almost ridiculous, now that I stood on the losing side.

I was supposed to gladly lay my life down for the Heavenly Demon.

But I didn’t want to.

I didn’t want to die.

A sword swung at me. I barely raised my own to block, the force rattling my arms. I staggered back, sweat dripping into my eyes. The world blurred.

"Move!" David’s voice snapped in my head.

I stumbled, my footwork clumsy. Another blade sliced toward me. I twisted too slow, and pain bloomed along my side.

I gasped.

The wound wasn’t deep, but it stung.

Another strike. Another cut.

I couldn’t keep up.

More and more, the brainwashing bled away.

More and more, fear took its place.

And then—

I saw it.

Across the battlefield, at the center of the carnage, the Heavenly Demon stood.

Or rather—he wavered.

His golden and dark robes were tattered. His noble face, once untouched by age, now looked weary. His pitch-black eyes burned with rage.

And then—

A sword pierced him.

The Heavenly Sword stood before him, blade buried deep in the old man’s chest. His expression was as cold as steel.

The Heavenly Demon opened his mouth, but no words came.

His body trembled.

Then, slowly, he crumpled to his knees.

I forgot to breathe.

The Heavenly Demon—our master, our god—

He was dying.

And in that moment, I realized.

The sect was finished.

We were finished.

Pain exploded in my shoulder.

I gasped, stumbling backward as the blade lodged itself deep into my flesh. My knees buckled, and before I could react, a boot slammed against my chest.

I hit the ground hard. The air fled my lungs.

Above me stood a young man—roughly my age, his cultivation just as good as mine, if not better. His eyes burned with righteous fervor, and his lips curled into something between disgust and satisfaction.

He pressed his foot down harder.

I wheezed.

"Not much of a demon, are you?" he said, tilting his head.

"Just kill her already," one of his friends muttered, stepping closer.

"No, wait," another interjected. "She’s an important disciple, right? She’s worth merit."

A third one scoffed. "So who gets the credit?"

I could barely register their words through the pain. My head spun. My body screamed in protest. Blood seeped from my shoulder, hot and wet, soaking into my already tattered robes.

They were debating over who should take my head.

Like I wasn’t even a person.

Like I was just another tally to their names, another step toward their glory.

I clenched my teeth, heart pounding as I tried to push the boot off my chest. It didn’t budge.

The young man above me smirked. "Oh? Still got some fight left?"

I didn’t.

Not really.

But I didn’t want to die.

David’s voice echoed in my head. "Stay focused."

I swallowed, trying to think, trying to find a way out. My Sixth Sense Misfortune screamed at me—this was it. The moment my luck would run out.

I struggled.

The young man lifted his sword.

"Fine," he said, almost amused. "I’ll take her head, then."

"DON’T LET THEM KILL YOU!"

David’s voice rang in my head like a thunderclap.

And then—

BOOM.

A pillar of lightning descended from the heavens. Blinding, deafening, all-consuming. The world turned white.

I felt the weight on my chest vanish, the boot that had been crushing me gone in an instant. The sword meant to take my life never fell.

I gasped for air.

As my vision cleared, I saw him.

Standing where my would-be executioners had been was a lone figure clad in plated armor—rustic gold and deep green. His helm, reflecting twin lights of gold, obscured his face. A half-ethereal cape, shifting between existence and nothingness, billowed behind him.

In his hand, he held a sword. He had drawn it from nowhere, as if it had always belonged to him.

The cultivators who had surrounded me?

Gone.

No blood. No corpses.

Just dust.

He exhaled, examining his weapon with mild interest. “I had a feeling it was something like this.”

I trembled. My body ached, my mind reeled. I could still feel the phantom pain of the sword that had pierced my shoulder, the pressure of the boot against my ribs.

I turned my gaze to him.

His presence alone made the air feel heavier, as though the world itself bent to accommodate his existence.

My lips were dry. My throat burned.

Still, I forced the words out.

“…Who are you?”

“The name is David,” the armored man said. He glanced at me, his helm reflecting the twin golden lights of his eyes with increasing furiosity. “But others call me Da Wei.”

I didn’t move. I barely breathed.

Everything was gone.

The Heavenly Sword. The Virtuous King. The Divine Flood Dragon. The elders. The demonic cultivators. The righteous cultivators. Every single person in the battlefield had turned to dust.

The only ones left were me and David.

A cold wind howled through the ruins of the Heavenly Demonic Sect. My wounds stung, my body shivered. I struggled to my feet, hand pressing against my injured shoulder. The pain felt distant, overshadowed by something far worse.

Then—

Drip.

Something wet landed on my cheek.

I wiped it absentmindedly, but when I looked down at my fingers—

Red.

It was raining.

But not water.

I could taste the iron on my lips. The scent of rust filled the air.

It was raining blood.

The ground trembled. A soundless force gripped my chest, making it hard to breathe.

Then, from the place where the Heavenly Demon had just died—

It rose.

A horned man, pale as a corpse, with bat-like wings unfurling from his back. His robes were ripped apart, exposing a skeletal torso etched with demonic runes that glowed a sickly red. The air distorted around him, thick with something wrong.

His black eyes locked onto me.

A grin stretched across his face, lips pulling back too wide, revealing teeth far too sharp.

He raised a bony finger and pointed straight at me.

“YOU ARE MINE.”

I froze. My limbs refused to move. My heart pounded so loudly I could barely hear anything else.

David stepped forward. He placed a hand on his sword and muttered,

“No matter what, don’t let him kill you.”
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Breathe in.

Breathe out.

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t see this coming.

One of the recurring xianxia tropes, I think… was the master taking over the disciple’s body. To be fair, it happened so many times in Lost Legends Online—especially to players who followed the Mage Legacy. Liches and demons loved the body possession genre way too much.

Well, transmigrators could learn a thing or two from them.

Or maybe it was the other way around.

I exhaled, gripping my sword.

“So, pal,” I said casually. “Got any name?”

The horned figure barely reacted. His pitch-black eyes gleamed with something ancient and malevolent. Then, with a flick of his hand, a trident materialized in his grasp—its three prongs crackling with dark energy. The weapon pulsed, warping the air around it, as if reality itself wanted nothing to do with it.

The Heavenly Demon’s lips curled into a sneer.

“HOW DARE YOU INTRUDE UPON THIS SACRED CEREMONY?” His voice shook the ground beneath me. The blood rain hissed where it met his skin, evaporating into tendrils of black mist.

“THE MISFORTUNE INSIDE THE VESSEL IS YET TO MATURE, BUT CONSIDERING THE CIRCUMSTANCES… I MUST NOT DELAY ANY LONGER. RISKING MY RESURRECTION WOULD BE FOOLISH.”

His gaze snapped toward Gu Jie.

I tightened my grip.

“…Yeah, I figured it’d be something like this.”

"I ADVISE YOU FROM THIS FOOLISH ACTION.”

The Heavenly Demon’s voice rolled through the ruined battlefield like a funeral bell. His black eyes locked onto me, deep and hollow, as if they could swallow my existence whole.

“AT MY PEAK, I STOOD AT THE EIGHTH REALM.” His grip tightened around the trident, dark energy spiraling around its prongs. “CURRENTLY, WHILE I ONLY STAND AT THE SEVENTH REALM, I AM MORE THAN ENOUGH FOR YOUR KIND.”

I exhaled slowly.

Tried to activate Final Adjudication.

—Nothing.

Tried Voice Chat to call up Dave, my trusty Holy Spirit.

—Silence.

I frowned.

Alright. This was kinda serious.

My Ultimate Skills were locked. That was bad, but I could still use normal skills. I adjusted my stance and switched my passive TriDivine to Divine Flesh. My body hardened, muscles becoming more resilient, flesh taking on an unnatural durability. It was a long-term tanking build, my second best option after outright obliterating enemies with Ultimate Skills.

I layered my defenses.

Armor of the Indomitable—every hit I took stacked my defense exponentially.

Sacred Bulwark—returned a portion of all damage back to the attacker.

Shield of the Eternal—a regenerating forcefield that absorbed incoming attacks before they could touch me.

I felt the weight of the spells settle into my body, an invisible layer of divine protection wrapping around me.

Then, I raised my sword.

“My kind?” I smirked, watching for his reaction. “Ever met someone like me? Now, that’s something I want to hear.”

The Heavenly Demon laughed. It was the kind of laugh that echoed through bones, slithering into marrow, crawling up the spine like a thousand centipedes. He spread his arms wide, his shredded robes fluttering around his skeletal frame.

“ALL OF THEM.” His black eyes glowed with malevolence. “ALL OF THE RIGHTEOUS CULTIVATORS, BLIND. THEY CLING TO THEIR LAWS, THEIR PATHS, IGNORANT TO TRUE STRENGTH.”

His voice was heavy, rich with centuries of arrogance.

“THEY FEAR WHAT THEY DO NOT UNDERSTAND. THEY CONDEMN THAT WHICH THEY CANNOT CONTROL. THEY REJECT THE GIFTS BESTOWED FROM BEYOND.”

The trident pulsed in his grip, its aura thick like coagulated blood.

“BUT WHEN THE DEVILS WALK THIS WORLD, WHEN THEY RETURN TO CLAIM WHAT IS THEIRS,” the Heavenly Demon’s lips curled into something between a sneer and a grin, “THERE WILL BE NO SANCTUARY. THERE WILL BE NO KINGDOMS. THERE WILL BE NO HEROES.”

His black gaze burned into me.

“THERE WILL ONLY BE HELL.”

Yeah, yeah, standard villain monologue. I’d heard enough of these to last a lifetime.

While he was busy with his grand declaration, I casually cast Designate Holy Enemy.

A reversed red cross flickered into existence above his head.

The Heavenly Demon snarled the moment he felt it.

He waved a hand, dark energy surging as he dispelled the mark instantly.

Bad move, buddy.

Dispels were trump cards. In a proper fight, you never wasted one unless absolutely necessary. He just burned his for no reason other than his fragile ego.

No wonder this dude died.

Compel Duel.

A radiant halo materialized above both my head and the Heavenly Demon's.

The light wasn't warm or divine—it was an oath made manifest, an unbreakable contract of combat. The golden ring spun slowly, inscribed with intricate symbols that pulsed in time with my heartbeat.

For a brief second, the Heavenly Demon winced, as if shackles had closed around him. The halo above his head flickered—then solidified, locking him into the duel.

The air around us hummed with restriction.

A fight only between us.

If he tried to fight someone else? Stat penalties.

If he tried to run? Stat penalties.

If anyone else tried to interfere? My skill would be canceled, but he wouldn’t know that.

His fingers curled into claws, his trident vibrating with an unseen force.

“YOU…” The word dripped with venom.

I rolled my shoulders and settled into stance.

“Yeah?” I raised my sword. “En garde.”

I cast Shield of Faith on Gu Jie, a shimmering barrier of pure faith enveloping her like a translucent dome. It was one of the few supportive skills I had that I could cast on others, barring healing spells and Gu Jie damn well needed the barrier.

I tightened my grip around my sword, raising it with both hands in a solid defensive stance. Breathe in. Breathe out.

I let go of my hesitation. I immersed myself in the memories of David_69, the real Paladin in me.

The armor felt right—as if I'd been wearing it my whole life. The weight, the way the plated segments shifted with my movements—it was second nature. Even the helmet, which should’ve obscured my peripheral vision, didn’t bother me. I didn't need to see everything. I just needed to react.

The Heavenly Demon flickered.

A black shadow, rippling with malevolent energy, lunged toward me in a trident thrust aimed for my heart.

I saw it.

I traced his power using my evolved Divine Sense and parried with Flash Parry—a high-level Martial Path skill, faster and sharper than the basic version. The moment our weapons clashed, a burst of divine sparks erupted, and I felt an instant mana restoration surge through me. Good.

Flash Parry had a short cooldown—three to four seconds—but landing it meant I could chain an empowered Martial Path skill next.

I chose Stagger.

A subtle pulse of force rippled from me, forcing the Heavenly Demon into a 1.4-second staggered state just from standing too close. His movement stuttered, an opening forming—small but enough.

I felt his malevolent energy slip past my parry, some of it managing to pierce through—but my Shield of the Eternal absorbed it. Sacred Bulwark reflected the excess back, turning his own dark power into scorching holy damage.

His face twisted in surprise.

I didn’t let him recover.

I activated War Smite, my blade igniting with righteous fury, and slammed it into him. A shockwave blasted from the impact, sending the Heavenly Demon flying backward like a comet.

Then, before he could even think of stabilizing—

I pointed my sword at him.

Holy Smite.

A halo materialized above him, glowing with searing brilliance. Then—

It rained holy projectiles.

The Heavenly Demon slammed his trident down, sending a deep, echoing boom through the battlefield. The ground cracked beneath him as waves of dark energy spread outward, devouring the ambient qi in the atmosphere. His wounds sealed almost instantly, his body pulsing with renewed power.

Great. He could heal.

I wanted to follow up, but I had Gu Jie to protect.

That was the problem with being a tank in PvP. Not because they were slow—not at all. A well-built tank could keep up just fine. The real reason tanks were unpopular in PvP?

DPS.

Or rather, the lack of it.

Of course, I was an exception. But still…

If I were a full DPS Paladin, built for raw damage output, I might have been able to one-shot the Heavenly Demon in the 1.4 seconds he was staggered. Even without Ultimate Skills. Maybe. Maybe not. I stand by my opinion.

My DPS peaked when my health dipped low. Or, even better—if I died once.

The problem? There was no enemy yet that could match my natural defenses. Even without buffs, my passive skills stacked on top of each other, making me ridiculously hard to kill. And that was before adding my tank skills into the equation.

Still—this was the first serious fight I was having against a cultivator. (Jiang Zhen didn’t count.)

The cloud of dust where I’d blasted the Heavenly Demon finally settled.

He rose.

His pale, horned face twisted into a glare, his eyes burning with hatred.

“YOU ARE NOT FROM AROUND HERE!” his voice boomed. “YOU ARE HELL’S ENEMY!”

Yeah. At this point, it was pretty undeniable.

This guy kept referencing Hell.

In the same way Lu Gao had made contact with Hell, this guy had done the same.

Coincidence? I doubted it.

I wondered—was it Hell that had given him that Legacy Advancement Book that Gu Jie had absorbed? It made sense. Maybe they were running a referral program.

I took a step forward, keeping my blade raised.

“So, you’re friendly with Hell, huh?” I asked. “Tell me—how did you get in touch with them?”

The Heavenly Demon scoffed.

“I DON’T NEED TO ANSWER YOUR QUERY.”

Above us, the halo linking us through Compel Duel flickered—then vanished.

I clicked my tongue in annoyance.

Again?

He’d used his dispel ability.

I narrowed my eyes. He hadn’t used it instantly after I’d cast Compel Duel, so it probably had a cooldown instead of an energy cost.

Still—that was a ridiculously short cooldown. Broken, even.

Most dispels were heavily resource-restricted, but this guy? Spam-casting.

The Heavenly Demon raised his trident.

His voice rang through the battlefield.

“THREE PATHS TO POWER!”

His body split into three.

Each form now held a single-pronged spear instead of a trident.

Glowing characters hovered above each of the clones.

Thanks to my Translation skill from the Linguist sub-class, their meanings became clear.


	Ambition (志)

	Violence (暴)

	Cruelty (残)



The Ambition clone smirked, voice laced with arrogance.

“We only need to kill the psyche of the sacrifice, and the ritual will be complete.”

The Cruelty clone grinned, eyes gleaming with malice.

“We will have fun destroying you, outsider.” He spread his arms mockingly. “Even the great Sects of the entire realm had to send their strongest warriors to deal with me. What makes you think you can handle me alone?”

I didn’t bother answering.

Then came Violence.

He didn't waste breath on words.

He roared, body bursting into a fiery aura that stank of sulfur.

“I WILL DESTROY YOU!”

This guy yapped too much.

My shorter cooldown-based skills had already reset. I focused on Violence first—he was the loudest and most aggressive. He lunged at me with his spear wreathed in sulfuric flames. I activated Flash Parry, deflecting his attack with precise timing. The impact sent a satisfying shockwave through my arms, and a fraction of my mana surged back into my reserves.

Then, a chill ran down my spine as Divine Sense warned me.

Cruelty materialized from Violence’s shadow, his spear slithering toward me like a venomous serpent. I barely twisted my body in time, the weapon slicing through the air where my ribs had been a moment ago.

And then there was Ambition—predictable, arrogant Ambition.

He had bypassed me entirely and was behind us now, his spear streaking toward Gu Jie. Despite her lack of cultivation, she could see everything. Because this was inside her memories, inside her. She stood frozen, horror written across her face.

Okay. A three-on-one situation with a handicap? Might be a bit much even for me.

I summoned World Aegis from my Item Box, catching both Violence and Cruelty mid-attack. Their spears rebounded, momentarily throwing them off balance. I followed up immediately with Shield Bash, smashing my shield forward and sending them both staggering back with the knockback effect.

That left Ambition.

I had a second to act before his spear ran Gu Jie through.

I activated Castling.

A burst of light swapped my position with hers. The moment I appeared in front of Ambition, I dismissed my sword and shield back into my Item Box. His spear struck true, sinking into my chest.

A sharp crack echoed in my ears. The pain flared through my ribs, but I grinned.

That’s more like it.

Sacrificial Zeal kicked in, amplifying my attack power the lower my health dropped.

Ambition’s smug expression shifted as he realized something was wrong. I tightened my grip on the spear embedded in my chest and twisted it viciously. He gasped in pain at the reflected damage, eyes widening in disbelief.

"You should probably grit your teeth," I advised.

I clenched my fist and activated Righteous Reckoning, multiplying my damage reflection while empowering my next attack.

Holy energy surged through my arm.

I reared back my glowing fist, channeling Divine Smite, and punched Ambition square in the face.

His head exploded.
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Again, seeing how I slaughtered the demonic clone, I realized just how vastly different damage was calculated in this world. I still couldn’t let go of the mentality that this place functioned like Lost Legends Online. The numbers in my head weren’t adding up.

Anyway…

Ambition crumbled into dust, his spear vanishing with him.

Cruelty grinned. His spear crackled with dark energy, the single prong splitting into two jagged points. The air twisted around him as his aura grew denser, fouler. So he was the core.

Violence roared and lunged for Gu Jie, his entire body blazing like an infernal comet.

I clenched my teeth and activated Spell Resonance, a skill from the Spiritual Path sometimes shared with Mages, Shamans, Warlocks, or Druids. It allowed me to store a spell that could be instantly cast and couldn’t be interrupted.

Summon: Holy Spirit.

A golden sigil formed in front of Gu Jie, and from it, a warrior of light emerged, clad in brilliant silver armor with a tower shield and spear. My Holy Spirit, Dave.

Dave raised his shield and intercepted Violence’s charge with a Shield Bash. A holy force burst out, repelling the rampaging clone.

Of course, his appearance here meant my main body was left vulnerable outside... so I should finish this fast.

Dave turned his head toward me. "What’s the objective, My Lord?"

I didn’t hesitate. "Protect Gu Jie."

Dave nodded and braced himself, raising his shield to guard her.

I breathed in and out, steadying myself. This world played by different rules, and I needed to stop treating it like Lost Legends Online. And here I thought the fight with Brukhelm had been the exception. Damage calculation, mechanics, and even skill interactions had been unpredictable, but that didn’t mean I was at a disadvantage.

I summoned my sword from my Item Box as I activated Holy Wrath—a buff spell that empowered the next attack. Blue and gold radiance poured from beneath me, forming the shape of feathered wings that flared out and then dispersed into shimmering motes.

I didn’t stop there.

Blessed Weapon.

My sword pulsed with divine light, golden radiance trailing along its edge. The warmth of the spell coursed through me, and as was my habit, I recited its flavor text in my head:

“A blade bathed in light carries the will of the heavens. It does not waver, nor does it yield. With each strike, righteousness is etched into the flesh of the wicked, and the path of the just is made clear.”

I had long since learned that deeply understanding the meaning behind a skill’s flavor text could actually empower it. I would have dismissed them as fluff, but I had found something deeper in them. Call it immersion training.

The divine light brightened further, burning away the darkness around me.

Cruelty clicked his tongue. "Tch. This is getting tiresome."

Then he slammed his bident down.

The ground quaked. Malevolent energy pulsed outward.

Ambition reappeared, splitting Cruelty's bident into a single pronged spear. I watched as Ambition's form rematerialized, along with his spear. It was the same bastard I had blasted the skull moments ago, now fully restored.

I narrowed my eyes. "Now, that’s just plain gimmicky."

The trio of demons circled above, their bat-like wings beating against the thick air. Their voices dripped with venom as they hurled insults at me, their words barely worth processing.

"Arrogant fool!" spat Ambition, gripping his spear tightly. "You won’t get lucky, twice!"

Cruelty sneered. "Did you think righteousness alone could protect you? How naive."

Violence bared his fangs in a mad grin. "WE WILL RIP YOU APART!"

They gained altitude, their dark forms circling like vultures over carrion. Below them, Gu Jie remained silent as a mouse, staying exactly where she needed to be—at the center of our formation. I wasn’t sure if she was too scared to speak or if she trusted me and Dave enough to handle this. Either way, it worked.

Dave stood firm beside her, gripping his tower shield.

"Dave, any suggestion?" I asked.

"My Lord," he responded, his voice steady. "The enemy’s strategy is clear. They seek an opportunity to divide us. If we had access to our Ultimate Skills, we could end this now. For now, I can only offer defense to Gu Jie."

Holy Spirits had the innate ability to conjure weapons matching their class, and Dave used it well. Without hesitation, he discarded his spear. A second tower shield appeared in his other hand.

I almost let out a whistle. Dual wielding shields?

That would have been impossible in Lost Legends Online. Too impractical. Too inefficient.

But this wasn’t LLO.

And Dave wasn’t bound by game mechanics anymore as much as I'd been.

He raised both shields, standing in a firm, immovable stance. His body shimmered with protective energy, a literal wall between Gu Jie and the incoming threats.

Good.

That meant I could focus entirely on the fight.

As the three demons circled above, I turned to Gu Jie. "What do you know about the Heavenly Demon?"

Gu Jie hesitated, her fingers curling into her sleeves. "His mastery of illusion techniques is unparalleled. Even the greatest sects struggled against him." Her voice wavered slightly, but she continued. "He wielded all kinds of elemental arts with deadly precision, his spearmanship was unmatched, his vitality terrifying. Near-immortality… he had myriad abilities that made him such a fearsome demon… that even if he was so far in the archipelago, the biggest sects in the world still heard of him... and feared him."

I frowned. There was something in her tone—an unshakable reverence.

No matter how much she feared him, no matter how much she had distanced herself from him, there was still an undeniable attachment.

I sighed through my nose and glanced at my chest. The spear wound I had taken earlier was long gone, my healing magic having done its job. However, my armor still bore the hole where it had pierced through.

That was… concerning.

Back in Lost Legends Online, armor and weapons had durability. The only exception was legendary gear. That meant—

My Wandering Adjudicator armor I was wearing wasn’t the real thing.

The items I pulled from my Item Box were probably all replicas, conjured by this strange space.

That explained a lot. No wonder even I was starting to feel the pressure. Every possible handicap was stacked against me.

But so what?

I let out a breath and rolled my shoulders. I wasn’t going to lose here. This was a complete mismatch. A Paladin against a demon? The odds were as lopsided as they could get.

Losing here would be an embarrassment.

A damn shame.

I spread my arms wide, tilting my head back. A grin stretched across my face.

And then, I laughed.

It started as a low chuckle, then grew into full-bodied amusement. My voice echoed through this mindscape, rising above the tension.

The three demons paused mid-flight.

The wind stirred.

I raised my chin, eyes burning with conviction.

"Under heaven and earth, only I am the honored one!"

I had always wanted to say something like that.

“Radiant Dawn.”

I used another skill.

The golden radiance of Radiant Dawn condensed around me, pulsing with divine brilliance. The air shimmered in response, warping under the sheer intensity of the buff. Holy power surged in my veins, a burning flood of righteousness waiting to be unleashed. And yet, I wasn’t about to waste it on some half-measure.

I still had Holy Wrath active. The energy kept compounding, multiplying the potential devastation of my next strike.

So, naturally, I did the most sensible thing.

I pointed my sword at my own chest—and drove it in.

Gu Jie gasped.

Cruelty cackled in amusement.

Ambition frowned, wary.

Violence, however, reacted in the way I wanted most. His eyes burned with frenzied anticipation as he lunged forward, his spear wreathed in hellish flames.

Sacrificial Zeal kicked in, empowering me with every ounce of health I lost. The divine radiance around me flared even brighter, and the pain instantly converted into righteous strength. I gritted my teeth, and my memories of David_69 immersed me deeper into my battle instincts. The real Paladin in me didn’t just tolerate pain—he weaponized it.

I cast Retributive Restoration, fueling my next strike with the healing I was about to receive.

Violence’s spear plunged into my chest.

It hurt, but I endured.

I left both weapons—my sword and his spear—embedded in my body. Instead of removing them, I healed.

Great Cure.

Golden light enveloped me as my health skyrocketed. The force of the healing surged into Retributive Restoration, the divine overflow channeling into my next attack. I twisted my body slightly, turning toward Violence, and lifted a hand.

Then, I slapped him with Thunderous Smite.

The sheer force of the impact sent a concussive shockwave through the air. The divine energy expanded in an instant, swallowing Violence whole. He barely had time to scream before he and his spear disintegrated, his very essence obliterated by the surge of holy power.

I watched with Divine Sense as the remnants of Violence’s existence were drawn toward Cruelty. His spear, once single-pronged, transformed into a bident once more. His aura deepened, twisting with an unnatural presence.

I moved.

I activated Zealot’s Stride in conjunction with Flash Step, covering the distance between us in an instant. My open palm radiated scorching energy as I slammed Searing Smite into Cruelty’s face.

He managed to block by summoning an aura of ice, the opposing elements clashing violently upon impact. The resulting explosion sent cracks through the air itself, distorting the battlefield.

Meanwhile, Ambition dashed toward Gu Jie, spear poised to strike.

Dave met him head-on, dual-wielding his tower shields like a living fortress.

He would hold the line.

That meant I only had one job left.

End Cruelty.

I gripped Cruelty by the throat. His ice aura spread over my arm, sharp and bitter, but I didn’t mind. The frost crackled and spread, layering over my skin like crystalline vines, biting deep into my flesh.

I casually topped off my health with Great Cure.

The divine warmth surged through me, erasing the pain before it could even set in. I made sure not to let my health dip below 75%—a delicate balance to maintain purely by instinct. Too low, and I’d risk a genuine injury.

A challenge, but nothing I couldn’t handle.

I pulled Cruelty’s face closer to mine, letting the cold deepen its bite. My passive Reflect, empowered by Sacred Bulwark, steadily returned the damage back at him. It wasn’t just the ice aura either—the sword still embedded in my chest pulsed with residual energy, funneling more pain into my opponent than it did to me.

Cruelty struggled, his clawed fingers scraping against my gauntlet. He tried to speak, but I tightened my grip, silencing him.

“Tell me,” I mused. “Are you human?”

He couldn’t answer.

I enlightened him anyway. “Because if you are, you’d be my first murder. Quite the sobering thought, really.”

Cruelty’s body trembled. Whether from rage, pain, or fear, I didn’t care. I had enough of his theatrics.

I raised my free hand, divine energy surging into my clenched fist.

Divine Smite.

The light burst forth as I slammed my fist into his head.

Cruelty—and his bident—disintegrated into ash. The swirling remnants of his essence funneled toward Ambition, drawn in like ink bleeding into water.

Huh.

So Cruelty wasn’t the main body after all.

All three of them were.

I let out a breath, then dropped into a freefall. As I fell, I topped off my health again with Great Cure, keeping the cycle going.

Ambition—no, the Heavenly Demon—had fully reformed below me.

I landed right on his chest, my boot pinning him against the ground.

The force of the impact cratered the earth beneath him, sending cracks spiderwebbing through the battlefield. The weight of my divine power pressed down, crushing him inch by inch.

His shrieks filled the air as the reflected damage from Sacred Bulwark ate away at his body.

Slowly.

Painfully.

He clawed at my leg, screaming, writhing beneath my heel. His aura flickered wildly, no longer in control. His once-menacing presence had been reduced to desperate, undignified thrashing.

Pathetic.

I reached for the sword still embedded in my chest and twisted it, pouring more pain into myself—just enough to fuel my next attack.

Righteous Reckoning.

The holy power amplified the reflected damage even further. The Heavenly Demon convulsed, his screams reaching an unbearable pitch.

“Mercy!” he howled. “SPARE ME—!”

I pressed down harder.

And watched him suffer.

The Heavenly Demon’s screams had long since turned hoarse, reduced to broken, desperate wails. His body twitched beneath my boot, his once-menacing aura flickering like a dying ember. His hands, clawed and trembling, reached out in a final, pitiful plea.

I met his gaze—wide, terrified, utterly defeated.

"Mercy," he rasped, his voice barely above a whisper. "Please... spare me..."

I ignored him and turned to Gu Jie. She had remained still this entire time, silent as a ghost. Her face was pale, her hands clenched at her sides. Even without cultivation, she had seen everything.

"You’re free now," I told her. "From him. From your past."

She inhaled sharply but said nothing.

I turned my attention back to the writhing demon beneath me.

I clenched my fist. Divine energy gathered around it, golden light pulsing with righteous fury.

This guy had talked a big game. He had thrown his power around, split himself into three, hurled insults like he was invincible. He had tried to break me, tried to break Gu Jie.

And now, in the face of real defeat, he begged.

Pathetic.

I brought my fist down.

Divine Smite.

The holy energy surged through him, swallowing his body in golden light. His scream cut off instantly. His form shattered, dispersing into nothingness like dust in the wind.

And just like that, the so-called Heavenly Demon was gone.

Honestly?

That title was wasted on him.
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I stood there in silence, watching as my armor crumbled into dust, fading away like a dream that had lasted just a little too long. In its place, I felt the familiar texture of my Lofty Jade Proposition robe, wrapping around me comfortably. The battle was over. The so-called Heavenly Demon was nothing but a memory now.

Gu Jie, too, changed. Her younger, unburdened appearance now carried more nuance. Her clothes and features shifted, aligning with the version of her I had come to know. It was a subtle transformation—one that reflected not just her physical self but the weight of her past, lightened just a little.

My Holy Spirit, Dave, had already vanished the moment the battle ended. He had no place in this world, after all.

I turned to Gu Jie and offered her a hand. She hesitated for a moment before taking it, her fingers cold but steady. As always, she addressed me with quiet reverence.

"Master."

I sighed. "You can just call me David, you know."

She blinked at me, as if the thought had never occurred to her. Then she shook her head. "Master."

Yeah, figures.

I exhaled and folded my arms. "So, are you finally ready to tell me the rest of your story?"

Gu Jie turned to me, her expression unreadable for a long moment. Then, slowly, she smiled. It wasn't the kind of smile you gave when you were happy—it was the kind that came when you accepted something painful.

The world around us shifted.

The shattered battlefield faded, replaced by another time, another place. The sky darkened. The wind howled.

And then, I saw her.

A younger Gu Jie stood alone beneath the weight of the heavens, clutching a book that pulsed with ominous energy.

The Legacy Advancement Book.

She had taken the first step onto the Repentant Path of the Warlock.

The world around us had shifted into something else entirely. The battlefield had vanished, replaced by a darkened sky and a barren wasteland. The wind howled, dry and relentless, carrying the scent of dust and something acrid—like burned offerings.

And there she was.

A younger Gu Jie stood in the middle of it all, a small figure against the overwhelming chaos.

She clutched at her robes, trembling, her gaze darting between two opposing forces. On one side, cultivators in flowing robes, the righteous warriors of the greatest sects in the world. Their blades shone with holy light, their auras steady and unwavering.

On the other side—Him.

The Heavenly Demon loomed above them all, his presence a stain upon the world. And before him, kneeling, was a girl.

Gu Jie’s voice cut through the silence.

“I was… confused,” she admitted, her tone quiet, almost distant. “I didn’t know who to root for.”

I didn’t interrupt her. I just watched as the scene played out before us, her past unraveling like a threadbare tapestry.

The girl kneeling before the Heavenly Demon was younger than Gu Jie, but not by much. There was something in her eyes—something resolute.

“She was the only friend I ever made,” Gu Jie continued. “She… she chose to sacrifice herself to him.”

The words were heavy, and I felt the weight behind them.

“She said it was the only way,” Gu Jie whispered. “That if she didn’t, he would take someone else. Maybe me. She thought she could change something… that she could control her own fate, even in the face of that monster.”

The scene shifted.

The moment of sacrifice came and went, but I didn’t need to see the details. The way Gu Jie turned her head away was enough.

Then, the righteous cultivators arrived.

Blades unsheathed. Techniques erupted. The sky turned into a canvas of destruction, streaked with the light of a hundred different arts.

Gu Jie flinched.

“I ran,” she admitted. “I wasn’t brave enough to fight. I wasn’t strong enough to change anything.”

Through the storm of battle, I watched as her younger self darted through the chaos, dodging stray attacks with the uncanny instinct that was her Sixth Sense Misfortune. The battlefield itself seemed to twist around her, bending fate to keep her just out of reach of destruction.

And then—

A book.

It lay discarded among the rubble, untouched by the battle around it. A simple thing, bound in black leather, its surface marred by age. It pulsed faintly, as if alive.

She hesitated, staring at it.

And then, without thinking, she reached for it.

The moment her fingers brushed against the cover, light engulfed her.

“I watched him die,” she said. “Over and over again.”

The memory replayed in front of us, an echo of the past made tangible. The Heavenly Demon, a being of unfathomable strength, cut down by the righteous cultivators. Blood spilled, staining the battlefield. And yet, before his body could even cool, his wounds would knit back together, his broken bones reforming as if time itself refused to let him die.

And then he would rise again.

Gu Jie stood there, watching it all unfold, a spectator to an endless cycle.

“I didn’t know what to feel,” she admitted. “Every time he fell, I thought—maybe this time, it would be real. Maybe this time, he wouldn’t stand back up.”

She clenched her fists.

“But he always did. And every time, something in me wavered.”

The Heavenly Demon was her captor, the one who had twisted her fate. And yet, watching him fall, only to rise again, stirred something in her.

“Did I hate him?” she murmured. “Did I… pity him?”

Her younger self flinched as another blade pierced through the demon’s chest.

“I didn’t know,” Gu Jie said. “But I did know that I didn’t want to be there anymore.”

The memory shifted, the scene flickering like an old lantern about to die.

The book.

The Repentant Path of the Warlock Legacy.

It pulsed with power, its very presence an anomaly in the chaos of the battlefield.

“When I absorbed the Legacy,” Gu Jie said, “my mind cleared.”

She turned to me, something like disbelief in her eyes, as if even now, she couldn’t quite believe it.

“For the first time since I was taken, I could think.”

The fog that had shrouded her thoughts, the whispers of loyalty, the instinct to obey—it all vanished in an instant.

“And then,” she continued, “I felt it. An impulse. An overwhelming, undeniable need to run.”

The younger Gu Jie bolted.

She didn’t stop to think, didn’t stop to question. Her legs moved before her mind could catch up, her body driven by something deeper than fear.

I hummed in thought. “I think I know why.”

She looked at me curiously.

“Warlocks have a passive,” I said. “A resistance against temptations from Beyond. Technically, they have a passive skill that makes them sane.”

Gu Jie blinked. Then, she laughed. It was a short, dry sound. “So that’s what it was?”

I nodded. “Seems like it.”

For a moment, she just stood there, considering it.

Then, the memory moved forward once more.

Her escape had taken her far. She had been strong, even back then—strong enough to forge her own place in the wider world. If the world had been fair.

But life wasn’t fair.

“It didn’t take long before I was hunted,” she said.

The scene shifted. Gone was the battlefield of righteous cultivators and demons. Instead, we saw a different kind of conflict—one far more personal.

Gu Jie, alone, backed into a corner by a group of sneering young cultivators.

“They wanted to make a name for themselves,” she said. “And I was an easy target.”

She had strength. She had potential.

But she didn’t have combat experience.

“I survived,” she continued, “but only just.”

The memory played out before us. Blades slicing through the air, techniques slamming into the ground around her. The younger Gu Jie dodged, barely, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

Meanwhile, elsewhere—

The Heavenly Demon was losing.

But he still fought. He still endured.

Gu Jie exhaled slowly. “Even as he fell, I was still here, barely holding on.”

I didn’t miss the irony.

He was supposed to be the villain. She was supposed to be free.

And yet, their struggles had mirrored each other.

Gu Jie’s voice grew quieter, as if she were speaking more to herself than to me.

“I don’t remember when I lost them,” she admitted. “One moment, I was running. The next… they were gone.”

The scene shifted around us. The dark forest where she had been chased flickered and blurred. Her pursuers were no longer in sight. The echoes of their techniques, the cutting winds of their sword slashes, all of it had vanished into eerie silence.

She was alone.

I watched as her younger self collapsed against a tree, her chest rising and falling in heavy breaths. She wasn’t unscathed—cuts ran along her arms, bruises formed where she had barely dodged death. But she was alive.

And she was… stronger.

Gu Jie turned her palm over, as if remembering the moment vividly.

“My curses had changed,” she said. “They had become stronger.”

A flick of her fingers. The air in the memory distorted, an ominous energy curling from her hand.

“And it became easier—bestowing misfortune upon others.”

I recognized it immediately. A curse that didn't merely strike, but clung. A hex that burrowed deep, waiting for the right moment to unleash its havoc.

The younger Gu Jie stared at her hands, her expression unreadable.

“But it didn’t matter,” she whispered. “Because that was when he found me.”

A shadow loomed behind her past self. A familiar figure, clad in dark robes, his eyes glinting with something far worse than cruelty—hunger.

One of the Heavenly Demon’s clones.

I tensed as I watched the memory unfold, even though I already knew it had happened. Even though I knew Gu Jie was standing right beside me, recounting it like an old story.

I still felt a chill run down my spine.

“I couldn’t fight back,” Gu Jie continued. “Not against him. He drained my cultivation. My soul… almost devoured.”

The younger Gu Jie writhed, her body spasming as her very essence was siphoned from her. The clone of the Heavenly Demon stood over her, watching her fade away with cold detachment.

“At that moment,” she murmured, “I wished I was just dead.”

I exhaled sharply. “And yet, you weren’t.”

Gu Jie let out a breathless laugh. “No. I wasn’t.”

Because the next moment—

She died.

Her body went still. Her breath ceased. Her pulse vanished.

Even I was fooled.

My eyes flickered with realization.

“Oh,” I muttered, watching her corpse on the ground. “That skill.”

Gu Jie turned to me, her lips curling ever so slightly.

“It was Fake Death, wasn’t it?” I said, finally placing the pieces together.

A classic trick. A skill that cloth-type classes loved to abuse. The ability to simulate death so perfectly that even the most experienced enemies wouldn’t see through it.

The Heavenly Demon’s clone certainly didn’t.

The memory played on, showing how the clone, satisfied with his supposed feeding, had left her behind.

Gu Jie sighed. “I woke up much later. In a razed mountain. My cultivation was… meager.”

The image of her past self stirred, eyes fluttering open amidst the ruins. The remnants of battle still surrounded her—cracked earth, shattered trees, charred remains of what had once been a great mountain.

She was alone. Weaker than she had ever been.

And yet—

She had survived.

The scene shifted once more.

Gu Jie stood at the edge of a crumbling cliffside, wind howling past her as storm clouds rolled over a restless sea. Her younger self was gaunt, barely more than skin and bone, her once-pristine robes tattered from days—weeks—of endless hardship.

She wrapped her arms around herself, shivering.

“I barely survived each day,” she admitted. “With my cultivation at the First Realm, I had nothing to rely on but my meager abilities and… well, my strange talents.”

Lightning cracked in the sky, illuminating the treacherous landscape of the archipelago. A wild, untamed place where only the strong thrived. The islands here were riddled with dangerous beasts, cutthroat outlaws, and remnants of forgotten sects that had long since lost their way.

The perfect place for someone like her to be swallowed whole.

Gu Jie’s expression was unreadable as she continued.

“If it weren’t for my Sixth Sense Misfortune,” she murmured, “I would’ve died a dozen times over. And even that might have been an underestimation of how cruel the world could be…”

I watched as her past self barely dodged a hidden pitfall, stepping away just as the ground caved in behind her. A moment later, a massive centipede-like beast burst forth from the shadows, clicking its mandibles in frustration.

Another time, she slipped through a skirmish between rogue cultivators, their spells missing her by sheer coincidence—if coincidence was what it could be called.

Fate seemed intent on keeping her alive.

“But survival wasn’t enough,” she said bitterly. “Without any backing, I was nothing.”

She resorted to the lowest of deeds—thievery, deception, even banditry when desperation sank its claws into her.

“Sometimes, I stole from passing merchants,” she admitted. “Other times, I looted the bodies of fallen cultivators before their allies could return.”

I kept my face impassive, but I didn’t judge her for it. She had done what she had to.

Eventually, though, she found herself under the care of the Adventurer’s Guild.

The memory shifted again. The dark, storm-ridden cliffs of the archipelago gave way to the wooden halls of an adventurer’s outpost. The smell of salt and damp parchment filled the air, mingling with the scent of worn leather and old ink.

“I thought I could use my talents for something more… respectable,” she said, a wry smile tugging at her lips.

She took jobs charting new lands, using her keen instincts to avoid natural disasters, deadly monsters, and hostile tribes. Her ability to predict calamity made her invaluable, and for a time, it seemed she had found her place.

But it didn’t last.

The image of her past self flickered, her expression turning strained, her movements sluggish.

“My cultivation was too low,” she admitted. “And worse, my life force was deteriorating.”

The accumulated misfortune, the forceful use of Delayed Destiny of the Demonic Path—they had all taken their toll. Even if she rested, even if she tried to heal, it was never enough.

“The more I tried to change my fate,” she said softly, “the more it consumed me.”

Eventually, she realized the truth.

“There was no place for me in the archipelago.”

The final shift came. The stormy coasts disappeared, replaced by the vast, foreign lands of the Riverfall Continent.

“I left,” she said simply. “Because if I stayed… I would’ve withered away.”

And so, her journey continued.
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The scenery shifted once more, bringing us to a bustling dock. Wooden piers stretched out over murky waters, and the air carried the scent of salt and fish, mixed with the sweat of laborers hauling cargo. Unlike the past visions, this one felt… grittier, more grounded. There was no grandeur of the Heavenly Demon’s reign or the chaos of war. Just the dull, suffocating weight of survival.

Gu Jie stood beside me, her face unreadable as she continued her story.

“I didn’t know where I was going,” she said, staring out at the water. “I just knew I had to leave. Riverfall sounded nice, I thought.”

She recounted how she had barely scraped by, clinging to life with nothing but desperation and instinct. Each day bled into the next, a miserable cycle of hunger, exhaustion, and the constant threat of death.

“I became a petty thief,” she admitted with a self-deprecating chuckle. “Stealing chickens, scraps of food… anything that could keep me alive. At some point, people started calling me a plague rat. Fitting, I suppose.”

I remained silent, letting her speak.

Gu Jie turned, facing me with an expression that was both bitter and amused. “There was even a time I tried to sell myself.”

I barely managed to keep my expression neutral, but she caught the flicker in my eyes.

She scoffed. “Oh, don’t look at me like that, Master. It’s not like it worked.” She spread her arms wide, gesturing at her own frail form in the vision. The younger Gu Jie was little more than skin and bones, her once-bright eyes dulled by suffering. “I wasn’t exactly… desirable. Too thin, too sickly, too close to death. They threw me out, nearly killed me for the offense.”

I clenched my fists.

If it weren’t for her sliver of cultivation and talents, she would have died long ago. Even then, it wasn’t a gift—it was a curse. Every moment she lived was another moment her life force drained away, another moment where her own misfortune gnawed at her from the inside out.

She laughed again, but it was empty. “Looking back, I don’t know whether to be ashamed or impressed that I lasted that long.”

I didn’t let it show on my face, but I felt immensely sorry for her.

No one should have to live like that.

Gu Jie’s voice carried no emotion as she continued her story.

“I got desperate,” she admitted. “So desperate that I started advertising myself.”

I glanced at her. “Advertising?”

She smirked bitterly. “My Sixth Sense Misfortune. I figured someone out there would find it useful. A clan, a sect, maybe even a rich merchant. Or…” Her gaze drifted away. “Well, I wouldn’t have minded if they just bought me outright.”

I inhaled slowly, processing her words.

That must have been how Kang Shi knew about her bloodline ability.

The vision around us shifted again, morphing into a chaotic chase. A younger, more desperate Gu Jie darted through a dense cityscape, her breath ragged, her limbs trembling from exhaustion. Behind her, a group of cultivators pursued with murderous intent, their shouts carrying over the rooftops.

“She’s a rare specimen,” one of them sneered.

Another scoffed. “She’s barely holding herself together. Useless in combat. But her bloodline…”

I watched the scene with narrowed eyes. These weren’t demonic cultivators. Their robes bore the insignias of righteous sects.

“She has no sect, no family.”

“She’ll make a fine pill.”

I exhaled sharply. Even knowing the nature of cultivators, hearing it out loud still left a bitter taste in my mouth.

Gu Jie merely shrugged. “Turns out my plan didn’t go so well.”

I turned to her. “You were hoping to be bought, not hunted.”

She nodded. “I thought I could be useful. Maybe as a breeding pig for some clan that wanted special talents. Maybe as a lab rat for an alchemist. I didn’t have any trace of demonic qi in me, so I figured I was still… viable.”

I clenched my jaw.

She chuckled. “I underestimated cultivators.”

I turned to the present Gu Jie and asked, “What was even the benefit of turning you into a pill?”

She raised a brow, then let out a short laugh. “Plenty. My misfortune could be harnessed for certain cultivation techniques.” She tilted her head. “Ever heard of the Calamity Reversal Method? Supposedly, absorbing misfortune in controlled doses can strengthen one's Dao Heart. Of course, that only works if you don’t die first.”

I frowned.

She continued. “And if not a pill, I could be refined into a talisman to curse an entire clan. There are ancient arts that use misfortune as a weapon, condemning bloodlines for generations.”

I kept my expression neutral, but inwardly, I grimaced.

“If not a talisman,” she went on, “then a cursed weapon. The properties of my misfortune could be bound to a blade, a spear, or something even worse. Imagine a sword that spreads catastrophe with every swing.”

I stayed silent, digesting the implications.

“And then there’s dual cultivation.” Her lips curled into a humorless smile. “Under specific conditions, my misfortune could be transferred to another person and—get this—transformed into fortune. Of course, that would come at the cost of my life.”

“…You learned all of this while on the run?”

She nodded. “Hunted people pick up things quickly. I gained quite the reputation as a cultivator without ever fighting anyone. I just kept surviving.”

I didn’t miss the irony. She had become infamous just by existing.

“But infamy only lasts so long,” she added. “Eventually, my cultivation deteriorated to the point that I barely registered as a cultivator at all.”

The scene before us shifted once more. The dark alleys and dense forests faded away, replaced by a humble, rural landscape.

Gu Jie, frail and barely distinguishable from a mortal, knelt in the dirt, tending to a patch of potatoes.

I wasn’t a stranger to a tough life.

Even in the 21st century, for all its so-called progress, cracks ran deep beneath the surface. Society dressed them up, covered them with distractions, but those flaws hid horrors of their own.

I’d seen homeless people huddled in the cold, their gazes hollow yet resigned. I’d been in arguments debating the morality of things that never should have needed debating. I’d been robbed before—felt that cold, helpless frustration in my gut. I’d seen death too, even if only secondhand. If not in the newspapers, then from the whispers of neighbors.

But that was the difference, wasn’t it?

Death in my world was distant, something to be avoided, feared. But in this one? People had long made peace with it. To them, the next life mattered more than the suffering it took to get there—whether that ending was happy or not. This was especially true for mortals.

What about cultivators then?

The vision before us shifted.

Gu Jie sat at the edge of a cliff beneath a vast night sky. The cold wind toyed with her ragged sleeves, yet she remained still. Her eyes, once filled with bitterness and survival instincts, now held something quieter.

Resignation.

She watched the night sky with dull eyes. A single shooting star burned its way across the heavens, falling slowly, inevitably. Slowly, her eyes sparkled a bit.

For a long time, neither of us spoke. The night stretched on, silent and heavy.

Then, softly, Gu Jie murmured, “I used to believe that if I ran far enough, I’d find a place for myself.” She let out a quiet laugh, more breath than sound. “Turns out, I only found higher cliffs to sit on.”

“I get what you mean,” I said, my voice calm under the vast night sky. “But cliffs aren’t so bad.”

Gu Jie turned to me, arching a brow. A tiny, suppressed chuckle escaped her lips.

“I was planning to go to Yellow Dragon City,” she admitted, eyes flicking back to the sky. “I was going to beg the Isolation Path Sect to take me in.”

I hummed, waiting for her to continue.

“On the way,” she said, “I saw a shooting star.” A pause. Then, softer, “It was beautiful.”

She tilted her head slightly, lost in memory. “For a moment, it almost looked like… a falling winged man.” She let out a slow breath, as if weighing her words. “I believe the word is ‘Angel.’”

That caught my attention. Angel? Did that word even exist naturally in this world?

“I made a wish right then and there,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “I wished for someone to save me.”

The vision played out in front of us, shifting to the memory of her infiltrating Yellow Dragon City. Of her slipping through alleys and shadows, her presence reduced to a mere flicker. And then—she met me.

And I healed her.

There was a poetic lilt to it, a rhythm to the way events had unfolded.

Warlocks had a skill called Wish Upon a Star. It was sometimes shared with other classes too, but the idea remained the same—a desperate hope given to the heavens, a plea cast into the void.

I chuckled, shaking my head. “Maybe that shooting star was me.”

Gu Jie turned, eyes wide with surprise.

“Maybe,” I continued, smirking, “the reason I fell into this world was, in part, because of you.” I shrugged. “Maybe fate is real, and we were meant to meet.”

It was absurd. Ridiculous. And yet…

I laughed.

Gu Jie blinked at me before breaking into laughter herself.

Why were we even laughing?

For me, it was the sheer irony of it all.

And Gu Jie?

I think she was just happy.

I stopped laughing first, but Gu Jie kept going. Her shoulders shook as she covered her mouth, failing to suppress the lingering chuckles that spilled past her lips.

“Pffft… what the?” she wheezed between giggles. “Ha ha ha… Master, that’s the first profound thing I’ve ever heard you say that truly moved me.”

I blinked. “Huh?” I scoffed, pretending to be offended. “I think I’m pretty good at it. Maybe you just aren’t listening enough.”

Gu Jie wiped at her eyes, still smiling. “Thank you, Master.”

For a moment, she didn’t say anything else. She just stood there, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite place. It was warm. Grateful. Maybe even… at peace.

I exhaled, shaking my head. “You sure know how to kill a moment.”

Gu Jie took a step back, inhaling deeply as if steadying herself. Then, before I could even ask what she was doing, she dropped to her knees.

I froze.

She lowered her head until it touched the ground, her palms resting flat beside her. A full kowtow.

“Master,” she said, her voice resolute. “I have no family. No home. No sect. I have lived through suffering, abandoned by both righteousness and wickedness alike. You saved me. You gave me purpose. And even knowing the weight of my misfortune, you accepted me without hesitation.”

I swallowed, still processing what was happening.

She raised her head, looking up at me with a rare, sincere expression. “From this moment onward, I vow to serve you not only as a disciple but as a daughter. My life is yours to guide, my path yours to illuminate.”

I stared at her, words caught in my throat.

She… she really meant it.

My thoughts ran in circles. I had expected loyalty, sure. Maybe even a bit of admiration. But this?

I had no idea how to be a father. Hell, I was barely keeping myself together half the time.

But the way she looked at me—so certain, so unwavering—I knew I couldn’t reject her.

I exhaled, stepping forward. “Get up, Gu Jie.”

She hesitated, but I reached down and helped her to her feet.

“If that’s what you’ve decided,” I said, “then I’ll accept it. From now on, you’re my disciple… and I’ll treat you like my daughter.”

Her lips parted slightly, as if the words took a second to sink in. Then, for the first time since I met her, Gu Jie’s eyes glistened with something that wasn’t bitterness or pain.

She bowed her head again—not in reverence, but in gratitude. “Thank you, Master.”

I sighed, rubbing the back of my neck. “Just don’t expect me to be good at this.”

She laughed softly. “That’s alright. I think you’ll be just fine."
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A blood-red sky loomed over an endless wasteland of fire and ruin. Jagged obsidian spires jutted from the ground like the ribs of a rotting beast. In the distance, rivers of molten lava carved their way through the desolation, their heat suffocating and all-consuming.

Lu Gao stood at the precipice of a broken bridge, staring down into the abyss below. Chains clattered in the distance. A grotesque symphony of wails and laughter echoed through the air, the kind that burrowed into the soul and festered like an unhealed wound.

Then, from the darkness, it emerged.

A horned demon, wreathed in black flames, stepped forward. Its eyes burned with a sickly golden light, filled with neither hatred nor malice—only hunger. Its grin stretched unnaturally wide, revealing rows of jagged teeth.

It wasn’t the same demon

"Why do you struggle, child of ambition?" the demon purred, its voice layered with countless whispers.

Lu Gao tried to move, but his body felt heavy, as though unseen hands were pulling him down. The ground beneath him cracked, skeletal hands clawing their way to the surface. They grasped at his ankles, his wrists, his throat—pulling, dragging, drowning him in a tide of suffering.

The demon took a step closer.

"You have been marked. The deeper you tread the path of the blessed, the clearer you see us, the closer you bring yourself to our grasp. You are not a savior, Lu Gao. You are a gate."

The abyss yawned beneath him.

Then, he fell.

Lu Gao woke up with a sharp gasp, his breath ragged and uneven. His body was drenched in sweat, his heart pounding against his ribs. The lingering echoes of screams still rang in his ears.

A warm hand touched his shoulder.

"You're awake," Ren Xun said. His voice was calm, but there was a slight crease of worry in his brow.

Lu Gao took a deep breath, steadying himself before sitting up. His hands trembled slightly as he wiped the sweat from his face.

"I'm fine," he muttered.

Ren Xun didn't look convinced. "You've been having these dreams more often, haven't you?"

Lu Gao hesitated. It had been a few weeks since he first learned the spell Bless, and ever since, his dreams had become more vivid, more terrifying. At first, they were nothing but fleeting images—shadows in the corner of his vision, whispers that faded upon waking. But now… now they felt real.

The heat, the pain, the suffocating despair. He could remember them all too clearly.

"I'm fine," he repeated, more firmly this time. Then, without another word, he raised his hand and cast Bless on himself.

A warm light surrounded him, like the touch of the sun breaking through dark clouds. The trembling in his hands stopped, and his breathing evened. The remnants of his nightmare faded, though he knew they would return.

Ren Xun watched him for a long moment before sighing. "If you say so."

Lu Gao forced a smirk. "I do."

But even as the divine light wrapped around him, he couldn't shake the feeling that something—someone—was watching him from beyond.

Lu Gao rubbed his temples as the remnants of his dream faded. The lingering sensation of claws grasping at his throat sent an unpleasant shiver down his spine.

He sat up and stretched his arms, the stiffness in his muscles easing slightly. His gaze wandered around, taking in their surroundings. "Where are we?" he asked, his voice rough from sleep.

Ren Xun, who had been leaning lazily against the ship’s railing, glanced over. "Still in Evernight," he answered. "One more warp, and we should be in the next continent over."

Lu Gao blinked, then turned his attention to their boat—the Floating Dragon. It was currently perched on the side of a jagged cliff, suspended as if it had always belonged there. He frowned.

"Is this safe?" he asked hesitantly.

Ren Xun scoffed, arms crossed. "Of course it’s safe." He sounded almost offended by the question. "Master Da Wei made sure of it. You worry too much."

Lu Gao sighed, deciding not to press further. If the ship hadn’t fallen yet, then maybe it really was fine.

He yawned, running a hand through his hair. "Where’s Master and Senior Jie?"

Ren Xun didn’t even look up as he answered. "Training, of course."

Lu Gao exhaled sharply through his nose. Training, huh? Again?

He would be lying if he claimed he wasn’t envious of Gu Jie for being granted the official rank of disciple. It had happened so suddenly, but in hindsight, he should’ve seen it coming. There was something about her that made Master Da Wei treat her differently—something that set her apart.

Lu Gao clenched his fists. He knew he had to prove himself. He couldn’t let himself be defined by the taint in his soul, the stain of being demon-possessed. One day, he would cleanse himself of it.

A flicker of movement caught his eye.

He turned and found himself staring into the round, unblinking eyes of the goldfish.

Ren Jingyi stared at him. He stared back.

She didn’t say anything, nor did she need to. The message was clear.

Lu Gao sighed.

It was bad enough that he had to compete with Gu Jie, but now he also had this smug little fish to worry about. Master Da Wei can't only have one star pupil, huh?

He sighed again, heavier this time.

"You know, it’s kind of incredible," Ren Xun mused.

Lu Gao cracked an eye open. "What is?"

Ren Xun leaned against the railing of the Floating Dragon, smirking. "The fact that you can cast a spell despite having no qi in your system. Not to mention…" He gestured vaguely, "…the whole broken dantian thing."

Lu Gao exhaled, brushing the comment off. "It’s not a big deal. You’ll probably get it faster than me and the fish."

Ren Xun blinked in confusion. "The fish?"

Lu Gao nodded toward Ren Jingyi, who was floating nearby, her round eyes unblinking as she lazily swayed her tail.

Ren Xun gave him a skeptical look. "What does a fish have to do with this?"

Lu Gao shrugged. "The spell comes easily to those of pure and righteous heart."

For a moment, there was silence.

Then Ren Xun let out a dry chuckle, shaking his head. "Pure and righteous? Yeah, that’s not me. I have… impulses that would say otherwise." He smirked. "You of all people should know."

Lu Gao wasn’t convinced.

Sure, Ren Xun liked to joke about being some shameless and lecherous cultivator when Master Da Wei wasn’t looking, but Lu Gao didn’t buy it. He remembered the way Ren Xun’s eyes softened when he spoke of the woman he fell in love with at first sight. Not some seductive courtesan or noble beauty, but a beggar. A woman no one else would have looked at twice.

Lu Gao wasn’t the type to pry, but it was obvious Ren Xun’s heart wasn’t as impure as he liked to pretend.

Ren Xun, perhaps sensing where Lu Gao’s thoughts were drifting, let out a theatrical sigh and wandered off to his corner of the boat. He pulled out a strip of dried jerky and started chewing on it absentmindedly.

Meanwhile, Lu Gao settled back down, focusing on his next challenge.

Blessed Weapon.

A spell that would imbue a weapon with divine energy, making it more effective against evil beings. He needed this. If he wanted to stand a chance, if he wanted to prove himself, he had to master this spell.

He closed his eyes and began meditating on the incantation, steadying his breath, his thoughts.

…And then he felt it.

A stare.

He opened his eyes, only to find Ren Jingyi still floating there. Watching him. With a dumb, unreadable expression.

Lu Gao twitched.

"What?" he asked, exasperated.

The goldfish blinked slowly.

Lu Gao groaned and turned away, doing his best to ignore her.

It wasn’t easy.

Just because he and the fish could use the Bless spell, it didn’t mean they had become Paladins.

Master Da Wei had been clear about that.

"The path I walk is not one of righteousness, nor of blind devotion," he had said, his voice carrying the weight of something far older than himself. "It is a path of understanding, of will. I can guide you into inheriting my Legacy, but it is up to you to choose if you will walk it."

Lu Gao had no idea what a Legacy really was. Or Mana, for that matter.

But he did remember the first time he had cast Bless—that subtle brush with an unknowable force, something vast and deep. It had felt familiar somehow, eerily close to the presence of the demon that had once possessed him. Yet, at the same time, it was fundamentally different.

Where the demon had been suffocating, oppressive, this force had been… boundless. Neither welcoming nor rejecting him. Simply there.

Lu Gao was deep in thought when suddenly—

Fwsh!

Gu Jie appeared out of nowhere, materializing onto the deck of the Floating Dragon in a blink of an eye.

"Ugh," she groaned, stumbling slightly. "That damn scroll is nauseating…"

She looked rough—clothes singed, a smear of what looked like black soot on her cheek, and her hair was a tangled mess.

Lu Gao frowned. "What happened?"

Gu Jie waved him off. "Undead. Lots of them."

Ren Xun raised an eyebrow. "Master left you to deal with them alone?"

She snorted. "No, idiot. He should be back soon—he’s mopping them up now." She sighed and rolled her shoulders. "He figured it’d be faster if I just left first, so he tossed me a Scroll of Great Teleportation and told me to get lost."

Without another word, she strolled past Ren Xun and Lu Gao, stopping by the goldfish.

She pulled out a few leaves of lettuce, tore them up, and dropped them into the water. "Here, Jingyi. Be useful for once and purify the water or something."

Ren Jingyi swam forward and nibbled on the lettuce, her expression as unreadable as ever.

Ren Xun scratched the back of his head. "Should we move the Floating Dragon? If there are that many undead around, maybe we should get some distance."

Gu Jie shook her head. "Nah, we should be fine. Master will find us either way."

Lu Gao exhaled and glanced at the sky. The sun was setting, casting the sky in streaks of red and gold. It would be night soon.

Ren Xun, being Ren Xun, was the first to break the silence.

"So, what’s training with the Master like?" he asked, his tone as casual as if he were asking about the weather.

Lu Gao tensed.

He had his own experiences with "training" back in the Lu Clan. Harsh, grueling, and suffocating. Training wasn’t a method of learning—it was a method of proving whether you were worthy of being taught in the first place. If you couldn’t keep up, you were left behind. That was simply the way things were.

Gu Jie, however, didn’t seem particularly bothered by the question. She tilted her head, considering.

"My Legacy is different from Master’s," she said finally. "He can’t teach me skills I can use."

Ren Xun blinked. "Then what does he teach you?"

Gu Jie crossed her arms, rocking back on her heels. "He teaches me what skills to prioritize. How to actualize my vision of myself in the future."

Lu Gao frowned. "What does that even mean?"

She shrugged. "Something about creating a ‘full build.’"

Ren Xun narrowed his eyes. "And that means…?"

Gu Jie rolled her eyes. "Don’t ask me—I barely get half the things Master says when he’s in one of his moods."

She then leaned against the railing, staring at the water. "He gives me assignments. He calls them Quests. They should allow me to learn skills in the Repentant Path of the Warlock Legacy."

Ren Xun’s mouth twitched. "Quests? Like an adventurer?"

Gu Jie smirked. "Apparently."

Lu Gao absorbed that information slowly. Master Da Wei’s cultivation method was… bizarre. Not only did it use skills that didn’t seem tied to qi, but it also seemed structured in a way that none of the traditional cultivation methods he’d heard of worked.

And now there was a Repentant Path of a Warlock Legacy?

Lu Gao wasn’t sure what kind of path he wanted to walk yet, but one thing was certain—Master Da Wei’s way of doing things was something unlike anything the world of cultivation had ever seen.

The Floating Dragon rocked violently as something landed atop its deck with a resounding thud. Lu Gao’s hand shot out, gripping the railing to steady himself. His heart pounded as he turned his head.

From above, a figure stood, arms crossed, the moonlight casting an eerie glow over his features.

"Master?" Lu Gao called hesitantly.

The man looked at him, then sighed dramatically. "No, it’s Dave, his Holy Spirit."

Lu Gao blinked. "...Dei-what?"

Gu Jie, crouched beside him, snorted. "Just treat him like Master’s clone." She tilted her head, squinting. "What is it, Master Dai-vu? Dai-Fu?"

"It’s Dave..." Master’s clone corrected, looking exasperated. He lifted his arms, summoning a pair of massive tower shields as if they weighed nothing. "No time for questions. Move the Floating Dragon and hide it behind the cliff."

Ren Xun was already in motion before the words had fully left his mouth, scrambling for the controls. "Lu Gao, Gu Jie, remove the hooks, the anchor, and everything!"

Lu Gao scrambled to the side of the ship, gripping the anchor’s thick chain and beginning to unwind it as fast as he could. Metal rattled against wood as the heavy weight dropped below. On the other side, Gu Jie leaped into the air, her movements precise as she unlatched the hooks securing their position.

Lu Gao stole a glance at the Master’s clone, still trying to wrap his head around the fact that this was a thing that could exist. "What’s happening?"

Master’s clone raised his shields and began hurling spells everywhere. "Brace yourselves! There’s been a powerful undead—"

Before he could finish, the sky darkened.

Lu Gao felt his breath hitch.

From the heavens, a golden light began to descend. No—not light. A sword.

A massive divine blade, glowing with radiant energy, fell from above, cutting through the clouds like divine judgment made manifest. It was like the heavens themselves had deemed something in this world unworthy of existing.

Lu Gao was momentarily paralyzed by the sheer divinity of it. He had never seen anything like this before.

Ren Xun gritted his teeth, pulling hard on the ship’s controls. The Floating Dragon lurched, tilting as it veered behind the mountainous cliff.

A split second later, dark miasma surged up to meet the golden sword. The two forces clashed—holy radiance against cursed darkness. The sky itself seemed to shake as a pillar of light erupted from the collision, so bright it turned night into day.

A wail—long, high-pitched, and ghostly—echoed across the landscape.

Lu Gao swallowed hard.

Whatever had just been struck down was something terrifying.
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The sky had darkened with heavy, swirling clouds, crackling with divine energy. A massive golden sword descended from the heavens, its radiance splitting through the darkness like a verdict from the divine itself.

Heavenly Punishment.

The skill took form with a sheer force that sent shockwaves across the desert. It was a skill built upon karma, one that delivered absolute devastation in proportion to the sins of its target. And yet—

The undead warrior beneath its judgment did not falter.

He stood clad in ancient, corroded armor—a cuirass dulled with age, yet still boasting its once-proud engravings. A long, jagged halberd was clutched in his bony hands, its blade chipped but no less deadly. His hollow eyes flared with ghostly green fire, staring down fate itself.

The moment Heavenly Punishment struck him, the impact sent ripples of divine and unholy energy clashing. The golden sword turned into a pillar of light upon impact, its sheer force carving deep trenches into the desert. The sand beneath darkened, corrupted by the collision of opposing forces.

The lower-level undead surrounding us were annihilated instantly, their spiritual embers snuffed out as their bodies crumbled into dust. Yet the warrior endured.

"Surprises one after another..."

Beneath my helm, I watched as he braced himself, his halberd raised. He didn’t dodge. He didn’t flee.

He parried.

A massive shockwave erupted as his halberd met my divine judgment, the sheer force of resistance making my grip on my sword tighten. He staggered, feet dragging against the scorched sands, but he did not fall.

A part of me acknowledged the skill it took to deflect even a fragment of Heavenly Punishment. Another part of me found it mildly irritating.

"Stubborn bastard," I muttered. "You'll make a nice punching bag!"

I’d never seen anything like this.

Parry an Ultimate Skill? Yeah, great for him. And more work for me.

In the future, I would only face just as ridiculous opponents. Again, I was reminded by Jiang Zhen’s ridiculous technique of burying underground and surviving the same skill I threw against undead. If the undead in front of me had the wit it used to have, this would have evolved into a more challenging fight.

“Okay, let’s go for round two.”

The aftermath of Heavenly Punishment settled like a divine decree. The sky remained dark, shrouded in remnants of light and shadow clashing in the heavens. The desert beneath me had been scarred—blackened and cracked where holy and unholy energies had met in catastrophic opposition. The wave of energy from the collision alone had been enough to clear the immense swathe of undead around me, speaking of how destructive the collision of opposing energies was.

Hopefully, the collision hadn’t harmed anyone from my party. Dave should have reached the Floating Dragon by now, ensuring their safety. They should be fine.

As the last remnants of divine light faded, I turned my gaze back to the undead warrior standing before me.

He was still intact.

I couldn't discount the possibility this undead had some innate abilities that allowed him to tank an Ultimate Skill where he should be plenty vulnerable to. Or maybe it was an effect of equipment? It could go either way...

Still, that didn't mean the undead had been unscathed.

Worse for wear, yes, but very much still there. His ancient cuirass had deep cracks, his skeletal frame bore signs of strain, and the green fire in his eyes flickered erratically—but he had survived Heavenly Punishment.

Stronger than the Heavenly Demon? Yeah.
More difficult to deal with? Not really.

The key difference was simple. The Heavenly Demon had thought. He had schemes, unpredictability, and, most importantly, intelligence. This undead? Not so much.

Not to mention, I was handicapped when fighting the Heavenly Demon.

"RAAAAAGH—!"

With an incoherent roar, the undead lunged at me, halberd swinging in a wide arc. I met it head-on, raising Silver Steel to parry the attack. Sparks erupted from the clash, the weight behind the blow forcing me to adjust my stance.

I wasn’t wearing my Lofty Jade Proposition cosmetic item this time.

Instead, I was clad in full gear—helm to greaves, every piece optimized for battle. The weight felt familiar, comfortable, like stepping into an old routine. The inherited memories from David_69 were a great boon that allowed me to perform at a level I'd never be able to imagine.

The undead pulled back, shifting into another stance. It wasn’t refined—it lacked the precision of a true warrior—but it had instinct. It had power.

That was fine. I had my stats.

I met his next attack with a sidestep, deflecting the halberd just enough to disrupt his momentum. Another strike, another parry—my movements grew sharper, faster, more efficient. This was exactly what I needed.

This was the best training I could ask for.

Sparring with Dave whenever I could was getting stale, anyway.

The undead moved like a force of nature—relentless, unyielding, and utterly devoid of hesitation. It was all stats now.

No tricks. No complicated techniques. Just a direct contest of raw numbers.

The moment I deflected his halberd, he came at me again, adjusting his stance with unnatural precision. The weight behind his swings was immense—every strike carrying a force that could shatter boulders and cleave through weaker cultivators like paper.

But I wasn’t weak.

I held my ground, bracing my stance and meeting his attack head-on.

CLANG!

The impact sent a shockwave through the scorched desert. Sand burst into the air around us, disturbed by the sheer force of the collision. My arm trembled under the weight of the halberd, but I stood firm, Silver Steel locked against his weapon.

He pushed forward. I pushed back.

No fancy footwork. No intricate strategies. Just power against power.

I relied solely on Divine Sense to track his every move. No need for unnecessary reactions. Just slight shifts, tiny adjustments—just enough to neutralize the attack while keeping my own balance.

When he swung from above, I sidestepped.When he aimed for my legs, I lifted a foot just enough for the blade to scrape harmlessly against my greaves.
When he tried to throw me off with a sudden feint, I had already seen through it.

It was pure stat competition.

He had endurance, but so did I. He had monstrous strength, but mine wasn’t lacking. His speed was formidable, but my reactions were sharper.

The undead suddenly shifted. The green fire in his sockets flared as he executed a technique.

The halberd twisted mid-swing, shifting momentum in an instant—an overhead strike that transformed into a sweeping slash in the blink of an eye.

I moved before it finished.

Not with another parry. Not with a counterattack.

I simply stepped to the side.

The halberd carved through the air where I had been a split second ago. His own momentum betrayed him, leaving him open for just a moment.

I could have struck back.

I didn’t.

I wanted to see how far this could go. How much I could push this battle without relying on skills, buffs, or any external advantages.

The undead roared in frustration, correcting his stance, and came at me again.

Fine. Let’s keep going.

Slowly, but surely… I was making steady progress.

The battle had become effortless.

A flick of the wrist.

A slight shift in stance.

The halberd came down like an executioner’s blade, but I barely needed to move. A simple flick sent it gliding harmlessly across my Silver Steel. The undead staggered, his momentum wasted.

It had taken me some time, but I was growing fluent in parrying—not just blocking, but redirecting. Turning an enemy’s force against them.

This was it.

This was the peak of efficiency.

The undead snarled, green flames flickering in his sockets as he adjusted his grip and swung again. I didn’t even flinch. I guided his attack away with nothing but precision, the halberd scraping harmlessly against my blade.

Stronger enemies always had a breaking point. If I kept this up, he’d wear himself out before I did—though considering he was undead, that might take a while.

Then, out of nowhere—

Silver arrows of moonlight rained down from above, homing in on my opponent.

I tensed.

In the next moment, the undead burst into blue flames. He howled, thrashing violently as the fire consumed him from the inside out.

I looked up.

Gliding down from the darkened sky was a silver-haired, youthful-looking man. His robes shimmered with the faint glow of the moon. He moved like a spirit, untouched by gravity, with an elegance that screamed power.

Trailing behind him was an older, more reserved man, his posture deferential, yet his presence no less imposing.

I immediately scanned them with Divine Sense.

The young-looking man? Stronger than the undead I had just fought.
The elder beside him? As strong as the Heavenly Demon inside Gu Jie.

I exhaled, tucking my sword and helmet into my Item Box.

If this was going to be a conversation rather than a fight, I might as well play the part.

I clasped my hands, straightened my back, and executed a perfect martial artist’s bow.

"Greetings, fellow Daoist," I said smoothly, voice even and respectful. "How may I help you?"

Hah~!

I think being a cultivator wasn’t so hard after all.

Honestly? I am kind of pissed...

The silver-haired man in front of me exchanged a glance with the elder at his side.

I could tell they were speaking. Not with words, but through Qi Speech—a supernatural form of communication moving at speeds beyond normal comprehension.

A split second later, the older man stepped forward.

"I am Bai Bai of the White Clan," he declared aggressively, his tone carrying the weight of authority. "And before you stands the Grand Patriarch of the White Clan, Bai Rong."

Bai?

Ah.

Of course.

Why did cultivators always have to be so damn aggressive with introductions? Couldn’t we all just nod and exchange names like normal people?

I offered a polite bow and responded, "It is an honor. I am Da Wei." They had no particular reaction. It seemed my deeds in Yellow Dragon City were yet to reach the rest of the Empire.

I could feel Bai Rong’s gaze boring into me, his expression was that of half-arrogance and half-expectation.

I knew this type. The kind who measured people not by words, but by presence.

Well, I had presence in spades.

With a flick of my wrist, I reached into my Item Box and slapped on my cosmetic item—Lofty Jade Proposition.

A casual show of power? Maybe.
A demonstration of style? Absolutely.

My previously armored figure was now clad in the flowing, elegant robes of an immortal scholar, their pristine jade fabric shimmering ever so slightly.

For just a fraction of a second, I caught the barest twitch on Bai Bai’s face.

Bai Rong, to his credit, controlled his expression rather well.

In the past few weeks, I had Ren Xun drill me on everything he knew about the Grand Ascension Empire—its factions, its politics, and especially its great powers.

So did the White Clan and the surname Bai ring a bell?

Yes. Absolutely.

The Yellow Dragon City Festival had hosted the Seven Grand Clans. The White Clan was among them.

To the rest of the Empire, the Seven Grand Clans were known by a different name—The Seven Imperial Houses.

According to Ren Xun, each of these clans held immense power, ruling over one of the Empire’s seven continents.

And the White Clan?

They ruled the Evernight Continent.

That meant Bai Rong was a man of considerable influence.

The grand patriarch’s gaze bore into me with thinly veiled suspicion.

“What’s your affiliation? And where are you going?”

Oh, none of your damn business.

Of course, I couldn’t just say that. I might be a little harsh on Gu Jie sometimes—like that one time I shooed her while I was playing in an arcade stall—but this wasn’t exactly an attitude that the self-important cultivators of the world would take kindly to.

I considered my options.

I could say Isolation Path Sect, but from what I remembered, the White Clan and Isolation Path Sect weren’t exactly vibing well back in Riverfall considering the rumors.

I could say Ren Jin’s name, but that might be misconstrued as support for an imperial prince.

Yeah, no thanks.

In the end, I decided to keep things casual.

I clasped my hands together and smiled. "I am but a humble adventurer, traveling wherever the wind takes me. As for my destination? The imperial capital, of course. A place of culture, history, and opportunity—what traveler wouldn’t want to see it?"

I spoke with an easy confidence, keeping my tone light-hearted yet firm.

It was the perfect answer.

Technically true, entirely noncommittal, and most importantly—none of his business.

Among the eight continents of the Grand Ascension Empire, Riverfall was the newest addition.

Each continent had a clan that was considered its central powerhouse…

Except for Riverfall.

The Seven Grand Clans were, in essence, offshoot branch clans of the major imperial clans—created as a way to compete by proxy over who would rule Riverfall.

In another perspective…

Ren Jin could also be a proxy of the Emperor, sent to compete for the same prize.

It made me wonder—just how much power did the Emperor truly have?

A man capable of keeping the Seven Imperial Houses in check? Managing the constant power struggle between the clans, sects, and nobles of the empire?

I could barely imagine it.

These thoughts ran through my mind as Bai Rong and I stared at each other.

For a long, tense moment, neither of us spoke.

Then, finally, Bai Rong said, “The imperial capital is truly a destination worth visiting.”

A neutral statement. A neutral ending.

Just like that, the two of them floated away and disappeared into the sky.

I was a little salty, though.

Dude just stole my kill.

I sighed and shook my head. Whatever.

Back to the Floating Dragon, then.
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The Floating Dragon warped, and in an instant, we arrived in Deepmoor Continent.

The change in scenery was immediate.

Dark, jagged mountains loomed over the land like broken fangs, their peaks lost in thick, swirling clouds. The ground beneath us was a mixture of ashen dirt, black stone, and dense marshland, where twisted trees and creeping fog made everything feel eerie and half-dead.

The air was damp. Heavy. It smelled of earth, decay, and something metallic—like rusted iron.

I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

So this was Deepmoor.

It was one of the eight continents of the Grand Ascension Empire, and Deepmoor was infamous for two things:

Firstly, it was cursed lands. Legends spoke of ancient battlefields, forgotten tombs, and places where even cultivators hesitated to tread. That was more like what Evernight Continent should have sounded like, considering the undead that existed there, but the travelogues insisted otherwise.

Secondly, the Abyssal Clans. Unlike the Seven Grand Clans, these clans specialized in esoteric, forbidden techniques. Necromancy, soul manipulation, and abyssal arts—practices that other continents outlawed were freely studied here.

Not exactly the kind of place you'd take a vacation.

The moment we stabilized from the warp, Ren Xun let out a low whistle.

"Man," he said, glancing out over the murky landscape, "this place has a real ‘don’t touch anything unless you want to die’ kind of vibe. So I suggest, please try to avoid touching stuff."

I couldn’t help but agree.

From the deck, Gu Jie yawned. "I hate warping. Makes my head feel weird."

Deepmoor Continent was ruled by one of the Seven Imperial Houses, and ironically, it was the Black Clan with the surname Hei.

Even more ironic? Their closest neighbor was the White Clan of Evernight.

You’d think that if any cultivators were going to set up shop in Evernight, it would be the ones obsessed with necromancy, soul manipulation, and abyssal arts. After all, Evernight was teeming with undead. It seemed like the perfect place for them.

But no. That wasn’t the case.

Apparently, undead from Evernight had a particular taste—they liked cultivators who smelled of death. And according to the books I had read, that was meant literally.

I rubbed my temples. I was feeling very complicated about this.

Here, in Deepmoor, practices that were outlawed in other continents were freely studied. The Paladin in me itched to do something about it.

But I sighed, shaking my head.

If I tried to solve every problem in the world, I’d be the one who would end up destroyed.

I just had to hope the Empire knew what it was doing. It wasn’t like necromancy was innately bad… of course, that might be an unpopular opinion.

Behind me, Gu Jie’s voice cut through my thoughts.

“Is everything fine, Master?”

I glanced at her and gave a small nod. “Yeah, just thinking about some things.”

Nearby, Lu Gao stretched his arms. “How long until we reach the imperial capital?”

Ren Xun answered without looking up.

“We’re right on schedule. We took about three weeks to cross Evernight, alternating between warps and short-distance travel. If we do the same here, it’ll take us about five weeks. Then, we’ll take a shortcut that should bring us to the imperial capital in just two days.”

I considered that for a moment. “Could we get there faster?”

“We could,” Ren Xun admitted, “if we pass through Stormcall Continent. But… well, you know. Sudden storms.”

Yeah. That was the problem.

Stormcall Continent was notorious for its unpredictable weather. And while I had a lot of skills at my disposal, I didn’t have a spell to protect the Floating Dragon from storms. Sure, this vessel could survive a Fifth Realm’s attack, but who knew how strong storms could get?

So I had chosen to take the path through Deepmoor instead.

Ren Xun glanced at me and asked me for my opinion. “Senior, should we push through or let the warp cooldown?”

I considered it for a moment. Warping again would put a strain on the Floating Dragon’s formations. And while I wasn’t eager to stick around in Deepmoor, rushing in blindly wasn’t smart either.

“How bad is crime here in Deepmoor anyway?” I asked.

Ren Xun shrugged. “It depends.”

I gave him a look. “Depends on what?”

“The Black Clan mainly enforces law in this continent, even overruling the local law enforcement of cities—barring the lords, of course.” He gestured vaguely. “If it’s just banditry, they crack down on them harshly. Because some Abyssal Clans like to hire bandits or disguise their illegal procurement of lab rats as banditry.”

I stared at him. Lab rats.

That was not the phrasing I wanted to hear.

Ren Xun continued, “So, most organized groups are either careful or completely crushed before they grow too big. Random highwaymen might still exist, but nothing crazy.”

“Well, that’s nice to know,” I muttered, rubbing my temples.

I didn’t want to overuse warping if it wasn’t necessary. And if the worst thing we had to deal with was some small-time criminals, then we weren’t in any real danger.

“Let the warp cooldown,” I said. “Find us a place to set up camp.”

Ren Xun found a relatively open area where we could set up camp. The spot was close to a treeline, with enough cover to keep us hidden but not so dense that it limited visibility.

With practiced ease, Ren Xun parked the Floating Dragon just above the trees and activated a formation inside the ship, cloaking it with invisibility. The ship shimmered briefly before vanishing from sight, as if it had never been there in the first place.

I reached into my Item Box and pulled out a large tent—one big enough to comfortably house all of us.

Without needing instruction, the trio immediately got to work. Lu Gao secured the stakes, Gu Jie adjusted the fabric, and Ren Xun inscribed a few quick formations to enhance stability. They worked with the familiarity of people who had done this many times before.

I, on the other hand, had no interest in setting up camp. Guilty as charged, I had no idea how to set up a camp. Instead, I grabbed Ren Jingyi and walked under the tree where the Floating Dragon was parked, finding a relatively calm spot to sit.

Technically, we could have slept inside the ship. But Ren Xun had made a point about comfort. Simply put, campsites were way more comfortable than staying on the boat. Here, he could properly use the formations and talismans he brought along, ensuring a better rest.

While the others finished up, I sat cross-legged, placing Ren Jingyi beside me.

The cool night air settled around us as I began to cultivate, my senses stretching outward, keeping silent watch over the camp.

Ren Xun stepped out of the tent and looked at me with a mix of exasperation and mild confusion. "Senior, are you really going to stay out here all night?"

I glanced up at him and shrugged. "Yeah."

He crossed his arms. "I just don’t get it. Why not come inside? It’s warmer, more comfortable, and we have formations set up for better rest."

I leaned back against the tree, watching the leaves shift under the dim light of the stars. "Because when you guys are sleeping, I’m training," I replied simply.

Ren Xun exhaled sharply. "You could just summon that clone of yours to keep watch instead."

I chuckled. "Yeah, I could. If all I wanted was a reliable guard, I’d just summon Dave and call it a night. But that’s not the point."

Ren Xun shook his head, clearly thinking I was being stubborn. "Suit yourself," he muttered before retreating back inside the tent.

With the camp settling down, I returned to my cultivation.

I sat cross-legged, focusing on my breathing. Hollow Breath Technique. I had been trying to make progress with it for what felt like forever, but no matter how much effort I put in, nothing remarkable happened.

I delved deeper into my perception, directing my awareness toward my dantian. Instead of clarity or insight, I felt the same muddled mess of my spiritual roots. Rough, unformed, stubbornly refusing to align properly.

I sighed and opened my eyes.

Beside me, Ren Jingyi floated lazily, her fins drifting in the still air. I stared at her for a moment, watching her tiny movements, then let my thoughts wander.

For the next five minutes, I focused my mind and activated Divine Possession.

A familiar weightlessness overtook me as my consciousness slipped into Ren Jingyi. My senses shifted, the world around me tilting as I perceived everything from her perspective. It had become somewhat of a routine—a way to push my mastery of this Ultimate Skill as far as possible.

Meanwhile, I left Dave in charge of my main body.

Through my shared awareness, I could feel him sit cross-legged, taking up my training in the Hollow Breath Technique. Letting Dave handle cultivation while I honed Divine Possession was efficient, but also frustrating. Even under his precise control, my spiritual roots remained as muddled and stubborn as ever.

As the duration of Divine Possession ended, I was pulled back into my body with a breathless jolt.

Immediately, I shifted gears.

Summon: Holy Spirit.

A ripple of golden light spread from my fingertips, forming into Dave’s armored figure once more. Without hesitation, I began my real training—testing my Zealot’s Stride and Divine Smite in tandem.

Of course, I wouldn’t be training so noisily right next to the camp.

Before starting, I made sure to move a fair distance away, close enough that my Divine Sense could still reach the others but not far enough to disturb their rest. The last thing I needed was Ren Xun nagging me about unnecessary risks… though, I could hardly see it happening.

While I was at it, I also silently snuck the goldfish inside the tent. She’d be safer there, tucked away from any stray bursts of energy.

With that handled, I focused on my training.

I dashed forward, feeling the sharp acceleration of Zealot’s Stride. The ability was enhanced not just speed but also fluidity of movement, allowing me to close distances instantly. I pivoted mid-step, swinging my sword downward as Divine Smite surged through my blade, coating it in searing radiance.

Dave met my strike with a perfectly timed parry.

The clash of divine energy against his solid defense sent shockwaves through the clearing. I exhaled sharply, adjusting my stance, and repeated the sequence. Again and again.

I had learned how important movement and continuous skill application were for cultivators—accuracy, damage, and tempo mattered. If I was too passive, I’d be overwhelmed. If I lacked DPS, I’d be taken advantage of. That was what I learned from watching the duels in the Yellow Dragon Festival.

That’s why I prioritized my training carefully:


	Divine Possession– My strongest tool for adaptability.

	Summon: Holy Spirit– Versatile utility and reinforcement.

	Zealot’s Stride– Mobility was king in combat.

	Divine Smite– Never underestimate the power of a clean, decisive hit.



For now, I kept pushing forward, refining my control one step at a time.

Dave and I faced each other. His golden form stood unwavering, greatsword in hand, while I readied myself with Silver Steel.

A deep breath.

Then I lunged.

My feet burned with Zealot’s Stride, mana interacting with divine energy was surging through my legs as I closed the distance in an instant. My sword clashed against Dave’s greatsword, sending golden sparks flying. He didn’t stagger—no, he countered immediately, swinging his blade in a brutal arc meant to cleave me in two.

I twisted my foot, momentum carrying me just past the swing.

Divine Smite.

A radiant glow enveloped my blade as I struck down with all my might. Boom! The impact split the ground beneath Dave’s feet, but he had already stepped back, deflecting the brunt of the attack. His sword hummed with divine energy, mirroring my own technique.

He lunged next, his Zealot’s Stride flaring as he vanished and reappeared right in front of me. My instincts screamed, and I barely managed to parry his downward slash. The sheer force sent a tremor through my arm.

I retaliated.

With my own Zealot’s Stride, I sidestepped and repositioned behind him in a flash. He turned, but my blade was already descending. Divine Smite.

Clang! He blocked it—barely.

Golden energy crackled between us, illuminating the barren ground with each strike. We moved in a relentless cycle of attack and counter, alternating between Zealot’s Stride for movement and Divine Smite for power. The way my sword met his felt like a conversation in steel, testing the limits of speed, precision, and endurance.

Again.

Again.

And again.

Dave wasn’t tiring—he never would—but I wasn’t planning on stopping either.

This was exactly the kind of training I needed.

"Zealot’s Stride—burn bright, burn fast. A relentless charge that falters for no man, no god."

"Divine Smite—righteous judgment, the weight of the heavens in one stroke."

I repeated the flavor text in my head as Dave and I clashed once more, my blade flashing in the dim light. Understanding and internalizing these concepts was key to growing stronger, but damn if it wasn’t frustrating. It wasn’t enough to just know the words—I had to feel them, embody them.

Dave raised his greatsword, meeting my descending strike. A shockwave rippled through the ground, sending dust flying, but I barely paid attention. I leaped back with Zealot’s Stride, then dashed forward again, my sword flaring with Divine Smite as I swung in a tight arc.

Boom!

The impact sent Dave skidding back. Another Divine Smite struck home—his body trembled, golden light crackling through his form—

Then he shattered into dust.

"Whooo~ that's tough..."

I exhaled, shaking my head.

It was an uneven fight. Even with the 15% debuff from my Lofty Jade Proposition, I was still completely wrecking Dave with just my raw stats alone. No fancy techniques, no overwhelming strategy—just pure brute force.

I flexed my fingers around my sword hilt, considering. If I wanted proper training, I needed a real challenge.

With a thought, I dismissed my Wandering Adjudicator Armor, tucking it into my Item Box and letting my cosmetic item remain. The stats provided by my armor vanished, and my movements felt a tad sluggish.

Dave’s body reformed in golden light, his Ultimate Skill triggering as he resurrected. His hollow gaze locked onto me. No hesitation. No emotion. Hopefully, he wouldn't hold a grudge against me. He consented after all. Better yet, this was his idea.

I grinned.

"Again."

I darted forward with Zealot’s Stride, blade flashing with Divine Smite as I rained down strike after strike, moving easier and hitting harder.

And Dave took it all.
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Two warps later, and we had yet to face any accidents. Almost sounded too good to be true.

I had my suspicions, but the answer was simple—Gu Jie.

She had been keeping an eye out, using her sensitivity to misfortune to help Ren Xun maneuver past potential accidents. A misaligned warp, a minor fluctuation in spatial stability, even an unexpected beast migration—she caught them before they could become problems. The result? Smooth sailing.

Now, night had fallen once more. The others had already finished setting up camp, and I stood outside, finishing my training.

I didn't really need sleep.

Lore aside about demi-gods and their endless stamina, I had plenty of rest while mid-travel. Over the past weeks, I had figured out an optimal schedule—five hours of sleep every week and a half. Any more, and I just felt sluggish. Any less, and my Divine Sense started glitching out for some reason. Of course, if a normal person tried my sleeping schedule, they’d probably drop dead from exhaustion.

I had just finished using Divine Possession on Ren Jingyi for tonight as part of my training regimen. Sometimes, I would alternate with Lu Gao, but tonight was fish night. "Ren Jingyi, you should grow fast, so that we don't have to heft your bowl anymore... Let's bring you to the others..." As quietly as I could, I tucked her inside the tent, making sure she was safe.

I took a moment to glance inside.

The tent was spacious—easily large enough to fit four people with room to spare. A few formation-engraved lanterns hung from the ceiling, giving off a faint, comforting glow. The air inside was warmer than outside, thanks to the insulation talismans Ren Xun had placed around the fabric walls.

Lu Gao lay sprawled out on his sleeping mat, one arm resting over his face, his chest rising and falling steadily. Despite his arrogant nature, the guy looked surprisingly defenseless in his sleep. His brows twitched occasionally—maybe he was dreaming about getting revenge or something.

Ren Xun, on the other hand, was curled up neatly on his mat, his hands folded over his stomach, breathing slow and controlled. Even in sleep, he maintained a kind of meticulousness.

Then there was Gu Jie.

She slept differently from the others, half-curled on her side, her body barely shifting. Every now and then, her expression would flicker—like she was reacting to something unseen. Maybe it was the aftereffects of sensing misfortune, or maybe she just wasn’t a deep sleeper.

I let out a breath and stepped away from the tent.

Tonight, like every night, I would stand watch.

As part of Lu Gao’s and Ren Jingyi’s training, I had been using Divine Possession alternately between them, testing who was more suited to becoming a Paladin.

It was an ongoing experiment.

Ren Jingyi, for one, had potential. Her instincts were sharp, her movements fluid, and her reactions quick. The downside? She was still, well… a fish. As a goldfish-turned-holy-beast, she lacked direct experience with humanoid combat. But she was learning. Fast.

Lu Gao, on the other hand, had combat experience in spades. He was aggressive, confident, and his raw talent was undeniable. The problem? He didn’t have the temperament. He was too headstrong, too reckless. A Paladin had to wield both strength and faith in equal measure, and Lu Gao only had the former.

Of course, by strength… I meant strength of heart… Still, that could easily break if you lacked faith in yourself, your comrades, and just about everyone.

I was still undecided.

Personally, they were an even match. I'm tempted to bring the fish in a different direction though... I recalled a certain quest... meh... I could deliberate just a bit more on that part. I was still unsure if I wanted to raise the fish as a Paladin, Priestess, or something more. By more, I meant something equivalent to a Dragon from LLO. Ugh... I felt disgusted about the idea of experimenting on Ren Jingyi. 

The fish was too darn innocent for something like uncertain experimentation... I didn't know what I'd do if she suddenly croaked. Maybe, I'd suddenly become a vegan. 

With my experiments on hold, I cast Bless on myself and wandered around the camp. The skill was all-rounded like that—buffing my stats and even my luck. And it was luck I wanted to test tonight.

Lo and behold, as I walked, I spotted a few herbs growing near the base of a tree.

I crouched down and inspected them.

Some I recognized from Cloud Mist Sect’s alchemy books, others from the texts I had taken from Golden Sun Pavilion. Small, unassuming plants—yet useful in concocting medicine and low-grade elixirs.

“…Interesting.”

I plucked a few, tucking them into my Item Box. I wasn’t an alchemist, but information was information. Knowledge had saved my life more than once.

As I straightened up, the Holy Spirit within me stirred.

“Will you be training tonight as usual?”

I thought about it for a moment before shaking my head.

“Nah. Let’s take a break.”

I could practically sense Dave’s surprise, but he didn’t question me. Instead of training, I wanted to hone something just as important—lore knowledge.

If I suddenly ran into something Lost Legends Online-related and didn’t recognize it, I’d kick myself in the head.

I sat down by a tree, pulled out a book, and started reading.

My Linguist subclass was an absolute blessing.

With it, I could understand, absorb, and process information at an accelerated rate. The more I read, the more I realized just how much of an advantage it was giving me.

In LLO, subclasses were non-combat related. They were designed to enhance immersion, focusing on trade professions instead. But they also provided bonuses to hidden stats like speech and luck, making certain aspects of the game easier.

And damn, was I glad I picked Linguist.

If I had been stuck dealing with a language barrier on top of everything else, I’d be in deep trouble.

I flipped through the pages of the almanac, scanning the historical points from Lost Legends Online.

There were times when the game lore and this world’s history overlapped in strange ways. That was why I made it a habit to alternate between reading LLO lore and local history books. Switching between them helped me adjust my perspective, especially when I read things that made me… uncomfortable.

Like the fact that some ancient sects in this world had eerily similar names to factions from LLO. Or that some mythical figures shared story beats with legendary NPCs.

Coincidence? Maybe.

But if Lost Legends Online was some kind of distorted reflection of this world, then knowing its historical events might just help me predict the future.

“Nah, that’s too much a stretch, isn’t it?”

Just as I was tucking the history book into my Item Box, I froze.

Somewhere in the distance…

I heard singing.

It was soft, melancholic, and sung in a non-imperial dialect.

The language wasn’t completely unfamiliar. I had been studying different dialects. It was one of my pastimes. If I found myself in a region where Imperial Common wasn’t dominant, I wanted to at least understand the locals.

I closed my books, placed them into my Item Box, and silently followed the sound.

I walked.

And walked.

And walked.

The song pulled me forward, like a thread winding around my thoughts, drawing me deeper into the night.

There was something magical about it. Not in the literal, spellcasting sense—at least, I didn’t sense any Qi fluctuations—but it had that indescribable quality that latched onto something deep in the soul.

The lyrics drifted through the air, soft and steady.

"In the vale where the night wind lingers,Footsteps fade like whispered sighs.
Ashes fall from embered fingers,
Scattered under silent skies."

"Shadows dance where no light follows,Breath is lost in hollow tune.
Graves are deep, yet hearts lie shallow,
Singing to a weeping moon."

I understood the meaning of the lyrics clearly.

It was a lament. A song for those who had gone, those who had vanished like footprints washed away by the tide.

Before I knew it, my Divine Sense brushed against its outer limits. The camp was now at the very edge of my awareness.

I exhaled and summoned Dave.

A golden glow shimmered as Summon: Holy Spirit activated. In an instant, he appeared before me—a perfect mirror of myself.

His eyes immediately locked onto mine, his posture rigid.

"My Lord," he greeted solemnly.

"Stay at camp," I instructed. "Be alert."

At my words, wispy air gathered around his head, twisting into a ghostly helm that flickered with holy radiance.

Dave didn’t hesitate. He bowed slightly and, without another word, turned back toward the camp, disappearing into the darkness.

I let out a slow breath.

Then, I continued forward.

The night stretched deep and cold, the sky blanketed in a heavy darkness. As I walked, the song guided my steps—haunting, yet strangely mesmerizing. It carried the weight of something old, something tragic, and as the words sank into my bones, I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the night air.

"The flames rise high, they touch the sky,Red like blood where children cry.
The walls collapse, the streets burn bright,
Ashes dance in endless night."

"The screams fade slow, the hands grow cold,Mother's touch, now dust and old.
The world turns black, the stars fall dim,
A hollow song, a dying hymn."

I stopped mid-step.

A child.

That was a child's voice.

Something about that fact made it worse.

Singing such dreary lyrics with that small, clear voice… Yeah, if this were a normal D&D party, people would already be preparing their Turn Undead spells and getting ready to run the hell away.

Me? I just stood there, listening.

Some would argue I was too cavalier in my approach, but the truth was—I hadn't seen ghosts in this world yet. Sure, I'd fought undead before. Skeletons, zombies, corpses puppeteered by whatever foul necromancy ran through Evernight. But ghosts?

Those were different.

Curiosity aside, my Legacy demanded me to act. Paladin instinct, divine obligation—call it what you will, but I couldn’t just walk away.

Maybe this was a soul that needed to move on.

Maybe I needed to do an exorcism.

I inched closer, silent, careful not to disrupt the song. The closer I got, the more the burnt smell of old charcoal filled my nose. The ground beneath my boots was scorched black.

Then, I saw it.

A charred house stood alone in the clearing, its skeletal frame barely standing, cinders long cooled but scars never healed.

And in front of it, a lone boy sat on the broken steps, legs swinging, head tilted up toward the starless sky—singing his heart out.

The boy stopped singing as soon as he saw me.

He stood up and stared at me, eerily still.

The ghost barely reached my knee. His translucent form flickered in and out, as if he wasn’t fully there. His clothes were tattered, burnt at the edges, and his skin was a pale, bluish gray—too smooth, too doll-like to belong to the living. But what stood out the most was the gaping wound on his neck, a grotesque, jagged opening that ran deep enough to sever his throat entirely. And yet, he had been singing, clear as day.

There were only two ways this would go.

One, he’d attack me, and I’d cast Turn Undead to send him running to the next life.

Two, he’d talk to me, and I’d be roped into a side quest.

I took a slow step forward, keeping my tone casual.

“Hey there,” I said, tilting my head, “where did you learn to sing like that? You have an amazing voice.”

The boy blinked at me, his empty eyes reflecting the dim glow of the moon.

I waited.

Okay. Looked like I wouldn’t be casting Turn Undead on him—yet.

Of course, Turn Undead would’ve been the easy way out, but… this was just a boy. A child.

And I wasn’t heartless enough to smite a kid before hearing him out.

I hummed for a second, then started singing to the tune of Mmmbop.

"Mmmbop, ba duba dop… ba du bop…"

Still no reaction.

Tough crowd.

The ghostly boy just stared at me, expression blank. For a second, I thought maybe he wasn’t capable of reacting. Then he tilted his head and said, “You’re weird.”

I grinned. “I get that a lot.”

Stepping closer, I lowered myself onto a rock, making myself comfortable. I wasn’t sure if ghosts felt things like intimidation, but keeping my distance might make me seem standoffish. And I wasn’t about to startle the already-dead kid.

The bonuses in speech from Linguist made a real difference in forcing dialogue scenarios back in LLO. Players who had the class could wring out extra dialogue lines from NPCs, sometimes even entire side quests. My talking with him was probably the result of my subclass in action.

I watched him for a moment, then asked gently, “Do you know?”

The boy blinked. Then, slowly, his small hand lifted to touch his throat. He nodded, eyes downcast.

He had a sad look.

This world believed rather strongly in the idea of reincarnation. If people died, they moved on, simple as that. But he hadn’t.

I rested my elbows on my knees. “So, what’s holding you back?”
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“I just want my sister back,” said the boy.

His voice was small, barely above a whisper, but it carried weight. A child’s wish, so simple yet impossible.

I let his words settle between us before responding. “Your sister… she didn’t—?”

“She’s still alive,” he interrupted. “But they took her.”

I frowned. “Who’s ‘they’?”

The boy’s form flickered, and his little hands clenched into trembling fists. “The people in black masks.”

Black masks. That could mean a lot of things in this world. Cults, bandits, sects, assassins. Maybe even Abyssal Clans.

I rubbed my chin. “When did this happen?”

“Long ago.” His voice was distant, and his cloudy eyes seemed to see something I couldn’t. “I remember the fire. The screaming. My sister crying. Then nothing.”

I glanced at the charred remains of the house behind him. That fire must have been the one that killed him.

My first instinct was to offer some kind of reassurance, but what could I even say? ‘I’ll bring her back?’ I didn’t know where she was. I didn’t know when this happened.

“…Do you know where they took her?”

The boy hesitated. His translucent fingers curled into his tattered robes. “Deep. Below.”

I frowned. That didn’t sound good. “Below where?”

He shook his head. “I don’t remember.”

Of course. Because why would this be easy?

I exhaled and studied him for a moment. He barely reached my knee, his ghostly form flickering slightly as if he might fade at any moment. The gaping wound on his neck was a stark contrast to his otherwise innocent, childlike face.

“Alright,” I said finally. “Let’s start with this—what’s your name?”

"Hei…" the boy started, voice soft and distant, like he was pulling his name from the depths of a fading memory. "Hei Mao."

Hei? As in the Black Clan?

I studied him more carefully. His clothes were old, tattered, and barely held together. They weren’t fine robes, nor did they carry the usual insignia of the Black Clan. Still, the possibility lingered in my mind.

Then again, he spoke a different dialect. Maybe his surname was just a coincidence.

I let the thought pass and introduced myself. "Da Wei," I said with a small nod.

It wasn’t my real name, but it was close enough. The transposed version was pretty convenient. More than that, it served as an extra layer of protection—one of the things I had picked up in my readings. Some spells and rituals needed a person’s true name to take effect. I wasn’t about to make things easier for any stray cultivator looking to curse me in my sleep.

"Hei Mao, huh?" I continued, offering a smile. "That’s a cool name."

"It isn’t really that cool… At most, it’s cute," Hei Mao muttered, crouching down.

With deliberate motions, he picked up a stick and began writing on the dirt.

I watched as the strokes took form. The first character was Hei—Black. The second was Mao—Cat. Black Cat.

Huh. Fitting.

But what really caught my attention wasn’t his name. It was the fact that he could pick up the stick at all. Most ghosts couldn’t interact with the physical world so easily. The fact that he could meant he was either particularly strong… or particularly stubborn.

"I don’t know," I said, tilting my head. "I find cats pretty cool. Though, they can be kinda psychopathic sometimes."

Hei Mao looked at me like I had just spoken absolute nonsense.

I crouched beside him and, using my finger, wrote my own name in the dirt. Da Wei. I thought about it and then gave a meaning to the name people had been mispronouncing to me. The first character, Da, meant Great. The second, Wei, meant Guard. Great Guard.

Hei Mao squinted at the writing, then at me. "Now you’re just showing off."

"Does your sister have a name?" I asked.

Hei Mao hesitated, his small ghostly form still as he stared at the dirt. "...I don’t remember," he admitted. "We’re twins, though… and she should remember my name. If you find her, tell her that I miss her."

I nodded. "Why don’t you come with me?"

Hei Mao shook his head. "I can’t. I’m bound to this place. If I go any farther, I’ll become weaker."

I took on a more serious tone. "I can protect you."

He became quiet.

"If you want," I continued, "you can come with me, and we can look for your sister together."

Hei Mao looked up at me, his translucent eyes filled with something unreadable. Then, he shook his head again.

"I can’t," he said. "I have to mourn for them."

He lifted a small, ghostly hand and pointed inside the charred building.

I followed his gesture and peered into the ruins.

Inside, among the blackened remains of what had once been a home, lay the scorched bodies of a family of three—a mother, a father, and a child.

Hei Mao shared with me how he had been in this patch of land for a long time.

Long enough that the charred ruins of the house weren’t the first home to stand here. But this family—the one whose remains now lay blackened and brittle—was the first to ever truly set roots. He watched them build their lives, their routines, their little traditions. The way the father hummed before speaking, how the mother always wiped the table twice, how the child—his name already slipping from Hei Mao’s memory—liked to chase after butterflies before dinner.

He had watched them, and over time, he had grown accustomed to their company. Even if they never saw him, he had been there, a silent observer, an unseen neighbor.

I listened quietly, letting him speak at his own pace. There was something sad in the way he clung to them, as if keeping their memory alive was the only thing holding him together.

Still, I couldn’t help but point out the obvious. "Hei Mao, if they were like you, if they were still here, wouldn’t they have appeared by now?" I gestured toward the burned wreckage. "The dead don’t just move on like that, right? If they had regrets, if they had things left undone, wouldn’t they still be lingering?"

Hei Mao’s small fingers curled into fists. He looked toward the ruins, his face unreadable. “They should be here,” he murmured. “They should be here with me.”

I crossed my arms. “But they’re not.”

He bit his lip. “I know.”

"Then why are you still mourning them?"

Hei Mao’s expression twisted, caught between anger and grief. "Because if I don’t, who will?"

I sighed, rubbing the back of my neck. "You really think they’d want you stuck here like this?"

Silence.

Hei Mao stared at the ruins, his small frame stiff. His lips parted like he wanted to say something, but no words came out.

I studied Hei Mao carefully. The way his little ghostly fingers trembled, how his lips pressed together in something too stubborn to be just grief. There was more to this than just mourning.

“What are you so scared about?” I finally asked.

Hei Mao flinched. His gaze snapped to me, wide-eyed, like I had yanked some hidden truth out of him. He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he gripped the hem of his tattered clothes, a reflexive motion that only made him look more like the lost child he was.

I exhaled through my nose. “You’re not just mourning them. You’re hoping—wishing—that they made it to the next life after this, right?”

He nodded slowly as if hesitant.

I tilted my head toward the burnt ruins. “For all I know, they already have. I mean, I don’t see them around. Do you?”

Hei Mao’s lips parted, but no words came. His eyes flickered to the charred remains inside the house, then back to me.

I sighed. “But that’s not what you really wanted, is it?”

His little hands clenched tighter.

“You didn’t want them to move on,” I said, watching his expression closely. “You wanted them to stay.”

Hei Mao sucked in a breath, an empty, ghostly sound. His shoulders shook as if I had spoken the one truth he had been trying to avoid.

For a long moment, he was silent. Then, in the smallest voice, he admitted, “…Yes.”

If I compared Lost Legends Online’s ghosts to the ghosts of this world, they had at least one thing in common: they were illogical creatures that often contradicted themselves.

Why mourn the dead when you were dead yourself?

Why cry for those who had moved on when you yourself were stuck?

And yet, another similarity between the ghosts of both worlds was how they lied—not just to others, but to themselves.

I could feel the lies. My Divine Sense flickered every time Hei Mao spoke half-truths. The way his voice wavered, the way he hesitated, it was all too telling. Not to mention, the powerful miasma that surrounded the ruined house didn’t belong to the burnt corpses inside—it all came from him.

I sighed.

If a ghost was confronted with the truth, they would usually lash out. That was standard knowledge. Most of the time, they’d snap, go feral, or outright attack in denial. It was basically the equivalent of an existential crisis, but with more screaming and spectral claws.

But Hei Mao didn’t.

That was what set him apart.

Or maybe it was because of me.

I remembered an old joke back in LLO—how my friends used to tease me about my ability to solve problems with talk-no-jutsu, even though my speech stat wasn’t all that high. Apparently, it worked just as well in this world.

I knelt down to his level and asked one more time, “What are you so scared about?”

Hei Mao’s lips trembled.

And then—black tears poured from his hollow eyes, ectoplasm dripping like ink down his pale cheeks. A choked sob escaped his throat as he suddenly lunged forward and hugged me, tiny arms gripping tightly around my waist.

“I… I am scared of being alone…” he whispered. His voice cracked with the weight of the words he had buried for so long.

I felt his cold, spectral form press against me, but there was warmth in the way he held on, like he was desperate not to disappear.

I exhaled softly and patted his back.

“I’m here,” I told him. “You’re not alone.”

I inhaled deeply and reached within myself, calling forth the power of Divine Possession with Ephemeral Touch.

The moment I activated it, my soul trembled.

"To seize the body is to seize the self. To walk another’s path is to know their truth. For a moment, the soul is unbound, freed from the chains of its own flesh, given wings to fly into another. But beware—the self is fragile. To linger too long is to forget the shape of one’s own soul. To possess is to risk being possessed in turn."

The flavor text echoed in my mind like a warning bell.

I braced myself. This wasn’t like LLO, where I could just use Divine Possession on an ally and call it a day. This was real. And I was about to possess a ghost.

It was unbelievable, but for a second time… I managed to evolve a skill.

I reached out and grasped Hei Mao’s essence.

For a fleeting moment, the world twisted. The sensation was foreign, weightless, like my body had lost its form, my mind stretched thin across an eternity of memories. I wasn’t just watching Hei Mao’s past—I was living it.

The laughter of a mother, the calloused hands of a father. The warmth of a home built from love, now reduced to ash.

And then—pain. A burning, searing pain at his throat. A scream that never came. The feeling of slipping, falling, drowning in the abyss of death but never truly reaching the bottom.

I understood.

Hei Mao’s grief. His anger. His loneliness.

And yet, despite all that suffering, despite the way the world had abandoned him, he stayed. Because he had a family once. Because he didn’t want to let them go.

I returned to my body with a shuddering breath. The air around us felt lighter. The oppressive miasma had thinned, and Hei Mao… he was different now. His presence had softened. The lingering resentment that made his ghostly form twisted and jagged had faded.

Hei Mao looked at me with wide, watery eyes.

“…Can you help me send them away?”

His voice was small and fragile.

He turned toward the charred ruins of the house and pointed. “They deserve better.”

I met his gaze and nodded.

I raised my hand and called forth holy power. The warmth of divinity surged through my veins as I cast—

Turn Undead.

Golden light flooded the burnt remains. The energy seeped into the broken foundation, purging the lingering hatred, unraveling the threads of regret that bound this place to sorrow.

Slowly, the air shimmered.

And then—they appeared.

A mirage of a family, standing together, bathed in soft, ethereal light.

The father and mother smiled gently, their forms whole and untouched by death. Between them stood a girl, identical to Hei Mao, except feminine—his sister.

The girl beamed. “I missed you too, brother!”

Hei Mao’s breath hitched. His small hands clenched at his sides.

The truth had been in front of him all along. This wasn’t just some family he had watched over.

It was his family.

Because of his resentment, because of his innate talent, he had cultivated and persisted even after death. His will had been too strong, his refusal to move on too powerful. He had forgotten who he was.

Hei Mao sobbed.

But unlike before, his tears were no longer black and inky.

They were clear. Pure.

“I… I am sorry…” His voice cracked. “And I love you all… Mom… Dad… Sis… I… Thank you…”

His family smiled. And as the light grew brighter, they opened their arms, welcoming him home.
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Hei Mao hesitated for only a moment before stepping forward and wrapping his small arms around his family.

It was warm.

Warmer than he remembered.

The light surrounding them grew brighter and brighter until it consumed everything. For the first time in what felt like an eternity, Hei Mao felt whole.

But then—his arms met empty air.

The warmth faded.

And when the light receded, his family was gone.

Hei Mao blinked. He stared at the now-empty space where they had been, then looked down at his own hands. He was still here. He had not moved on with them.

Confused, he turned to Da Wei, the strange man who had helped him. “Why…?”

Da Wei studied him for a moment before shrugging. “Guess you still have unfinished business.”

Hei Mao lowered his gaze.

Unfinished business.

Right.

The people in black masks were still out there.

Hei Mao clenched his fists.

He had spent so long clinging to the past, afraid to let go, afraid to be alone. But his family had moved on. And now… maybe it was time he did too.

He turned back to Da Wei.

“Thank you,” Hei Mao said.

Da Wei grinned. “No problem. So, where are you going to go now?”

Hei Mao paused, then met Da Wei’s gaze with newfound resolve.

“I’m going to find the people who killed my family.”

Da Wei tilted his head. “I don’t know about revenge, but do you want to come with me?”

Hei Mao’s lips parted slightly in surprise. “I… I can’t…” His voice trembled. He lowered his gaze. “I’m a dirty ghost…”

Da Wei groaned dramatically and ran a hand through his hair. “How do I put this… Uuuh…” He snapped his fingers. “I think there could be another reason you weren’t able to move on.”

Hei Mao frowned. “What do you mean?”

Da Wei nodded to himself, then pointed at Hei Mao. “I think it’s because of your cultivation.”

“…What?”

“Well,” Da Wei started, rubbing his chin. “Ghosts sometimes, after death, have so much resentment or spiritual power that they kind of cultivate? Yeah, that’s about it. Looking at you right now, I’d say you’re about at the Spirit Mystery Realm.”

Hei Mao stared blankly.

Da Wei continued, completely unfazed by Hei Mao’s silence. “Which is the Fourth Realm, by the way. A pretty decent level, honestly. I don’t know how long you’ve been haunting this place, but it could’ve been years. Hundreds? Maybe thousands?” He shrugged. “Who knows if you’d even recognize the people responsible for this tragedy?”

Hei Mao stiffened, staring at his hands. They were no longer ghostly and translucent but solid—almost real. He flexed his fingers, feeling a strange warmth coursing through them, a sensation he hadn’t felt in…

How long had it been?

His breath hitched—no, he wasn’t even breathing. He didn’t need to. He was still a ghost. And yet…

“What… What did you do to me?” Hei Mao whispered.

Da Wei rubbed the back of his head, looking a little sheepish. “Ah, yeah… So, you kind of transformed into a Holy Spirit… because of my skill.” He gestured vaguely at Hei Mao as if that explained everything.

Hei Mao’s gaze snapped up to him. “Holy Spirit?”

Da Wei shrugged. “Don’t ask me. Divine Possession and Turn Undead interacted in some way, and boom—you got an upgrade. Congratulations.”

Hei Mao clenched his fists. He didn’t feel much different. But the oppressive miasma that had surrounded him before was gone. His mind was clearer. “So… what now? What do I do now?”

Da Wei continued, his tone shifting to something softer. “I don’t mean to impose, but you’re kind of asking the wrong person here.” He met Hei Mao’s gaze. “What do you want to do?”

Hei Mao hesitated. “…I said I wanted to find the people who killed my family.”

Da Wei nodded. “Alright. And what are you going to do once you find them?”

Silence.

Hei Mao hadn’t thought that far ahead.

Da Wei tapped his chin. “And what are you going to do in between?”

Hei Mao frowned.

Da Wei smirked. “Let’s say finding the people who killed your family is your long-term goal. What’s your short-term goal?”

Hei Mao had no answer.

Da Wei knelt before the remains of Hei Mao’s family, his expression uncharacteristically serious. He placed a hand over the charred bones and offered a quiet prayer—

Hei Mao flinched as if Da Wei had killed them.

No—he purified them. The faint traces of lingering yin energy in the bones dissipated. There was a sense of finality now.

Da Wei turned back to Hei Mao. “I believe if you come with me, I can help you with your short-term goals.” He grinned. “Do you want to cultivate? Learn a few techniques? I mean, I’d love to have a Holy Ghost in my party, but it’s not like I’m forcing you.”

Hei Mao stared at him.

Da Wei stretched his arms. “And in effect, I can also help you with your long-term goals. So…” He crossed his arms and gave Hei Mao a lopsided smile. “Think about it.”

Hei Mao stared at the strange man before him and shook his head. “You are a weird guy.”

Da Wei scoffed. “Hey, that’s no way to treat your benefactor.” He dusted his hands off, finishing up the grave marker he had placed over the remains of Hei Mao’s family. “You know what? Maybe I can help you move on. Where are your bones? Where did you die?”

Hei Mao blinked. “Huh?”

Da Wei grinned. “I mean, we can consecrate the whole area if you want. Give you a proper sendoff. Or—” his smile turned almost mischievous—“I can just exorcise you where you stand.”

Hei Mao’s eyes widened. “I don’t want to be exorcised just yet!”

Da Wei chuckled. “Relax, I’m just messing with you.”

Hei Mao exhaled—well, at least mimicked the action. He wasn’t sure if ghosts actually breathed. “I want to find them. The black-masked people. I want to ask them why they did that to my family.” His voice was firm, his fists clenched. “If you can help me with that, then I’m willing to go with you.”

Da Wei gave him a considering look. “Alright. That’s fair.”

Hei Mao nodded, then hesitated. “…For my bones…” He suddenly felt nervous.

Da Wei tilted his head. “Yeah?”

Hei Mao swallowed. “Uuuh… I think I lost them?”

Silence.

Da Wei just stared at him.

Hei Mao shifted uncomfortably. “I mean… It’s been a long time! I don’t exactly remember where they are.”

Da Wei still stared.

Hei Mao felt even more nervous. “I am only human too, you know? Even if I’m all wispy and stuff!”

Da Wei snorted. “Hey, I’m not judging.”

Hei Mao stood beside Da Wei in silence, the two of them looking at the makeshift grave marker. What was once a charred ruin of a house had become a resting place—a final farewell.

Da Wei exhaled and clasped his hands together. “May destiny take you to the cycle of reincarnation, may the roads before you be kind, and may you find each other once more in a better life.”

Hei Mao squinted at him. “That was a weird prayer.”

Da Wei glanced at him, then suddenly reached out and ruffled his hair.

Hei Mao flinched back. “Hey! What the—?! How did you—?!” He swatted Da Wei’s hand away, staring at him in shock. Ghosts weren’t supposed to be touched!

Da Wei smirked. “Holy Spirit, remember? You’re solid enough now. Maybe? I don't really know...”

Hei Mao scowled and fixed his hair. “That doesn’t mean you can just—ugh, whatever.”

Da Wei chuckled. “I made up that prayer on the fly, but it was sincere.” He nodded toward the grave. “You should say one too.”

Hei Mao hesitated. He had never been good at prayers. What was there to even say? But under Da Wei’s expectant gaze, he sighed and lowered his head.

“…Mom. Dad. Sis.” His voice wavered slightly. “I hope… wherever you are, you’re happy. I’m sorry I couldn’t go with you. But I’ll be okay. I promise.”

The wind stirred gently, and for a brief moment, Hei Mao thought he felt something warm brush against his cheek. Something soft wrapped around his neck. He flinched, his hands immediately going up to his throat.

A long red scarf—warm, thick, and embroidered with the image of a black cat—draped over his shoulders, covering the wound on his neck. His fingers brushed over the fabric, tracing the delicate stitches.

He turned to Da Wei, who stood there with his usual nonchalant expression. “What—what is this?” Hei Mao asked with a slight panic in his voice.

“A gift,” Da Wei said simply.

Hei Mao’s grip tightened on the scarf. “…Why?”

Da Wei shrugged. “Because I felt like it.” He tilted his head. “Do you like it?”

Hei Mao opened his mouth, then closed it. He looked down at the scarf again, the red fabric stark against his ghostly pale skin. Slowly, hesitantly, he nodded. “…Yeah. I do.”

Eight hours later...

Hei Mao sat on a rock, staring at the morning sun, still feeling somewhat flustered. The red scarf around his neck was an unfamiliar weight, both physically and emotionally. He tugged at it absentmindedly.

Surrounding him were three unfamiliar figures, each exuding a distinct presence.

The first was a woman in black, with red snakes stitched along her robes. She carried herself with an edge—sharp eyes, careful movements, and the air of someone who didn’t trust easily. She introduced herself curtly: “Gu Jie.”

The second was a man with long, messy hair. He wore a gray robe that gave him a somewhat disheveled but carefree look. Unlike Gu Jie, he seemed a little too comfortable, sizing Hei Mao up with open curiosity. “Lu Gao,” he said with an aloof expression. "That's my name, Senior. Nice to meet you."

The last was a refined young man in dark, fitted robes. His posture was straight and composed. His gaze was keen, and he studied Hei Mao as if trying to unravel a puzzle. “Ren Xun,” he said smoothly, giving a slight nod. "So do you still shit?"

Hei Mao stiffened as all three stared at him with some kind of expectation. There was a strange atmosphere around them, a sense of… reverence?

Then, Lu Gao clapped his hands together, grinning. “We’re honored to meet a powerful elder like yourself.”

Powerful what? Hei Mao blinked.

Ren Xun looked intrigued. “To think Master Da Wei had such a formidable subordinate hidden away…”

Subordinate? Hei Mao’s eye twitched.

Gu Jie, though more reserved, still studied him with wary interest. “I hadn’t heard of you before. But considering our Master’s eccentricities, I suppose that isn’t surprising.”

Hei Mao turned his head sharply, eyes locking onto Da Wei.

Da Wei, standing off to the side, met his gaze with a completely unrepentant grin. Slowly, as if adding insult to injury, he raised a thumbs-up in a sneaky manner.

Hei Mao’s mouth fell open slightly.

What was this nonsense?!

Hei Mao thought about it… and then decided to ride the wave, straightening his back and lifting his chin ever so slightly. If they wanted to believe he was some mysterious, powerful figure, then who was he to deny them?

“I am Hei Mao,” he said in what he hoped was a regal tone. “An… er… friend of Da Wei.”

For a brief moment, he felt pleased with himself. Yes, that sounded good.

Then, immediately, he regretted it.

Lu Gao’s eyes gleamed with excitement. “Senior Hei Mao, what was your relationship to the Holy Spirit Dai Fu?”

“The… what?” Hei Mao asked, blinking.

Ren Xun stepped in smoothly, his tone full of admiration. “The Holy Spirit Dai Fu, of course. Master Da Wei must have mentioned him to you. A being of great spiritual power and wisdom. Surely, as a fellow spirit of high cultivation, you must have known him.”

Hei Mao had never heard that name before in his existence. He carefully nodded, pretending to be deep in thought. “Ah, yes… Dai Fu…”

“Then, is it true?” Gu Jie asked, narrowing her eyes. “That the Holy Spirit Dai Fu once faced the Demon Seal Sect’s elder in single combat and won?”

“Uhh… sure?” Hei Mao replied hesitantly.

Before he could even process that conversation, Lu Gao leaned in with another question. “What about your relationship with the Black Clan?”

“The what?” Hei Mao asked, feeling lost again.

“The Black Clan,” Ren Xun repeated. “The cultivators who protect the Empire! They lurk in the shadows and hunt in the shadows. They were believed to have vanished centuries ago. Your aura… it feels reminiscent of their teachings.”

Hei Mao was starting to sweat—if ghosts could even do that. “Oh, uh… well, you see… the Black Clan and I…” What was he even saying?

Gu Jie’s eyes sharpened. “So the rumors are true?”

“Y-yeah?” Hei Mao offered weakly.

His own words were digging him deeper and deeper, and there was no escape.

“And your cultivation?” Ren Xun asked, changing the topic. “At your level, surely you have reached the Sixth Realm?”

Hei Mao almost choked. “The… Fourth Realm,” he blurted out. At least, that’s what Da Wei had told him earlier.

The trio exchanged glances, nodding in approval as if that explained everything. “The Fourth Realm and already this powerful… as expected.”

Hei Mao forced a smile, feeling exhausted just from this conversation. Why were these guys so aggressive? They asked their questions like they were trying to interrogate him for top-secret information.

For a moment, Hei Mao imagined if he actually had the power they assumed he did. He would have struck them where they stood… or maybe… uuh… lightly flicked them? Yeah, that. That sounded better.

Hei Mao had enough.

“No!” he snapped, throwing his hands in the air. “I am the new guy, okay?! Please don’t call me senior! My name is Hei Mao! And no, I don’t know any techniques! I also don’t have any powerful backing! I’m just a stray ghost that the weird guy picked up!”

Silence.

Gu Jie covered her mouth, shoulders shaking as she suppressed a chuckle. Lu Gao looked serious, but a smirk tugged at the corner of his lips. Ren Xun chuckled a bit too obviously before retreating into the tent.

Da Wei, on the other hand, didn’t hold back at all. “Ha ha ha ha~! You should have seen your face!”

Hei Mao pouted. “You are so mean.”

Ren Xun returned from the tent, holding a small bracelet. He sighed and handed it over. “I don’t know what’s really happening, but orders are orders. Please don’t hold it against me, Mr. Hei. Master Da Wei told us to do it.”

Hei Mao blinked, taking the bracelet. A jade magatama hung from it, polished and cool to the touch.

“Gifts from us,” Gu Jie clarified. “I’ve received so much from Master, so this is a small thing.” She hesitated before handing over a scroll. “Sorry, this is the best I can do, and it’s a bit improper. I don’t think Master would mind, so here it is… This is a Scroll of Invisibility. Something Master gave me before.”

Lu Gao pulled something from his robes and handed over a ring. “This is my old storage ring. There’s nothing in it, but the ring itself should be useful to you. I can just buy a new one if I… ever regain my cultivation.”

Ren Xun snorted. “That’s some tough flexing.”

Hei Mao stared at the gifts in his hands. “It’s… too much.”

Da Wei nodded sagely. “Yeah, it’s too much.”

Hei Mao snapped his head up. “W-what?”

Da Wei grinned. “Just to clarify, I told them to prank you a bit, but the gifting part? That was wholly their idea. Why did they do it? I dunno…”

Gu Jie coughed awkwardly. “We were carried away, Master… that’s all.”
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Ren Xun knew Gu Jie was right. They had gotten carried away. He had gotten carried away.

He had only given the bracelet with the little jade magatama to look good in front of the Master. A small token, nothing too extravagant—just enough to leave a good impression. But then Gu Jie had to go and one-up him, pulling out a magical scroll like it was nothing. And Lu Gao? That guy went completely over the top, gifting a storage ring. A storage ring.

It was overkill. Completely unnecessary.

Ren Xun had expected Hei Mao to react with awe at Lu Gao’s gift or maybe marvel at Gu Jie’s scroll. Instead, the boy—this strange boy with powerful cultivation who was just as odd as Da Wei—clutched the bracelet Ren Xun had given him and said, “I like the bracelet the most.”

Ren Xun blinked. What?

Of all the gifts, the bracelet was the most useless. A simple trinket. Nothing special. It didn’t even have any practical function! The scroll granted invisibility. The storage ring could hold an entire armory’s worth of items. But the bracelet? Just decoration.

Hei Mao looked up at him with starry eyes, his expression full of gratitude. Ren Xun shifted uncomfortably under the attention.

Then, as if suddenly realizing he might be sidelining the others, Hei Mao quickly added, “Of course, I loved the gifts from you too, Gu Jie, Lu Gao… Thank you!”

Gu Jie chuckled, amused. Lu Gao just smirked.

Ren Xun sighed internally. He had been trying to impress Master Da Wei, but somehow, he had ended up impressing Hei Mao instead.

“You are welcome, little Mao. We appreciate you liked our gifts!”

Ren Xun knew he shouldn’t be here.

The reason for his presence wasn’t camaraderie, nor was it some newfound sense of belonging. He was here to spy. To observe. To report back. To make sure that Master Da Wei wouldn’t accidentally annihilate a Sect loyal to the Empire.

There was no delusion in his mind—he wasn’t here to make friends. If he performed to his father’s satisfaction, he might finally secure his engagement to Lin Lim. ‘The life I envisioned for myself…’ A comfortable one. A life where he wouldn’t have to worry about the expectations of being a cultivator or royalty.

Because Ren Xun wasn’t one. Not really.

At heart, he knew what he was.

A wastrel, an untalented cultivator, a man born into a world of martial prowess without the ability to carve a place in it. He had long given up on that path. Instead, he honed a different skill—the art of words. He had learned how to talk his way out of things, how to feign sincerity, how to deflect prying eyes, especially when he was playing hooky.

And right now, he was ingratiating himself shamelessly.

He offered Hei Mao a warm, knowing smile and gestured toward the bracelet. “The magatama represents good fortune,” he explained smoothly. “It’s a ward against evil, symbolically speaking. Keep it always on your side and even ghosts will flee you!”

“Really?” Hei Mao’s eyes flickered with interest, fingers brushing over the small jade charm. His cultivation was impressive, that much was clear, but at the end of the day, he was still a boy. Curious. Easily swayed by meaning.

“It might not be as grand as a storage ring or a magic scroll, but sometimes, the simplest things hold the greatest value,” said Ren Xun.

Ren Xun watched as Gu Jie carefully brought out the bowlfish—Ren Jingyi, their so-called "companion." The tiny goldfish stared up at Hei Mao with wide, unblinking eyes, her mouth opening and closing like a dullard trying to form words.

"This is Ren Jingyi," Gu Jie introduced with an uncharacteristically serious expression.

Hei Mao blinked, then suddenly burst into laughter.

Ren Xun arched a brow. "What's so funny?"

Hei Mao wiped a tear from his eye, still chuckling. "She just made a joke!" He pointed at Ren Jingyi, looking utterly delighted. "That’s her gift to me!"

Ren Xun kept his expression smooth, though internally, he was biting back every cynical remark that came to mind.

Then, as if a realization struck him, Hei Mao’s eyes widened. "Wait—" He looked between them all in growing amazement. "I can talk to fish!"

Ren Xun sighed through his nose, pressing a finger to his temple. No shit.

There was no denying it anymore—this boy was just as weird as Master Da Wei.

Da Wei strolled over, smoothly inserting himself into the conversation as he scooped up the bowlfish. 

"Hmm," Da Wei mused, tilting the bowl slightly to get a better look at Ren Jingyi. "Probably the effect of Hei Mao’s constitution as a Holy Spirit. Maybe? I can't tell..."

Again, that term. 

Ren Xun resisted the urge to frown. Holy Spirit. He’d never heard of it before, not in the texts, not in court, not even in the obscure cultivation manuals he’d skimmed while pretending to study. A lot of terms the Master used were unfamiliar.

Lu Gao, on the other hand, was focused on something else entirely. "The goldfish gained the spark?" he asked, blinking in genuine surprise. “Huh? I am kind of surprised and not surprised at the same time."

The spark. Now that was a term Ren Xun knew—an old concept referring to the hidden wisdom present in all living beings, a sign of potential intelligence beyond mere instinct.

Gu Jie crossed her arms. "She doesn’t seem that smart."

Lu Gao turned to her, affronted. "She’s plenty smart! She can cast Bless, can’t she?"

Ren Xun barely concealed his amusement. After all, Lu Gao was treating a goldfish as his rival.

Truly, this group was beyond salvation.

Da Wei crouched next to the bowl, talking to the goldfish like a madman.

“Come on, little one. Say something. Anything,” he coaxed, tapping lightly on the glass. “You talked to Hei Mao, didn’t you? Why not me? I’m your Master—” He cut himself off, gasping dramatically. “Wait. Don’t tell me… you’re broken?!”

Ren Xun resisted the urge to sigh. Master Da Wei, the ever-dignified cultivator… was arguing with a fish.

Lu Gao walked over and leaned down to stare at the goldfish in silent judgment. Meanwhile, Da Wei had started feeding Ren Jingyi small bits of lettuce, as if bribing her would earn her favor.

Hei Mao became the reluctant interpreter and relayed, “Uh… She’s tired of lettuce.”

Da Wei shot him a betrayed look. “What?!”

“She says she’s sick of it,” Hei Mao added.

Da Wei turned back to Ren Jingyi with wide eyes, utterly scandalized. “Then why didn’t you say anything?! I’ve been giving you lettuce for days!”

Ren Xun observed the exchange with mild interest. By now, he assumed Da Wei was using Qi Speech to communicate with the fish, but if that were the case, it clearly wasn’t working.

Da Wei narrowed his eyes. “Wait. Hei Mao, why isn’t she talking to me?”

Hei Mao hesitated for a moment before sighing. “She’s, um… disappointed in herself for not being able to meet your expectations. And, uh… she’s a bit shy.”

Silence.

Da Wei pressed a hand to his chest, looking as though he’d been personally wounded. “Jingyi, my dear, I never had expectations. You just have to be yourself, okay?”

The fish didn’t respond.

Da Wei groaned. “Unbelievable.”

Lu Gao looked at Hei Mao. “Ask her what she wants to eat.”

Hei Mao translated. After a brief pause, he looked up and said, “Anything but lettuce.”

Gu Jie turned to Ren Xun with an inquiring look. “Can we make a detour?”

Ren Xun arched a brow at her before shrugging. “Depends where.” Without another word, he hopped onto the Floating Dragon and moved to the control panel, fingers dancing over the instruments as he examined the radar.

At the far edge of the map, a cluster of messy, multicolored dots indicated a city. The chaotic blend of hues represented the five elements—Earth, Fire, Water, Wood, and Metal—signaling a bustling settlement with a variety of people, cultivators, and businesses.

Peering over the edge of the boat, he shouted back to the group, “There’s a city nearby! It won’t hurt our schedule if we make a detour. If we’re lucky, we might even get to stay in a nice inn.”

Da Wei, who had been wholly engrossed in feeding Ren Jingyi, barely glanced up. “Sure, why not?” he said lazily, as if granting divine permission. He then pulled out an expensive-looking herb from seemingly nowhere and held it over the fishbowl, inspecting it with great interest before dropping it in.

Ren Xun watched in muted horror as the rare herb—one that would sell for a small fortune—sank into the water like fish food. His eye twitched.

Ridiculous.

While Da Wei and Hei Mao played around with the fish, Ren Xun, Lu Gao, and Gu Jie got to work packing up the rest of the camp. They moved efficiently, accustomed to breaking camp in a timely manner, though Ren Xun couldn't help but cast the occasional glance at the truly absurd sight of Master Da Wei fussing over a goldfish.

He tightened the straps on a pack and huffed. Must be nice having high cultivation.

Scratch that.

Must be nice being the fish.

Ren Xun leaped onto the Floating Dragon, his movements practiced and precise. The deck barely creaked beneath his weight as he landed.

Behind him, Gu Jie followed suit—except she wasn’t alone. She carried Lu Gao effortlessly, one arm hooked under his back and the other under his knees.

Lu Gao, despite being a proud young master, dangled in her grasp like a sack of rice. His face was stiff with embarrassment. “This is humiliating,” he muttered under his breath. 

Gu Jie, unbothered, dropped him onto the deck with minimal effort. “You’re welcome.”

Lu Gao grumbled but dusted himself off. “…Thank you.”

Without further delay, the three of them moved in unison to prepare for departure. Ren Xun focused on unhooking the Floating Dragon from the surrounding landscape, removing the sturdy ropes and talismans anchoring it to trees and dirt. Gu Jie and Lu Gao worked alongside him, their motions quick and efficient.

Once the ship was freed, Ren Xun stepped over to the side of the deck and reached for the anchor. Gripping the thick chain, he hauled it up with a grunt, feeling the strain in his arms. It took a moment, but with a final pull, the anchor was secured.

He peered over the edge of the boat and called out, “Master Da Wei! We’re ready to set off. If we maintain speed, we should reach the next city in two to three hours.”

Da Wei secured Ren Jingyi’s bowl with one hand and grabbed Hei Mao by the collar with the other. “Alright, time to go,” he said cheerfully, before bending his knees and leaping onto the deck with ease. Hei Mao let out a startled yelp, flailing mid-air before landing with a thud.

Ren Xun placed his hands on the control panel.

The Floating Dragon was an extension of himself—its formations, its flight, all tethered to him through a spiritual connection. With a simple thought, he could activate or deactivate its many features, from basic flight controls to the more advanced defensive mechanisms.

Still, it wouldn’t hurt to be a bit showy. He tapped a few runes on the panel, adjusting the settings with an exaggerated air of focus. It made him look hardworking if nothing else.

A soft pulse ran through the deck as the ship responded, lifting slightly off the ground. Ren Xun smirked to himself. He might not be the strongest cultivator, but he had his talents.

As he checked the ship’s status, his gaze landed on the invisibility formation. It had fully recharged overnight, meaning they could stay hidden for a full week if needed. A convenient but expensive feature—his spiritual stones were dwindling fast.

He turned to Da Wei, calling out over his shoulder. “Master Da Wei, do you want me to activate the invisibility formation?”

“I’ll leave it to your discretion,” answered the Master.

Ren Xun frowned slightly, thinking it over. That sounded like a test.

Did they need to stay hidden? It wasn’t as if they were being pursued. Using the formation now would be a waste of resources. He tapped his fingers against the controls before finally deciding against it. No need to squander precious stones on paranoia.

Instead, he focused on maneuvering the Floating Dragon, smoothly lifting them into the sky. The landscape below shrank as they ascended, the wind picking up around them.

Unbeknownst to him, he was probably just overthinking…
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The Floating Dragon hovered above the treetops, circling the outskirts of the city like a hawk sizing up its prey. From my vantage point on the deck, I got my first look at Ironmoor City. The name fit. The entire place looked like it had been hammered out of the earth itself—tall, grim stone walls reinforced with streaks of dark iron, squat buildings packed tightly together, and a web of narrow streets winding between them like cracks in a boulder. Smoke curled from dozens of chimneys, blending into the grayish haze that hung over the city. Even in the early morning, the streets bustled with movement.

Ren Xun stood near the control panel, eyes sharp as he scanned the horizon.

"Ironmoor City," he announced, hands resting on the wheel. "Originally a mining settlement, but it grew into a trade hub thanks to the iron veins running deep beneath it. The city’s got a reputation for being rough, but it's orderly enough. The local sect keeps a tight grip on things—Black Anvil Sect, known for their craftsmanship and, well, their tempers. They control the forges and set the prices on iron and steel. You want quality weapons, you go to Ironmoor."

He adjusted the ship's altitude, lowering us slightly. "The market district is right near the main gate, easy to spot from up here. Beyond that, you’ve got the Black Anvil Sect’s compound taking up a huge chunk of the city’s western quarter. There’s also an arena in the center—fighters from all over come here to test their skills, settle disputes, or just put on a show."

I leaned over the railing, watching the streets below. "Sounds lively."

Ren Xun snorted. "Lively is one word for it. Dangerous is another. If you know the right people, you can find almost anything here, but the Black Anvil Sect doesn’t take kindly to troublemakers. They don’t bother with formal trials. If you break their rules, you get exiled, beaten, or buried."

That was good to know. Not that I planned to cause trouble.

"So," I said, "where’s the best place to eat?"

Ren Xun gave me a flat look. "Senior, with all due respect, do you ever think about anything besides food?"

I grinned. "Of course. But food is still a top priority."

Lu Gao let out a chuckle. "There’s a famous tavern near the market called The Iron Kettle... or so I've heard. They serve Black Iron Stew—said to put hair on your chest and steel in your bones. Never tried it myself, but I hear it’s a favorite among the miners and blacksmiths."

I nodded approvingly. "Sounds promising."

Gu Jie, who had been silent until now, leaned against the railing, her gaze fixed on the streets below. "We should be careful," she said. "The Black Anvil Sect won't be the only power here. There are mercenary groups, rogue cultivators, and traders with too much greed and not enough sense in the world. I knew that for a fact. If we’re not careful, we might find ourselves entangled in something we don’t want to be part of."

Hei Mao looked uncertain. "So... should we go in disguised?"

Ren Xun smirked. "That depends. Do you want to cause a scene or slip in unnoticed?"

I clapped my hands together. "Let's get a closer look first. No need to rush in blind."

Ren Xun nodded and adjusted the controls. 

Lu Gao whistled low as we approached Ironmoor walls. "I heard stories about this place, but damn... I didn’t think the walls would be this high."

He wasn’t wrong. The city was surrounded by an imposing black stone wall, easily five times my height, reinforced with dark iron plating at key points. The whole thing looked more like a fortress than a trade hub. Watchtowers loomed at even intervals, each manned by armed sentries, and beyond the walls, the city stretched out in a mess of squat, sturdy buildings packed tightly together.

Ren Xun was standing at the helm. He glanced back at us. "That’s because the city isn’t just protected by its walls. It’s policed by Black Clan cultivators. There is prestige to this city in a sense."

Gu Jie raised a brow. "Black Clan? And what’s their connection to the Black Anvil Sect?"

Ren Xun scoffed. "It’s in the name, isn’t it? Black Anvil Sect—Black Clan. The sect isn’t just a group of blacksmiths and fighters; they’re the Black Clan’s enforcers in this region or the closest thing to it. The two are practically one and the same."

That explained a lot. The iron grip on the city, the no-nonsense reputation, the fact that they didn’t tolerate troublemakers. It wasn’t just a sect throwing its weight around—it had the backing of an actual Imperial House.

I turned back to Ren Xun. "Have you been here before?"

"Twice," he admitted. "This is my third time."

I filed that away for later. Ren Xun had connections in more places than he let on. Well, he was the second son of an imperial prince, so I shouldn’t be too surprised.

Eventually, Ren Xun guided the Floating Dragon to a halt just outside the city walls. We weren’t the only ones with a flying vessel—several other floating boat-like artifacts were docked nearby, their hulls shimmering with defensive formations. Armed men and women stood guard around them. Some wore uniforms I didn’t recognize, but Ren Xun pointed out a few uniformed cultivators.

"The local militia," he said. "They help keep the peace, but only when it’s convenient."

I was about to ask what that meant when a trio of cultivators on flying swords approached. They hovered in the air for a moment, then slowly descended until they were floating adjacent to our ship. Their leader, a man with a thick beard and an impatient expression, called out in a firm tone.

"Calm down. This is standard protocol."

His two subordinates landed beside him, their swords sheathed, but their presence was anything but relaxed. I could tell they were used to throwing their weight around.

I activated Voice Chat and sent a quick message to Ren Xun. “I’ll leave this to you.”

Ren Xun’s response was immediate. “Affirmative.”

With an easy, confident stride, he walked up to the trio of guards and cupped his fists in a respectful salute. "Honored Ironmoor guards, I am Ren Xun, captain of this fine vessel. How may I be of service?"

He delivered the words with the kind of flamboyant flourish that made me want to roll my eyes, but it did its job. The bearded cultivator nodded, seemingly satisfied. "Inspection."

Ren Xun smiled. "Of course. By all means, inspect away."

The bearded guard gave us a long, appraising look. "Business or pleasure?"

Ren Xun grinned. "Depends."

The guard’s eyes narrowed.

Ren Xun chuckled and relented. "We’re here to resupply. Our final destination is the Imperial Capital."

"Tourists," the guard muttered with a snide twist of his lips.

One of the other guards was scribbling on a piece of paper, barely paying attention to the conversation. Curious, I glanced at what he was writing. It wasn’t just a log—he was making annotations. He’d sketched a crude diagram of our boat and was jotting down the number of people inside.

My eyes flicked to the other boats. The merchants must love this place, judging by the number of times "merchant" was ticked on that paper.

Trade in this world was an interesting thing. Unlike in LLO, where merchants needed massive caravans, storage rings changed the game entirely. Yeah, Item Box existed in LLO, but they were something a mere NPC would never be able to have. A single trader in this world could theoretically carry an entire shop’s worth of goods in a small ring on their finger. 

I let my Divine Sense extend outward, scanning the adjacent boats. As expected, all of them had some level of cultivation. Some were minor, barely at the first realm, but a few carried the weight of seasoned fighters. The presence of boats made more sense now. It wasn’t about the merchants themselves—it was about accommodating the guards they hired.

The second guard, the one still jotting notes, glanced up and said, "You should check out the market for weapons. Might find something useful." Then, with a smirk, he added, "Maybe even hire some guards."

Yeah, right. In his Qi Sense, we must have looked like chumps.

But then their leader turned his gaze to Hei Mao. The other two followed suit.

And just like that, their entire attitude shifted.

The leader of the guards immediately cupped his fists and bowed. "Young Master."

The other two followed, their backs straighter, their expressions now full of restrained deference.

I expected them to recognize him—Hei Mao was a walking anomaly—but I didn’t anticipate this level of ass-kissing. There was only one explanation.

They had no idea who he was.

They just knew what he was.

Hei Mao’s Fourth Realm cultivation must have rattled them. These guards were strong, but not that strong. One was Third Realm, the other two were Second Realm. To them, Hei Mao wasn’t just some wandering traveler—he was a monstrous genius. A prodigy who could crush them with a flick of his wrist.

Or maybe it was his features. He shared the same surname as the Black Clan. Combined with his level of cultivation, it wasn’t strange these guards might have misunderstood his origins.

It wasn’t like Hei Mao’s nature as a ghost was that obvious, after all.

I used Voice Chat to warn him. “Don’t tell them your name.”

Hei Mao, to his credit, didn’t even flinch. He simply returned the bow and said, "You’re doing good work. The city’s security is in capable hands."

The guards puffed up a little at the compliment, nodding in satisfaction.

“Just want to clarify something, but…” Ren Xun squinted at the city gates. "What's up with that? Why are they closed? Last time I was here, while the boat inspection was pretty much mandatory, I don’t remember the gates being closed in this time of the day.”

The leader of the guards straightened his back. "Ironmoor City is on high alert."

That immediately set off alarms in my head.

"A Demonic cultivator and a Buddhist fanatic have been stirring up trouble for the Abyssal Clans and some affiliated sects," the guard continued. "Until the situation is under control, all entrants need a permit in advance."

I exchanged a glance with Ren Xun. That was an odd combination—demonic cultivators and Buddhist fanatics weren’t exactly known for getting along. Even I knew that. But I wasn’t about to pry when the guards were already being cooperative.

The leader of the guards nodded reassuringly. "That said, we can expedite the process for you."

I had a strong suspicion that was thanks to Hei Mao’s presence.

"The boat has to remain outside," the guard added. "But with your permission, we can post a guard here."

Ren Xun cupped his fists and offered a respectful nod. "We appreciate the generosity."

One of the other guards produced a small, official-looking document and handed it to Ren Xun. "Just show this to the gate guards, and they'll let you through."

Simple enough.

The guards finally departed, one of them assuring us that they’d send someone to watch over the boat. Ren Xun handled the formalities rather competently. The kid might have been a self-proclaimed wastrel, but he knew how to work a situation.

Gu Jie turned to me. "Master, permission to investigate and arrange a room while we wait here?"

I nodded. "Go ahead."

Summoning Dave for backup wouldn’t hurt. I raised a hand and activated Summon: Holy Spirit. A golden light pulsed, and Dave materialized beside me, standing tall in his knightly armor.

"Dave, go with her," I instructed.

Gu Jie cupped her fists and bowed in my direction. "Understood."

Dave performed a knight’s salute, thumping his chest. "By your will, My Lord."

Gu Jie retrieved the permit from Ren Xun. "How long is this good for?" she asked.

Ren Xun shrugged. "The permit’s reusable within the day, so no problem there. You can come back and pick us up at your leisure."

"Good," I said. "While you’re at it, keep an ear out for any cultivators using black masks."

Hei Mao perked up. "I'll go too!"

I gave him a look. "No."

He deflated a little but didn’t argue.

Before she left, I added, "If there's an emergency, feel free to rely on Dave."

Gu Jie nodded. "Of course."

With that, she and Dave finally left for the city, disappearing past the gates.
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Ironmoor City loomed before them, its towering black iron walls exuding an oppressive weight. Within, the streets bustled with merchants, artisans, and wandering cultivators. The air carried the thick scent of molten metal, punctuated by the rhythmic clang of forges.

Gu Jie led the way, her steps steady and unhurried. Dave followed closely behind, clad in full armor—helm to greaves, polished to a mirror sheen. He was here as a bodyguard, and his mere presence should be enough to dissuade unwanted attention. Unlike his lord, he was a Holy Spirit. That alone would make most think twice before provoking him.

Or, as his lord had put it, his aura was brimming with Buddhist principles—or something along those lines.

As they moved through the crowd, a voice echoed in his mind.

"How fares Ironmoor City?"

Dave blinked behind his visor.

"Oh, good, the Voice Chat works at long distances. I’ll need to test its full range later... But that’s not the point. Can you hear me, Dave?"

Dave responded at once.

"Yes, My Lord."

Gu Jie gave him a sidelong glance. “What is it?”

His lord’s voice returned.

"A reminder—cause no trouble. If you witness anything that violates our oath, report to me at once."

Dave gave a slight nod. “Yes, My Lord.”

Turning to Gu Jie, he relayed the message.

She smirked, tucking the permit into her sleeve. “Understood.”

Ironmoor City was a city of iron and stone, where the strong dictated the law. Black-robed cultivators patrolled the towers lining the inner walls, their swords gleaming under the pale sun. The streets were paved with dark iron slabs that clanked underfoot, and the forges roared ceaselessly, sending plumes of thick smoke into the sky.

Unlike Yellow Dragon City, which carried the air of sectarian refinement, Ironmoor City was a war camp in all but name. Even the common folk walked with wary steps, their gazes sharp, ever mindful of those who carried weapons.

Dave remained silent as he followed Gu Jie. He had seen many cities like this—places where power dictated survival. Nothing here was unfamiliar to him.

After some time, Gu Jie finally spoke. “Senior, I’d like your counsel.”

Dave turned his helmeted head slightly toward her. “I defer to your judgment.”

She arched a brow. “Come now, humor me.”

He considered her request before answering. “If it were me, I’d linger in taverns and listen. Drunken men speak freely. If something truly dangerous was afoot—beyond my means to handle—I’d leave the city and seek safer ground.”

Gu Jie chuckled. “That was my plan from the start.”

She glanced ahead, her voice quieting. “Master Da Wei… he is family to me.”

Dave said nothing, merely listening.

Gu Jie continued, her voice softer but firm. “Master is invincible, but I am merely a weak woman. Even so, I wish to aid him. To protect him. To safeguard him. The heart, after all... is a fragile thing.”

She halted and turned to face him fully. “Even the Heavenly Demon, thought to be undying, perished despite his rumored immortality arts. What of Master? He may be stronger, but strength alone does not shield one from folly. What does that tell us of his past? Uuuh… Apologies, Senior… I was lost in my thoughts…” 

Dave regarded her through the narrow slit of his helmet. After a pause, he said, “His Lordship is not the Heavenly Demon.” 

Gu Jie nodded. “I know.” 

“But,” Dave continued, “I agree with your views. Even if our strength is meager, we must protect His Lordship.”

It was both truth and a challenge. A reminder.

Dave was not blind. He knew Gu Jie cared for their master. But caring and committing were not the same. Was she willing to stand as a shield? To accept what came with devotion?

For all her bravado, had she truly resolved herself?

Gu Jie tilted her head slightly. "Senior," she began, shifting from the solemnity of the previous topic, "why do you always call Master ‘His Lordship’? Are you a noble? Is he a noble? That would explain his mischief, his eccentricities… perhaps even his upbringing."

Dave frowned beneath his helmet. The question caught him off guard. "A noble?" He considered the word. "Not in the way you mean. But I do not disagree with your assessment."

Gu Jie raised an eyebrow. "Then what do you mean?"

Dave was silent for a moment, choosing his words with care. "His Lordship is noble, yes. But more than that… He is my Faith." His voice carried an unshakable conviction. "He is the closest thing I will ever have to a God in a godless world."

Gu Jie blinked at him, digesting his words. "That's… a lot to place on one person."

Dave exhaled, the motion barely noticeable beneath his heavy armor. "Perhaps." His thoughts drifted to the past. The Lost Gods. The irony of that title had never escaped him.

At times, he wondered—was the Voice that guided all immortal champions truly a singular entity? Were their whispers from one unseen, unknowable being… or merely echoes of many?

Gu Jie did not press further. Instead, she lifted a hand and pointed ahead. “There.”

Dave followed her gaze to a sturdy, two-story building reinforced with iron-plated walls. A large wooden sign hung above the entrance—Iron Kettle. The scent of roasted meat and spiced ale drifted from within, mingling with the ever-present tang of metal that permeated Ironmoor City.

"A tavern?" Dave asked.

Gu Jie nodded. "Seems like there's an inn attached, too. If luck favors us, we can handle both matters at once—gathering information and securing a place to stay."

Dave studied the building a moment longer before nodding. "Then let’s proceed."

Without another word, they stepped inside.

The tavern was alive with sound—gruff laughter, murmured conversations, the occasional sharp bark of a merchant haggling over prices. The air was thick with the scent of sizzling meat and frothy ale, undercut by the omnipresent iron tang that clung to everything in this city.

Gu Jie moved through the crowd with ease, weaving between tables like she had walked such streets all her life. Dave followed. His full armor turned more than a few heads, but no one dared approach. There was an unspoken rule in places like this—if someone looked like trouble, you left them alone unless you were prepared to deal with the consequences.

Reaching the counter, Gu Jie slid a few coins to the barkeep—a burly man with a thick scar running from brow to chin.

“Two mugs of ale.”

The barkeep grunted, pouring two foaming mugs from a massive keg before pushing them across the counter. “Enjoy.”

Gu Jie nudged one toward Dave. “Here.”

He hesitated, staring at the wooden mug for a long moment before finally picking it up. The scent of barley and hops hit him first, followed by the bitter tang of strong brew.

He took a sip—

—and nostalgia struck like a hammer to the chest.

He stilled.

The tavern was one thing.

But The Tavern…

For the first time in a long while, Dave felt something close to longing. The warmth of a hearth, the boisterous camaraderie of warriors sharing tales of battle, the unshakable sense of belonging.

He would be lying if he said he didn’t miss home.

“Something wrong?” Gu Jie asked, noticing his pause.

Dave set the mug down and shook his head. “No… just memories.”

Gu Jie took a sip from her own mug, humming in thought. “Funny. I didn’t think spirits had nostalgia.”

“Even spirits remember where they came from,” Dave murmured.

Around them, conversation ebbed and flowed, whispers carrying through the smoky air.

"Did you hear? The Black Anvil Sect is doubling their security. Something about a thief."

"That demonic cultivator they're talking about—some say she’s not alone. That Buddhist freak might be working with her."

"Abyssal Clan ships were seen docked near the southern piers. Think they’re here for business or trouble?"

"I tell ya, those black-masked bastards give me the creeps. Walkin' around like ghosts, never speaking unless they have to."

Dave stilled.

Black-masked bastards?

His senses sharpened as he sifted through the noise. Across from him, Gu Jie did the same, fingers lightly tapping her mug as she absorbed the scattered rumors.

Eventually, she smirked. “Well, looks like we came to the right place.”

Dave gave a slight nod, lifting his mug again.

Gu Jie leaned in slightly, her voice lowering. “I’ll be back. Gonna scurry around and interact with the local rats.”

Dave raised a brow beneath his helmet. “And your safety?”

Gu Jie smirked. “I can handle myself just fine. And if things go south, I’ll make a run for it. I still have a magic scroll.”

Dave studied her for a moment, then sighed. Lifting a hand, he let a soft light radiate from his fingertips. A faint shimmer settled over Gu Jie before vanishing a second later.

She blinked. “A Blessing?”

“A little insurance.”

Gu Jie grinned, patting her chest. “Appreciate it.” Then, without hesitation, she grabbed her mug and downed the rest in one go, slamming it onto the table with a satisfied sigh.

And just like that, she was gone—disappearing into the back of the tavern.

Dave leaned back in his seat, exhaling slowly. His gaze swept the room, watching, listening. For now, he would wait.

Then, he heard it.

“…slave market opening tonight. Got a few rare breeds, even one with a bloodline.”

Dave’s fingers clenched around his mug.

His presence dimmed. His heartbeat slowed.

And then, through the tether of Voice Chat, he reached out.

“My Lord, I have news.”

A beat of silence. Then—“What is it?”

“There is a slave market opening tonight.”

His Lordship exhaled on the other end. The voice that returned was even, but beneath it lay the weight of restraint.

“We can’t do anything about them. They’re enforced by the estate.”

Dave lowered his head slightly. The ale in his mouth turned bitter—not from the brew, but from the truth of those words.

Back home, this wasn’t the first time Dave had encountered something like this.

There were always things beyond His Lordship’s reach, beyond his own. No matter how much strength His Lordship gained, some things were tangled in the very roots of the world itself.

Dave and His Lordship were merely visitors in this land. Outsiders.

And yet…

Dave pressed a silent prayer in his heart—selfish in its nature.

Let us not cross paths with this slave trade.

Because if they did—if His Lordship saw it firsthand—

No. He knew what would happen.

For all his eccentricities, for all his detached sensibilities, His Lordship was a kind soul. A soul that neither sought insult nor demanded respect.

But when it came to cruelty?

His Lordship had never been one to turn a blind eye.

And Dave knew, with unsettling certainty, that if something unsightly were to unfold before them, His Lordship would not hesitate to act.

And then there would be war.

In this strange world, where they were outnumbered beyond measure, Dave understood what that meant. If it came to the worst-case scenario—it would be them against the world.

A shift in the air pulled him from his thoughts.

He turned his head at the sound of approaching footsteps. Gu Jie weaved through the crowd, her expression sharp and set. She reached their table, barely sparing a glance at the half-finished mugs before speaking.

“Let’s go.”

Dave blinked. “What’s the plan?”

“We are leaving. I got what we came for.” Gu Jie patted her storage ring—a recent gift from Jiang Zhen. “Bought all kinds of greens the fish might like. Finished my own investigations, too.”

Dave didn’t question it. If there was one thing he had learned from this group, it was that priorities could be odd. He stood, following her as she briskly exited the Iron Kettle.

Something was off.

Dave quickened his pace to match hers. “What’s wrong?”

Gu Jie exhaled sharply. “I overheard something.”

Dave remained silent, letting her continue.

“There are confirmed reports of demonic cultivators infiltrating the Abyssal Clans.” Her voice was low, cautious. “If that’s true, we’re better off leaving. Now.”

Dave frowned. “Are the Abyssal Clans so different from the major clans? I thought they didn’t get along with demonic cultivators?”

“They don’t.” Gu Jie’s eyes flicked around as they walked, her tone steady. “The Abyssal Clans may practice what others find grotesque—grave-robbing, soul studies, necromancy—but they still follow strict laws. The Empire permits their dark arts, but only within certain limits.”

“And the Black Clan enforces those limits.”

Gu Jie nodded. “Exactly. If demonic cultivators have slipped through the cracks, it means things are about to get very messy. If the Black Clan gets involved, it won’t be a fight we want to be caught in.”

Dave’s gaze swept the street. No immediate sign of trouble, yet the weight of tension pressed against his instincts.

He exhaled, adjusting his gauntlets. “Understood. Let’s get out of here.”

Without another word, they moved—quick, but controlled. Two figures slipping through the streets of Ironmoor City, leaving its dangers behind.

Or so that would have been the case…

The usual city murmur carried a tension beneath it—an unease that had not been there before. The way merchants packed their stalls earlier than usual, the way cultivators cast furtive glances toward the sky, and most tellingly, the increased presence of uniformed guards patrolling the streets.

Dave had seen this kind of shift before.

Something had happened.

By the time they neared the city gates, the problem became clear.

A line had formed. Not the usual slow trickle of people leaving a city, but something far more unnatural. Travelers stood in clusters, whispering in hushed tones. Some fidgeted with nervous energy, while others—especially those in robes of authority—looked frustrated at the delay.

At the front, armed guards blocked the gates, their spears crossed.

A large notice had been nailed to the iron-plated walls beside them.

[By Order of the City Lord – MARTIAL LAW IS IN EFFECT. No One May Leave Until Further Notice.]

Gu Jie stopped just short of the line. Dave did the same, his stance shifting slightly.

Troublesome.

Gu Jie clicked her tongue, folding her arms. "Just our luck."

Dave’s gaze moved to the guards. They were disciplined, standing rigid and unwavering. These weren’t common city enforcers—they had the air of trained cultivators. Black iron armor reinforced their bodies, and their weapons were lined with inscriptions. Wards, perhaps. Defensive measures.

"Trouble?" Dave murmured.

“Big trouble, if they've shut down a trade city like this.” Gu Jie tilted her head. "I got nothing from my Sixth Sense though… but we’d definitely be in trouble and mired with weeks’ worth of misfortune if we don’t cooperate."

Martial law wasn’t something imposed lightly. Not in a place like Ironmoor, where wealth flowed in and out like a tide. For the city lord to issue such an order…

Something had forced his hand.

Demonic cultivators? The Abyssal Clans? The Black Anvil Sect?

Too many variables.

A cloaked traveler ahead of them in line turned to grumble to his companion.

"Damned city lord must've lost his mind. This'll ruin businesses!"

"Shh!" His friend hushed him. "Didn’t you hear? The city lord’s son was attacked. Poisoned, they say. Barely survived. Lots of important people dying recently…"

Dave and Gu Jie exchanged glances.

Poison?

It didn’t fit with the earlier whispers about demonic cultivators. Assassination through poison was an entirely different method—one that belonged to a different kind of enemy.

Gu Jie lowered her voice. "Well, this complicates things."

"Agreed," Dave said. He glanced back at the crowded city behind them. "Do we turn back?"

Gu Jie tapped her chin, considering. Then, with a small, sly smirk, she shook her head. "No. We get out. One way or another."

Dave had a feeling she was going to say that.

After all, Gu Jie still had a Magic Scroll of Great Teleportation. However, Dave was unsure how the scroll would interact with the spell formation surrounding the city. Though he couldn’t perceive it as well as His Lordship, he knew they existed, wrapping around Ironmoor.

However, before he could even dissuade Gu Jie, she tensed and started retching…

Gu Jie had been composed and calculating—her usual self. But then, something changed. Her smirk faded, her fingers tensed ever so slightly within her sleeves. She composed herself with a little effort, but it was unmistakable... She was still shaken...

Dave had fought alongside enough warriors to recognize when someone had sensed a threat before it arrived. It was like watching a veteran swordsman pause mid-step, just as an unseen blade whistled toward their back.

His grip on his gauntlets tightened. What did she feel?

Her voice was quieter this time. “No… we can’t just leave.”

Dave tilted his head slightly. "Changed your mind?"

Gu Jie’s shoulders squared, her fingers curling deeper into her sleeves. “Something’s wrong. If we leave now, it won’t just be trouble—it’ll be disaster. For us. For this city.”

Dave studied her. Gu Jie was many things—sharp-tongued, pragmatic, fearless. But she wasn’t one to imagine danger where there was none.

Was this intuition? Or something more?

Then—

A ripple of pressure.

The weight in the air shifted, growing dense. The murmuring crowd fell silent.

Dave’s attention snapped to the figure striding forward. Heavy boots against iron-plated ground. A measured, deliberate step. The kind of authority that did not need to be announced.

Black robes. Cultivator’s uniform. And emblazoned upon his chest—

黑—"Black."

Dave's mind turned cold. A Black Clan cultivator.

The man’s gaze swept over the gathered travelers, his presence pressing down like an iron hand. When he finally spoke, his voice was steady, unyielding.

"You will all remain here."

Tension rippled through the crowd. Some bristled, others averted their gazes. No one dared object.

"The Black Clan is conducting an investigation into a matter of national security. We will be gathering everyone in this square for questioning."

Dave exchanged a glance with Gu Jie. She was completely still, her expression unreadable.

The cultivator continued. "Your cooperation is expected. For your time, you will be compensated."

Dave's thoughts moved swiftly. Compensation. That meant this would take time. National security. That meant they weren’t after just a petty criminal.

His gaze flickered to Gu Jie.

She wasn’t trembling. She wasn’t afraid. But there was something in her eyes—a rare thing. Annoyance.

Where did the cool, composed Gu Jie go?

Dave watched as she exhaled, rolling her shoulders as if physically shaking off whatever had unsettled her. Then, just as quickly, she smoothed her expression back into something resembling her usual confidence—except for the slight twitch in her brow.

A tell.

Gu Jie sighed. "It should be fine if we follow his words." She rubbed her temple, her tone carrying an odd mix of resignation and irritation. "In fact, I’d say it’s the least misfortune if we do. Senior, I still don’t understand my ability that well. But I believe it’s better this way."

Thus, the two decided to stay and cooperate.
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On the Floating Dragon, I sat cross-legged in my usual corner, idly swirling the water in Ren Jingyi’s fishbowl. The ripples distorted her golden scales, making her look almost otherworldly. I had been waiting, watching. Something told me she was close.

Then, in an instant, it happened.

A surge of Qi pulsed from the bowl, subtle yet undeniable.

“Holy shit,” I nearly dropped it. "By the heavens!"

Ren Xun, lounging nearby, bolted upright. "What shit is holy?! What in the name of the ancestors—" His eyes narrowed as he saw me clutching the fishbowl as if it were a priceless treasure.

I barely registered him, my entire focus on the trembling water. "She broke through," I muttered, half in awe, half in disbelief.

Ren Xun blinked. "Who did?"

"The fish," I said.

Silence.

"The fish?" His voice turned flat.

"The fish," I confirmed. "She stepped into the First Star of the Martial Tempering Realm."

Ren Xun stared at me as if I had just told him the heavens had collapsed. Then, slowly, he leaned in, scrutinizing the fishbowl as though expecting some trickery. The Qi was real—tiny, flickering ripples in the water, like embers dancing in the wind. Ren Jingyi herself floated in place, golden scales gleaming with an intensity they had never possessed before.

Across the boat, Lu Gao muttered, "The fish broke through? But… it’s only been a few weeks."

Yes, Lu Gao. I understood you completely. The young man had spent years trapped in his crippled state, his meridians shattered beyond repair, unable to cultivate a single step forward. And yet, here was my pet—my damn goldfish—defying the heavens as though fate had never bound her in the first place.

Ren Xun exhaled through his nose, rubbing his temples as if warding off a headache. “Senior… you mean to tell me that while cultivators suffer through life-and-death trials, endure years of arduous training, and wager their very souls against tribulations, your fish—a domesticated, insignificant fish—ascended in a matter of weeks?”

"Well, when you put it like that—"

"That’s because it is like that!" He groaned. "What next? Will it sprout legs and challenge me to a duel?"

Ren Jingyi, oblivious to the existential crisis she had just inflicted on a her fellow cultivators, swam in slow, lazy circles.

Lu Gao sighed, shaking his head. "Maybe I should’ve been born a fish."

Ren Xun muttered something about needing a drink.

I simply leaned back, watching Ren Jingyi with newfound curiosity.

“I got an awesome fish, huh? Lucky me.”

The Floating Dragon idled over the mooring area, a vast stretch of hardened dirt where boat artifacts of all sizes were docked. Grand vessels lined with intricate formations pulsed with light, while humbler crafts, like our own, blended into the crowd. The towering walls of Ironmoor loomed in the distance, with attendants and guards ensuring order among the arrivals.

I stepped onto the dirt pier, rolling my shoulders. The ground was firm beneath my feet, marked by the faint traces of past landings. The air carried the scent of dust, lingering spirit energy, and the faint metallic tang of the city beyond.

Hei Mao stood beside me, gazing at the sprawling cityscape ahead.

After a long pause, he muttered, “Was cultivation truly meant to be this difficult?”

Ren Xun scoffed, adjusting his robes as he stepped off the boat. “Young Master, please,” he drawled with a dramatic sigh. “While some humans may claw their way to the First Realm in mere weeks, for a beast—no, a fish—to achieve such a feat simply by existing? Preposterous.”

Hei Mao blinked.

I blinked.

Lu Gao turned to stare at Ren Xun.

“…Young Master?” Hei Mao echoed, his tone laced with confusion.

Ren Xun merely shrugged. Given how the city guards had treated Hei Mao earlier—with hesitant deference and carefully measured respect—it wasn’t hard to see why Ren Xun had chosen to follow suit. His attitude shifted like the wind when it suited him.

That was when a truly terrible idea took root in my mind.

I could’ve ignored it. Let it slip away into the void of what-ifs and missed opportunities.

But I didn’t.

I let the intrusive thoughts win.

“For the next five minutes,” I declared, grinning, “Hei Mao, you’re going to speak like a Young Master.”

Hei Mao frowned. “And how exactly am I supposed to—”

Ah. He needed a reference.

I turned to Lu Gao. He stiffened as if I’d just pointed a blade at his throat.

“Lu Gao, teach him.”

“…What?”

“You heard me. Make him sound like a proper Young Master.”

Lu Gao’s expression flickered between confusion and reluctant horror before he finally sighed and beckoned Hei Mao closer. The two huddled together like scheming conspirators, Lu Gao whispering with exaggerated flourishes while Hei Mao listened with unnerving seriousness.

Ren Xun, watching this spectacle unfold, turned to me with open skepticism. “Is this truly wise?”

“We’re not impersonating nobility,” I reasoned.

Ren Xun exhaled through his nose, shaking his head. “He might do it too well.”

I sighed. “You’re being way too obvious.”

Ren Xun sighed back—dramatically, of course—arms crossed as he tapped his sleeve in mock impatience. “What’s taking Gu Jie so long?”

I was about to use Voice Chat when movement caught my attention. One of the Ironmoor Guards—the same who had inspected our boat earlier—was approaching.

Lu Gao and Hei Mao immediately broke from their whispered plotting.

Then something subtle but undeniable shifted in Hei Mao.

His posture straightened, his gaze grew half-lidded with quiet arrogance. Not an overt display, but the kind that suggested he expected the world to bend around him.

That was… fast.

Either Lu Gao was a phenomenal teacher, or Hei Mao was a terrifyingly good student.

The guard stopped before us, his expression carefully neutral, but his stance betrayed tension. “There has been a murder inside Ironmoor,” he announced. “For the time being, the mooring grounds will be restricted under law enforcement jurisdiction.”

That explained the silent increase in guards, their presence thickening like a storm on the horizon.

The guard turned his attention to Hei Mao, inclining his head in a shallow bow. “Young Master, if you and your entourage intend to stay in the city, I advise you to enter now.” He hesitated, then added in a lower voice, “Or, should you prefer to avoid… complications, you may wish to depart while the path is still open.”

…This guard was doing us a favor.

I felt my pulse quicken. If law enforcement held this area too long, someone might start inspecting identities a little too closely. The last thing we needed was to be mistaken for Black Clan impostors.

I activated Voice Chat, directing my thoughts to Hei Mao.

“Ask about our companions. Use the tone of a Young Master.”

Hei Mao didn’t falter. Chin lifted slightly, he exuded the quiet arrogance of someone accustomed to having answers delivered to him. “And what of my companions within the city?” His voice was the perfect blend of measured impatience and effortless authority.

The guard hesitated a fraction too long before replying, “They are being held for questioning. For now, the city is under lockdown—no one enters, and no one leaves.”

I immediately switched my Voice Chat to Gu Jie.

“What the hell is happening in there?”

Her response was crisp. “We’re being detained. A murder took place, and the city won’t reopen until the killer is found. There’s Martial Law… They are not engaging in any extrajudicial killing or questionable activities, so it should be fine to give them what they wanted.”

…That was inconvenient.

The guard, oblivious to my silent exchange, continued, “You have two choices, Young Master. Abandon them and proceed as you wish, or remain outside until the investigation concludes.”

Like hell I was leaving my people behind.

I activated Voice Chat again for Hei Mao.

“Tell him we have nothing to hide and will enter the city.”

Hei Mao nodded, then let out a soft scoff. “We have nothing to conceal. We will enter.”

The guard studied him for a long moment, then withdrew a fresh permit and presented it with a slight bow. “Very well. Take this. It will grant you passage through the gates.”

With that, he turned and slipped into the crowd of enforcers, vanishing into the shifting tide of armor and robes.

I let out a slow breath. That had gone smoother than expected.

Ren Xun hesitated, his tone unusually polite. “Senior… is this wise?” Always the voice of reason. Just for that alone, I was glad I brought him with me.

I glanced at him. Still, it was brave of him to question me openly. A few weeks ago, he would have swallowed his concerns and followed without complaint. He was beginning to understand my temperament—or at least, he thought he was. 

I met his gaze. “Together, we are strongest. And my strength is the only certainty we have.”

Ren Xun exhaled through his nose but didn’t argue.

I lifted the fishbowl and held it out to him. “You’re on goldfish duty.”

He blinked. Then, with visible reluctance, he accepted it. His grip was careful, his expression one of resigned disbelief. “Of course, Senior.”

With that settled, I turned toward the towering Ironmoor Gates. The flow of people had thickened, law enforcers moving in controlled formations, their gazes sharp and searching. A tension hung in the air—an unspoken fear, the weight of a predator lurking unseen.

I squared my shoulders and stepped forward. “Let’s go.”

Hei Mao handed the permit to Lu Gao with a slight nod. Without hesitation, Lu Gao stepped forward, exuding an air of absolute authority.

“Young Master and his esteemed entourage have been granted passage into Ironmoor,” he declared, his voice smooth and commanding. “This is our permit. Do be quick about it.”

I raised a brow. Overbearing yet refined, arrogant yet articulate—he played the role of a high-ranking attendant flawlessly. I mentally shot him a thumbs-up. Not that he could see it.

The guard barely spared us a glance before waving us through.

Inside the city, I activated Voice Chat and contacted Gu Jie.

“Where are you?”

“Some kind of outbuilding. City enforcers are questioning us. Dave’s in the next cell over.”

Not great, but it could’ve been worse.

“What’s your read on the situation? I can swap places with Dave if things go south.”

“We’re being treated decently. No need for violence. I’d say we’ll be out in a day or so.”

I cut the connection and switched to Dave. If Gu Jie was downplaying the situation, I needed a second opinion. My Divine Sense’s lie detection didn’t work at this range, so cross-checking was the next best thing.

“Same questions I gave Gu Jie. Where are you? How’s their hospitality?”

Dave’s response mirrored Gu Jie’s.

Good. She wasn’t sugarcoating things.

Now we needed disguises.

I led the party into a narrow alley, the kind that smelled faintly of damp stone and questionable liquid spills. Without a word, I reached into my Item Box and pulled out a set of robes—plain, worn, and far less ostentatious than what we currently wore. Given that we had already passed Hei Mao off as a Black Clan cultivator, the next best thing was posing as merchants.

I handed Hei Mao a Magic Scroll of Disguise. “Make yourself older. Change your features, change your hair color. Blend in. Gu Jie taught you how to use one, right?”

“Y-yes, I can handle this!” Hei Mao took the scroll and activated it while the rest of us swapped outfits.

Lu Gao pulled out a small knife and, without hesitation, sawed off part of his hair, letting the uneven strands scatter onto the stone. Ren Xun, on the other hand, went straight for the dirt, smearing it across his robes before running a greasy hand through his hair.

I frowned. “We’re pretending to be merchants, not beggars.”

Ren Xun didn’t even glance up. “We shouldn’t look too rich. That’ll just invite scrutiny.”

Lu Gao scoffed. “And looking like street trash won’t? No one trusts a destitute merchant.”

I let them bicker and turned to Hei Mao, who had just finished his disguise.

Then I stared.

His hair was now a deep crimson, long and flowing like a war hero from an ancient epic. His features were too sharp, too sculpted—like an artist had painstakingly carved him from divine jade. And his physique—his absurdly muscular physique—strained against his sleeves as if he had been training exclusively in boulder-crushing techniques.

Hei Mao hesitated under my scrutiny. “Uh—” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I read an old novel about a martial artist with red hair. Thought I’d, y’know… try it.”

I exhaled slowly. Right. Hei Mao was still a kid at heart.

I turned to assess my team—one dirt-smeared monk, one overly polished young master, and one unnecessarily shredded redhead. Oh, and a goldfish in her bowl.

A simple side quest for fish food had somehow spiraled into this.

I sighed. “Let’s just get this over with.”
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Four days. We had been stuck in Iron Kettle for four days.

I was getting sick of it.

We sat at a modest roadside stall—one of those places with creaky wooden tables, chipped bowls, and a vendor who had likely served enough travelers to predict their orders before they even spoke. The air was thick with the scent of sizzling oil, fragrant herbs, and the rich, spiced aroma of slow-braised meat.

My bowl held steaming rice, tender pork belly glazed in a dark, caramelized sauce, and greens stir-fried in garlic and sesame oil. A clay cup of herbal tea sat untouched beside it. I barely needed food, but some xianxia spices weren’t just flavorful—they carried minor effects, sharpening the mind or calming the nerves. A cultivator could live off Qi alone, but I’d take a good meal over silent meditation any day.

It wasn’t like I could interact with Qi the same way a cultivator does.

Across from me, Hei Mao idly poked at his food. His disguise—woven by the Magic Scroll of Disguise I’d given him—remained intact. Back in Lost Legends Online, the scroll had been a gimmick, letting players assume NPC appearances from preset models. Here, the effect lasted indefinitely unless disrupted by physical stimulus of a certain level.

I rested my chopsticks against my bowl. “Lost your appetite?”

Hei Mao exhaled sharply, irritation flashing in his eyes. “How much longer are we staying?”

I felt the same. The city enforcers had been dragging their feet, keeping ‘suspicious’ individuals detained under flimsy pretexts. They were stalling.

Lu Gao set his chopsticks down and leaned forward, voice lowered. “I overheard something last night about the murder.”

I kept eating, but my focus sharpened.

“The victim was the vice sect master of the Black Anvil Sect,” he said. “But there are conflicting accounts. Some claim it was actually the sect master himself, and the truth is being concealed.”

Ren Xun furrowed his brow. “Why cover it up? A sect master dying would be a big deal, but they’d still have to announce it sooner or later.”

Lu Gao shook his head. “It’s not just that.” He glanced around, lowering his voice. “The City Lord’s son was killed that night as well.”

That made the air grow heavier.

Ren Xun clicked his tongue. “No wonder the city’s locked down.”

The Black Anvil Sect was powerful, but it was still just one force among many. A sect master’s death was an event, but not necessarily a disaster for the city. But the City Lord’s son? That was a political nightmare.

Hei Mao’s fists clenched. “And they still haven’t found the murderer?” His voice was low, tight with barely restrained emotion. 

“They say it was a demonic cultivator,” Lu Gao folded his arms. “The body was found completely drained of blood.”

I stopped eating. That sounded an awful lot like a vampire.

The more I traveled, the more I encountered things that shouldn’t exist outside Lost Legends Online. Either LLO had drawn inspiration from this world… or something far stranger was happening.

Hei Mao let out a frustrated sigh, shoving a piece of pork into his mouth. “So we’re stuck here because some freak is running loose?”

I finished my meal and set my bowl aside. “We’re not going to sit around waiting. Ren Xun, come with me.”

Ren Xun blinked. “Where?”

“A bookstore.”

He looked at me like I’d suggested something absurd. “A… bookstore?”

I brushed off my robes and stood. “I need to check something.”

We paid and stepped onto the bustling streets.

As we walked, I turned to Ren Xun. “How does the Empire control the dissemination of knowledge?”

Ren Xun considered the question before replying. “Knowledge is divided into five classes. Class Five is the lowest—meant for outsiders. It includes common knowledge, things a traveler might learn simply by passing through. Most publicly available books fall under this category.”

“That was what I expected. And Class Four?”

“Class Four covers knowledge on cultivation—the first four realms. It includes fundamental techniques, theories, and general information on Qi.” Ren Xun’s tone was even, practiced. “It also includes city-sensitive knowledge—things that might affect security or governance but wouldn’t shake the Empire itself.”

I nodded. That made sense. “Class Three?”

Ren Xun hesitated, just for a moment. “Class Three pertains to the greater world—the balance of power beyond individual cities and regions. It contains knowledge that could influence powerful sects or shift the Empire’s standing.”

I raised a brow. “So if I wanted to know which sects secretly oppose the Empire, that would be Class Three?”

“Exactly,” he said. “Information like that, in the wrong hands, could be dangerous.”

“And Class Two?”

His expression grew serious. “Class Two knowledge is directly tied to the Empire’s fate. Only high-ranking officials, sect leaders, and the imperial court have access to it.”

“And Class One?”

Ren Xun exhaled slowly. “The highest tier. Class One knowledge is enough to stir immortals. It includes secrets of true immortality, the fundamental truths of this world, and matters that could unravel existence itself.”

I took a moment to absorb that. “And you? What do you have access to?”

Ren Xun gave a wry smile. “Class Four. Maybe a few things that brush against Class Three. But if you’re looking for a bookstore…” He gestured at the crowded street. “You’ll only find Class Five knowledge.”

Basic history, travel guides, useless trivia. Not what I needed.

I sighed. “Figures.”

Still, it wouldn’t hurt to look.

The bookstore was nestled between two larger buildings, its wooden sign worn but still legible. Ironmoor’s Grand Repository. A grand name, though I doubted it lived up to it.

The moment we stepped inside, the scent of aged parchment and ink filled the air. Shelves lined the walls, crammed with scrolls and bound books—some stacked haphazardly, others arranged with care. The lighting was dim, the only illumination coming from flickering lanterns set along the wooden beams. A few customers browsed in silence, the occasional rustling of pages and murmurs of interest breaking the stillness.

I ran a hand along the spines of the books before picking one at random. A guide to Ironmoor’s flora—complete with neatly drawn illustrations of herbs and medicinal plants. It might prove useful. I tucked it under my arm and moved to another shelf.

The selection was varied—regional histories, travelogues from wandering cultivators, basic Martial-Tempering manuals. Nothing groundbreaking, but I hadn’t expected anything more. According to Ren Xun, this shop only carried Class Five knowledge—the most basic, publicly available information.

Still, I didn’t mind. The books Gu Jie and Old Song had procured for me held more insightful knowledge about the world and the Empire, but it wouldn’t hurt to supplement that. I pulled another book from the shelf, this one detailing the legends of Deepmoor Continent. A glance at the preface told me it was half speculation, half folktale. But even legends held a kernel of truth.

I was about to check out when movement outside the store caught my eye.

Through the window, a line of shackled people was being marched down the street. A burly man led them, prodding them forward like cattle. Chains clinked with each step, rattling against the stone.

Slaves.

I frowned, fingers tightening around the book in my hands.

Among the pile of books I had gathered, one mentioned the Empire’s slavery system. I flipped through its pages, scanning for relevant passages, but I still turned to Ren Xun for confirmation.

“What’s the Empire’s stance on slavery?”

Ren Xun glanced at the scene outside and let out a quiet sigh. “Slavery is only permitted here, in the Deepmoor Continent,” he said. “The rest of the Empire abolished it long ago. The people you see there—” he gestured toward the chained procession, “—are likely criminals deemed unredeemable.”

I closed the book and studied the captives more closely. Some wore hardened expressions, their gazes sharp with defiance. Others were hollow-eyed, already resigned to their fate.

“And what makes someone ‘unredeemable’?” I asked, not bothering to hide my skepticism.

Ren Xun hesitated. “…That depends.”

I gave him a sidelong glance, but he offered nothing more.

A scream split through the marketplace.

Not just a cry—this was raw, desperate. One of the slaves was thrashing against his chains, his voice hoarse yet unyielding.

“This is wrong! Slavery is wrong! I didn’t do anything!” His wrists strained against iron bindings as he struggled. “I have a family! They’ll starve without me! Please! Someone—someone help!”

The slaver leading the group shoved him forward, nearly making him stumble. “Keep moving.”

“I’m not a murderer! I didn’t kill anyone! Please, believe me!” The man’s sobs were ragged, his body trembling as he fought against his fate. “I swear! I swear on my ancestors—!”

I reached out with my Divine Sense.

He was lying.

I exhaled quietly and watched as they dragged him away, his screams fading into hoarse sobs. No one paid him any mind. Merchants barely looked up from their stalls. A few passersby whispered, but there was no outrage. No sympathy. Just another day in Ironmoor.

Still, I took no joy in watching.

A light thump on my shoulder pulled me from my thoughts.

“You alright?” Ren Xun asked. His tone was casual, but there was something else in his gaze—concern, maybe.

I studied him for a moment.

I considered asking how confident he was in their judicial system. Whether he truly believed every slave was guilty beyond doubt, their fate justified.

But I let the thought pass.

Instead, I turned back toward the bookstore and stepped inside. “Come on,” I said. “We still need to buy these books.”

Back at Iron Kettle, we gathered the others and made our way toward the meeting spot.

Word was Gu Jie and Dave were finally being released today.

Summon: Holy Spirit didn’t have a time limit, so Dave still persisting wasn’t strange. It was one of those mechanics where summons could stick around indefinitely unless dismissed or destroyed. Still, the thought of him standing around in full plate armor for days amused me.

I connected to Gu Jie via Voice Chat. “Think they’ll actually let you go today?”

“Mn. Affirmative,” she replied between bites. “They already told us we’re free to leave.”

That made things easier.

…Huh. How did I know she was eating? Voice Chat didn’t transmit things like that. Maybe there was a way to improve it…

Five minutes later, we arrived at the meeting spot—a small food stall at the street corner.

Gu Jie was casually munching on sweets, her fingers lightly dusted with sugar. Beside her, Dave stood in his full knightly getup, posture as rigid as ever.

I waved them over.

Gu Jie set her sweets aside and rose to her feet, offering a martial artist’s bow.

Dave thumped his chest in salute.

I nodded in acknowledgment. “Let’s talk elsewhere.”

We found a quiet park with only a few visitors strolling about. A decent enough place to speak without prying ears. There was a wooden bench near a stone lantern, so I sat down, still carrying Ren Jingyi’s bowl. The others took their places—some standing, some leaning against trees.

Dave remained beside me like a statue. The rest of the group naturally formed a loose circle.

Gu Jie’s gaze lingered on Hei Mao for a beat too long, her expression unreadable.

Hei Mao shifted awkwardly. “It’s, uh, a disguise,” he muttered, rubbing the back of his head. “From a Magic Scroll… that he gave me.” He gestured vaguely in my direction.

Gu Jie hummed, her eyes flicking from his too-pretty face to his unnaturally vibrant red hair. “I see.”

She turned back to me. “We probably won’t be able to leave anytime soon,” she said, dusting off her hands. “I overheard some guards talking. They’re reinforcing the perimeter.”

Ren Xun frowned. “I can read the formations from here,” he murmured, tilting his head slightly as his gaze swept the air. “And that says a lot about how strong their defenses are.”

Hei Mao crossed his arms. “What are they defending against?”

Lu Gao clicked his tongue. “Probably the rumors,” he said. “You know—the Demonic cultivator and the Buddhist freak stirring up trouble.”

Dave offered a different perspective. “Or,” he said, voice calm but firm, “the formations aren’t to keep something out. They’re to trap something inside.”

Silence settled over us.

Even now, they still hadn’t found the murderer.

Gu Jie faked a cough into her fist, then straightened, shifting into a more formal stance. “I have my report.”

I nodded for her to proceed.

She raised a finger. “First, I successfully procured vegetables for the fish.”

Internally, I winced. Over the past three days, I’d bought enough fish food to feed an entire school of Ren Jingyis. At this rate, she probably thought she was living in a luxury buffet.

Gu Jie, oblivious to my mild suffering, continued. “Second, I investigated the black-masked people.”

At that, my attention sharpened.

Not just mine. Hei Mao, who had been leaning casually against a tree—well, as casually as he ever got—immediately stiffened. His whole demeanor shifted. Eyes narrowing, hands curling into fists.

If he were still a ghost, I had no doubt the miasma rolling off him would’ve sent half the city guards running.

Instead, what I felt was something colder.

Bloodlust.

Raw. Seething. Ice-cold.

The others couldn’t sense it, but I could. It pulsed through the bond we shared—the link between a Paladin and his Holy Spirit.

I clenched my jaw slightly. This wasn’t just a matter of curiosity for him.

This was personal.

I met Gu Jie’s gaze. “So, what can you tell me about them?”
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Gu Jie had always possessed an uncanny talent for gathering information. When one's cultivation revolved around avoiding misfortune, a keen sense of observation became second nature. It was no wonder she excelled at piecing together scattered clues into something more.

Arms crossed, she leaned forward, her voice steady and measured. “The black masks are tied to the undead. Thousands of years ago, a cult arose, devoted to the study of undeath—not merely its practice, but the philosophy behind it.” She paused, sweeping her gaze across us, making sure we followed. “That cult was purged. Or so history claims. Yet lately, there have been whispers of their resurgence. The disturbances in Deepmoor follow their pattern almost exactly.”

I frowned. “You’re saying they’ve returned?”

Gu Jie nodded. “Or perhaps they never truly left.”

That alone was concerning, but her expression told me she had more to say.

“There’s also the matter of a demonic cultivator infiltrating the Abyssal Clans. The rumors say they were behind the deaths of the Black Anvil Sect’s vice sect master and the City Lord’s son.”

Lu Gao stroked his chin. “Some say it was the sect master himself who died. Any truth to that?”

“No way to verify, but someone important certainly perished,” Gu Jie replied. “Regardless, if the Abyssal Clans are involved, then this is far worse than we thought.”

A heavy silence followed.

Then—Hei Mao fell to his knees.

No. He kowtowed.

My breath caught as his forehead pressed against the ground.

“Master,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “I beg you… Let us hunt them down.”

Master?

I stared, stunned. Where was the sharp-tongued youth, always ready with a smug remark? The awkward boy who squirmed under too much attention?

Now he knelt, trembling, unshed tears glistening in his eyes.

My chest tightened.

Ren Xun hesitantly raised his hand.

I exhaled. “Speak.”

He shifted under my gaze, clearly uneasy, but he forced himself to continue. “You asked me once about the black-masked cultivators.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I did. Get to the point.”

“Uuuh… I might have forgotten to say some things… He straightened, as if bracing for my reaction. “The Abyssal Clans… they once wore black masks as a symbol of their allegiance.”

Everyone tensed. Even Hei Mao, burning with quiet rage, stilled.

Ren Xun continued carefully. “I don’t know anything about worshiping undeath. But I recall reading about the masks. They were once a mark of their affiliation—though not all still follow the tradition.”

Ah. So that was his aim. A subtle attempt at damage control. He feared I’d take this knowledge and declare the entire Deepmoor Continent an enemy.

I wasn’t that reckless. Or that foolish.

Cultivators had a flair for dramatics—declaring blood feuds over spilled tea, waging sect wars over minor slights, swearing vengeance unto the tenth generation.

But that wasn’t me.

I arched an eyebrow. “So you’re telling me the black-masked figures we’re dealing with… might not actually belong to some ancient cult of Undeath?”

Ren Xun nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Just because they wear black masks doesn’t mean they’re all from the same group. It could be a faction within the Abyssal Clans… or something else entirely.”

Fair enough.

“Noted.” I didn’t press the matter further. “Anything else?”

Ren Xun exhaled, his shoulders loosening slightly. Clearly, he had expected me to start a war over this revelation. “No, that’s the main thing. I just wanted to make sure you had all the facts before making any decisions.”

I glanced at Hei Mao. His jaw was tight, his posture rigid, but he held his tongue. The fury from earlier still simmered beneath the surface, though he did a decent job of containing it.

I gave a slight nod, mostly to myself. “Then let’s focus on what we actually know and not jump to conclusions.”

I tapped my fingers against my arm, letting Ren Xun’s words settle before asking, “Alright. Then tell me—how did the Abyssal Clan system even start?”

I had read about the Abyssal Clans. Or at least, what was permitted for outsiders to know. At the very least, they were an established force known across the continents.

Ren Xun took a deep breath, crossing his arms. “You want the short version or the long version, Senior?”

“The important parts. And keep the embellishments to a minimum.”

He smirked. “You wound me.” Then his expression turned serious. “The Grand Ascension Empire didn’t simply rise from nothing. It spread through conquest, and at the heart of it all stood the Grand Emperor himself. The way history tells it, he didn’t just command armies—he personally carved his way across continents, defeating experts one by one. His strength alone was said to be enough to suppress an entire continent with a single hand.”

I raised an eyebrow. That sounded like the usual historical embellishment, but I let him continue.

“At first, the Emperor intended to halt his expansion at six continents. That was his original goal. But then, he encountered a problem… Deepmoor.”

I tilted my head. “What made Deepmoor different?”

Ren Xun’s lips pressed into a thin line. “The cultivators of Deepmoor had powerful backing—the Abyss Clan.”

I frowned. “The Abyss Clan. Not the Abyssal Clans we know today?”

“Correct. They were different back then—more… fanatical. Their entire existence revolved around war. Not just any war, but war without end. They funneled undead from the Evernight Continent, unleashing an endless tide of corpses against the Empire. No matter how many soldiers the Empire sent, the Abyss Clan replenished their forces with the very dead they slew. It was an unrelenting nightmare.”

A chilling tactic. One that made me understand why even an empire as vast as Grand Ascension would hesitate. It reminded me of liches and necromancers back in LLO, but with a twist.

I exhaled. “So how did the Empire stop them?”

Ren Xun exhaled. “At first, they didn’t. The Empire suffered heavy losses, and the Grand Emperor realized that if he kept pushing, he might not win. So instead of throwing his forces into a losing war, he changed tactics—he sought an alliance.”

“With who? Get to the point.”

“The White Clan of the Evernight Continent,” Ren Xun answered. “They were powerful in their own right, but unlike the Abyss Clan, they weren’t obsessed with war. The Grand Emperor forged a marriage alliance with them. With their support, the tide turned. The Abyss Clan was eventually suppressed, and Deepmoor’s cultivators had no choice but to submit. Riverfall Continent followed soon after, becoming the eighth territory under the Empire’s rule.”

I absorbed the information, piecing it together with what I already knew. The Grand Emperor had been powerful enough to subjugate entire continents—yet even he had struggled against Deepmoor’s undead-fueled warfare. It had taken an alliance to end the conflict.

And now, centuries later, rumors of black-masked figures and undead cults were surfacing again.

“Sounds like history’s trying to repeat itself,” Gu Jie muttered.

Ren Xun pressed on, his voice steady yet carrying the weight of history. “After suppressing the Abyss Clan, the Grand Emperor didn’t leave things as they were. He didn’t trust them. Not completely. So he forced a marriage alliance upon them to ensure their cooperation. The Abyss Clan, knowing they had no other choice, agreed—but only on the condition that certain… practices would still be permitted in Deepmoor.”

I frowned. “Practices like what?”

Ren Xun met my gaze. “Necromancy. Blood rituals. Dark arts that would’ve been forbidden in the Empire’s heartlands.”

“And the Emperor allowed that?”

“Not exactly. He imposed strict conditions. The Abyss Clan was forbidden from practicing umbramancy—their most feared legacy—and they were tasked with policing Deepmoor’s cultivators, ensuring their practices remained within ‘acceptable’ limits.” Ren Xun exhaled. “On top of that, the Emperor ordered an annual audit. Imperial officials would arrive each year to ensure they weren’t stepping out of line.”

I could already guess how that went. “And they just accepted that?”

Ren Xun let out a dry chuckle. “Not without fury. To them, umbramancy wasn’t just a technique—it was their very identity. Stripping it away was like gutting their soul. But they played along. On the surface.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You’re saying they didn’t actually accept it, did they?”

If I had the option to skip the cutscene, I would’ve taken it. But I kept listening.

Ren Xun shook his head. “Of course not. They schemed.”

“Typical,” Lu Gao remarked.

“To outmaneuver the Emperor, the Abyss Clan split itself in two. One branch swore loyalty, rebranding themselves as the Black Clan. They upheld the alliance, followed imperial law, and played the role of obedient subjects.”

His voice darkened.

“The second branch disappeared into the shadows.”

Gu Jie exhaled, already seeing where this was going. "And they became the Shadow Clan."

Ren Xun nodded.

"I’ve come across their name once or twice in my investigations… but never anything conclusive. I’ve never heard of the term ‘Abyss Clan,’ but I knew the Black Clan and the Shadow Clan shared a past."

"Because they erased it," Ren Xun confirmed. "The Black Clan rewrote their records, severing all ties to the Abyss Clan. They even abandoned the black masks. Officially, the Shadow Clan didn’t exist. Unofficially, they continued practicing umbramancy, preserving the Abyss Clan’s true teachings."

Hei Mao’s eyes narrowed. "And the Empire just let that happen?"

"They didn’t know," Ren Xun admitted. "Not at first. By the time suspicion arose, it was too late. The Shadow Clan had already buried themselves too deep, and every attempt to root them out ended in failure. Over the centuries, they faded into myth."

His expression darkened. "But that wasn’t the end of it."

I crossed my arms, waiting.

"With the Emperor’s favor, the Black Clan wasted no time solidifying their position. They used their newfound authority to legalize certain… techniques."

"Techniques banned in the rest of the Empire," I guessed. “That was part of the deal with the emperor, yes?”

Ren Xun inclined his head. "Yes. Exactly. But it wasn’t just for their own benefit. The Black Clan created a system to shield the Shadow Clan from scrutiny—the Abyssal Clan. They structured it from the ground up, drawing in sects, families, and factions from across the continents who practiced taboo arts. Instead of being hunted or exiled, these groups were given a place to exist legally—under the Black Clan’s supervision, of course."

I frowned. "So the Abyssal Clan… isn’t actually a single clan?"

"No. It’s an entire network." Ren Xun’s tone was matter-of-fact. "A collection of disparate groups, bound together by the same need—survival. The Black Clan’s logic was simple: contain them, regulate them, and make them useful. It was a compromise—a way to turn a threat into an asset."

And one that could benefit the Empire in the long run. Better to control something dangerous than to destroy it outright.

I let out a slow breath. "And that actually worked?"

Ren Xun exhaled. "For a time. But secrets never stay buried forever. Eventually, an Imperial Auditor uncovered the truth. The Black Clan’s involvement was exposed, and the Emperor was furious."

I didn’t need to ask what happened next. The answer was obvious.

"He personally punished them, didn’t he?"

Ren Xun lowered his head. "Yes. Half the Black Clan was slaughtered. The Shadow Clan suffered the same fate. But even with such a brutal reckoning, the damage had already been done. The Shadow Clan survived, and the Black Clan remained as Deepmoor’s rulers. Yet since that day, they’ve been bitter rivals, blaming each other for their downfall—never realizing it was the Emperor who orchestrated their division."

I tapped a finger against my arm. "The Black Clan must see the Shadow Clan as traitors who ruined everything."

"And the Shadow Clan sees the Black Clan as the ones who got caught," Ren Xun finished. "Their feud has never ended. Even now, they scheme against one another, fighting for control over Deepmoor." He hesitated. "At least, that’s what I’ve heard. I imagine the Black Clan is still in a far better position than the Shadow Clan…"

I took a deep breath, letting the weight of the story settle in. "So these black-masked people we’ve been wanting… they might be from the Shadow Clan?"

Ren Xun’s expression darkened. "It’s possible," he admitted. "But be careful—don’t mistake the Abyssal Clan for your enemy. It’s just a system, a shelter for many factions. If you want the real culprits, the ones pulling the strings from the dark, then the Shadow Clan is where your investigation should lead."

There was an unspoken plea behind his words. He was warning me—not just about the Shadow Clan, but about the danger of making a reckless move.

I met his gaze and nodded. "I understand."

Then I turned to Hei Mao. "What do you want to do?"

Hei Mao clenched his fists but didn’t hesitate. "I trust Ren Xun."

That was expected. Ever since he received the bracelet with the magatama, he had acknowledged Ren Xun in his own way. I glanced at Ren Xun, who looked somewhat pleased but was clearly trying to maintain a neutral face. Yeah… his affection points were definitely working overtime.

Hei Mao exhaled slowly, steadying himself. "I’ll stay calm and follow your lead."

I nodded. "Then it’s decided. Our next destination is the Shadow Clan."

Gu Jie clicked her tongue. "Leaving the city won’t be easy."

Ren Xun crossed his arms. "With the formations reinforced? No chance. I have confidence in Senior’s strength, but if Senior destroys those barriers, we’ll have more trouble than we can bargain for."

He wasn’t wrong. Blasting our way out would put a giant target on our backs—not just from the city guards, but from every major force in Deepmoor. The Black Clan, the Imperial Auditors, the Abyssal Clan—all of them would descend on us in an instant.

But I already had a plan.

I turned to Ren Xun. "How confident are you in sneaking the boat out of the docking area?"

Ren Xun blinked, then grinned. "Compared to breaking through the city’s formations? Infinitely easier." He cracked his knuckles. "Getting the boat out quietly is a much smaller problem than deciphering an entire city’s defenses."

"Good," I said. "Then we’re doing that."

Ren Xun pumped his fist, his grin widening. "If I fail, I’ll spell my name backward from now on."

I stared at him. "That’s some dedication."

He smirked. "It’s called confidence."

I shook my head. "We’ll see."
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"One last thing," I fixed my gaze on Ren Xun. "Why not the Black Clan? They wear black masks too. Who’s to say they’re not involved?" I gestured toward Hei Mao. "You might not know his full story, but it’s written in his eyes—he wants vengeance. So tell me, are you hiding something? What are the odds that the Black Clan are the true culprits? What if you are misleading us?"

“That’s…” Ren Xun tensed, a bead of sweat forming at his temple. Yet, to his credit, his voice remained steady. "Senior, I cannot say for certain. I have no proof of their innocence or their guilt." He exhaled, glancing at Hei Mao. "And yes, I know his story. He told me two nights ago. As for my motives, I only follow my father’s orders—to ensure you don’t… er… slaughter the wrong people."

I barked out a laugh. "So you were worried about that." I clapped him on the back. "Relax. I don’t make a habit of massacring innocents."

Hei Mao gave me a deadpan look. "You’re mean."

I snorted. "What, you wanted me to go berserk?"

"It would be cool."

Ren Xun muttered under his breath, "No, it would not."

I ignored them, turning my thoughts to the real issue. The Black Clan or the Shadow Clan—one of them had a hand in Hei Mao’s tragedy. Maybe both. Maybe neither. But this was bigger than just masked assassins.

Gu Jie tapped her fingers against her arm, her expression unreadable. "We should act under cover of darkness," she said. "Midnight is best."

A solid plan. Fewer eyes, fewer interruptions. I nodded. "Agreed."

I glanced at the others. "Objections?"

Ren Xun shook his head. "Night suits our purpose."

Hei Mao’s wavering resolve solidified. The others followed, nodding one by one.

"Then we wait."

I turned to Lu Gao and handed him Ren Jingyi’s bowl. "Watch her."

Lu Gao scowled. "I’m not a fish sitter."

"She trusts you," I said flatly. "Consider yourself honored."

He opened his mouth to argue, but I was already moving on. "The rest of you, return to Iron Kettle. Lay low until midnight. Dave, stay."

The group dispersed. I waited until they were gone, then turned to Dave. "You’ve been on edge. What’s wrong?"

"My Lord, I am fine. Thank you."

I started walking, and he followed without further instruction. The streets bustled around us, the city's rhythms shifting with the hour. Too many ears to speak openly. I switched to Voice Chat.

"Anything to add to Gu Jie’s report?"

"Gu Jie reported signs of misfortune looming over the city, though she could not pinpoint its source. With her counsel, we agreed that cooperation with the local law enforcement would bring the least calamity." Dave’s response was immediate, steady. "The lass wished to protect you, My Lord, in her own way. Forgive her impudence."

I waved it off. "And this misfortune—what did you find?"

"I dealt with it, My Lord. There was a vampire in the next cell I was kept in."

I frowned. "A vampire?"

"Yes, My Lord. Or something close to one."

"You’re certain? Could’ve been a demonic cultivator. Plenty of those dabble in arts that make them resemble the undead."

Dave hesitated. "That was my first thought."

I gave him a sharp look. "But?"

He exhaled. "It claimed to offer me immortality."

My fingers twitched. "And?"

Dave’s voice remained level, though I caught the edge of restrained frustration. "It planned to turn both the detainees and the enforcers into its familiars. Said it was going to start a riot."

I clicked my tongue. "Bold of it to assume things would go that smoothly."

Dave snorted. "It was boastful about it. Said it had already laced the city's food and water with dormant blood. Just needed the right trigger to activate it. Apparently, it was caught right before it could turn the entire city into its slaves." He paused. "A low-level creature, but confident in its master plan. Kept mentioning a ‘benefactor.’"

I narrowed my eyes. "And this benefactor?"

Dave hesitated. That pause told me everything.

"No name. Only that vampire was gifted a formation method. Something tied to its transformation scheme."

I rubbed my temple. First devils in Riverfall, now this.

"Did it suspect you?" I asked.

"No, My Lord. Likely took me for a low-tier cultivator who had an odd technique."

That tracked.

"He even wanted to make me a vampire kin rather than a mere familiar."

I scoffed. "Let me guess—he wouldn’t shut up because of your Charisma stat?"

Dave allowed himself a smirk. "Indeed, My Lord."

Figures. High Charisma was a cheat in more ways than one. Even enemies turned into monologuing fools.

"And what did you do next?"

"Multiple Holy Smites from the next cell over."

I blinked. "Wait, what—"

"Turned him to ash."

I let out a low whistle. "That explains the delay in your release."

"Yes, My Lord. The enforcers were scrambling over the sudden ‘disappearance’ of a detainee."

I sighed. "I would’ve preferred you consulted me first. And Gu Jie, too." I shook my head. "You didn’t leave any traces, did you?"

"I ensured there was nothing left before they found the remains." Dave’s tone was more serious now. "Hid the ash. Apologies, My Lord. It happened too quickly, and I wished to report directly to you."

Honestly, I didn’t mind.

“Next time, hold nothing back. Speak to me first,” I said, halting mid-step and turning to face him fully. “And?”

Dave met my gaze, his expression grim. “I found a black mask.”

I exhaled slowly.

Hellspawned devils in Riverfall.Blood-drinking pretenders here.
And now, black-masked figures lurking behind it all?

Just what was so special about this world that calamity kept converging upon it?

I exhaled through my nose. “Keep the vampire matter to yourself for now.”

Dave nodded. We continued walking in silence until I abruptly turned into an alleyway. He hesitated for only a moment before following.

“My Lord,” he said, glancing around warily. “What are we doing here?”

I pulled out a Magic Scroll of Great Teleportation, holding it up for him to see. “I’d rather not embarrass myself if this doesn’t work.” The entire escape plan depended on my ability to get everyone out. Calling it ‘embarrassing’ if I failed was an understatement.

Dave raised an eyebrow. “My Lord intends to bypass the city’s spell formations with that?”

“More or less.”

He hummed, tapping the chin of his helm. “The theory holds merit. The city’s formation arrays function on distinct principles; interference may not be an issue. Still, caution is best.”

“See, this is why I keep you around.” I grinned.

Dave inclined his head. “I am honored, My Lord.”

I focused on the scroll. The wax seal remained intact. Running a finger over it, I felt the faint pulse of magic thrumming beneath. Just as I was about to break the seal, Dave’s hand shot out, gripping my wrist.

“I should do it, My Lord.”

I frowned. “What?”

“If the formation reacts, My Lord can simply dispel me.”

I gave him a flat look. “Dave.”

“Better yet,” he continued, unbothered, “if instant death awaits on the other side, at least My Lord won’t suffer.”

I narrowed my eyes. “That’s a rather dramatic way of saying ‘let me be the guinea pig.’”

Dave shrugged. “I prefer ‘calculated risk.’”

Annoyingly, he wasn’t wrong. Handing him the scroll would be the smart choice. But if I was being honest, I wanted to experience the sensation of using genuine magic. Faith-based spells had their limits. If I studied teleportation long enough with my Divine Sense, perhaps I could replicate it…

Yeah. I was making excuses.

Dave crossed his arms. “My Lord has only one life. My Lord should cherish it more.”

I sighed. “I could just use Castling on you if I get caught in the formation.”

“And if it’s an area-wide countermeasure?”

Damn him for being reasonable.

“Fine,” I relented, shoving the scroll into his hands. Then, pulling out another, I handed it to him as well. “I want to test its accuracy. Go, then report back.”

Dave smirked. “Understood, My Lord.”

And with that, he tore the scroll open.

Dave vanished in the blink of an eye. One moment, he stood beside me, Magic Scroll in hand. The next, he was gone, snuffed out like a candle in the wind.

I waited. A second. Then a minute longer.

Our connection remained intact. The Voice Chat link still held. Good.

"How are you doing?" I asked.

Dave’s voice came through, steady as ever. "My Lord, I have arrived at the spell’s maximum range. The incantation was true, and I remain unharmed."

I exhaled, tension easing from my shoulders. Step one was a success.

"I’d like to scout the location myself, get a proper estimate," I admitted. "We need the best possible route to the Floating Dragon." But I wasn’t the one there. Dave was. "For now, you’re my eyes. Recon first. If anything feels off, use the Magic Scroll of Great Teleportation to retreat."

"As you command, My Lord," Dave answered without hesitation.

I listened as he described the scene in real time. The layout of the streets. The enforcers’ patrol routes. The formation engravings embedded in the walls. He even noted how the moonlight reflected off certain rooftops—because of course he would. Knightly types always had a flair for poetic details.

For thirty minutes, I absorbed everything. Then, in another blink, Dave reappeared beside me, as if he had never left.

"The scroll was incredibly accurate, My Lord," he reported. "I suspect our bond refined its precision. It placed me exactly where I envisioned, no deviation."

I smirked. "Good. That means we can use it without worrying about misfires."

We had a way out. Now, it was just a matter of making our move.

I activated Voice Chat again. "Hei Mao, how are the others?"

"They are fine," Hei Mao responded immediately. "Everyone is lying low at the Iron Kettle, as you instructed."

"Good. Meet me at the shop."

"As you wish."

I turned to Dave. "Follow me."

As we walked, I filled him in. "We haven’t been idle these past four days. Ren Xun secured me roughly Class 4 knowledge in book form. Lu Gao handled supplies and secured a shop deal. Hei Mao acted as a deterrent, as his Fourth Realm cultivation was enough to dissuade most troublemakers."

Dave nodded, saying nothing. He was waiting to see where this was going.

We reached the blacksmith’s shop. Hei Mao was already there, arms crossed, waiting.

The shopkeeper, Old Hua, spotted us the moment we stepped inside. His wrinkled face split into a grin.

"Ah, you’re here," he said. "It’s done."

He led us to the back of the shop, where an armor set stood displayed on a sturdy wooden stand.

The moment I saw it, I knew.

Styled after the armor of the Round Table, the mother organization of the first Paladins, it gleamed under the dim lantern light. The breastplate bore intricate engravings, a radiant cross entwined with celestial runes. The pauldrons, shaped like noble beasts—lions and gryphons—exuded an air of guardianship, their fierce visages frozen in a silent vow. The gauntlets had finely layered plates, balancing dexterity and defense, while the greaves were sculpted for swift, unburdened movement. A flowing blue cape, embroidered with silver, completed the ensemble, its fabric carrying the dignity of a knight’s oath.

Regal. Righteous.

It was for Dave.

He stood motionless, gloved fingers tracing the engravings. Though his helm concealed his face, I could picture his expression—pure, unfiltered surprise.

Man, I just made Dave speechless.

That had to be an achievement!

Old Hua cleared his throat. "This here is the Puppet Armor, built according to the blueprints you provided." His voice carried a hint of pride as he gestured to the gleaming set. "Lightweight but durable. The internal mechanisms are reinforced, allowing flexibility without sacrificing defense. I adjusted the puppet framework, so it doesn’t strictly follow Buddhist methods—figured that wouldn't suit your request."

"Good call," I nodded.

The blueprints weren’t entirely my own. I had copied them from the pile the Cloud Mist Sect provided, then cross-referenced them with the knowledge at my disposal. A refinement here, an adjustment there—until the final design became something practical.

"Tested the joints myself," Old Hua continued. "Automation functions work as expected. Pour Qi into it, and it'll act on command. Not perfect, but a damn fine piece of work, if I say so myself."

"That’s all I needed to hear." With a flick of my wrist, I stored the Puppet Armor into my Item Box.

Old Hua stretched out a hand, palm up. "Now, about my payment."

I reached into the Item Box and retrieved two handfuls of Lost Legends Online gold coins, letting them clink into his waiting palm.

The old blacksmith whistled. "Good stuff. Tougher than standard metals, too! These'll make fine materials for my next projects." He weighed them briefly before pocketing the lot.

I cupped my fist and bowed. "Many thanks, Master Hua."

He grunted but returned the gesture. "Don't get yourself killed out there."

“What’s the Puppet Armor for?” Hei Mao squinted at me, arms crossed. “What am I even doing here?”

His current disguise, a red-haired martial artist with a wild and untamed look—was striking. Then again, with the sheer variety of eccentric cultivators flooding the streets, he fit right in.

Dave was the one to answer. “My Lord, I have an inkling as to its purpose.”

“Of course you do," I said. "It’s for you.”

I led them into another alley, away from prying eyes. Once we were clear, I pulled the Puppet Armor from the Item Box. Dave stepped forward, straightened his back, and activated Divine Possession.

The Puppet Armor responded instantly. The formations along its surface flared to life. Runes glowed, Qi circuits thrummed, and with a final pulse of energy, the armor moved.

A tremendous pressure erupted from it.

Hei Mao tensed beside me, his stance subtly shifting as the oppressive aura of a Seventh Realm cultivator filled the alley. It was the same pressure I had felt when facing the Heavenly Demon.

Dave’s was slightly stronger.

I raised a brow. “Not bad. You probably could’ve been stronger.”

Dave turned his armored hands over, clenching and unclenching his gauntleted fingers. “Stronger, indeed. Normally, Divine Possession would halve my attributes, yet I find myself unaffected.”

I clicked my tongue. “That’s unfair.”

But it made sense. The Puppet Armor was designed to house an artificial spirit. If the Cloud Mist Sect’s records were accurate, it should be a perfect vessel for Divine Possession.

“However, my Ultimate Skills are beyond my reach.” Dave nodded and then thought about it. “Thankfully, my other skills remain usable.”

I hummed in thought. “Sounds like Brukhelm’s situation back at the Yellow Dragon Festival.”

The method was different, of course. Brukhelm had been confined to a specific form of power, while Dave’s possession of the armor was a far more refined approach. Regardless, this was a major boon. A cultivator whose strength could be measured in this world's system should deter plenty of trouble.

I gestured toward him. “Can you lower the pressure you’re releasing? No need to invite unnecessary eyes.”

Dave straightened. Slowly but surely, the oppressive energy receded until it matched Hei Mao’s level.

I grinned. “Perfect. Now, let’s move. That spike in pressure will have drawn attention.”

Midnight arrived.

We gathered in our room at the Iron Kettle. The atmosphere was tense but determined as I handed each of them a Magic Scroll of Great Teleportation. One by one, they accepted the scrolls like fragile treasures. Even the bowlfish got one. I dipped a scroll into her fishbowl, watching it float at the surface.

…I really hoped that would work.

I swept my gaze over them. “Gu Jie, you lead the way.”

She nodded, rolling her shoulders. “Understood.”

Gu Jie went first, activating her scroll. She relied on Sixth Sense Misfortune to scout ahead, waiting for any premonition of disaster before confirming the path was safe. When nothing struck her down, she sent word through Voice Chat.

“It’s clear. Proceed.”

That was all the others needed. One by one, they activated their scrolls, vanishing in bursts of light.

And then… only Ren Jingyi, Dave, and I remained. He stood beside me, ever the vigilant knight. “My Lord, I shall protect thee in this moment of vulnerability.”

I exhaled and focused. My awareness sank into the depths of Divine Possession.

Ren Jingyi stirred. I exerted fine control, carefully manipulating her delicate fins. Her tail flicked upward, curling just enough to tear the scroll floating in her fishbowl.

A flash of light engulfed the water. The bowlfish vanished.

Back in Voice Chat, Gu Jie made a startled sound. “I—I caught it!”

I stared at her, noting her half-scared, half-relieved expression.

Good. That was one less worry.

I released my hold on Ren Jingyi and returned to my body. A faint golden light shimmered beside me as Dave emerged from the Puppet Armor, dissolving into his Holy Spirit form. With a swift motion, I reached out and stored the empty suit into my Item Box.

“We shall move as one, My Lord,” he said, his voice steady.

I nodded. No need to waste an extra scroll.

Without hesitation, I tore mine.

The world blurred. Space twisted.

And then we arrived.

The others were already gathered, crouched in the shadows near the docks. The Floating Dragon bobbed gently in the water nearby, looking as unassuming as ever.

As I approached, Ren Xun whispered, “I’ve already snuck aboard and disabled the formations. It didn’t take long.”

I raised a brow. “You’re unexpectedly good at this.”

“It’s my second talent,” He smirked but was already moving, his voice low. “Let’s avoid flight for now and take the river…”

We wasted no time. Under the cover of darkness, we boarded the boat, slipping into our positions.

The Floating Dragon glided across the water, slow but steady. No creaking wood, no splashes, just the faintest ripple disturbing the surface.

No alarms. No pursuit.

Only the quiet, careful rhythm of our grand escape.
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The storm raged across the sky, dark clouds twisting like writhing serpents. Lightning flashed, illuminating the figures soaring within the storm’s embrace—two riders, one upon a beast of purity, the other upon a beast of taint.

Alice, a pink-haired vampire with crimson eyes, rode astride a Bicorn. The beast’s two horns glinted like curved daggers in the erratic bursts of light. The creature galloped through the sky as if the wind itself were its domain. Beside her, Joan, a blonde priestess with emerald eyes, guided her Unicorn forward. The creature’s single spiraled horn cut through the downpour like a beacon of divinity.

And both women were absolutely furious.

Alice muttered darkly under her breath. “This is ridiculous. Every step of the way, delay after delay. Do you know how frustrating it is to—”

“Whose fault do you think that is?!” Joan shouted over the howling storm.

Alice rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. It’s not my fault people are so enamored with me.”

Joan groaned, gripping the reins of her Unicorn tighter. “You enthralled an entire outpost, Alice! We wasted hours unravelling that mess!”

Alice placed a hand on her chest in mock offense. “I did not enthrall them. They simply fell for my natural charm.”

Joan shot her a glare sharp enough to cut steel. “You walked in, smiled, and suddenly a whole squad of knights were groveling at your feet!”

Knights? Probably not. Soldiers? Most likely.

“I digress,” Alice smirked, fangs glinting. “That’s not enthrallment—that’s charisma.”

Joan let out a frustrated yell. “You turned their captain into a thrall!”

“That part might have been intentional,” Alice admitted, tossing her cerise hair back. “But I had to test if my powers were dulled in this world. How was I supposed to know he’d be so susceptible?”

Joan pinched the bridge of her nose, inhaling deeply. “We’re supposed to be covert, Alice. Covert.”

Alice waved a hand dismissively. “And yet, no one’s chasing us, are they?”

Joan didn’t respond immediately, though the look on her face suggested she was counting to ten to keep from throwing Alice off her Bicorn.

Thunder cracked around them, a bolt of lightning streaking dangerously close. Alice barely flinched, merely sighing. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll be good for the rest of the trip.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it,” Joan muttered.

The storm churned ahead, and the two riders pressed onward.

Lightning tore across the sky, a jagged spear of light splitting the heavens. The deafening roar of thunder followed an instant later.

Joan reacted immediately, raising her staff. A shimmering golden barrier flared to life around her, deflecting the rain and stray arcs of electricity. A second later, she turned and cast another toward Alice, shielding her from the storm’s wrath.

Alice scowled. “I had it under control.”

Joan shot her a look. “You were about to get fried.”

Alice scoffed but didn’t argue. Instead, she focused on keeping her Bicorn steady as they rode through the turbulent sky. The storm raged around them, but after what felt like an eternity, they finally broke through the thickest part of the clouds. Rain still lashed against them, but at least they had some breathing room.

Their mounts surged forward, hooves striking nothing but air, carrying them at speeds that blurred the world beneath them. The city lights below were mere specks swallowed by the storm’s gloom.

Joan gritted her teeth and turned to Alice. “Where is David now?”

Alice placed a hand over her chest, feeling for the isolated drop of blood within her heart. The connection flared—distant yet unmistakable. It was part of a Blood Pact she had forged with him eons ago, a bond not even time could sever.

Her frown deepened. “He moved again. A few kilometers from where he was before.”

Joan blinked. “He moved again? Through that?” She gestured at the storm they had barely managed to pierce.

Alice nodded. “I don’t know about the storm though…”

Joan looked like she was about to cry. “Why is he so fast? He doesn’t even have a mount!”

Alice’s grip on the reins tightened as memories stirred. David was always a competent warrior. An adventurer. But the thought of him moving so quickly—without a steed—left her unsettled.

Joan, seeing her expression, quickly added, “He did find a quest to procure a mount, you know. He just never bothered to do it. He kept saying his Egress skill was enough.”

Alice arched a brow. “And?”

Joan let out a tired sigh. “And… the portal system our world follows is rather advanced. This world clearly… doesn’t have a portal system of its own…”

Alice stared at her for a long moment. Then, with a sigh, she flicked the reins of her Bicorn, urging it forward.

“He’s lazy like that,” she muttered.

Being lazy on the wrong things was more like it.

Since dropping into this world, Alice and Joan have been on one excursion after another. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another—beast attacks, cultists, demonic incursions, and more. Every time they thought they had a moment to breathe, trouble found them again.

It didn’t help that the language barrier between them and the locals was immense. Alice had a natural talent for picking up new languages, but even she struggled with the dialects here. Joan, on the other hand, relied entirely on divine intuition—and that wasn’t always accurate. More than once, she had accidentally blessed a gathering of cutthroats.

How was that even possible?

Didn’t she have a passive skill that could detect karma?

Before they knew it? Alice had slaughtered a group of black-masked thugs who were trying far too hard to pretend to be vampires.

“Honestly, it was embarrassing,” Alice muttered under her breath, recalling the encounter. They had the pale skin, the dramatic capes, and the exaggerated hissing down to an art—but the moment she actually sank her fangs into one of them, they tasted human. Utterly human. And weak.

Meanwhile, Joan… well, Joan had cured an entire settlement of vagrants and stopped a plague.

And somehow? That had angered the local aristocrats.

Alice scoffed. Typical.

Joan, riding beside her, furrowed her brows. “You’re scoffing.”

Alice tilted her head. “Am I?”

“Yes.”

Alice gave an exaggerated sigh. “Just thinking about how ridiculous it is that you, of all people, managed to stir up noble ire.”

Joan groaned. “Don’t remind me.”

Alice smirked. “Oh, I will. You should’ve seen their faces.”

She may not have spoken the language fluently, but she had seen it in their eyes—the way the aristocrats seethed, the way they bristled at Joan’s miracle. Of course, Alice knew an aristocrat if she saw one… The self-worth was too obvious…

Alice was an aristocrat herself. Not in this world, but an aristocrat was an aristocrat, no matter the language barrier. The moment she laid eyes on those nobles, she knew what they were thinking.

It wasn’t about power.

It wasn’t about faith.

It was about control.

And Joan had just taken it from them.

Funny thing, they’d probably manage to get this ‘control’ back the second she and Joan left the place. That was just the way things were…

Alice’s Danger Sense flared.

She reacted instantly, snapping her gaze toward the incoming threat. “Joan! Shield—now!”

Joan needed no further warning. With a practiced motion, she raised her staff, golden light erupting from its tip. “Shield of Faith!” she declared, forming a shimmering golden barrier around Alice. Then, in the same breath, she reinforced herself. “Shield of Eternal!” A second, far sturdier shield enveloped her, its holy radiance warding off the storm’s darkness.

A pillar of azure lightning struck down from above. It wasn’t chaotic like natural lightning—it was controlled, precise, and lethal. A divine strike. And it was fast.

It came in a straight, unerring path—too deliberate to be random.

An attack.

The moment the lightning struck her barrier, Alice felt the strain. Of course it cracked, she thought with an exasperated sigh.

As a vampire, she had fought against the Church more times than she could count. She knew their spells, their tactics, their weaknesses. She knew that an ordinary Shield of Faith wouldn’t hold against a high-tier smiting spell.

Which was why she had prepared.

With a single thought, she activated the spell stored in her Spell Resonance.

Shield Drain.

Dark energy pulsed around her, a second barrier forming in a brief flicker of violet light. The cracking Shield of Faith shattered completely, but instead of leaving her defenseless, the broken fragments were absorbed into her new defense. The lingering force of the divine lightning was drained into the void, leaving her untouched.

Joan, meanwhile, remained entirely unscathed. The Shield of Eternal around her didn’t even flicker. As expected.

Joan glanced at Alice, her eyes sharp. “That wasn’t a stray bolt.”

Alice scoffed. “Obviously.”

Joan immediately repositioned herself forward and raising her staff once more. “Shield of Faith!” Another golden shield overlapped her existing one, reinforcing her defenses even further.

Alice narrowed her crimson eyes, scanning the stormy skies. “Now then… who dares?”

A streak of lightning split the stormclouds apart. From the cascading light, a figure emerged.

A young-looking man, dark-haired and draped in arrogance, floated before them. Behind him shimmered the mirage of a massive serpentine dragon, its azure form coiling in and out of visibility like a phantom of the storm. The air around him crackled with power, the residual charge of his arrival making Joan’s unicorn shift uneasily.

Alice sniffed the air.

Dragon.

Not entirely, but enough that her instincts flared.

The man spoke, his voice firm and commanding.

Alice, naturally, understood none of it.

She sighed. “Great. Another one.”

Joan, to her credit, remained composed despite the obvious language barrier. She gripped her staff, ready but not aggressive, waiting to see how things would play out.

Alice, however, had other concerns. She observed the man closely, her crimson eyes narrowing as she activated a passive ability she’d always found useful—one that let her sense life force and vitality. It was rarely wrong.

And this man—

Alice’s expression darkened. “Joan. He’s not as young as he looks.”

Joan tensed. “How old?”

Alice pursed her lips. “Old.”

“How old?”

Alice’s gaze flicked to the stranger again, reading the layers of accumulated life force within him. “Not ancient,” she muttered, “but definitely seasoned by vampire standards. The kind of lifespan that makes common undead jealous.”

Joan groaned. “Of course. Because nothing in this world can ever be normal.”

Alice silently agreed. The lifespan discrepancies in this world were ridiculous. Some mortals burned out in forty or fifty years, barely managing a full century if they were lucky. And then there were these people—the ones who clung to life with Legacy-based powers or whatever mystical nonsense this world followed.

Centuries. Millennia.

It wasn’t fair.

Even Alice—a vampire, an existence fundamentally meant to last—felt a little envious of the sheer absurdity of these so-called “superhumans.”

She sighed, rubbing her temples. “I don’t suppose you suddenly learned the local language in the past five seconds?”

Joan shook her head. “Nope.”

Alice clicked her tongue. “Figures.” She looked back at the stranger. “Alright, pretty boy. What exactly do you want?”

"We should retreat," Joan said, her voice calm despite the storm still raging around them.

Alice almost fell off her Bicorn.

"Excuse me?" She gawked at her companion. "Retreat? Joan, we outnumber him two to one!"

Joan didn't budge. "That doesn't matter."

Alice scoffed. "Doesn't matter?" She gestured toward the dark-haired man floating before them, his aura flaring like a coiled dragon ready to strike. "He’s strong, sure, but we are strong. And last I checked, two beats one."

Joan shook her head. "I won’t fight him."

Alice narrowed her eyes. "And why not?"

Joan sighed as if the answer should have been obvious. "Because he’s accumulated too much virtue."

Alice blinked. "What?"

Joan pressed a hand to her chest. "I follow a path of virtue. I can’t just attack someone so steeped in positive karma. It would go against everything I believe in."

Alice clicked her tongue in annoyance. Of course she forgot about that blasted passive priests had—the one that let them see karma like some divine scoreboard.

"So what, you’re saying he’s some kind of saint?"

Joan tilted her head. "I wouldn’t go that far. He could be a self-righteous murderer, for all I know. But if someone’s racked up that much good karma, it means they’ve done a lot of good. And I’m not about to pick a fight with a person like that without a good reason."

Alice exhaled sharply, tapping her fingers against her thigh.

She hated to admit it, but Joan did have a point.

Not about the karma nonsense—that was just priestly superstition—but about their positioning. They were both casters.

Alice specialized in high-speed aggression and spell layering, while Joan was a defensive support specialist. Neither of them was built for prolonged melee combat, and this man reeked of someone who thrived in magical close quarters. After all, why would this man proudly present himself in front of them?

If he was an artillery mage of sorts, he would have stayed hidden and continued to bombard them with spells, instead of appearing in front of them.

Of course, that didn’t mean Alice was about to run away.

"If it does come to a fight," she muttered, "I can take him."

Joan gave her a look. "Alice—"

"I can take him," she repeated, more firmly this time. "If push comes to shove, I’ll handle it in single combat."

She was a pure-blooded vampire, after all. She had her pride.

But Joan wasn’t backing down. "We should focus on finding David," she reminded.

That, Alice couldn’t argue with.

David was still moving. His location had shifted yet again, further out of their reach. If they wasted time fighting some random powerful stranger, they'd just fall even further behind.

Alice clicked her tongue one last time. "Fine," she muttered. "We’ll play it safe."

The dragon-kin finally grew tired of talking. His expression hardened, and without another word, he raised both hands. Azure lightning crackled, condensing into two massive electrospheres that hummed with destructive energy.

Alice clicked her tongue. "Took him long enough."

With a single fluid motion, she dismounted her Bicorn. Her wings—black, leathery, and bat-like—unfurled from her back with a powerful snap. As her feet hovered just above the ground, she reached behind her and unslung a parasol from her Shadow Space.

Not just any parasol. Her parasol.

Unlike the so-called "champions of the realms," who carried the blessings of the Lost Supreme—Item Boxes, divine artifacts, ridiculous system protections—immortal souls like her had to rely on their own power.

That was fine. She preferred it that way.

The first electrosphere hurtled forward, crackling with raw power. Alice flipped open her parasol, tilting it just slightly. A translucent barrier formed along her parasol's curved surface as she activated Magic Guard.

The impact sent a ripple of force through her body, but she held firm, redirecting the brunt of the attack to the side.

Meanwhile, her Bicorn took the other electrosphere head-on.

The beast let out a pained shriek, its hooves scraping against the storm-wet air as the lightning coursed through it. But it was a tough creature—it held for just long enough to do what she needed.

"Go," she whispered.

The Bicorn responded instantly, lowering its horns and charging straight for the dragon-kin.

A perfect distraction.

The dragon-kin barely had time to react as the creature slammed into him, sending him skidding backward.

Alice, hovering above, smirked.

The Bicorn would die, of course. But it wasn’t true death. As an immortal steed bound to her soul, it would simply resurrect inside her, ready to be summoned again when needed.

Joan, standing further back, raised her staff. She twirled it counterclockwise, her voice ringing out over the storm as she chanted in an ancient tongue.

A golden light enveloped them.

Alice felt the familiar pull of Mass Teleportation.

Right on cue, her Bicorn was obliterated.

A combined water-lightning spell surged toward it, colliding with such force that the creature didn’t even have time to scream. It simply dispersed into fine ash, its essence retreating back into her soul.

Alice grinned.

"You’ll pay for that," she whispered.

She stretched out her hand, fingers weaving in a practiced motion. A dark mist coiled around her wrist before taking shape—a phantasm of a straw doll, eerily resembling the dragon-kin.

“Wretched Effigy.”

The moment she clenched her fist, the doll’s limbs twisted, fraying at the joints.

A curse.

One that would ensure he wouldn’t be catching up to them anytime soon.

As the teleportation completed and the world around them shifted, Alice gave a small wave, her grin never fading.

"Better luck next time, lightning boy."
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Tao Long’s body convulsed as an unseen force clawed at his insides, ripping through his meridians like a thousand venomous needles burrowing into his flesh. His breath hitched, and a metallic tang filled his mouth—his own blood, welling up from deep within. The pink-haired Blood Demon’s curse was unlike anything he had ever experienced.

"This vile sorcery—!" Tao Long’s voice was hoarse as he grit his teeth. He could feel the very foundation of his cultivation trembling. His internal energy surged in desperation, coiling around his dantian in layers of protective force, but the curse was relentless, gnawing away at his essence with a sinister, unseen hand.

A searing pain lanced through his limbs, as if countless phantoms were tearing at his soul. His once indomitable vitality, cultivated over centuries, now felt like a candle flickering in the wind. His meridians pulsed erratically, barely holding together under the relentless assault.

He staggered, falling to one knee atop the storm-ridden sky. “Damn it!” This was no ordinary hex. It was a malediction crafted from the very essence of resentment, its roots sinking deep into his karmic threads. If he did not suppress it soon, his cultivation might suffer irreparable damage.

Through the haze of agony, Tao Long lifted his gaze just in time to see the two women vanish into the void—space twisting and folding around them as they fled. The Buddhist Witch’s teleportation spell had activated just as the Blood Demon’s black beast dissolved into ashes.

Tao Long clenched his fists so tightly that his nails pierced his palms.

“They escaped!”

He let out a ragged breath, the storm around him responding to his fury with violent bursts of lightning. The mirage of the azure dragon behind him let out a silent roar, yet even its might could not purge the insidious energy slithering through his body.

"Blood Demon… Buddhist Witch…" Tao Long spat out each title with venom. He had fought countless foes in his lifetime—righteous cultivators, demonic beasts, even heretics who wielded the power of devils. But never had he suffered such humiliation. To be cursed so effortlessly, to watch them slip through his fingers like fleeting mist… it was intolerable.

His fingers wove a series of intricate hand seals, golden lightning crackling between them. He was no mere cultivator—his lineage was of the Celestial Azure Serpent, a proud descendant of the dragon race. His body was far more resilient than mortals, his soul tempered by tribulations few could endure.

Yet…

Even with all that, he had been powerless against the wicked spell.

Tao Long wiped the blood from the corner of his lips, his fingers trembling slightly from the lingering pain. A mere curse had forced him into such a pitiful state. The shame burned within him hotter than the lightning that coursed through his veins.

He exhaled slowly, forcing himself into stillness. The storm continued to rage around him, but he no longer commanded it. For the first time in centuries, he had been wounded so severely that even the heavens refused to respond to his call.

Seating himself cross-legged in the air, he began to circulate his qi. His meridians were in shambles, his dantian quivering as it fought to retain its integrity. Had he been any weaker, had his cultivation been even a fraction lower, this curse would have crippled him permanently.

But he was Tao Long. A Divine Flood Dragon of the Azure Serpent Lineage.

With a single gesture, he inscribed a sigil in the air before him—the ancient character for Longevity (壽). The golden script pulsed with celestial energy, illuminating the dark clouds like a second sun. Another character followed, this one for Healing (癒), swirling in a slow orbit around him as he meditated.

His breath evened. His pulse steadied.

Tao Long possessed countless arts inherited from his powerful bloodline—he could summon storms with a whisper, manipulate the vast oceans with a flick of his fingers, and call down divine lightning upon his enemies. But among his many abilities, his healing arts were one of the most profound. With proper cultivation, they could mend flesh, rejuvenate the spirit, and extend longevity beyond mortal comprehension.

And yet…

Even after a dozen breaths, he felt the weight of the curse still pressing upon his soul. It clung to him like a shadow, a lingering taint that refused to be purified.

Unreasonable. Tao Long’s brows furrowed. A Blood Demon and a Buddhist Witch—an abominable pairing, yet their coordination had been near flawless. The Blood Demon had landed a devastating curse while the Buddhist Witch had provided the means of escape. “Even I could not react in time.”

The admission was bitter, but he did not deny it.

Slowly, he moved his fingers, but his limbs felt heavy—his body, once brimming with vitality, now sluggish and weighed down. His qi still circulated, but his movements were dulled, as though he had been bound by invisible chains.

A cold glint flickered in his eyes.

“The next time we meet, Blood Demon… Buddhist Witch… There will be no escape.”

As someone who had ascended to the Ninth Realm, Tao Long naturally possessed arrogance befitting his strength. But with his long life came countless battles, and this was not the first time he had found himself on the backfoot.

His mind drifted back to that battle.

The Heavenly Demon.

Even though that man had only been at the Eighth Realm, his sheer combat prowess had proven insurmountable. Tao Long had fought alongside two others—cultivators who stood at the peak of the world—and yet, even together, they had barely managed to match him, let alone subdue him.

The Virtuous King had suffered such grievous wounds in that battle that he was forced into closed-door cultivation, indefinitely sealing himself away to recover.

The Heavenly Sword, one of the greatest warriors of this era, had met an even worse fate. He had been thrown into a strange spatial distortion, cast into an unknown void by the Heavenly Demon’s unfathomable strength. His fate was still uncertain.

And Tao Long?

He alone had emerged from that battle relatively unscathed.

Not because he had been the strongest—no, that honor had gone to the Heavenly Sword in terms of raw offensive prowess—but because of his inborn vitality. As a Flood Dragon, his regenerative abilities far surpassed that of ordinary cultivators. Wounds that would have left others crippled for life were nothing more than minor setbacks to him.

The vivid sensation of that battle still lingered in his bones. The moment when that accursed man had drawn power from some unknown dimension, his entire presence shifting as if he had become something beyond mortal comprehension. That fight had been one of the hardest he had faced in the past millennia.

And yet, even then, he had not fallen.

Tao Long exhaled sharply, shaking away the memory. Now was not the time to dwell on past battles. He had prey to hunt.

Raising his hand, he channeled his qi into a tracking spell. Thin, glimmering threads of water formed in the air around him, dispersing into the wind. His Rain-Seeking Technique—a method of tracking through precipitation, covering vast distances but lacking precision. If he combined it with Lightning-Calling Sight, a technique requiring an elaborate ritual but providing pinpoint accuracy, he would be able to locate any target, no matter how well they hid.

At least, that was the theory.

Yet… he found nothing.

His expression darkened.

The curse he had cast upon them—the curse that ensured rain would always follow his prey—had been dispelled.

"Impossible…" Tao Long muttered, his eyes narrowing into dangerous slits.

His rain had followed them even across dimensions before. For it to simply vanish meant that the Blood Demon and the Buddhist Witch possessed means far beyond his initial estimation.

Frustration coiled in Tao Long’s chest like a slumbering serpent roused from its rest. His lightning-calling spell had yielded nothing. The rain-seeking technique—his supposedly infallible method of tracking—had been broken. His prey had slipped from his grasp, and he had no means to pursue them.

A storm rumbled in his heart, but he forcefully suppressed it.

Instead, he reached into his storage ring and retrieved an ornate wooden disk, carved with intricate formations that pulsed faintly with spiritual energy. With a flick of his wrist, he activated the formations, letting go of the disk as it hovered before him.

The air shimmered, distorting as if rippling water had swallowed the space above the disk. Then, from the mirage-like haze, an image of an elderly man took form.

Shouquan.

The leader of Ward.

A figure of immense wisdom and unwavering resolve, Shouquan’s long beard cascaded like a waterfall of silver, his sage-like eyes brimming with the weight of centuries. Though merely a projection, his presence carried an authority that few in this world could ignore.

“Tao Long.” Shouquan’s voice was calm yet firm, like the steady current of an ancient river. “Have you completed your task?”

Tao Long cupped his fists in salute. “This junior humbly reports failure. The Blood Demon and the Buddhist Witch have eluded me.”

Shouquan’s gaze did not waver, nor did his expression betray any sign of disappointment. Instead, he sighed as if this was merely another piece in a long, frustrating game of weiqi.

“I see.” His voice carried a hint of resignation. “This would have been much easier if the Emperor had lent us his assistance.”

Tao Long’s frown deepened.

“The Emperor… rejected our invitation a long time ago already.”

Why would the Emperor involve himself with this matter at their request?

The Emperor of the Grand Ascension Empire, the one who stood at the pinnacle of the world, had refused to lend his strength to Ward’s mission. A mission that should have been at the heart of every power’s concern.

Defending the world from the Outsiders.

“The arrogance of monarchs,” Tao Long said, his tone laced with restrained disdain. “To think he would turn a blind eye to the encroaching threat simply because it does not yet knock on his gates.”

Too bad.

Tao Long liked the Emperor enough that he used to think humans weren’t so bad.

Shouquan chuckled, though the sound was devoid of mirth. “The great factions are much the same—the Alliance, the Empire, the Temple, the Union—all with their own ambitions. They acknowledge the threat, yet they all believe themselves untouchable.”

“We will continue our work,” Shouquan declared, his voice resolute. “With or without the great powers of this world. Return to your work when you have recovered, Tao Long. If push comes to shove, the Grand Emperor would probably be able to handle it. After all, he has the Heavenly Eye. However, it was important you’d be there when that happens, so that you could help. Goes to show the importance of Ward and that he could trust us.”

Tao Long’s expression darkened as he pondered over Shouquan’s words.

The Grand Emperor was a man with too much pride in his bones, a monarch who dared to name himself the Final Emperor, as if declaring to the heavens themselves that after him, there would be none.

Arrogant, yes. But such arrogance was not without merit.

For he possessed the Heavenly Eye.

An innate gift that only appeared in times of great strife, the Heavenly Eye was a power that granted its wielder insight beyond mortal or immortal comprehension. It was said to see all things under the heavens, granting its user both prescience and divine authority.

And now, such a gift had manifested once more.

The last recorded wielder of the Heavenly Eye had appeared three thousand years ago.

Back then, Tao Long had been but a rough-edged youth, filled with reckless ambition and little concern for the great tides of history.

And yet, the fact that this power had reemerged after so long…

It spoke volumes.

Shouquan’s voice pulled him from his thoughts.

“Tao Long,” the elder’s mirage flickered slightly, but his presence remained commanding, “what is your assessment of these Outsiders?”

Tao Long exhaled, gathering his thoughts before answering.

“They are not natives,” he stated firmly. “Their cultivation methods are foreign, unlike any system known to us. Their energies do not align with the natural laws of our world.”

He hesitated for a moment before adding, “And then, there is the issue of the language barrier.”

Shouquan’s eyes narrowed slightly. “That alone is telling. If they were mere wanderers from another continent, we would at least recognize some similarities in dialect. But if even our most ancient linguistic arts fail to decipher their tongue… then their origins truly lie beyond our realm.”

Tao Long nodded grimly.

Shouquan folded his arms behind his back. “And their strength?”

Tao Long’s fingers twitched slightly. He had no desire to admit the truth, but honesty was paramount in this situation.

“At least as strong as me,” he said, his voice laced with reluctant admiration. “Possibly stronger.”

Shouquan’s brows lifted slightly.

“Of course, making a direct comparison is difficult,” Tao Long continued. “Their cultivation system is entirely foreign. Their abilities do not follow the principles we know, and their techniques operate on an unfamiliar logic. However…”

His golden eyes gleamed with a solemn light.

“…one thing is clear: they are dangerous.”

Tao Long exhaled slowly, steadying his thoughts before he continued.

“Should we seek the Emperor’s assistance?” he asked, his voice calm but firm. “With the Heavenly Eye, he can perceive beyond time and space. If anyone could locate these Outsiders, it would be him.”

Shouquan did not answer immediately. Instead, he let out a weary sigh, rubbing his temple as though Tao Long’s words had only deepened the burdens weighing upon him.

“Tell me,” Shouquan said instead, his voice slow and deliberate. “Why do you think you were sent here, instead of the others?”

Tao Long fell silent.

Of course, he already knew the answer.

He prided himself on his skills, on his bloodline, on the vast arsenal of techniques at his disposal. But within the Ward, he was hardly the best tracker. There were others who surpassed him in divination, others who specialized in reading the flows of fate.

So why had he been the one deployed?

Because if it had been anyone else—the Emperor would have taken offense.

Tao Long’s lips pressed into a thin line.

The Grand Formation that encircled the Emperor’s domain was no ordinary barrier. It was an all-encompassing array, one that allowed him to perceive everything within his borders. Not even a speck of dust was beyond his awareness.

And yet, this same formation also forbade entry to powerful outsiders.

Unless they were born within his domain…

Or had gained his personal acknowledgment.

Tao Long had both.

A native of the Stormcall Continent, raised in his youth upon the lands of Riverfall Continent—his roots were tied to the Emperor’s domain. More importantly, he had once aided the Emperor himself in a time of great tribulation.

It had been a mere coincidence back then.

He had not known the young warrior struggling against insurmountable odds would one day rise to claim the greatest throne beneath the heavens.

But the Emperor had not forgotten.

“…I understand,” Tao Long finally said, inclining his head slightly.

Shouquan nodded. “The Emperor will not interfere. Not unless the balance of the world itself is at stake.” He folded his hands behind his back. “And even if he were willing… are you truly prepared to be in his debt?”

To owe the Emperor a favor—it was not a price one paid lightly.

“…No,” he admitted. “I am not.”

Shouquan offered a knowing smile. “Then continue your pursuit by your own means. Do not expect the Final Emperor to move for us.”

Tao Long gave a short nod, but Shouquan wasn’t finished.

“You must also ensure that the Ward’s presence in the Empire is recognized. If we are to be of any use in the coming calamitous events, the Emperor must see our worth.”

Tao Long frowned. “And how am I to do that?”

Shouquan exhaled. “Best case scenario? You kill the Outsiders.”

Tao Long’s lips thinned. That was obvious.

Shouquan continued, “At minimum, you must hinder them—stall their movements while ensuring civilian lives are not caught in the crossfire. And if possible, position the Heavenly Eye to its greatest advantage before the tragedy I foresaw comes to pass.”

Tao Long straightened. “A tragedy? Why are you saying this to me… just now?”

He didn’t mean any disrespect by his tone of voice, but Shouquan could be very secretive in his own way. Tao Long had expected no less, but it was hard getting used to.

Shouquan’s expression darkened.

“I have seen a rift opening,” he said gravely. “From within, undead and demons shall spill forth, a tide from the depths of hell itself.”

Tao Long clenched his jaw. He was no stranger to battle, nor to the horrors that lurked beyond the known world. But for such creatures to manifest within the Empire—

“…If disaster is inevitable,” he said carefully, “then shouldn’t we inform the Emperor? Better yet, shouldn’t he be the one to handle this?”

Shouquan let out a mirthless chuckle. “Do you truly think the Emperor does not already know?”

Tao Long stiffened.

“The Grand Emperor is ambitious,” Shouquan murmured. “You must consider the possibility that he has his own designs—that he seeks to capture these Outsiders rather than eliminate them. To take advantage of their presence.”

Tao Long’s brows furrowed.

“If he truly wanted to capture them,” he said, “then with his Heavenly Eye, wouldn’t he have done so already?”

Shouquan gave him a knowing look.

“If the Emperor would move, we would have known it by now,” Tao Long admitted, exhaling slowly.

Shouquan inclined his head. “Precisely. And yet, he remains silent.”

A tense silence stretched between them.

“…Why?” Tao Long finally asked.

Shouquan’s voice was calm, but heavy with meaning.

“Because his prescience precedes mine.”

Tao Long’s breath hitched.

“He has likely seen a different future, one where he does not need to act—one where he is confident in the outcome.”

Tao Long fell silent, digesting the implications.

If that was truly the case… then what was the point of him being here?

Shouquan seemed to read his thoughts.

“We still need his cooperation,” he said. “Or, better yet, his allegiance to the Ward.”

Tao Long exhaled through his nose.

This was not a mere chase anymore.

This was a test of worth—both for himself and for the Ward.

Shouquan’s expression was unreadable as he regarded Tao Long through the floating mirage. “What did the Outsiders look like?”

Tao Long exhaled slowly, recalling the details. “One had crimson eyes and pink hair, the other had emerald eyes and golden hair. The pink-haired woman wielded dark arts, while the blonde exuded a sacred aura—likely a Buddhist practitioner.”

Shouquan’s gaze darkened, but instead of concern, an odd look flickered across his face.

Tao Long raised a brow. “What is it?”

Shouquan shook his head. “They are not the ones who will bring calamity upon the Empire.”

Tao Long’s eyes narrowed. “That’s impossible.”

He had arrived in the Empire prepared—his first task had been to investigate all disturbances. Every trace, every rumor, every ripple in the vast ocean of the world’s Qi. The presence of two foreign entities with unusual cultivation methods had matched the profile of the Outsiders he sought perfectly. There was no mistake—these two were the ones.

And yet…

Shouquan sighed. “The Outsider who will bring tragedy upon the Empire… is not a woman.”

Tao Long frowned. “Then who is it?”

Shouquan gave him a long, almost pitying look.

“…A man.”

Tao Long waited, his patience thinning. “And?”

Shouquan’s lips parted.

“…And his fish.”

A long silence stretched between them.

Tao Long blinked.

His expression remained composed, but his mind had come to a complete halt.

“…His what?”
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It had been a couple of days since we left Ironmoor City. The shadows of that place still lingered in my mind, but for now, we were in the clear. I had changed from my previous disguise and now wore the Lofty Jade Proposition. For a mere cosmetic item, it was surprisingly comfortable against my skin. More importantly, I only needed a thought to remove it, revealing my divine gear underneath—ready for battle in an instant.

Hei Mao no longer maintained the effects of the Disguise spell. He was back to his usual childish appearance, his red scarf wrapped around his neck. It fluttered slightly with the gentle breeze that passed through the Floating Dragon. The sight of him like this, relaxed and natural, was oddly reassuring.

Lu Gao, on the other hand, had not changed much. His disguise had never been too drastic, but I had to admit—shorter hair suited him. He sat in a corner, clutching the fishbowl, locked in a silent staring contest with Ren Jingyi. The fish remained as expressionless as ever, unblinking, while Lu Gao’s eyes narrowed in intense focus. He was probably having an inner turmoil, since the fish raised her star once more… Sadly, my Divine Possession was on cooldown at that time.

Ren Xun had also swapped out his old attire, shedding the beggar-like merchant disguise he had used previously. Instead of the garish, eye-catching robes he had worn back in Yellow Dragon City, he had opted for something more neutral. It was a wise choice—low-key but not suspiciously plain.

And then there was Dave. He seemed far too comfortable in his new body, the Puppet Armor. It had been an experiment at best, yet he wore it with the ease of someone who had inhabited it for years. I had asked him if it was inconvenient, but he had waved off my concerns.

“I’m fine,” he had said, his voice carrying the same familiar tone, despite the mechanical timbre the armor gave it. “Actually, I think I prefer it this way.”

I didn’t know whether I should be relieved or disturbed.

The Floating Dragon continued its course along the river, the rapids carrying us swiftly downstream. Ren Xun had been the one to suggest following the river’s path.

“It’ll be faster this way,” he had reasoned. “The current boosts our speed. Less effort, and no need to rely solely on the ship’s formations.”

Sitting cross-legged on the deck, I turned to him. “Do you have any idea where the Shadow Clan is?”

Ren Xun merely shrugged. “Shouldn’t be too hard to find.”

“That’s reassuring,” I said dryly.

He smirked, rubbing his chin. “If we ask nicely enough, the local Lords should have the information we need. Unlike in Ironmoor City, they won’t be as paranoid.” He paused, then added, “Probably.”

“Probably?”

Ren Xun sighed. “Ironmoor City had become a powder keg. Everyone was watching everyone else, ready to pounce. It’s different in the outer territories. We might actually find someone willing to speak without trying to stab us in the back.”

I wasn’t sure if I should feel comforted or wary.

One of my few regrets about leaving Ironmoor City was that I never got the chance to poke around. There was a Demonic Cultivator lurking somewhere in that city, hiding in plain sight, and on top of that, a murderer was on the loose. Normally, these were the kind of things that would gnaw at my curiosity, but circumstances forced my hand—I had more pressing matters to attend to.

Still, the thought lingered.

I felt two gazes on me. Hei Mao and Dave.

As my Holy Spirits, they were bound to me on a cosmic level, their thoughts and feelings often overlapping with mine. They must have sensed my dissatisfaction, the nagging feeling of unfinished business.

I shrugged. “No big deal,” I said casually. “We can always circle back later if we really need to.”

Hei Mao tilted his head, his small face filled with uncharacteristic solemnity.

“But…” he hesitated, as if weighing his words.

I held up a hand. “I do have a prior obligation,” I reminded him. “In case you forgot, I have a meeting with the Emperor in—”

“A hundred days?” Ren Xun interrupted with a smirk.

I nodded.

He shook his head. “Seventy-six days now.”

I blinked. Right. Time had slipped away faster than I expected.

Hei Mao looked apologetic.

I waved off his concern. “Talking with the Shadow Clan and learning the truth shouldn’t take that long.”

Ren Xun folded his arms, considering my words. “As long as we leave ourselves at least a thirty-day leeway, we should be able to make it to the Imperial Capital on time.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. Ren Xun had been surprisingly agreeable about this whole detour. Too agreeable. I leaned forward slightly, resting my chin on my knuckles.

“You’re being awfully cooperative,” I mused. “Should I be concerned? Would this get you in trouble?”

Ren Xun chuckled, shaking his head. “It should be fine,” he assured me. “As far as anyone is concerned, you’re free to do whatever you think is right.”

“That’s a very vague answer,” I pointed out.

His smirk widened. “My status as the son of a prince gives me certain… protections.” He waved a hand lazily. “Moreover, my Ren name carries a bit of weight.”

I arched a brow. “You mean it gives you immunity?”

Ren Xun sighed. “Immunity is a strong word. Let’s just say… invoking it might bring too much attention.”

I hummed in thought. Having a prince’s son with us was both an asset and a potential liability.

Gu Jie suddenly spoke up. “What’s so special about the Ren name?”

Her voice was calm, but there was curiosity beneath her words. She wasn’t the only one wondering.

From what I remembered, there was no such thing as a Ren Clan among the Seven Imperial Houses. It wasn’t a name I had come across in any of the records detailing the great noble houses of the Empire. So why did Ren Xun speak of it as if it carried some sort of unspoken authority?

Before answering, Ren Xun tweaked the formations on the boat. A soft hum vibrated through the deck as the Floating Dragon shifted, its weight lifting. A moment later, we were flying.

“The rapids have slowed down,” he explained offhandedly. “Might as well take the faster route.”

He turned back to Gu Jie, folding his arms as he considered his words. “To understand the Ren name, you first have to understand the nature of the Empire itself.”

That got my attention. This wasn’t something I could find in books, so I listened well.

Ren Xun leaned against the railing. “The Grand Ascension Empire is unique,” he said. “Throughout history, empires are built by dynasties, passed from one generation to another. The lineage of rulers dictates the continuation of a dynasty, and when one ends, another takes its place.”

I nodded. That much was common knowledge. The rise and fall of empires was an inevitable cycle.

“But the Grand Emperor was different.”

He glanced at us, eyes glinting with something unreadable. “On the day of his coronation, he declared himself both the beginning and the end of the Grand Ascension Empire. He claimed that there would be no dynasty after him, that his rule would persist until the end of time. That his death would mean the death of the Empire itself.”

The weight of his words settled over us.

I scoffed. “That’s arrogant.”

Ren Xun chuckled. “You’re not the only one who thought so. When he made that declaration, no one believed him. After all, no one can live forever. A cultivator can extend their lifespan, but there are limits. Even in the most ancient Taoist texts, it is said that while one may pursue longevity, true immortality is impossible.”

“And then,” he continued, “the first millennium passed… and the Grand Emperor remained. Looking no older than a middle-aged man.”

Silence.

Even I had to admit, that was impressive. Inhumanly so.

Made me think if he was a vampire himself.

Lu Gao groaned, rubbing his temples. “Is this going to be another long lecture?”

Ren Xun faked a cough. “I was just getting to the point.”

And then he continued his story:

The Seven Imperial Houses were powerful—too powerful, in fact. They were the Grand Emperor’s limbs, but even a ruler’s limbs could develop their own ambitions. They wanted power for themselves. That was their nature. To deny such an instinct would be an act of foolishness itself.

And so, after a thousand years of waiting, they schemed.

They tried to manipulate the Emperor, hoping that his long life had softened his mind. They disguised their ambitions behind flowery words and high-minded ideals. They spoke of the common people, of democracy, of the need for a new system. They urged him to step down, claiming it was time to pass the throne to the next generation, to evolve beyond the tyranny of a single ruler.

At first, the Grand Emperor ignored them.

Then he grew annoyed.

And when the Grand Emperor became annoyed… he acted.

“For the first time in his thousand-year reign,” Ren Xun said, “he took women to his bed.”

I nearly choked. “Wait, what?”

Ren Xun’s lips twitched. “You heard me.”

“No, no, I mean—are you telling me that for a thousand years, the Grand Emperor was a virgin?”

It was a stupid question. I knew my priorities were completely out of place, but… I couldn’t help it.

Hei Mao stared at me in horror. Lu Gao remained impassive. Gu Jie had a complicated expression on her face, as if she, too, couldn’t quite decide how to react.

Ren Xun, for his part, gave a helpless shrug. “It’s true. The Emperor possessed restraint beyond mortal comprehension. For a thousand years, he remained untouched by the pleasures of the flesh. Some would call him a great hero among heroes for such discipline.”

I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to be impressed or terrified.

“But,” Ren Xun continued, “when the Seven Imperial Houses grew too loud, he finally lost his patience. And so, in a single night, he bedded the most powerful women from each of the Seven Imperial Houses.”

Silence.

“…You’re telling me his solution to court politics was to—?”

“Yes.”

“…And that worked?”

Ren Xun smirked. “It worked perfectly.”

Each of the seven women bore him a child, and the Grand Emperor, ever the pragmatist, used this to his advantage. He granted each child a vast territory to govern, forcing the Seven Imperial Houses to focus on their own bloodlines.

In an instant, the imperial court—once a nest of scheming snakes—turned into a battlefield of succession.

Instead of plotting against the Emperor, they now fought amongst themselves.

However, the story didn’t end there.

“The Emperor,” Ren Xun said, eyes gleaming with amusement, “was feeling particularly petty. And so, he made another declaration.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What kind of declaration?”

“He declared that the common people deserved a representative as well.”

“…What?”

Ren Xun’s smirk widened. “And so, in front of the gathered court, on the golden throne of the Empire itself, the Grand Emperor bedded a commoner woman.”

Dead silence.

Gu Jie looked deeply disturbed.

Hei Mao, despite being a Holy Spirit, was blushing furiously.

Lu Gao remained unshaken—clearly, he had heard this story before.

I, meanwhile, was still trying to process what I had just heard. “Hold on. You’re telling me he did the deed in the throne room? In front of everyone?”

Ren Xun nodded. “Demonstrating his bravery.”

That… that was certainly a way to describe it.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “…And let me guess. The child that came from this act of ‘bravery’ was—?”

Ren Xun nodded. “My father.”

I stared at him.

“The Emperor gave him the Ren surname,” Ren Xun said. “He then declared that should his son, Ren Jin, suffer an untimely death or any unfortunate calamity, he would eradicate the Seven Imperial Houses.”

And that, I realized, was the real masterstroke.

It wasn’t enough to force the imperial Houses into infighting. The Grand Emperor made them protect the very child who symbolized everything they hated. With a single move, he turned their power against them, ensuring that none would dare lay a finger on Ren Jin.

No wonder the Ren name carried weight. No wonder Ren Xun claimed he could act as freely as he did.

“…Your grandfather is a terrifying man,” I muttered.

Ren Xun laughed. “That, Senior Da Wei, is an understatement.”

I imagined that, in reality, the Seven Imperial Houses were simply waiting for the Emperor to die while preserving their own power. The Black Clan was probably no different.

Ren Xun eventually brought the Floating Dragon down under the cover of trees.

"There’s a city a few kilometers from here," he said. "I’ll go gather information. You all stay here."

Gu Jie frowned. "Are you sure that’s wise? The last time we split up, we got tangled up in Ironmoor and wasted days."

Ren Xun waved her concern away. "I know the lord of this city. His father was a good friend of mine."

I pulled out a set of Magic Scrolls, handing one to each of them.

"These are Great Teleportation scrolls," I said. "If anything goes wrong, use them to get back here immediately."

Gu Jie cupped her fists and bowed. "I will not fail this task."

Dave thumped his metal chest before leaping off the boat.

Ren Xun smirked. "Thanks, Senior. I’ll be back soon with good news.."

I watched as the three of them disappeared into the trees, leaving me to my thoughts.

“Dave, listen up.”

I activated Voice Chat, connecting to Dave. His presence flickered into my awareness, a faint thread of will intertwining with my own.

"I need you to debrief Ren Xun about the vampires. Give him every detail we have. Whoever’s pulling the strings needs to be stopped, and I can't be everywhere at once."

“Understood, My Lord.” There was a pause before Dave responded. "Does His Lordship want him to spread the word?"

"Exactly. We need the leaders of Deepmoor Continent to be aware of what's coming. Whether they believe it or not, they have to make preparations. Vampires aren’t just monsters—they’re a force capable of reshaping the balance of power. Even if we don’t know whether we were dealing with the real stuff, it still wouldn’t hurt to be cautious."

Dave let out a short hum of acknowledgment. "I’ll do my best to make a convincing case, My Lord. Ren Xun’s got connections, and his words won’t be ignored. But My Lord do realize this could stir up a lot of unwanted attention?"

I exhaled slowly. "That’s the idea. Better they prepare for a war that never comes than wake up to a battlefield they can’t escape."

"Fair point. I’ll handle it." Dave’s presence faded from my awareness as he focused on the task at hand. “Take care, My Lord.”

I hoped… I was just being paranoid.
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Ren Jingyi was a fish.

She had been a fish for a long time. She did not know how long exactly, because the concept of time was mostly irrelevant to a fish. There was only the flow of water, the warmth of the sun, the cool embrace of the moon, and the never-ending cycle of eating, swimming, and staring at things.

Right now, she was staring.

The fishbowl was clear, but the world beyond it was strange and distorted. The large figure holding her—Lu Gao—had a serious face, his gaze locked onto Ren Jingyi’s own unblinking fish eyes. It was a silent contest of wills. A battle between predator and prey? No. A battle between two beings bound by fate? Perhaps.

Ren Jingyi did not think too hard about it. Thinking was not a fish’s strong suit.

She swam forward, then backward, then in a lazy circle before stopping to stare once more. Lu Gao had not moved.

Life, as a fish, was simple.

She had few desires. She liked eating, and thankfully, the humans remembered to feed her. She liked swimming, and the water in her fishbowl was always fresh. She liked the sun, though it only reached her when she was placed near a window or when the Floating Dragon drifted into open sky. She also liked staring at things, though she wasn’t quite sure why.

Perhaps it was instinct. A fish’s natural curiosity.

Or perhaps it was because, deep down, Ren Jingyi knew she was not an ordinary fish.

There were flashes—memories that didn’t belong to a simple creature of water. Moments when her mind felt too vast, when understanding came too easily. She did not know what she had once been, but she knew this: she was not born to live in a bowl.

Still, she did not struggle.

It was because she liked her bowl very much.

The humans took care of her. Da Wei, the one who radiated divine presence, had a peculiar fondness for her. Lu Gao, her current holder, treated her with a quiet reverence. The new kid, Hei Mao, sometimes poked at her bowl, watching her as if expecting something miraculous to happen.

They all had their own ways of showing attention to her.

Even the smug guy—Ren Xun—had given her a strange look when they first met, as if trying to solve a puzzle he didn’t quite understand. But out of all of them, her Big Sister Gu Jie was the one she cherished most. Steady, reliable, and always carrying herself with an air of quiet strength, Gu Jie made Ren Jingyi feel safe in this strange world. If she had a choice, she would always swim toward her Big Sister's presence, drawn to the warmth and reassurance it provided.

They were her family.

Ren Jingyi did not mind even if they weren’t fish.

She flicked her tail, sending ripples through the water. Small bubbles rose to the surface.

Yes, life as a fish was simple.

But recently, things had started to change.

Ren Jingyi was growing. She could feel it in the way her body stretched, in the way her appetite surged with every passing day. If not for the confines of her bowl, she was certain she would have already outgrown her current form. It was an uncomfortable truth, one she wished she could ignore.

Worse still, there was that strange phenomenon occurring within her.

Whenever she had a sudden funny thought or felt particularly full, something inside her stirred—a burst of warmth, like a hidden star igniting in her core. The first time it happened, she had been startled, nearly flipping herself over in the water. It was a strange sensation, one she didn't particularly enjoy. Every time it happened, she would grow, and every time she grew, her hunger became more unbearable.

She didn't want to grow.

If she grew too much, would she still fit in her bowl? And if she couldn’t stay in her bowl, where would she go? The outside world was too vast, too uncertain. Here, in the gentle sway of her water, she felt safe.

A shadow loomed over her. Lu Gao was staring again, his expression unreadable.

"Jingyi," he muttered, eyes narrowing slightly. "Is something wrong? Did you get fat again?"

She wished she could answer. She understood his words, yet no matter how much she longed to reply, all that came out were bubbles. Because she was a fish.

Sometimes, she wished her family were fish too.

If Lu Gao were a fish, then maybe he would understand her. If Big Sister Gu Jie were a fish, then… maybe they could share a bowl. Wouldn’t that be nice? Floating together in the same little space, away from all the overwhelming vastness of the world?

Maybe?

Before she could dwell too much on that thought, Lu Gao sighed and turned away.

"He still won’t talk to me," he muttered, rubbing his forehead.

"I keep telling you," Da Wei’s voice rang out from nearby. "She’s a fish, man. But I understand your frustration. I want to talk fish too."

Lu Gao called over Hei Mao.

"Come talk to her," he said, gesturing at the bowl. "You’re the only one who can understand her."

Ren Jingyi tensed.

Hei Mao could talk to fish. Or at least, he could talk to her. And if he could talk to her, then…

Would he find out?

Would he learn that she was purposely holding back? That despite the hunger gnawing at her insides, she was stopping herself from eating too much, afraid of what would happen if she grew too big?

She didn't want them to know.

Because then, they might try to change her mind.

Hei Mao walked over, tilting his head as he looked into her bowl.

"What's the problem?" he asked.

Ren Jingyi would have sighed if fish could sigh.

Most of them couldn’t understand her, which was fine. It kept her thoughts to herself, hidden in the little world of her bowl. But Hei Mao was different. For some reason, the new kid could talk fish. And right now, she wasn’t sure she wanted to be talked to.

She felt… claustrophobic.

Which was ironic, considering the biggest, clunkiest person in their group—Dai Fu—the always-reliable Big Sister Gu Jie, and the smug Ren Xun had already left for a mission. The boat wasn’t crowded anymore. It should’ve felt more open, more comfortable.

But it didn’t.

Her scales prickled as she thought about it. Maybe it was because of this feeling inside her, the one that kept bursting like little stars, trying to push her to grow. Maybe it was because she didn’t want to grow.

Ren Jingyi missed her Big Sister Gu Jie already.

She didn’t really understand why they left, only that it was probably for a mission His Eminence had bestowed upon them. Not that she fully grasped what His Eminence wanted most of the time, but she knew one thing—he was the highest authority here.

Even so, she recognized him as Master, because Big Sister Gu Jie did the same. And if Big Sister did it, then it had to be right.

A finger reached toward her bowl.

"Don't poke the fish," Lu Gao warned.

Hei Mao looked guilty, pulling his hand back. "I wasn’t going to poke her," he defended himself. Then, as if to make up for the suspicion, he added, "The fish is uuuhh… What’s the word? Something is happening to the fish... like, she's getting fatter..."

His words made every one pause.

Even His Eminence, who had been quietly reading a book, stopped turning the pages and shifted his gaze toward her.

Ren Jingyi froze.

Why? Why did she always feel nervous when His Eminence looked at her? It wasn’t that she feared him—no, not exactly—but every time his attention turned to her, she had this strange, inexplicable flashback.

A giant something, scooping fish like her out of the water.

She didn’t know why she remembered that, or even if it was real.

All she knew was that every time she thought about it, she felt very, very small.

“Oh,” muttered His Eminence, “She’s really doing it, huh?”

Ren Jingyi was a fish, and she liked being a fish.

Life was simple. There was no need to hunt, no need to fight. Everything she needed was given to her, a bounty from her Master, His Eminence Da Wei.

She didn’t have to think too hard. She didn’t have to worry.

But that was the problem, wasn’t it?

If she kept growing, she would outgrow her bowl. And if she outgrew her bowl, she wouldn’t be able to enjoy being a fish anymore. She’d have to hunt for herself. She’d have to live like the others, struggling and striving.

She didn’t want that.

Yet, despite her wishes, the feeling returned—that strange sensation in her core, like a tiny explosion of light.

A star formed inside her.

Hei Mao yelped. “The fish’s presence is growing!”

Lu Gao, who had been calmly watching her, suddenly stiffened. "Incredible… She’s raising her cultivation in such a short period of time."

Another pulse. Another star.

“No way,” Lu Gao breathed. “She’s raising another star again!”

Ren Jingyi fought against it. She tried to suppress the sensation, tried to stay small. But it was difficult. The stars kept forming inside her, one after another, spinning like little suns in the depths of her being.

Seventh Star.

Eighth Star.

Ninth Star.

And then—

She broke through.

Lu Gao gasped. “She’s reached the Mind Enlightenment!”

Ren Jingyi didn’t really get it. All she knew was that she was definitely bigger than before.

Fish life was a good life.

That was a fact for her.

But was she still a fish if she couldn’t fit in her bowl?

Cracks spider-webbed across the glass. She barely had time to react before—

Shatter!

Her beloved bowl exploded into shimmering fragments. Water splashed everywhere, drenching Lu Gao and Hei Mao. For a moment, there was silence. Then—

“Ahhh! The fish is crying!” Hei Mao pointed in horror.

Ren Jingyi flopped helplessly on the deck of the Floating Dragon, gasping. She couldn’t breathe!

Panic surged in her body. The world outside of water felt suffocating—like being wrapped in tight, suffocating air. She flailed, her gills burning.

“The fish is gonna die!” Hei Mao screamed. “She’s gonna die!!”

Lu Gao was already moving, trying to scoop her up, but his hands were shaking. “Get water—do something! We need—”

“Enough.”

Da Wei’s voice cut through the chaos.

The deck stilled. Hei Mao froze mid-panic, mouth still open. Lu Gao held his breath.

Da Wei muttered something under his breath.

“Divine Word: Life.”

A golden glow surged through the air, wrapping around Ren Jingyi like a warm current. The burning sensation in her gills faded. The suffocating tightness in her body loosened.

She gasped—and then, to her shock, she was breathing again.

On land.

Kind of.

It was a strange sensation. She wasn’t quite breathing like a land creature, but neither was she suffocating like a fish out of water. It was as if the water inside her had merged with the air around her, allowing her to exist in this bizarre in-between state.

It felt wrong. But also… not deadly.

“I have a plan,” Da Wei announced. “So calm down… and please don’t accidentally step or slip on her.”

Hei Mao, who had been hopping from foot to foot in panic, immediately froze in place, his foot hovering midair before he carefully placed it down.

Lu Gao exhaled in relief. “If it is you, Master... then there is nothing to be afraid of.”
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I activated Voice Chat and reached out to Ren Xun.

"Get an aquarium."

There was a beat of silence before he responded, "Pardon?"

I sighed and gave him a quick rundown. “Ren Jingyi had broken through. Her fishbowl has exploded. She is now flopping on the deck, gasping like a fish out of water—literally. Lu Gao and Hei Mao are currently playing a desperate game of 'catch the slippery fish,' and I am standing here making sure no one accidentally steps on her. Also, I might be enjoying the sight of them desperately catching the fish too much.”

"She what?" Ren Xun sounded incredulous.

"She outgrew her bowl," I said simply. "Awesome, right?"

I could practically hear him rubbing his temples on the other side. "That’s not… Never mind. I just finished my meeting with the local lord, and I know the location of the Shadow Clan."

"Great," I said. "How long until you get back?"

"Give me a day at most. Several hours at the minimum. The city doesn’t have much in glasswork, so getting a proper aquarium is going to take time and effort," Ren Xun explained.

I frowned. "No way to speed that up?"

"Unless you want to settle for a wooden tub, which I assume is not what you want—then no."

I considered it. Wooden tubs weren’t exactly ideal for keeping a potentially evolving fish, but they’d do in an emergency. Still, I figured we could manage waiting for a day more.

"I’ve got enough mana to keep casting Cure at the flipping, flopping fish," I muttered.

On cue, Ren Jingyi slipped through Lu Gao’s grasp again, landing with a wet plop on the deck. Lu Gao swore under his breath and dove after her, but she wiggled away.

Hei Mao, who for some reason could talk fish, was practically pleading with her.

"This isn’t funny!" Hei Mao whined. "Stop making things harder for yourself!"

Ren Jingyi just flopped harder.

Lu Gao groaned. "Why is she so fast?!"

I pinched the bridge of my nose. "Would you two just catch her already?"

Lu Gao and Hei Mao redoubled their efforts, but I had the sinking suspicion this was going to be a very long wait.

I had the distinct impression the fish was having too much fun.

While Lu Gao and Hei Mao flailed around, I casually walked to the side. Then, with a burst of superspeed, I snatched Ren Jingyi by the tail.

She froze.

I stared into her wide fish eyes, and I got the impression she wasn’t having fun anymore.

"Alright," I said, holding her firmly. "You need to stay still so I can cast Cure on you."

She gave a tiny, pitiful wiggle but otherwise complied.

I let out a steady stream of Cure, feeling the gentle warmth of mana flow from my fingertips into her scales. I sat on the corner of the deck, still holding her, watching as the healing spell did its work.

Ren Jingyi had really grown.

She wasn’t a tiny goldfish anymore. If anything, she resembled a carp now—sleek, elongated, but still with that delicate goldfish-like shape. She had stretched rather than bulked up.

Lu Gao, who had been kneeling on the deck, let out a long sigh. His expression was glum.

I raised an eyebrow. "What’s the problem?"

He shook his head. "I failed you."

I frowned. "Failed me? What are you talking about?"

Lu Gao lowered his gaze. "I know why you picked me. It wasn’t just because of my skills or my history. I was meant to be a reference for your cultivation."

I blinked.

Hmmm… I did say something like that when I took him under my wing.

Lu Gao clenched his fists. "I was supposed to be a useful benchmark, but I haven’t even been able to help you make any progress. I—"

I cut him off with a scoff. "You make it sound like it’s your fault I’m not making progress."

He looked up at me, surprised.

I exhaled and leaned back slightly. "Cultivation isn’t some checklist where I can just copy-paste someone else’s path. You’re useful, sure, but you’re not some measuring stick I’m gonna toss aside just because I haven’t broken through yet."

Lu Gao looked conflicted but didn’t argue.

I turned my attention back to Ren Jingyi, who was still limp in my grip, possibly contemplating her entire existence.

I sighed.

At this point, I had reached a level of mastery with the Hollow Breath Technique that allowed me to do it passively. It was second nature—like breathing, really.

And yet… still nothing in terms of cultivation.

I glanced at Lu Gao, his face a mess of conflicting emotions.

Then, out of nowhere, he said, “I don’t deserve to learn from you.”

I blinked. “Huh?”

He exhaled, his expression turning resolute. “I’d like to withdraw.”

Withdraw?

I scoffed. “Withdraw from what?”

Lu Gao met my gaze, serious. “From being your student.”

I laughed. Loudly.

“You think you have the option to withdraw?” I asked, shaking my head. “You’re acting like this is some sect where you can politely hand in your resignation letter. Wait, sects don’t even do that, right? They’d swear you to secrecy and would even cripple your cultivation… Wait, you are already crippled!”

He frowned. “But I—”

“No, no, no.” I waved a hand dismissively. “Let’s get one thing straight. I’m not teaching you as some kind of charity. Yeah, sure, in the beginning, maybe there was this tiny naive part of me that wanted to help people.” I gave a dry chuckle. “But that was before I realized how useful you actually are.”

Lu Gao flinched slightly.

I leaned forward, voice turning sharp. “You’re a demon-possessed guy in a xianxia world. Do you have any idea how rare that makes you?” That practically made him a Quest NPC of sorts by LLO standards.

Lu Gao didn’t respond, sweating nervously.

Well, more like he could not understand my insanity.

I continued. “You’re a living lab rat—a unique one at that. The fact that I took you under my wing isn’t just out of kindness. It’s because you’re valuable.”

Lu Gao clenched his fists.

I sighed. “Look, I get it. You feel like you’re not worthy or whatever. But let me remind you—you don’t get a say in whether you continue learning or not.” I gave him a pointed look. “Especially after experiencing my Divine Possession and promising you'd be walking this path with me.”

His breath hitched.

Yeah. That got through to him.

Good.

"You are so mean," Hei Mao muttered, pouting as he sat cross-legged on the deck of the Floating Dragon. His red scarf fluttered slightly from the river breeze, emphasizing the childish grievance on his face.

I ignored him and glanced at Lu Gao, who had gone quiet. His brows were furrowed in deep thought, his hands clenched into fists over his knees. Then, as if coming to a decision, he shifted and moved to crouch.

I immediately knew what was coming next.

The moment his knees started to lower, a surge of irritation flared within me.

Without thinking, I grabbed his shoulder, stopping him before he could fully kneel. "Don't," I said flatly.

Lu Gao stiffened. He hesitated, then slowly straightened, confusion flickering in his eyes. "I—"

I sighed. "Just chalk it up to my eccentricity, but I really hate it when people bow or kneel so easily to another."

His expression flickered, and I could see the internal struggle written plainly on his face. He was from a world where respect was often measured by gestures like these, where inferiors knelt before their superiors without hesitation. But I wasn’t a fan of that.

Sure, there were moments where bowing was appropriate—out of sincerity, out of genuine devotion—but groveling over something as small as misspeaking? That was just excessive.

I vaguely recalled an idiom that fits this situation—something about gold beneath one's knees and the idea that a person should only kneel for sacred reasons.

Gu Jie kowtowing and pleading with me in her mental scape was a different matter entirely. That had been… well, complicated. But this?

I let go of Lu Gao’s shoulder and exhaled, shaking my head. "Just don’t do that. It's unnecessary."

My original intention in revealing my Divine Possession had never been for charity or goodwill. It was an experiment—one meant to train, refine, and empower it. Theories I had about its potential were confirmed one by one, the most exciting being the ability to impart skills without needing Legacy Advancement Books, Skill Books, or Specialized NPCs. That realization alone had been a game-changer.

Thus, the birth of my Order of Paladins had come naturally.

Admittedly, the idea was only in its infancy.

Especially with the Legacy Advancement Book for the White Path still in my possession.

It could be argued inefficient for me to continue holding to it. Of course, it wasn’t fair. Not in the slightest. When I revealed my Divine Possession, I made the others believe they were competing to prove themselves worthy of the White Path, but the truth?

I had already decided how I wanted to raise my kids—er, followers.

Yeah, it was a jerk move.

A healthy competition in a classroom setting would provoke development, right? That was at least the idea...

At first, I had intended to use the Legacy Advancement Book on Gu Jie, thinking she would be the best fit. But her unlocking the Warlock Legacy beforehand had changed everything. There was no undoing that choice, and I wasn’t about to make her walk a path that conflicted with her nature.

As for Ren Jingyi? I had bigger plans for her. She was too special for something as simple as the White Path.

That left me with Lu Gao.

The perfect candidate.

"You’re really something else, aren’t you?" I said, clicking my tongue.

Lu Gao, who had just been looking guilty a moment ago, stiffened in confusion. "I—what?"

I shook my head, my expression shifting into one of exaggerated disappointment. "To think you would try to take advantage of my kindness like this. Shameful. Truly shameful."

Hei Mao, who had no idea what was going on, looked between us in visible confusion. "Wait… what did he do?"

Lu Gao’s face paled. "I—I didn’t mean—!"

I heaved a sigh and gave him a long, suffering look. "Unbelievable. I gave you everything, and now you want to leave me? Like a heartless scoundrel?"

Lu Gao opened his mouth, then closed it again, looking increasingly flustered.

Hei Mao looked even more confused. "Wait, wait, what’s happening?!"

"It’s betrayal, Hei Mao," I said, dramatically shaking my head. "Absolute, gut-wrenching betrayal. A wound so deep it can never heal."

Hei Mao gasped. "Lu Gao, how could you?!"

Lu Gao made a strangled noise. "I—That’s not—!!"

Seeing his panicked expression, I finally cracked a grin and laughed, waving a hand dismissively. "Relax, I’m just messing with you."

Lu Gao looked at me like he wasn’t sure whether to feel relieved or furious. "You—"

"That said," I cut in before he could recover, "you really don’t get a say in whether you keep learning or not. I want to give more emphasis to that fact. You already learned the Bless spell from me, and you think you can just walk away? Nope. That’s not how this works."

Lu Gao deflated. "...Right."

Hei Mao, still clearly lost, hesitated before awkwardly patting Lu Gao’s shoulder. "Uh… there, there?"

I smirked. "That’s right, Hei Mao. Comfort the poor guy. He just realized he’s stuck with me forever."

"You are so mean," said Hei Mao a second time.

There was a thump against the Floating Dragon.

I blinked. Did someone just throw a rock at us?

A second later, my Divine Sense lazily swept outward, and I saw them. One, two, three… twenty-eight people.

Half of them were at Martial Tempering, a quarter at Mind Enlightenment, five at Will Reinforcement, one at Spirit Mystery, and one… at Soul Recognition AKA Fifth Realm.

My, my… they sure were ruining a moment.

I peered over the edge and found them staring back. I realized they were using some kind of formation, dampening my Divine Sense. The formation was probably not limited to my Divine Sense, but targeted at detection abilities in general like Qi Sense. The leader stood at the front—a tall man with sharp, chiseled features and a scar running across his lip. He would have been handsome if not for the scar giving him a permanent sneer.

"Greetings, the name is Deng Bai, and this fine boat is now mine," He took a step forward. "You have one chance."

I sighed dramatically, crossing my arms. "Really? You couldn’t have waited? We were having a heartfelt conversation."

Hei Mao, standing beside me, burst into tears.

"I don’t know how to fight!!" he wailed, clutching my sleeve like I was his last lifeline. "Like... I don't know any techniques! There's too many of them! And there's only three of us... and a fish."

"Have more trust in me, plus I am super strong," I sighed again. "Also, no one’s expecting you to fight, Hei Mao."

"But they’re gonna kill me!!"

I rubbed my temples. "Hei Mao, listen—"

"I’m just a kid!!"

"You’re a powerful ghost who used to haunt people!"

Hei Mao sniffled. "That was different!"

I groaned. "Oh, for crying out loud—"

The leader watched this exchange with a deeply unamused expression. "Are you finished?"

I ignored him, activating Voice Chat instead.

"Dave, we’ve got a situation."

My Holy Spirit responded immediately. "Want me to head back, My Lord?"

"Nah. Stay put. I’ll just use Castling."

Castling was normally limited by range, but if I used my Holy Spirit as the target… I could bypass that restriction entirely.

I turned back to Deng Bai and smiled mischievously.

"Say your last prayers, pal. Don’t worry, I’ll ask my friend to be gentle."

And then, I Castled.
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"Be gentle with them," His Lordship said.

The moment those words faded, Dave’s clunky Puppet Armor reappeared on the idle Floating Dragon. The swap was complete—His Lordship had taken his place elsewhere, leaving Dave to deal with the bandits below.

With a mere thought, a longsword materialized in his grip, its gleaming edge a testament to his innate abilities as a Holy Spirit. He flexed his fingers, testing the feel of his new body. This Puppet Armor—crafted with the magic of this world—was still unfamiliar, its weight and movements different from his previous form. There had been no real combat to test it yet. That would change now.

Dave stepped forward and leaped off the Floating Dragon.

The wind howled past him as he descended, the earth rushing up to meet him. When he landed, a cloud of dust billowed beneath his boots, spreading outward in a ring. The impact sent a tremor through the ground, enough to draw every pair of eyes in his direction.

He could feel their gazes—some wary, some dismissive. His presence was something unnatural to this world, but he had learned how to suppress it. With careful control, he adjusted his aura, settling it at the same level as the strongest among them. No need to scare them too much.

A man stepped forward. He was calm and measured—his posture relaxed, but not careless. A man who had seen his share of battles and had the confidence to show it. His eyes flickered over Dave’s form with quiet intensity.

"I am Deng Bai," the man introduced himself. His tone carried authority, the kind born from strength rather than mere bravado.

Dave considered him for a moment, then gave a slight nod. "Dai Fu."

He followed His Lordship’s instructions zealously. Adapting to this world’s vernacular was a form of defense, a way to obscure their origins in this world vastly different from their own. The name was close enough to the one he was granted, yet unfamiliar enough to blend in.

Deng Bai’s gaze lingered on him for a heartbeat longer before he smirked. "You move strangely, Dai Fu. Heavy, yet light. Are you a cultivator?"

Dave tilted his head. "Something like that."

"Hah~! Of course, you are..." Deng Bai’s smirk deepened, his fingers flexing slightly. There was no mistaking it—he was ready to test him. "I am sorry, but I will be taking that ship."

Dave shifted his stance, feeling the weight of his new body, the energy flowing through it. This was what he needed—a real fight to measure his limits.

Deng Bai exhaled slowly, his gaze steady. “This is your last chance.”

The bandits around him tensed, hands inching toward weapons, eyes narrowing with anticipation. The air between them hung heavy, crackling with the restrained energy of battle yet to begin.

Dave tilted his head, considering the words. Then, after a moment, he responded, “It’s your last chance too.” His voice was devoid of arrogance, merely stating a fact.

His fingers flexed slightly around his conjured longsword. “I might accidentally kill you all,” he added, almost apologetically. “It’s difficult for me to hold back.”

The bandits scoffed. Some outright laughed. One of them, a burly man with a jagged scar down his cheek, sneered, “Big words for a walking pile of metal. I bet you move slow, because of that thing.”

Dave ignored them. His Divine Sense spread outward like an unseen wave, sweeping through the battlefield. Twenty-eight bandits. Yet, at a glance, only twenty-two stood before him. Six others were hidden—scattered within the vegetation, their auras faint but not imperceptible. And one of them…

Without hesitation, Dave’s left hand slammed downward.

A loud crack echoed as his fingers punched through the ground, stone and soil parting beneath his force. His hand found flesh, grasping something warm and struggling.

A choked gasp escaped as Dave dragged a man up from the dirt—a cultivator, his body wreathed in faint, rippling distortions. A Spirit Mystery realm expert.

Cultivators at that stage always had unique abilities. If it were His Lordship here, he would’ve been curious to see what exactly made them special. But this was not a time for experimentation.

The Spirit Mystery cultivator barely had time to gasp before Dave’s fingers tightened around his throat. Without giving the enemy a chance to react, Dave surged forward, using the man as a human shield.

“Attack!” Deng Bai’s command rang through the night.

The bandits reacted instantly. Those capable of casting elemental projectiles raised their Qi, channeling fire, wind, and lightning into their palms. Spells flared, ready to be unleashed—

Too slow.

By the time their spells ignited, Dave was already among them.

He discarded his longsword, letting it fade into motes of light, and conjured a spear instead. With a fluid motion, he drove the weapon straight through his human shield’s abdomen.

The spear did not stop.

With sheer force, Dave hurled the impaled body forward. The momentum carried both weapon and corpse into the ranks of the waiting bandits. The Spirit Mystery cultivator’s body crashed through their line like a boulder through reeds.

Four men were caught in the trajectory—


	Two Mind Enlightenment cultivators.

	One Martial Tempering cultivator.

	One Will Reinforcement cultivator.



The result? A bandit kebab.

The spear drove through all four bodies, pinning them together in a grotesque display. The brief, stunned silence that followed was broken only by the wet, sickening sounds of bodies slumping to the ground.

Then, as the spear vanished into motes of light, Dave summoned a great axe in its place.

His grip tightened around the haft. His gaze swept over the remaining bandits.

Softly, barely above a whisper, he murmured—

“…I am sorry.”

How many were left?

A quick mental calculation—thirteen Martial Tempering, five Mind Enlightenment, four Will Reinforcement, and one Soul Recognition.

Twenty-two in total.

Deng Bai, standing at the forefront, brandished his sword, the blade humming with an ominous light. His expression darkened as he took a deep breath, his Qi surging around him.

“Kill him!” he bellowed.

Without hesitation, the bandits moved as one.

Deng Bai himself vanished, his body dissolving into a flurry of yellow blossoms—a movement technique so swift that he seemed to flicker between the petals.

“You are courting death!” he roared, his voice bloodthirsty, laced with killing intent.

His blade arced toward Dave’s neck. A fatal strike.

But Dave did not flinch.

He simply reached out—and caught Deng Bai’s throat mid-air.

The momentum of the bandit leader’s attack was instantly halted, his body jerking to a stop with a sharp, strangled sound. His fingers spasmed around his sword, eyes widening in disbelief.

Dave tilted his head. “You are too slow.”

Then, he slammed Deng Bai into the ground.

The force of the impact shattered the earth, sending cracks rippling outward like a spiderweb. A dull thud echoed through the battlefield as Deng Bai’s body crumpled into the dirt.

Dead? Alive? Dave couldn’t tell. It didn’t matter.

He exhaled internally. This was disappointing.

He had wanted to test the spell formations embedded within his blue cape, to see if they had any practical use in real combat. But his opponents…

They were not a good benchmark.

Dave finally let out a real presence—but not his own.

Instead, he allowed the Puppet Armor’s aura to emerge, its strength settling at approximately the Seventh Realm.

The effect was instantaneous.

A ripple of fear passed through the remaining bandits. Their once-determined expressions crumbled, their knees buckling under the weight of the pressure.

One by one, they let go of their weapons.

Swords and spears clattered to the ground as cultivators dropped to their knees, pressing their foreheads against the dirt in submission.

Only the remaining Will Reinforcement cultivators—those still hidden—made a desperate decision.

They ran.

Dave glanced at the great axe in his grip—the weapon he hadn’t even used. With a thought, it dissolved into motes of golden light.

In its place, he conjured a great bow, its massive frame shimmering with a faint divine glow. He had no arrows—he didn’t need any.

The remaining Will Reinforcement cultivators were still running.

"It's futile," he said, "None of you are going anywhere."

Dave spread his Divine Sense, sweeping across the battlefield. There they were.

With fluid precision, he pulled back the bowstring, forming a radiant arrow of energy.

Thwip!

The first arrow pierced through a fleeing bandit’s knee. A scream tore through the night.

Without pause, Dave nocked another arrow.

Thwip!

The second bandit collapsed, each arrow lodged in both his knee and shoulder.

Then the third arrow.

The fourth arrow.

The eighth arrow.

Eight arrows. Four fallen bandits.

Each one now writhed on the ground, clutching their wounds, unable to continue their escape. Dave dismissed the bow, letting it fade from existence.

He turned his gaze upward and called out, “Lu Gao, throw a rope.”

Silence.

Lu Gao and Hei Mao were still on the Floating Dragon, staring down in sheer disbelief. Their faces were frozen somewhere between awe and shock.

Dave tilted his head. Did they not hear him?

Lu Gao shook himself out of it first. Without hesitation, he grabbed a roll’s worth of rope and dropped it over the side.

The rope unraveled down, swaying gently in the wind.

Dave stepped over to Deng Bai’s motionless body. The bandit leader still wasn’t moving. Was he dead?

Dave placed a hand over his chest and cast Great Cure.

A soft golden glow enveloped Deng Bai, sinking into his body. Surprisingly, it worked.

His wounds sealed. His breath evened out. His eyes fluttered open.

Without a word, Dave grabbed the rope and tied him up.

Then, he turned to one of the Mind Enlightenment cultivators who had surrendered.

“You,” Dave said, pointing at him. “Tie yourself to the rope. Then pass it to the next person.”

The bandit blinked rapidly, his expression flabbergasted.

One after another, the bandits fell in line, securing themselves to the rope.

Motivated not by loyalty, nor by hope—

But by the real possibility of death.

Dave walked toward the spot where the bandit kebab had once stood.

Now, the bodies sprawled lifelessly on the earth, no longer skewered together. The spear was gone, vanished with the rest of his conjured weapons, leaving only blood-stained soil behind.

He crouched down and placed a hand over them, casting Great Cure.

A faint golden light spread over their broken forms, seeping into their wounds. Seconds passed.

Only one of them stirred.

The Spirit Mystery cultivator.

Dave tilted his head, surprised. He had assumed they were all dead, yet this one still clung to life. Impressive vitality.

His Lordship would probably feel conflicted seeing people he had indirectly killed. Of course, killing wrongdoers wasn't beneath Dave. It was tasteless killing weaklings though... Still... If there was a way to avoid unnecessary deaths, it was better to take that path with hopes of redeeming the individual. However, sometimes, there was just no helping it.

Dave reached down and grabbed the unconscious Spirit Mystery cultivator, dragging him toward the rope. With practiced ease, he secured him tightly alongside Deng Bai.

Next, Dave turned to the four Will Reinforcement cultivators who had tried to escape earlier. They still lay on the ground, clutching their injured limbs, too weak to move properly.

One by one, Dave dragged them to the rope, tying them up as well.

He glanced at his work. The bindings were pointless.

If any of them truly wanted to break free, the rope alone wouldn’t stop them. Their cultivation levels made such restraints laughable.

However...

Dave was here

That was enough.

None of them dared to try anything.

The air was still thick with the scent of blood.

Gu Jie, as graceful as she usually was, now struggled clumsily with the weight of the aquarium, her arms wrapped awkwardly around its glass walls. Inside, Ren Jingyi swam in slow circles, her tail flicking in agitation as water sloshed over the rim with every step.

Ren Xun trailed behind, glancing around with wide eyes at the aftermath of the battle.

And His Lordship—

His gaze swept over the scene. Over the brutalized cultivators. Over the ones still groaning in pain, tied together by a rope that was more symbolic than anything. Over the lifeless bodies still strewn across the battlefield.

Dave turned to him.

“My Lord, permission to use my Divine Word—Raise.”

His Lordship’s expression remained unreadable. Then, slowly, he shook his head.

Dave didn't expect such a reaction. But still…

He had thought His Lordship might at least consider using one of his consumable resurrection items. Yet, after a moment of silence, His Lordship only spoke a single command.

“Let's bury them.”

Dave watched him for a long moment.

It was hard to tell what His Lord was thinking, but Dave had seen the hesitation—the smallest flicker of something buried deep in his expression.

Regret? Resignation? Something else?

If His Lord had wanted, the dead men and women could have been restored to life. Yet, in the end, he chose not to.

Dave reached out, gently stopping him before he could move forward.

“Allow me.”

His Lordship glanced at him, then nodded.

“Thank you.”

He did not say anything else. Instead, he simply stood there, watching.

Dave might not have known His Lord’s story, nor the kind of life he had led before arriving in this world.

But he understood the emotions coursing through His Lord’s heart.

Perhaps, out of everyone, Dave was the closest to truly understanding His Lordship.

And yet—

At the same time, he couldn’t.

Because Dave lived for the fight.

He had taken many lives before.

And no matter how much he tried to understand, there would always be a chasm between them.

The dead were buried.

There were no words spoken over their graves, no incense burned in their memory. Just the cold, silent weight of the earth settling over their bodies, marking the end of their existence.

After the dead were buried, Dave and Ren Xun left, guiding the prisoners toward the nearest city. The journey was uneventful.

The handover was swift.

Authorities took one look at the battered, broken cultivators—some still groaning, others staring blankly at the ground in silent resignation—and didn’t ask too many questions.

With their task complete, they left.

The Floating Dragon rose into the sky, drifting like a ghostly vessel above the landscape before shooting forward in a blur of motion.

Dave stood at the edge of the deck, looking out at the vast horizon. Then, his gaze drifted toward His Lordship.

The Voice.

The one that had whispered to him, guided him, and accompanied him for so long.

Dave thought back to Joan—to their conversations, to the way she used to theorize about their existence.

"We are manifestations of the Voices we hear," Joan had once said, her words filled with conviction. "We are their best qualities, made real."

Back then, Dave hadn’t cared much for the idea.

But now—seeing His Lord in the flesh, breathing, existing, making choices of his own—

Maybe Joan had a point.

Still, he disagreed with her.

She believed that they were the best qualities of the Voices they followed. But Dave had always believed the opposite.

The Voice itself was the best version of them.

The ideal.

The guide.

A truth to be followed, as long as one had the will to do so.

Yet… His Lordship’s attitude challenged that very belief.

He wasn’t perfect.

Dave had always assumed that His Lordship, the one who had shaped him, was beyond doubt, beyond hesitation, beyond weakness.

But now, he saw the cracks.

Dave knew conflict when he saw one.

And His Lordship was in conflict with himself.

It was something Dave had to acknowledge sooner rather than later.

As the Floating Dragon warped forward, cutting through the skies in an instant, Dave felt something through their connection—a glimpse of something hidden deep in His Lord’s heart.

A silent prayer.

It was so intimate and deeply personal that even Dave, as a Holy Spirit, could barely grasp its meaning.

Yet he heard something.

A whisper.

A single word.

"Amen," His Lordship said.
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May the dead find peace beyond this life.
May they find redemption on the other side.
And may whatever awaits them be kinder than the lives they lived.
Amen.

I let out a slow breath as I internally whispered my silent prayer.

Why pray?

For some, it was a way to seek strength.

For others, a way to seek forgiveness.

And for probably a lot of people, it was just a way to look for answers.

Me?

I didn’t really know.

To save my soul? Nah. Too soon.

To ease my conscience? …Dunno.

As far as I was concerned, my conscience was clean.

Or maybe I just felt pity.

I kind of wished they had better endings.

When I first came to this world, survival had been my highest priority. Nothing else mattered but making it to the next day. I tried to make smart choices, but no amount of wisdom stats would cure what the heart wanted, wouldn’t it?

That was how I came to doing Paladin-stuff—helping people, fighting the bad guys, standing up for whatever justice I could believe in.

I was never in it because I thought I was a hero. Not because I had some grand destiny. I was not that delusional. Some people just do stuff, because they could. I didn’t have any noble ideals. I just didn’t like feeling shitty when it came to it.

Simply put, I couldn’t bear to do nothing when I could do something.

So… why didn’t I bother using my skills or items to bring those bandits back?

It wasn’t about justice, morality, or being smart.  It was human selfishness at its finest. I’m not perfect. I’m fully aware of it. Sometimes, I’m inconsistent. Other times, I’m just spontaneously naive. And other times, I could be selfish.

I had people I cared about now.

I wouldn’t use them as an excuse for what I did. The murders I caused were on me.

But still—

It was for my sake that I chose to be selfish. That was the point.

The warp finished.

The Floating Dragon emerged from the twisting void of space, stabilizing as the world settled back into focus. Beneath us stretched a vast, foggy lake.

I turned to Ren Xun, arms crossed, and asked, “What’s going to happen to the bandits?”

His expression was neutral as he recounted. “I found some of their wanted posters back in the city. Their leader?” He exhaled through his nose. “Probably a death sentence. He had a long list of crimes under his name.”

That wasn’t surprising.

“And the others?”

“Labor camps, most likely.” He shrugged. “They weren’t innocent, but they weren’t worth executing either. The law will decide the rest.”

I frowned slightly. “Were they connected to any Abyssal Clans?”

Ren Xun shook his head. “If they were, that’s the Black Clan’s business. They’re the ones in charge of law enforcement on Deepmoor Continent.”

I considered that for a moment before shrugging. “Guess that’s out of our hands, then.”

Justice, punishment—whatever happened next, it wasn’t my concern.

Dave, who had been silent for a while, suddenly spoke up. “Are you fine, My Lord?”

I frowned at him. “…What are you up to?”

His tone had been careful—too careful.

Dave tilted his head slightly, unreadable behind that featureless Puppet Armor. “I am simply asking.”

I sighed. “I’m fine.”

If he had anything else to say, he didn’t push it.

Meanwhile, Gu Jie gently placed the aquarium by the mast, the water inside shifting as Ren Jingyi swam in slow, lazy circles. The fish blinked at me.

On the starboard side, Hei Mao and Lu Gao leaned over the railing, staring out at the foggy lake ahead. The mist stretched endlessly across the water, shifting in slow, eerie swirls.

I turned back to Ren Xun. “Where’s the Shadow Clan? How long will it take to reach them?”

He didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he gestured toward the lake.

“We’re here.”

I blinked. “What?”

“This is the place.”

I narrowed my eyes at the thick fog, trying to see past it. Nothing. No structures, no land, no hidden passageways. Just endless mist rolling over the water’s surface.

Ren Xun continued, “There’s a spell formation concealing their territory. Now that I am seeing it firsthand, oh man… this is gonna be a pain in the ass… I’ll need time to decipher it.”

“…How long?”

“Weeks. Maybe months.”

I raised an eyebrow. “That complicated, huh?”

Ren Xun nodded. “It’s not just any formation. The structure is layered, and from what I can already sense, it actively shifts its patterns to prevent unwanted entry.”

I crossed my arms, thinking. Ren Xun was low-key very good with formations, even if he didn’t boast about it.

Admittedly, I didn’t have a good reference for how skilled he truly was. However, the fact that he could analyze formations from a distance and make confident assessments already spoke volumes about his competence.

Still, weeks to months was a long time.

Gu Jie folded her arms and tilted her head. “Master, wouldn’t we waste a lot of time waiting, then?”

I nodded and turned to Ren Xun. “What she said.”

Ren Xun sighed. “It’s not that simple.” He pointed toward the dense fog below us. “Descending blindly would be dangerous. There’s probably a maze hidden within, not to mention all sorts of spells designed to target the mind.”

“And?” I prompted.

“And,” he continued, “there are likely... other things in there.”

I squinted at him. “Other things?”

“Creepy crawlies,” he muttered. 

Now that caught my interest. A maze? Mind-affecting spells? Weird creatures lurking in the fog?

That sounded a whole lot like a dungeon.

And for some reason, that thought made me weirdly excited. The inner PvE player in me was itching to do something. It would be an understatement to say I was bored. I know I’m asking for trouble in looking for some excitement, but maaaan… boredom was a pain in the ass.

Still, there wasn’t much point in going in blindly when I could just cheat.

I focused, extending my Divine Sense outward—and sure enough, I could detect something solid hidden within the fog.

An island, or at least something similar.

If I really wanted to, I could just jump straight onto it.

I shared my thoughts with Ren Xun.

The moment I did, a nervous tic twitched at his brow. “That… would be incredibly rude.”

I frowned. “Since when do I care about being polite?” Sometimes, I just wanted to fuck around and find out… or something.

“Since now,” he said firmly. “These people are hidden for a reason. If you suddenly drop into their territory like some brute, they might take that as an attack. I suggest we wait… They should have detected us by now, however, it will be up to them to welcome us or not.”

Okay. Fair point.

“Also,” he added, “what if there’s a spatial trap? You might end up somewhere very, very bad.”

…Oof.

I winced. That was also a very good point.

Now that I thought about it—yeah. Formations were terrifying.

Gu Jie wandered over to the starboard, peering down into the dense fog. Meanwhile, Lu Gao and Hei Mao had already lost interest in the discussion.

Lu Gao sat cross-legged on the deck, his hands resting on his knees, his breathing steady. Meditating. He was probably squeezing in some extra training, working on the Blessed Weapon spell I had assigned him. Meanwhile, Hei Mao sat by the fish, probably contemplating how he would broach the topic about his family to this people.

Gu Jie, still gazing downward, frowned slightly. “Master… I can feel it.”

I turned to her. “Feel what?”

She didn’t answer right away. Instead, she placed a hand over her heart, as if trying to still something within herself. “…Misfortune,” she finally said. “From beneath the fog. It’s thick… like resentment, grudge, and the like.”

Ren Xun sighed. “That’s not surprising.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“That presence could be coming from the spirits of dead Shadow Clan members—those who suffered the punishment of the Grand Emperor.”

“…Or?” I prompted.

“Or,” he continued, “it could be the remnants of challengers who dared to displace the Shadow Clan and failed.”

Ah. That explained a lot.

Ren Xun glanced at the swirling mist below. “The Shadow Clan may be something of an offshoot branch of the Black Clan now, but they were once a major power.” He looked at me seriously. “Don’t underestimate them.”

I leaned against the railing. “So, they’re dangerous?”

“Extremely.”

Ren Xun didn’t usually emphasize things this much. That alone told me how cautious I needed to be.

At that moment, Dave stepped forward. “My Lord, shall I do reconnaissance?”

Considering his constitution and the fact that death was temporary for him, I understood why he was offering. If anyone could handle this without permanent consequences, it was Dave.

Still, I shook my head. “No. It’ll do us better if we’re polite… like Ren Xun said.”

Ren Xun quipped, “For some reason, I feel like you are about to do something… er… wild… Senior…”

“Little Mao?” My gaze landed on Hei Mao, who was trying to act nonchalant. Too nonchalant.

His ears twitched slightly, betraying his feigned indifference.

Seeing me staring at him, Hei Mao sighed and finally took on a more serious expression. “I’ll behave.” He hesitated, then added, “I only wish to know why my family was targeted years ago.”

I nodded. That much, at least, was fair.

We made this trip for him, but that didn’t mean Hei Mao could act so shamelessly he’d do whatever he liked. Hei Mao understood that. If anything, this kid was raised right.

I turned back to Ren Xun. “Is there any decorum that must be followed on how to greet them?”

Ren Xun looked… confused. “…Senior, it should be fine to at least announce your presence.”

I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with air.

Then, I roared.

"Esteemed members of the Shadow Clan!"We come as guests, not foes.
"We seek an audience with those who govern these waters.
"May the path be opened to us, that we may speak with courtesy and respect!"

My voice thundered across the lake, carrying my greeting to the Shadow Clan.

It wasn’t just any roar—I had used Lion’s Roar, a sound technique I had read about. It was an entry-level technique, but that didn’t mean it lacked power. Considerably, the power behind my roar was mostly supported by my stats alone. My voice surged outward, a martial technique and a sound technique combined.

The effect was immediate.

The fog shuddered as if startled, momentarily thinning under the force of my voice. Even the lake itself trembled, its surface rippling outward in a wide radius.

But the fog was stubborn.

A few seconds later, it regenerated, closing in again like a living thing.

I exhaled, watching the lake settle. "Hope they appreciate the effort."

Gu Jie blinked. "Master… was that really necessary?"

I shrugged. "Would you prefer I knocked? Where do I even knock?"

Ren Xun sighed. "Senior, I don’t think that was knocking. That was more like… kicking the door off its hinges."

Dave chuckled. "A grand entrance is befitting of His Lordship."

I smirked. "Exactly. Gotta make an impression."

Lion’s Roar was the closest thing I could find to Battlecry and Warcry from the War Path. I had always envied those abilities in melee classes back in LLO, so when I saw this technique, I thought, why not? Unlike cultivation methods, physical techniques seemed fair game for me as long as my stats could support them. Sound techniques were skirting the territory of non-physical techniques though.

A tense minute passed.

Then, finally, a response.

The lake shook again.

This time, the fog peeled away, parting to reveal a narrow, winding path leading toward an island hidden within.

At the same time, I felt something press against me— it was Qi Speech.

“The impudence!”

I noticed how the pressure behind the Qi Speech was making it difficult for the rest of my party members to breath. Trying to assert dominance, huh? I shrugged the pressure and then cast Bless on the rest of my party members.

It enabled them to withstand the pressure.

A voice resonated through the mist—deep, measured, and brimming with authority.

"Guests of unknown origin, you have called upon the Shadow Clan. The path has been opened. Step forward with respect, or turn back now."

The words carried an undeniable force, pressing against my chest like an invisible hand testing my strength. It was… ticklish…

But as the last syllable faded, the lingering echoes of my Lion’s Roar still danced across the lake, sending ripples through the water. It was a bit awkward.

There was a moment of silence.

Then, a different, fainter voice muttered in the distance, as if coming from somewhere within the fog.

"...Did they just overpower Elder Yuan’s Qi Speech?"

Another voice, more urgent, "Shut up! Do you want him to hear you?"

I blinked.

Gu Jie glanced at me, her lips twitching. "Master… I think you just embarrassed them."

Ren Xun let out a tired sigh. "Senior… That was unnecessary."

Dave, on the other hand, was grinning. "My Lord, that was very Paladin of you."

I raised an eyebrow. "You mean loud?"

"I mean righteous."

"...Right."

Even Dave was cracking jokes now. The world must be ending.

Shaking my head, I focused back on the cleared path. The fog had parted, and a dark and foreboding island lay ahead.

I gestured forward. "Keep sailing."

Ren Xun lowered the Floating Dragon onto the lake, its bulk settling just by a small wooden bridge that served as a harbor. The vessel barely made a ripple as it touched the water’s surface—a testament to Ren Xun’s control.

Waiting for us by the bridge was a lone old man, dressed in black and purple. His robes were deep in color, lined with faint, intricate patterns that seemed to shift under the dim light. His posture was relaxed, his hands hidden in his sleeves, but I wasn’t fooled—this wasn’t someone to underestimate.

And he wasn’t as alone as he liked to present himself.

With my Divine Sense, I felt multiple presences lurking—some hidden beneath the lake, their qi faint as if they had merged with the water itself, while others skulked in the shadows of the nearby trees, their forms blending unnaturally well into the darkness.

Before I could say anything, Gu Jie stepped forward, her brows furrowed.

"Master, I detect no danger," she reported, her tone carrying an odd note of doubt.

I turned to her, raising a brow. "None?"

"None," she confirmed. "Not a single ounce of… misfortune. It’s peculiar."

That was indeed peculiar.

Gu Jie had survived calamities that even made me balk, things that should have turned lesser cultivators to dust. Her instincts and senses were razor-sharp, refined through trials of blood and fire. And yet, she was detecting nothing.

Either the Shadow Clan had perfected their stealth arts to an absurd degree, or they genuinely didn’t see us as threats.

I glanced back at the old man. His eyes were calm, studying us with an unreadable expression.

Then, he cupped his fist in greeting.

"This one is Hei Yuan of the Shadow Clan. May I ask whom I have the honor of welcoming?"

His voice was deep, but it held a certain fluidity, like silk over steel. His cultivation… from what I could sense, he was somewhere between Jiang Zhen and the fragment of the Heavenly Demon—which put him in the Sixth or Seventh Realm. Maybe even lower.

I returned the gesture, my own fist meeting my palm.

"I am Da Wei."
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084 Hei Yuan

Whatever sound technique the visitor had used, Hei Yuan could ascertain that it was nothing inherently special—except for the raw, overwhelming power behind it. The sheer force had momentarily pushed back the ever-present fog, an impressive feat for such a rudimentary technique.

The boat artifact settled at the wooden harbor, its spells subtly distorting the figures within. Even with Hei Yuan’s cultivation at the level of Essence Gathering, the Sixth Realm, he found it difficult to pierce through the defensive enchantments with his Qi Sense. The vessel itself bore complex spell formations, weaving an obscuring veil that clouded even his trained perception.

Of course, dispelling such formations would be a simple task for him, but to do so uninvited would be an act of provocation—one that the Shadow Clan could ill afford at this moment.

Hei Yuan was old, but not senile. Their patriarch had only recently entered deep seclusion, advancing through a crucial stage of cultivation. During this time, the clan had to tread carefully, lest external forces seek to exploit their moment of vulnerability.

As Hei Yuan observed, he felt a gaze settle on him. It was not one of hostility but of quiet evaluation. Calmly, he returned it with equal confidence.

Stepping forward with steady grace, he cupped his fists in greeting. His voice carried the dignity befitting a senior of the Shadow Clan, balanced between politeness and unyielding pride.

"This one is Hei Yuan of the Shadow Clan. May I ask whom I have the honor of welcoming?"

A figure stepped forward from the boat, his presence towering above the rest—not in height, but in sheer weight of existence. Even before the man spoke, Hei Yuan’s eyes instinctively flickered downward.

The Shadow Clan carried an innate gift—the ability to perceive the shadows of others.

A person’s shadow often reflected their strength. The greater their power, the larger their shadow. Even among powerful cultivators, the variance was clear—those with deep, refined foundations had shadows that loomed larger than their bodies, while the weak had barely a flicker beneath them.

Yet this Da Wei’s shadow was… unreasonable.

It was massive, stretching and coiling like a titan walking among insects. Hei Yuan, a man who had lived for over centuries, could count on one hand the number of individuals whose shadows had unsettled him.

He schooled his expression, forcing a composed smile as the figure introduced himself.

"I am Da Wei."

A name Hei Yuan did not recognize.

He inhaled slowly, the old habits of a cautious man kicking in. If someone of such power had gone unnoticed by their intelligence network, then there were only two possibilities—either Da Wei had risen to prominence too quickly, or he had hidden himself too well.

Neither possibility was comforting.

Still, Hei Yuan had long learned to be measured in his approach. Lowering his gaze respectfully—though not too much—he spoke with steady politeness.

"Forgive my ignorance, esteemed guest. This old one has not heard of your name before. Might I inquire further about your esteemed self?"

His words were carefully chosen, his posture neutral. It was not submission, but recognition. If this Da Wei was truly as formidable as his shadow suggested, then the Shadow Clan could not afford to treat him lightly.

With a flicker of movement, Da Wei stepped onto the wooden harbor.

It was too fast—approaching instantaneous speeds.

Even with his centuries of experience and his cultivation at the Essence Gathering Realm, Hei Yuan found himself unable to fully perceive the moment Da Wei moved. There was no telltale disturbance in the air, no shift in Qi flow, and no flicker of spiritual energy that typically accompanied movement at such speeds. It was simply as if he had always been there.

Hei Yuan suppressed a frown. A gap in perception at his level was rare.

With a careful glance, he studied the man before him.

Da Wei’s physique was lean but well-defined, a clear mark of a martial practitioner. His posture was effortless—neither overly rigid like a soldier nor undisciplined like an amateur. Every movement seemed purposeful yet relaxed, a contradiction that unsettled Hei Yuan the longer he observed.

But his presence…

It was perplexing.

He carried an aura that could be likened to that of a Taoist cultivator, filled with an almost imperceptible tranquility. At the same time, there were traces of something akin to Buddhist asceticism—a quiet, immovable steadiness. Yet for all that, it revealed nothing.

It should have been telling, but instead, it was the opposite—concerning.

The lack of fluctuation in Da Wei’s Qi was unnatural. No ebb, no flow, no resonance with the world around him. It was as if he were a mere mortal.

A mortal that moved faster than Hei Yuan could track.

A mortal whose shadow stretched like a titan’s.

A mortal with a life force so strong it felt like it could smother a room full of Spirit Mystery cultivators.

If Hei Yuan didn’t know any better, he would have truly mistaken him for an ordinary man.

An uncannily handsome mortal at that.

Da Wei’s features were… unbelievable. He had a jade-like complexion, a balance of softness and masculine angles, framed by short, dark hair that swayed gently with the lake’s breeze. He wore elegant jade robes, subtly embroidered with cloud-like patterns.

And yet, despite his striking appearance, there was something odd about it. He wasn’t the kind of handsome that drew immediate attention.

If one wasn’t consciously looking at him, he would simply blend into the background, slipping past perception. A forgettable kind of perfection.

A contradiction.

One more to add to the growing list.

Hei Yuan was deep in thought when Da Wei suddenly spoke.

"Ah… my apologies."

The man’s voice was smooth, carrying an easygoing charm as he glanced at the wooden planks beneath his feet. "I didn’t mean to step onto your harbor without permission. That was rude of me."

He smiled—a polite, almost playful expression as if he had only just remembered basic decorum.

Then, with the same casual air, he continued.

"I hail from the Riverfall Continent. I’m currently making my way to the Imperial Capital for an audience with the Emperor."

His words were light, delivered effortlessly, as if he were merely mentioning the weather.

But to Hei Yuan, they carried the weight of implications.

The first thought that crossed Hei Yuan’s mind was whether Da Wei was an imperial auditor.

Had one been sent to investigate them?

But no—that was impossible.

An imperial auditor had already visited the Shadow Clan a few months ago, and no word of a second inspection had reached them. The Emperor’s enforcers weren’t so inefficient as to send two separate agents in such a short span of time.

Then what was he doing here?

Hei Yuan kept his expression neutral, though his mind worked fast.

“May I ask for what purpose you’ve come to our territory?” he inquired, his tone polite but firm.

Da Wei, still wearing that unreadable smile, replied with an easy shrug.

“I fancy myself an adventurer,” he said casually. “I’ve always been curious about the Shadow Clan, especially after hearing of your detailed history from a close friend.”

At the mention of history, Hei Yuan’s composure hardened.

His Qi tensed, his mind instantly shifting to hostility.

History? That was not something outsiders should concern themselves with.

But then—he hesitated.

He had been reminded, once again, of the gulf between their strength. No matter how he tried, he could not see through Da Wei’s realm. That was proof enough.

Hei Yuan inhaled slowly, steadying himself. Then, keeping his tone polite but unyielding, he spoke:

“The Shadow Clan does not possess any glamorous history worth recounting, nor do we have any desire to welcome guests.”

He cupped his fist, a gesture of respect, even as his words pushed Da Wei away.

“I must apologize, but I must ask you to leave.”

He watched Da Wei carefully.

Would he accept the refusal? Would he take offense?

It was a risky move. Hei Yuan had no idea what Da Wei’s temperament was like—but that only made it more important to test the waters.

After all, what was the logic behind greeting visitors so openly, only to turn them away?

It had everything to do with the Shadow Clan’s spell formations.

If it came to it, he could simply eject these so-called visitors into the foggy maze, unleashing the killing array at the heart of the island.

Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

But then—Da Wei’s expression changed.

The casual air around him vanished, replaced by a serious, almost solemn look.

“Is there a way I can have an audience with the Shadow Clan’s patriarch?” he asked, his tone carrying a weight that wasn’t there before.

At those words, Hei Yuan subtly activated Qi Speech.

The few Shadow Clan members hiding nearby received his silent message.

‘Be ready. If it comes to a fight, we strike first.’

Hei Yuan’s own stance did not change, but his presence became heavier.

“The Shadow Clan’s patriarch is a busy man,” he replied carefully. “He cannot spare a moment for just anyone.”

He deliberately kept his words vague, measuring Da Wei’s response.

Would he insist?

Would he force the issue?

Or… was he here for something else entirely?

Da Wei sighed, his shoulders loosening as he shook his head.

"Well, if that’s the case, then there’s no helping it."

His casual attitude returned effortlessly, as though he had merely shrugged off the conversation.

Hei Yuan only now realized the bead of sweat that had formed on his forehead.

Sweat?

For someone of his realm, that was impossible. His body should have long transcended such weaknesses. And yet, there it was.

He suppressed a frown. What kind of person was this Da Wei?

Meanwhile, Da Wei casually continued, "I’d be fine with speaking to anyone, really. As long as they know the history of the Shadow Clan or the Black Clan well enough."

Hei Yuan stiffened slightly.

The history of the Black Clan and Shadow Clan…

A past that stretched long before the current Abyssal Clan system even existed.

For Da Wei to specifically ask about that…

Hei Yuan's fingers twitched under his sleeves. Coincidence? Or something more?

A pause stretched between them before Hei Yuan exhaled and once again reaffirmed his stance.

His voice was polite but firm as steel.

"Then I must once again ask you to turn back. The Shadow Clan does not welcome tourists."

This time, he allowed a trace of spite to slip into his tone—just enough to express his growing dislike for this conversation.

If Da Wei noticed, he didn't care. Instead, he snapped his fingers, his expression lighting up as if he’d just had a revelation.

"Ah! I have an idea."

Hei Yuan felt a twitch in his brow.

This eccentric.

He resisted the urge to sigh and instead kept his gaze locked onto Da Wei, choosing to listen rather than immediately turn to violence.

"Let's make this simple," Da Wei continued with a grin. "We’ll leave peacefully and won’t bother you anymore... if you agree to one simple request."

Hei Yuan narrowed his eyes. "And what is that request?"

"Just answer a few questions."

Hei Yuan's lips pressed into a thin line.

"I make no promises to answer truthfully," he said coldly. "And I reserve the right to refuse."

Da Wei hummed thoughtfully. "Better than nothing."

Then, without waiting for further protest, he turned his head and called back toward the boat.

"Hei Mao, come here."

Hei Yuan's expression darkened the moment he heard the surname.

Hei.

A name shared by both the Black Clan and the Shadow Clan.

A name burdened with history.

Then, a figure leaped down from the boat—a dark-haired young man in ragged black robes.

Around his neck, a beautiful red scarf embroidered with the symbol of a black cat fluttered slightly from the motion.

And when Hei Yuan studied his face…

There was no doubt about it.

This Hei Mao was undoubtedly one of their own.

And then it struck him as… odd…

Hei Yuan gulped audibly. His throat felt tight. His entire body tensed, his fingers twitching ever so slightly beneath his robes.

For a brief moment—a terrifying moment—he nearly knelt right there and then.

The resemblance was uncanny.

The young man standing before him…

Hei Mao.

His face, his posture, even the sharp intensity in his gaze—it was all eerily similar to the late Shadow Clan Patriarch.

The same patriarch who had vanished long ago, neither confirmed dead nor alive.

Hei Yuan’s heart pounded against his ribs.

No.

It couldn't be.

The late patriarch wasn’t dead. Just missing.

Then who was this young man?

His mind was in turmoil, confusion battling against instinct.

His vision sharpened, focusing on the calm yet penetrating gaze of Da Wei.

The man was studying him. Inspecting him like an insect under a magnifying glass.

Hei Yuan barely managed to suppress the violent surge of emotions welling within him.

For a single irrational instant, he felt the urge to lash out at Da Wei.

Yet he did not.

He controlled himself. Forced his thoughts into order.

Taking a slow breath, he kept his expression neutral and finally spoke.

"Who is this young man?"

His voice was steady. Almost.

Da Wei’s lips curled into a slight, knowing smile.

"This is Hei Mao," he introduced smoothly. "He’s a friend."

Hei Yuan narrowed his eyes.

A friend?

Before he could press further, Da Wei casually added, "He’s the one who’ll be asking the questions. I hope you answer truthfully, because it matters a lot to this young man…"

A pause.

Hei Yuan turned his gaze to the boy—no, the young man—standing before him.

Hei Mao’s expression was firm, his eyes resolute, unwavering.

Even without actively probing, Hei Yuan could sense his cultivation.

Spirit Mystery Realm.

Not particularly strong, but not weak either.

…And yet, strength was not the issue here.

Hei Yuan swallowed down his unease and gave a slow nod.

"Ask away."

Hei Mao did not hesitate.

His voice was calm, yet there was something heavy behind it.

"Do you know about the black-masked people?"

Hei Yuan’s heart sank.

His hands, hidden within his sleeves, curled into tight fists.

So it really was about that…

There was no doubt about it now.

This had everything to do with the shared past of the Black Clan and the Shadow Clan.

With their predecessor.

With the long-buried truth of the Abyss Clan.
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There was no need to invite trouble.

That was Hei Yuan’s immediate thought.

So, instead of answering, he deflected.

With well-practiced ease, he lied through his teeth, his voice smooth as polished jade.

"Black-masked people? Are you referring to robbers and thieves, Young Master?"

It was a blatant misdirection, but it was the safest route.

Hei Mao’s expression visibly deflated.

That reaction alone told Hei Yuan that the boy was not some cunning schemer.

A slight pause.

Hei Yuan made a quick decision. If he wanted to probe further, he needed to appear agreeable.

So, with a polite tone and a small, ingratiating smile, he addressed the young man properly this time. Hei Yuan emphasized the term ‘Young Master’, hoping to appear agreeable to the young man.

"Young Master Hei Mao, if I may ask—why do you seek these masked men?"

Hei Mao hesitated.

His gaze flickered toward Da Wei, as if silently asking for permission.

Da Wei merely shrugged, "It’s your story to tell."

Hei Yuan observed the exchange carefully.

Up until now, he had seen Hei Mao as a young man with potential, someone with a promising future given his cultivation.

But now…

Now, he saw the truth.

Hei Mao was still just a boy.

A boy who wore his heart on his sleeve, too earnest, too sincere.

Hei Yuan's suspicions grew.

What kind of story was hidden behind this question?

Hei Mao took a deep breath as if preparing himself.

Then, he looked at Hei Yuan.

…And then he looked at Da Wei again, uncertainty flickering in his eyes.

"I… I don’t even know where to start."

A beat of silence.

"Wait a sec."

Da Wei’s voice broke the moment.

With a casual wave of his hand, an ornate table and two chairs appeared out of thin air.

The craftsmanship was exquisite, carved from darkwood and inlaid with delicate golden patterns.

Hei Yuan’s eyebrows lifted slightly. Even for a cultivator, producing something of such quality so effortlessly was no small feat. Seriously, though… Was it really necessary to have furniture in one’s storage ring? It seemed excessive.

Da Wei gestured to the seats, his tone polite but firm.

"For Elder Hei Yuan to understand Hei Mao’s question, he must first learn the context."

His lips curled into a faint smile.

"Please, take a seat."

Hei Yuan sat down, his posture composed but his mind alert.

Hei Mao followed suit, seating himself across from him.

Da Wei, standing between them, waved his hand once more.

With an effortless motion, a tea set materialized atop the table.

It was… unusual.

The teapot was not made of jade or porcelain, nor was it adorned with calligraphy or auspicious symbols like the ones Hei Yuan was used to. Instead, it had a simple, rustic elegance—smooth, dark clay shaped with an artisan’s care, the edges slightly uneven, as if hand-molded. The cups were small and delicate but lacked the refinement of what one would find in noble courts or sect halls.

Hei Yuan narrowed his eyes slightly. This was not the work of a cultivator.

Da Wei poured the tea for each of them, the steam rising lazily into the air.

Hei Yuan discreetly scanned the liquid with his Qi Sense.

Nothing.

No odd fluctuations, no traces of poison, no hidden formations.

…Was this really just ordinary tea?

Hei Yuan still hesitated, but etiquette dictated that he at least acknowledge the gesture.

He nodded toward Da Wei.

"Many thanks."

With practiced ease, he brought the cup near his lips, but didn’t drink.

Instead, he waited.

His amulet, a relic refined by Shadow Clan alchemists, would glow if the tea was laced with any harmful substances.

A few breaths passed.

The amulet remained dull.

Hei Yuan finally took a small sip.

…It was fine.

Not exquisite, not terrible—just fine.

In fact, it was disturbingly ordinary.

Too ordinary.

There was no Qi infusion, no medicinal benefits, no subtle notes of spirit herbs. It tasted like something a mortal would brew.

Hei Yuan’s eyebrow twitched.

Da Wei, watching him, suddenly smirked.

"Oh, it’s exactly as you suspect. It’s just tea made by mortal hands," Da Wei said, as if reading his thoughts.

His voice carried the slightest hint of amusement.

"It was advertised as the finest tea in Riverfall Continent, though. Honestly, I kind of liked it. What do you think?"

Hei Yuan had to fight the urge to put the cup down in disgust.

He had been made to drink mortal goods?

A cultivator of his realm partaking in something so… mundane?

He resisted the impulse to lambast Da Wei for this insult, instead forcing himself to remain composed.

Still, he would not let it sit in his body.

Without a word, Hei Yuan drew upon his Qi, subtly guiding the tea’s essence out of his system.

A faint layer of perspiration gathered at the back of his neck as the liquid evaporated from his pores.

Across the table, Hei Mao casually remarked:

"I don’t drink tea."

Da Wei’s smirk widened.

"More for me, then," he said cheerfully, taking another sip.

Of course.

This man was an eccentric through and through.

Then, suddenly—

"Ah!"

Da Wei let out a soft yelping noise, as if just remembering something.

With a flick of his wrist, a plate of candied fruits appeared before Hei Mao.

The fruits were glossy, vibrant, coated in a thin layer of crystallized syrup.

Da Wei pushed the plate forward, his expression expectant.

"Here. Try these instead."

Hei Mao looked at them for a moment before shrugging.

"I wouldn’t mind a taste."

With another flick of his hand, Da Wei produced a transparent glass and filled it with chilled tea, the amber liquid swirling as condensation formed on the surface.

He set it aside for Hei Mao.

Hei Yuan observed the scene with a neutral expression, but inwardly, he was unimpressed.

Another mortal product.

Hei Mao picked up the glass, took a small sip, then perked up slightly.

"Oh. It’s sweet."

Da Wei’s lips curled into a proud smirk.

"Of course it is," he said, resting his chin on one hand. "I take pride in my status as a foodie. That iced tea? A byproduct of one of my suggestions to a shop during the Yellow Dragon Festival."

Hei Yuan was this close to rubbing his temples and losing composure.

He had lived hundreds of years, had experienced great battles, navigated deadly political intrigue, and stood before some of the greatest figures in the world.

And yet, here he was… listening to a man boast about mortal tea.

Enough of this.

Hei Yuan faked a cough, his voice carrying a hint of impatience.

"Ahem. If we may proceed with the Young Master’s business… I do not have all day."

Hei Mao, still munching on a candied fruit, pushed the plate forward toward Da Wei.

"Thank you, Big Brother," Hei Mao said sincerely. “Er… Senior… I mean, Senior…”

“It’s fine,” said Da Wei.

Hei Yuan nearly froze on the spot.

Big Brother?

This Da Wei… Hei Mao considered him family?

Before Hei Yuan could fully process this, Hei Mao relaxed his shoulders and exhaled.

"Alright. I’m calm now… But I’d like another glass of that iced tea."

Da Wei chuckled, taking the plate of candied fruits before refilling Hei Mao’s glass.

Then, as if remembering Hei Yuan’s presence, he turned his gaze toward him.

"Elder Hei Yuan, would you like some as well?" Da Wei offered, his tone lighthearted.

Hei Yuan shook his head, keeping his expression unreadable.

"No need. Do not mind me."

Da Wei shrugged, leaning back as he took another sip of his own tea.

Hei Yuan exhaled slowly, regaining his focus.

Now, at last… they could begin.

Hei Mao set down his glass, his fingers tightening around the rim as he took a steady breath. His dark eyes, usually filled with youthful energy, now held a quiet storm.

"I used to have a father, a mother, and a twin sister," Hei Mao began, his voice even but carrying a weight that belied his years.

Hei Yuan’s gaze hardened.

Something in the way the boy spoke—not with grief, but with resolve—sent an uneasy feeling crawling up his spine.

Hei Mao continued, his expression unreadable.

"And then one day… they came."

A pause.

"Black-masked cultivators."

Hei Yuan’s chest tightened, but he said nothing, keeping his expression neutral.

"They attacked our home. Burned it down to the ground. My family… they didn't make it."

The boy’s voice did not tremble, but the hand resting on the table clenched into a fist. His nails dug into his palm, yet Hei Mao didn’t seem to notice.

Hei Yuan took a slow sip of his tea, but his fingers had stiffened around the cup.

A child.

A child was telling him about the night his world was burned down.

Da Wei said nothing, only watching. His golden gaze flickered between Hei Mao and Hei Yuan, as if gauging something.

Hei Yuan exhaled through his nose.

He had heard many stories like this before. Tragedies caused by grudges, by old sins that refused to stay buried.

But hearing it from someone this young…

It gnawed at him.

Hei Yuan leaned back slightly, arms crossed. He kept his voice calm and measured.

"And you seek the truth?"

Hei Mao lifted his chin, his expression set in stone.

"I will find it."

For the first time in a long while, Hei Yuan felt something stir in his old bones.

Was it guilt?

No.

Perhaps… respect.

Hei Yuan offered a placid smile, attempting to frame the black-masked cultivators as nothing more than shameless rogues.

"Such villains are heartless. Men like that hold no empathy, no honor. Surely, the heavens will punish them in due time."

The words left his lips smoothly, effortlessly. A well-practiced response—one he had given to many before.

But even as he spoke, his thoughts lingered on Hei Mao’s story.

Was it a coincidence that the boy had come here?

Perhaps.

The world was vast, and black-masked cultivators weren’t exactly rare. There were always those who used disguises to commit atrocities. Maybe the ones who destroyed Hei Mao’s family were just lowly bandits looking to make quick money.

And then Hei Mao spoke again.

"Their masks were pitch black," the boy said, his voice eerily steady. "Made of porcelain. And carved with unreadable scripture… written in blood."

Hei Yuan’s blood ran cold.

His fingers twitched slightly against the porcelain tea cup, but he held firm.

Hei Mao’s dark eyes fixed onto him.

"Do you know something about them?"

Hei Yuan shook his head immediately. Too quickly.

Hei Mao took another sip of his iced tea, seemingly indifferent.

Then, without looking up, he asked:

"Is that... the truth?"

Hei Yuan’s breath hitched.

He met Hei Mao’s gaze, trying to keep his expression neutral. "Of course."

Hei Mao tilted his head slightly, watching him.

"Then why are you lying?"

Hei Yuan froze.

A single heartbeat passed.

He forced himself to chuckle, feigning confusion. "Young Master, I fear I do not understand your meaning."

But in truth, he was nervous.

How?

How had such a young boy seen through him?

Hei Yuan swallowed, then turned toward Da Wei—and found himself staring into cold, unfeeling golden eyes.

A bead of sweat formed at the back of his neck.

It was him.

Da Wei had been guiding the boy.

Hei Yuan suddenly felt cornered, ensnared not by force, but by something far worse—his own emotions.

Because when he looked at Hei Mao…

He saw the late Shadow Clan Patriarch.

And when he met the boy’s earnest, unwavering gaze…

Lying felt… tainted.

Like staining something pure.

Hei Yuan’s fingers dug into his sleeves, his nails nearly piercing through the fabric.

He was angry.

Not at Da Wei. Not even at Hei Mao.

At himself.

The contradiction tearing through his heart, the wavering in his own beliefs—it was infuriating.

For a brief moment, he wanted to lash out, to let his emotions dictate his actions.

But reason won.

This couldn’t go on. He had let himself be cornered for too long. Emotionally cornered, yes. But still cornered.

With a sharp breath, he forced a composed smile onto his face. "I must say, the tea was enjoyable." He set the porcelain cup down with a deliberate clink. "However, I believe it is time for the guests to see themselves out."

The air stilled.

"We aren’t done yet," Da Wei softly remarked.

Hei Yuan narrowed his eyes.

His patience snapped.

The wooden planks beneath him groaned as his Qi surged, a quiet but undeniable force pressing onto the surroundings. It wasn’t an outright attack—but it was a warning. A declaration.

"We are done." His voice carried the weight of his cultivation and the authority of his position.

He had allowed himself to be intimidated by Da Wei’s display of skill, by his casual mention of an audience with the Emperor.

But why?

The empire was vast, its courts filled with frauds and self-important figures. If Da Wei truly had an audience with the Emperor, where was his proof?

"If you are truly on your way to the Empire and claim to meet the Emperor himself…" Hei Yuan’s voice was sharp. "Then where is your evidence?"

He let the words settle, his Qi pressing ever so slightly.

"Perjury is not a light crime. It could very well get you killed."

Da Wei scoffed. "Now, now. Let’s not be too hasty."

Hei Yuan’s gaze hardened.

He was the strongest cultivator in the Shadow Clan, the one responsible for protecting his people. He had endured wars, betrayals, and the treacheries of the Abyssal Clans.

He would not allow an unknown force to shake him.

"Leave," Hei Yuan commanded one final time.

"Or there will be violence."

Hei Yuan’s expression remained firm, though his fingers twitched at his sides.

“You don’t want to go down that path,” Da Wei remarked, his voice carrying a weight that felt unnatural, as if reality itself agreed with him.

Then, with a casual wave of his hand, he added, “Trust me.”

It was the kind of self-assuredness that grated on Hei Yuan’s nerves.

Contempt crept into Da Wei’s tone. “What’s so hard about answering a few questions?”

Hei Yuan didn’t bother responding.

Instead, his fingers moved subtly, activating the formation beneath their feet.

The wooden planks of the harbor hummed, intricate arrays flaring to life. Invisible energy surged, aiming to eject these unruly visitors far from the island.

The killing array remained dormant—for now.

Hei Yuan had no desire to shed unnecessary blood, but these people had to leave.

And then—

A soft whisper left Da Wei’s lips.

"Judgment Severance."

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then—

A golden cross-shaped rupture appeared in the air.

Hei Yuan’s eyes widened in horror as the tear in space devoured everything in its radius—Qi, energy, even the lingering presence of the formation itself.

In an instant, the entire defensive array collapsed.

Even the killing array reserved for emergencies was stripped of its function entirely.

The ground shuddered, and the lake rippled violently, as if it, too, had felt the severing of power.

Hei Yuan froze.

The Clan's most trusted defenses, shattered like brittle glass.

Da Wei exhaled, looking almost disappointed. “Please, let’s just talk,” he sighed, the eccentric expert acting as if nothing had happened. “No need to resort to violence."
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The golden cross-shaped rupture in the air dissipated, its presence fading as if it had never been there. And then…

Something in my shadow stirred.

It was a sword surging after my throat.

I didn’t move.

A Soul Recognition cultivator had struck with practiced precision, aiming to sever my head cleanly from my shoulders.

But I didn’t budge.

The sword connected with my throat.

A soft clink rang out, like a dull chime of metal striking something far denser than steel.

There was no pain. No wound. No blood.

The Soul Recognition cultivator’s eyes widened in shock. His hands trembled against the hilt, pressing forward as if sheer force could make up for the impossible.

It didn’t.

His sword didn’t even leave a scratch in my skin.

I glanced at the blade with mild amusement and turned my gaze toward the man who had ambushed me.

“Did you just do something?” I teased. “Sorry about that. I might be too tough for you…”

His pupils shrank.

I could see the moment his mind refused to comprehend reality.

He had likely spent centuries honing his technique, perfecting the art of killing with a single stroke—yet here I was, standing before him, utterly unscathed.

Before he could react, I grabbed the sword by its blade and squeezed.

Crack.

The steel snapped like dried wood.

A furious shout erupted.

"Hei Ma! How dare you?!"

Hei Yuan shot up from his seat, his robes billowing as his Qi surged. His voice thundered across the wooden harbor, laced with both fury and authority.

I raised an eyebrow.

So, this "Hei Ma" guy acted on his own?

That was…unexpected.

And here I thought the Elder had more control over his subordinates than I thought.

I wasn’t about to just let this Hei Ma walk away, though.

My hand shot forward, and I caught him by the throat.

Then—

A heavy sledgehammer swung from my left, slamming right into my face.

Boom!

The force rippled through the air, kicking up a gust of wind.

My head barely tilted from the impact.

I turned my gaze toward the new attacker—a middle-aged woman with a fierce scowl.

“Let go of my husband,” she demanded.

Her Qi surged around her, battle intent spilling into the air.

Husband, huh?

I sighed.

I grabbed her throat too.

The moment my fingers tightened, she went stiff, realizing her mistake a second too late.

I lifted them both slightly off the ground, staring at them with disinterest.

“This is usually the part where I ask for your last words,” I remarked, my grip firm but not crushing. “…So, any last words?”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Hei Mao shift nervously.

Then, hesitantly, he muttered, “Big Brother… stop being mean.”

I blinked.

A chuckle escaped my lips.

“You’re right.”

And just like that—I let them go.

Hei Ma stumbled back, rubbing his bruised neck, his expression dark with humiliation.

His wife wasn’t much better. She grabbed his arm and yanked him away, keeping a wary distance as they stood beside Hei Yuan.

I cracked my neck, sighing.

“Hopefully, your people would think twice before doing something reckless.”

This place was getting livelier and livelier.

"Shadow Clan! Stay your killing intent!"

The weight of Hei Yuan’s words carried through the air, and the shadows around us stirred in response.

Dark figures shifted within the fog, barely visible through the dim light. Some crouched in the trees, while others emerged from the surface of the water. Their stealth arts were so refined that even now, they barely made a sound.

Weapons gleamed in the dim light—daggers, short swords, needles laced with poison.

A dozen strikes were prepared. None were launched.

Hei Yuan’s command had frozen them mid-action. They hesitated, waiting for a follow-up order.

The elder’s glare was sharp, his fists clenched at his sides. His emotions were a storm barely contained—anger at the insubordination, anxiety over my presence, and something else… fear.

His voice dropped, but his tone carried a deadly edge.

"Do you take us for fools, Ma? Mu?!”

He exhaled deeply, then turned his sharp eyes back to me.

"They do not see what I see," he said, his tone calm but firm. "Their eyes are not yet developed enough to perceive your might."

Hei Yuan’s gaze swept over his kin before settling back on me.

"But I see your might, Da Wei. And it is commendable."

He paused for a beat, letting his words sink in. Then, with a measured tone, he added, "Thus, I am showing you respect. Reciprocate this respect, and we may yet avoid becoming enemies."

The underlying warning was clear.

A show of strength earned their acknowledgment, but not yet their trust. In their eyes, I was still an outsider, still a potential threat. Yet Hei Yuan was wise enough to recognize that conflict would not serve them here—not yet.

I reclined slightly, meeting his gaze with a lazy smile. "Oh? Elder Yuan, are you suggesting we could be friends? I like the sound of that."

His lips pressed into a thin line. "That remains to be seen."

The tension in the air was thick enough to cut with a blade. Hei Ma rubbed his throat, his expression dark with humiliation. His wife, a middle-aged woman with a scowl etched deep into her features, stood beside him, glaring daggers at me.

"Why should we cower?" Hei Ma spat, his voice filled with indignation. "Clearly, this intruder has to be taught a lesson!"

Wow. From "guest" to "intruder" in the span of a few breaths. I almost wanted to applaud.

His wife, emboldened by his words, took a step forward. "I agree with my husband. Moreover, it’s obvious you came here to provoke us." Her piercing gaze flickered toward Hei Mao. "Bringing a child who claims to be a Hei, yet we know nothing about?"

I could feel Hei Mao tense beside me. His fingers twitched ever so slightly, though whether it was from anger or something else, I wasn’t sure.

Hei Yuan, who had been silent for a moment, exhaled heavily. He turned his sharp gaze toward Hei Mu. "Enough. Be patient, Hei Mu. This is not the time to be reckless."

Hei Mu barely spared him a glance before scoffing, her lips curling with disdain. "Patient? What’s there to be patient for?" She jabbed a finger in my direction. "This man is a liar through and through!"

I smiled. "A liar? That’s a bold claim." I rested my hands behind my back. "What exactly do you think I’m lying about?"

Her expression twisted in barely contained fury. "Everything."

Hei Mao slammed the table’s surface, his small fists clenched. His expression was a mix of frustration and determination as he glared up at Hei Mu.

"Big Brother Da Wei is not a liar!" he declared, his voice carrying a rare fervor. "He might be up to mischief sometimes, and yeah, he likes pranking people… but he’s a good person!"

Oh? Look at this kid defending me.

"He might be lazy and won’t help set up camp," Hei Mao continued, "but he is not a liar!"

…Alright, now hold on. Was that last part really necessary? What’s so bad about harmless pranks? And not helping set up camp?

Hei Mu exhaled sharply, shaking her head as if the mere act of arguing with a child was beneath her. "Such a pity," she said, her voice laced with mock sorrow. "For a boy to be so deeply brainwashed…"

And then—she vanished.

I narrowed my eyes, sensing the shift in the shadows. She reappeared under the table, her form partially melding into the darkness beneath it. Her hand wielding a short spear. A clever move—if I were an idiot.

"Bad move."

Because all she did was rile me up.

With a thought, I used Castling on Hei Mao who was still sitting by the table, and swapped his position with mine. At the same time, I shoved the table in front of me into my Item Box.

Hei Mu was still mid-shadow when that happened.

The result? She was left stuck, half-submerged in the wood like a bad painting.

I crouched down to her level, watching her eyes widen in realization. "Clench your teeth," I advised.

And then, I slapped her across the face.

BOOM!

The harbor erupted from sheer force, and Hei Mu was launched through the air like a comet. She soared past the dock, limbs flailing, before landing harshly into the lake with a mighty splash.

The water churned violently where she crashed, ripples expanding outward. Silence followed.

I straightened, dusting off my sleeve. "Well," I remarked, "at least she cooled off."

Some wooden splinters had gotten stuck under my nail though.

Ouch…

That hurt more than having a sledgehammer land on my face. Psychologically speaking, of course.

I sighed and, wincing, plucked out the tiny shards. My eyes flickered to the hole in the wood beneath me, evidence of the force that had sent Hei Mu flying.

And then—

SPLASH!

Water erupted as a figure shot out from the lake under the hole. It was a young woman with a spiked gauntlet, her face twisted with rage. "HOW DARE YOU DO THAT TO MY MOTHER?!"

I barely had time to register the ambush before her fist came hurtling toward my face.

"Oh, for—"

Reflex kicked in. I slapped her with the back of my hand.

Her momentum completely reversed, and she soared through the air, flying off in the opposite direction of where her mother had been flung.

A moment of stunned silence followed. Even I had to process what just happened.

…That was one hell of a jumpscare.

I hadn’t sensed her coming because of the lake’s properties and the shadows that obscured her presence.

Hei Mao tugged at my sleeve, his expression caught between concern and exasperation. "Big Brother Da Wei… Was that really necessary?"

He gestured toward the young woman now sinking into the water. "She’s probably way weaker than that Hei Mu woman."

I waved a hand dismissively. "Relax. I cast Bless and Cure the moment she got the hand, so she should be fine."

As I spoke, the girl surfaced, coughing and flailing. See? Totally fine.

Hei Yuan finally stepped forward, his tone serious. "This is no laughing matter."

I stood from my chair, dusting off my sleeve. "Oh? But tell me, Elder Yuan—who started it?" Yep, I’m resorting to the childish tactic of who started it first.

His jaw tightened, but I didn’t give him a chance to argue. "We only wanted to talk," I said plainly. "You were the ones who escalated."

Hei Yuan's gaze darkened. "That’s not the way I saw it." His voice took on a sharper edge. "Not after the spell you cast—"

I arched a brow. "Oh? And you expect me to believe you had nothing prepared?"

His expression didn’t change, but I could feel the shift in the air.

I crossed my arms. "You can’t fool my senses, Elder. You had a formation set up. I don’t even know what it was supposed to do. But I know when you were about to use it."

He opened his mouth, but I cut him off.

"You can argue it wasn’t fatal all you want, but how was I supposed to know that?" My voice turned slightly sharper. "Besides, my spell didn’t kill anyone, did it?"

Hei Yuan’s lips pressed into a thin line.

I smirked. "Yeah. That’s what I thought."

A loud thud echoed as Ren Xun landed beside me, his robes swishing. He clicked his tongue, annoyed.

"Boss, your spell just wrecked the boat’s formations," he complained, shooting me a glare. “I suggest you stop provoking them or we’d be sitting ducks. By we, I meant Gu Jie, Lu Gao, Ren Jingyi, and me…”

This guy tends to switch from Senior to Boss when addressing me. When he was using the latter, it was usually because he was either sincerely annoyed or was in a pleasant mood. It was definitely not the latter.

I finally turned my attention to the boat artifact that had brought us here.

The once-active obscuring spell formations—the ones Ren Xun had so hastily prepared right before we arrived—were now completely gone. The boat looked ordinary now, exposed for all to see.

…Oops.

Before I could say anything, Gu Jie’s voice rang out from the boat.

"Master, permission to leave the boat?"

I waved a hand lazily. "Come on, then."

Gu Jie leaped off, landing gracefully on the dock. Right behind her, Dave followed, his heavy Puppet Armor thudding against the wooden planks. Even without speaking, his clunky metal frame and the sheer pressure he exuded were enough to make the watching Shadow Clan cultivators tense.

Dave placed a fist over his chest and bowed slightly. "My Lord."

I nodded in acknowledgment.

Then, Gu Jie turned toward Hei Yuan and spoke. "Master, may I address Elder Yuan on your behalf?"

I gestured lazily for her to go ahead and sat back down in my chair.

Gu Jie then turned to Hei Mao, her voice gentle but firm. "Hei Mao, can you find it in your heart to try one more time?"

The boy gripped his scarf tightly, his brows furrowed. “I just want to talk. That’s all.”

“Elder Yuan,” Gu Jie continued. "This journey is important to us. We want to help little Mao. The Elder might not believe it, but even if Master does not always act like it, he truly means no ill will."

“Hmmm… I don’t know about that, Gu Jie,” I hummed and added, "The thing is, Elder Yuan looks like he has no desire to share the history between the Black Clan and the Shadow Clan. Moreover, it looks like he has no authority whatsoever. He can’t even control his own people. What do you say, Elder? I don’t want to leave, knowing we are on bad terms. I guess, we have to go on our way without learning much… I wonder, maybe the imperial capital would be a much easier place… compared… to this place… Surely, the Emperor would be a better host."

I was playing coy.

Comparing a subjugated Clan to the Emperor was borderline bullying at this point.

I exhaled dramatically, gazing at the Elder who had remained impassive the entire time.

"Yes, you won't compromise,” I crossed my legs. “I understand that."

I leaned forward slightly, resting my chin on my hand. "But we’re the same, Elder Yuan. We won’t compromise either."

Hei Mao took a deep breath before speaking up. "I feel the same. I can’t compromise. I sincerely wish to know about my parents… and why my family had to die like that. I want to learn about the black-masked people and their connection with your Clan."

A moment of heavy silence settled over the harbor.

Gu Jie stood to my right. Hei Mao to my left. And Dave stood behind me.

Hei Yuan let out a long sigh and finally sat down opposite me.

To his left, the still-drenched Hei Mu stood, her face twisted with barely restrained anger.

To his right, Hei Ma stood, his arms crossed and his face looked like he ate something bitter.

Now, let’s see if we could actually get somewhere.

Ren Xun grumbled as he hopped back onto the boat, his sleeves rolled up as he inspected the ruined formations. He ran his fingers over the now-inert inscriptions, muttering curses under his breath.

"Tch. Do you know how much effort I put into this?" he complained, already working to salvage what he could. “Lu Gao, come on and help me, will you?”

Lu Gao looked scandalized, “What do you even want me to do?”

I ignored them and turned my attention back to Hei Yuan.

"Let's talk terms, Elder," I said, leaning back in my seat. “How about access to your library? Historical texts… and such… Better yet, just answer Hei Mao’s questions honestly…”

“I stand by my words, I reserve the right not to answer your questions,” Hei Yuan’s expression remained guarded. "However, we are willing to open our library for you. Admittedly, the access to our precious library comes at a price—spirit stones."

Ah. So that’s how it is.

I expected resistance. I expected denial. Instead, they were charging me?

I rubbed my chin, considering it. "How much?"

Gu Jie, standing to my right, whispered, "Master, be wary. They might demand an unreasonable price."

I gestured for her to let me handle it. "Name your price, Elder."

Hei Yuan’s eyes flickered, gauging my reaction. Then he finally spoke, his tone even but laced with expectation.

“One million spirit stones.”

Gu Jie visibly tensed, her usually composed expression breaking for a split second.

"That’s exorbitant," she hissed under her breath.

One million spirit stones? It seemed that the Shadow Clan was in dire need of resources. But for them to demand such an amount outright…

They must have assumed I was either too desperate or too ignorant to refuse.

I, however, barely blinked. Instead, I rubbed my chin, considering it.

"Fine."

Hei Yuan’s brows twitched in surprise, but he quickly composed himself.

With a flick of my wrist, I pulled out a pouch of spirit stones and tossed it onto the table. The moment it landed, the air vibrated slightly from the sheer concentration of spiritual energy contained within.

Of course, I have enough.

On top of my gains from the auction, coming from various items sold, Ren Jin also gave me pocket money. Still, one million spirit stones were a lot.

The Shadow Clan elder exchanged glances with Hei Ma and Hei Mu, their expressions betraying just how badly they needed these resources.

I clasped my hands together and smiled. "One more thing. I want access to every single record in your library. Everything."

Hei Yuan’s lips thinned. "That was not part of the agreement."

"It is now," I countered smoothly.

A flicker of hesitation crossed his face. "Very well."

He was lying.

I could feel it in my Divine Sense. He probably planned to hide specific texts or records.

"Elder Yuan, you wouldn’t be thinking of deceiving me, would you?"

The air around us grew tense.

Hei Yuan’s expression darkened for a moment before he sighed.

"I will allow you to read everything. The shadow-related techniques are not to be revealed to outsiders. Even if you threaten me with death, you won’t get your hand on it."

So that was their bottom line.

I reclined in my seat and let out a breath. "That’s fine,” The freedom to read through their entire library was just a bonus. “I have no interest in your techniques anyway."

What I did care about was history—the truth behind Hei Mao’s origins, the Black Clan, and their connection to the Shadow Clan.

With that, the deal was sealed.

I handed over another pouch of spirit stones worth the rest of the million, leaving me with only a few thousand—just enough to sustain Gu Jie and Ren Jingyi’s cultivation at their current levels.

A small price to pay for knowledge.

And yes, it was a small price for me…
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Inside the dimly lit patriarch’s office, Hei Yuan sat behind a heavy wooden desk, his fingers pressing against his temples. The walls were lined with old scrolls, clan records, and ancient weapons encased in polished wooden frames. A faint scent of ink and sandalwood lingered in the air.

Across from him stood Hei Ma and Hei Mu, the son-in-law and eldest daughter of the patriarch. They stood stiffly, their expressions taut. The remnants of their earlier altercation with Da Wei still lingered—Hei Mu’s clothes were damp from her unceremonious plunge into the lake, and Hei Ma’s pride was as battered as his broken sword.

Hei Yuan exhaled sharply, his patience thinning. “What were you thinking?!”

Hei Mu scowled, crossing her arms. “We were protecting the clan!”

Hei Ma, always the more composed of the two, bowed his head slightly. “Elder Yuan, that man disrespected us. He humiliated my wife and struck my daughter. Would you have had us stand by and do nothing?”

“Yes!” Hei Yuan snapped, slamming his palm onto the desk. The force sent a few scrolls rolling off the edge, but he barely noticed. “That was exactly what you should have done! Do you have any idea what kind of person you just tried to fight?”

Hei Mu scoffed. “An arrogant brat who likes to throw his weight around?”

Hei Yuan let out a bitter chuckle, shaking his head. “An arrogant brat? You saw his strength firsthand! You think I sat back and let him insult us out of cowardice?” He leaned forward, his piercing gaze locking onto his juniors. “I did it because we have no chance against him.”

Silence fell over the room.

Hei Ma frowned. “Elder Yuan, surely you overestimate him. He’s strong, yes, but—”

“Judgment Severance.”

Hei Yuan’s voice was cold.

“Or whatever that spell is…”

Hei Mu and Hei Ma flinched at the words.

“The technique that erased our formation like it was nothing.” Hei Yuan’s voice dropped lower, as if the walls themselves had ears. “Tell me, do you know what kind of power that is?”

Hei Mu remained silent, but Hei Ma’s brows furrowed. “Some kind of sword intent?”

Hei Yuan nearly laughed at the absurdity. “If only it were that simple.” He leaned back, rubbing his temples. “I don’t know what it was, but it wasn’t ordinary. It swallowed all energy—formation, Qi, everything. Do you understand what that means? Our strongest defenses, meaningless. Our killing array, useless. If he wanted to, he could have leveled this entire island.”

Hei Mu paled slightly but stubbornly held her ground. “Then what? We let him do as he pleases? Hand over our history for some spirit stones?”

Hei Yuan’s lips curled into a sneer. “Some spirit stones? Do you know how much he just paid?”

Hei Ma hesitated. “It was… a lot.”

“One million!” Hei Yuan barked. “He gave us one million spirit stones, without haggling, just to read our records. Now, we have an obligation to him! I was hoping to force him to turn away by asking such an unreasonable price, but what did he do? If we don't cooperate after so much he had compromised, losing our reputation would be the least of our worries... Ask yourself, Ma... Why didn't he just kill you when you failed so miserably in your attempt to kill him?”

This time, neither of them spoke.

Hei Yuan pressed on. “That isn’t the behavior of a man looking to rob us. That is the behavior of a man who could take what he wanted but chose not to. Do you understand what kind of monster we nearly made an enemy of?”

Hei Mu’s hands clenched into fists, her lips pressed into a thin line.

"Maybe he's just naive," Hei Ma sighed. “Then what do we do?”

"Look at the mirror and ask yourself that," Hei Yuan closed his eyes for a moment before speaking. “We don't have leverage in the first place and that was for a fact. For now, we cooperate. Give them access to the records. Watch them, but don’t provoke them.” His voice hardened. “And, under no circumstances, are you to mention the Abyss Clan.”

Hei Mu and Hei Ma stiffened.

Hei Yuan’s eyes glowed ominously in the dim light. “That boy, Hei Mao… he’s dangerous. Not because of his strength, but because of who he might be.”

He exhaled deeply, his fingers curling into a fist. “And if Da Wei ever learns the truth, I don’t know if we’ll be able to stop him.”

“I CAN’T ACCEPT THIS!” Hei Mu raised her voice. “WE ARE THE PROUD SHADOW CLAN, MASTERS OF THE ABYSS. THIS IS UNACCEPTABLE!”

At the back of Hei Yuan’s mind, he hoped Da Wei slapped some sense into Hei Mu… but clearly, he had only further provoked her bad qualities.

Hei Yuan’s gaze drifted to the dim lanternlight casting shifting shadows across the walls, but his mind was elsewhere—fixated on the massive, overwhelming shadow that loomed over him earlier. Da Wei’s presence had been oppressive, but the true horror lay in the unseen.

His shadow was too big.

That fact alone disturbed Hei Yuan far more than the display of raw power or the wealth of spirit stones Da Wei had so casually thrown at them. He had not told the others, choosing to withhold the information to maintain some semblance of composure among them. If Hei Mu or Hei Ma had known, they would have acted much more rashly, possibly worsening their already precarious situation.

The ability to see the shadows of others was not something just anyone in the Shadow Clan possessed. It was a gift reserved for the Shamans—a sacred, secretive role within the clan. It was the very source of Hei Yuan’s influence, the reason his voice carried weight despite being born into a branch family. His ability to see the depth of a person’s shadow was what made him more than just an elder—it made him a force to be reckoned with.

But that same gift was also a curse.

For centuries, their clan had suffered under the Grand Emperor’s punishment for their past collusion with the Black Clan. Since then, no new clan member manifested Abyss Sight. The rumors whispered that they had been cursed—either by the Emperor himself or by their old, now-bitter rivals: the Black Clan.

And yet… Hei Yuan had inherited the ability.

This fact alone was enough to cause unease among the clan. They feared him. He could feel it in the way certain elders watched him, their suspicion barely veiled. After all, the current patriarch was well past his prime, while Hei Yuan, despite appearing aged, still had centuries of lifespan ahead of him. He had never sought power—never once entertained the thought of seizing the clan for himself—but that did not stop the whispers.

Because of this, Hei Yuan had deliberately held back his cultivation.

It wasn’t his fault that the patriarch trusted him more than the other elders. It wasn’t his fault he had been born a branch member. But none of that mattered. The moment he displayed ambition, they would turn against him. That was why he remained cautious.

“Elder Yuan, we can’t let them leave with the boy,” Hei Mu said, snapping him out of his thoughts. Her arms were crossed, her soaked robes now dry, but her temper had not cooled.

Hei Yuan frowned. “You think forcefully taking him back is a solution?”

“If not force, then at least some claim over him,” Hei Ma added. “That child has already stepped into the Fourth Realm at such a young age. You saw it yourself—his potential is enormous. Wouldn’t it be a waste to let him remain under that… Da Wei’s influence?”

Hei Yuan leaned back, his gaze flickering to the swirling shadows in the room. Hei Mu had accused the boy of being a fake. Such hypocrisy… Still, the truth was… she had been wrong.

Hei Mao was no fake.

Hei Yuan had seen it clearly with his Abyss Sight. Members of the Shadow Clan or the Black Clan always carried deeper, more distinct shadows than outsiders, a reflection of their bloodline and connection to the abyssal arts. That boy… he was one of them.

And yet, he was not raised within the clan.

Maybe he was from the Black Clan? However, considering his story, probably not… The Black Clan have strict breeding policies after all…

Where did the boy truly come from?

That was what troubled him the most. Who had hidden him away all these years? And how had he suddenly appeared now, escorted by such an unpredictable and dangerous man?

“…And if Da Wei refuses to hand him over?” Hei Yuan asked, his voice measured.

Hei Ma’s eyes gleamed with greed. “Then we negotiate. He paid a fortune for access to our library. That means he needs something from us. We use that.”

"Do you truly think he's that much of a pushover?" Hei Yuan’s fingers tapped lightly against the desk. There was wisdom in Hei Ma's words. For now, they had to tread carefully. He could not afford to be reckless—not with Da Wei, and not with the uneasy balance within his own clan.

Still… his eyes lingered on the flickering shadows, thinking there was a ghost hiding there.

He was probably overthinking about it.

The problem with Hei Ma’s suggestion was that what Da Wei needed from them wasn't just knowledge—it was because of Hei Mao.

Hei Yuan had observed it clearly. Every word Da Wei spoke, every action he took, was centered around protecting the boy. The sheer amount of spirit stones he had thrown at them for access to their records wasn’t out of idle curiosity or scholarly pursuit. It was because Hei Mao wanted answers. And Da Wei was willing to back him, even if it meant tearing apart an entire formation without hesitation.

That was not the behavior of a mere benefactor.

Hei Yuan was no fool. He had lived long enough to see countless cultivators come and go, and he knew the look of someone who had staked their claim. Da Wei cherished the boy. Not just as some passing responsibility, but something deeper—perhaps as a disciple… or even as family.

The boy had called him Big Brother, after all.

That single title spoke volumes. It wasn’t something a mere traveling companion would use. Cultivators were not known for forming attachments easily, and yet here was Da Wei, a man who wielded power casually yet terrifyingly, allowing himself to be addressed in such a familiar way.

Hei Yuan tapped his fingers against the desk, his mind calculating.

If Da Wei valued the boy this much, then he would not tolerate anyone taking him away.

Which meant… Hei Ma’s idea of staking claim over Hei Mao was not as simple as it sounded. Da Wei had already placed the boy under his wing. Would he allow the Shadow Clan to impose their authority over him? Would he allow them to dictate Hei Mao’s fate?

No.

And therein lay the danger.

This wasn’t a simple matter of negotiation anymore. If they made the wrong move, Da Wei would not hesitate to destroy them. Cultivators had killed for less. The fact that he hadn’t killed anyone yet was a testament to his restraint, but that restraint had limits. Was knowledge of Hei Mao’s past truly worth provoking a man like that?

Hei Yuan exhaled slowly. He had to be careful. If he miscalculated, it wouldn’t just be his position that was at stake. The entire Shadow Clan could be buried in this man’s shadow.

This was a mess—an absolute mess. His gaze flickered between Hei Mu and Hei Ma, both of whom stood rigid before him, their expressions ranging from frustration to thinly veiled hostility.

He hadn’t wanted to reveal this. Knowing too much could be dangerous. But if he didn’t make them understand, their foolishness could lead the Shadow Clan to ruin.

He closed his eyes briefly, recalling the moment he laid eyes on Da Wei.

The shadow that loomed behind that man… was far too vast.

Hei Yuan’s Abyss Sight had always been a source of prestige within the Clan, granting him insight into people’s nature, their power, their presence. And in all his long years, he had never seen a shadow like that.

Not even the current Patriarch, a Seventh Realm cultivator, could compare.

Da Wei’s shadow was deep, endless, and too unnatural. It twisted and writhed, shifting like it had a will of its own. It did not belong to any single plane of existence. It was ancient. It was watching. It was something that should not be provoked.

Hei Yuan finally looked up, his voice low and firm. “You will not lay a hand on Da Wei or his people.”

Hei Mu scowled. “Are you suggesting we let that arrogant fool trample all over us?”

Hei Ma crossed his arms. “That man wields power carelessly. He humiliated my wife, remember? Or have you gone truly senile? He humiliated me. If we do nothing, what does that say about our Clan?”

Hei Yuan slammed his palm on the desk, the force making both of them flinch. “It says we are wise enough to recognize when we are dealing with something beyond us.”

Silence fell.

Hei Yuan narrowed his eyes. “You weren’t there when I saw him with my Abyss Sight.” He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “That man is something else. His shadow is too large… too unnatural. And remember, I am still an Elder. So you better fix your tone, boy…”

Hei Mu’s lips pressed into a thin line, but Hei Ma scoffed. “You think we should just cower, then?”

Hei Yuan’s patience thinned. “You misunderstand. This is not about cowering. This is about survival.”

He leaned back, folding his arms. “Do you think it’s a coincidence he arrived here, now of all times? The Patriarch is in seclusion, attempting to break through to the Eighth Realm. The process is dangerous enough—any disturbance could cost him his life.”

Hei Mu and Hei Ma stiffened.

Hei Yuan continued, his voice colder now. “The spirit stones we acquired just now—those will be crucial in ensuring his breakthrough. If the Patriarch succeeds, our Clan will finally have a true powerhouse again.” His sharp gaze landed on the two. “But if something happens to him because of your recklessness, the blood will be on your hands.”

Hei Mu’s expression darkened. “You think Da Wei will be a threat to the Patriarch’s breakthrough?”

“I think,” Hei Yuan said evenly, “that he is an unknown. A dangerous unknown. We do not know his full capabilities. We do not know his motives. But what I do know is that we cannot afford a conflict right now.”

Hei Ma let out a slow breath, still looking unconvinced, but at least no longer argumentative. “Then what do you suggest?”

Hei Yuan’s fingers tapped against the desk. “For now, we keep the Patriarch’s seclusion a secret. If Da Wei finds out, we don’t know how he’ll react. And until the Patriarch emerges, our highest priority is avoiding provocation.”

Hei Mu clenched her fists but nodded begrudgingly. Hei Ma sighed, rubbing his neck.

“Good,” Hei Yuan said, his voice softer now. “You may both leave.”

Hei Mu was the first to turn on her heel, storming out with a frustrated huff. Hei Ma lingered for a second longer before shaking his head and following after her.

As the door closed behind them, Hei Yuan finally allowed himself to lean back in his chair.

Hei Yuan let out a slow breath, his fingers drumming against the desk. He had underestimated their reaction.

He had expected resistance—of course he had. But this level of hostility? If he had told them earlier, if he had given them more time to stew on it… things would have escalated even worse.

They might have provoked the other members of the Clan, roused them into action. And if that happened… would they have gone so far as to summon it?

His gaze flickered toward the window, where the lake beyond stretched ominously under the dim light.

The being that slumbered within it.

A last resort. A true desperate measure. A secret known only to a select few.

The thought sent an uncomfortable shiver down his spine. His warning this time would suffice for now, especially after being reminded of the Patriarch’s situation. The spirit stones they acquired from Da Wei probably also helped.

Had Hei Mu and Hei Ma been any more reckless, would they have even considered calling upon it?

That pair… they had no respect for the Abyss Sight.

It was a sacred ability, one that allowed them to see beyond what normal cultivators could perceive. A gift. A burden. A proof of lineage.

And yet, Hei Mu dismissed it outright.

Perhaps it was her own bitterness, her deep-seated resentment at having been born a woman in a Clan where only men could contend for the seat of Patriarch. Had she been born a son, she might have been able to seize power. Instead, she was married off, forced to contend with fate in ways that did not align with her ambitions.

She hated it. And she hated him.

Hei Yuan exhaled, composing himself before calling for a servant. The young man entered swiftly, bowing his head.

“Elder Yuan,” the servant greeted respectfully.

Hei Yuan straightened. “How is Da Wei settling in?”

The servant hesitated for half a breath before answering. “He and his people have taken to their resting place without complaint. However…”

Hei Yuan’s gaze sharpened. “Speak.”

The servant swallowed. “They do not seem… wary. It is as if they hold no fear of being in foreign territory. They rest as if they are in their own domain.”

Hei Yuan’s fingers clenched. Of course they did.

Because Da Wei knew that he could leave at any time.
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The forest was a land of decay. The trees stood tall but lifeless, their bark blackened and twisted, as if scorched by an unseen fire. Withered leaves clung stubbornly to gnarled branches, rustling like dry whispers in the stagnant air. The ground was a graveyard of rot—moss-covered bones of fallen trees, tangled roots that curled like fingers, and a thick, unshakable smell of damp earth and decay.

Joan and Alice trudged through the desolation, the former gripping her staff with barely concealed irritation while the latter lazily strolled ahead, arms behind her head.

“This is your fault,” Joan snapped, shattering the silence.

“My fault?” Alice scoffed, turning on her heel to glare at Joan. “You were the one who said, and I quote, ‘Let’s take the narrow path. It feels safer.’”

“And who was it that insisted on backtracking when we saw those creepy masked people? Oh, right—you!” Joan shot back.

Alice smirked, flashing her fangs. “Excuse me for not wanting to be skewered by cultists.”

Joan groaned, rubbing her temples. “Great. So now we’re lost. Again.”

Alice huffed, placing her hands on her hips. “It’s not like we had a map to begin with, priestess. What, do you expect divine intervention to show us the way?”

Joan shot her a glare but didn’t reply. She hated to admit it, but they had been wandering in circles. The twisted trees all looked the same, and the eerie quiet made her skin crawl. Worse, they weren’t alone. The vampire-wannabes and masked figures had been hunting them for days, never getting too close, but never giving up either.

“At least,” Alice continued, “we haven’t run into anything stronger than that serpentine dragon. And even that was just a big, dumb lizard.”

Joan tightened her grip on her staff. “That ‘big, dumb lizard’ could command storms and use lightning magic.” And maybe it was only her who was remembering, but weren’t they support specialists?

Alice waved dismissively. “Details.”

Joan sighed, trying to focus. They needed a plan. Between the two of them, they had decent odds of survival, but there was one fundamental problem:

“Whose bright idea was it to pair a priestess and a vampire?” Joan muttered under her breath.

Alice’s grin widened. “Oh, you wound me. I thought we made a great team.”

Joan shot her a dry look. “If by ‘great team’ you mean we constantly bicker and attract trouble, then yes, we’re perfect.”

Alice laughed. “Well, at least we’re not bored.”

A distant howl echoed through the dead forest. Both of them immediately tensed.

“…Tell me that was the wind,” Joan said.

Alice licked her lips, her fangs glinting. “Nope. And I think we just found our next problem.”

In front of them was an apparition, a ghost.

The ghost wept before them, a translucent figure of a woman barely clinging to the fabric of this world. Her form flickered like a candle struggling against the wind, her long, tangled hair obscuring most of her face. A thick rope was wrapped around her neck, dragging her forward through the air—yet no one was pulling it.

It was a reenactment of her final moments.

Alice crossed her arms, tilting her head at the sight. "Well, that’s creepy."

The woman sobbed, whispering words neither of them understood.

Alice turned to Joan, an impish grin forming. "Go on, priestess. Console the poor soul. Do your holy woman thing."

Joan rubbed her temples, already exhausted. "Alice, we’ve been walking in circles for hours. We're trapped in this cursed forest. The least we can do is try talking to the ghost."

Alice gave an exaggerated groan. "Sure, let’s have a heartfelt conversation with the wailing specter we can't even understand. Sounds productive. Remember? Language barrier?"

Joan sighed and pointed at the skull strapped to Alice’s waist by a linen rope. "That’s what he’s for. Isn’t he?"

Alice scowled, resting a hand on the skull’s smooth, weathered surface. The thing had been their unwelcome companion ever since they had sheltered in a cave to escape a storm. That was where they had encountered the fragment of a powerful vengeful spirit—an ancient being who, surprisingly, spoke their language.

It had tried to kill them, of course.

But after a particularly heated battle and a lot of creative problem-solving, they had sealed part of it into this skull. For some reason, though, the strange interaction between their powers and this world's system had warped it into something… different.

The spirit had turned into a lich.

Still, it was useful, so they kept it—after thoroughly grinding its original body into ash and layering seal after seal on what remained of his skull.

The problem was… it was insufferable.

Alice scowled. "You really want to wake him up?"

Joan gave her a look.

Alice rolled her eyes. "Fine." She muttered a brief incantation, lifting the sleeping curse she had placed on the spirit.

The skull shuddered. Then, with a burst of eerie blue flames, two pinpricks of ghostly light flared within its empty eye sockets.

"BEHOLD, FOOLS!" the spirit bellowed, its voice deep and dramatic. "YOU HAVE ONCE MORE SUMMONED THE GREAT—"

Alice immediately slapped a hand over its mouth. Not that it had one, but she wasn’t in the mood for theatrics.

"Get to translating," she grumbled. “You piece of shit.”

The skull squirmed in her grip. "Unhand me, vile temptress! A creature of such divine beauty should not mar her fair hands by grasping a lowly skull such as I!"

Alice sighed. "He's in one of his moods again."

Joan pinched the bridge of her nose. "Just tell him to translate the ghost’s words before I shove him back in a bag of shit for another month."

Imagine.

Two beautiful women resorting to vile language.

That spoke of just how insufferable the skull was…

The skull grumbled but reluctantly turned its attention to the weeping apparition. The blue flames flickered as it listened, absorbing the ghost’s sorrowful tale.

The ghost continued to weep, her translucent form shaking with each sob. The rope around her neck remained taut, dragging her spectral body forward despite there being no visible force pulling it.

The skull hummed in amusement. "Ah, the poor thing must have died by hanging. But… where’s the tree?"

Joan frowned at the observation, scanning their surroundings. The forest was filled with blackened wood and withered leaves, but none of the twisted trees bore any sign of a rope or a broken branch where one might have hung. It was as if the execution had taken place without any physical support.

Alice, however, simply shrugged. "Who cares?"

The skull let out a dramatic sigh. "Ah, such a lack of curiosity in the minds of today’s youth… Well then, allow me to take the lead!"

He turned his eerie blue gaze toward the weeping woman and spoke in a deep, smooth voice. "My dear, your sorrowful cries pierce even the void! You must have been an exquisite beauty in life. Would you, perhaps, care to—"

Joan clenched her fists and fought the urge to cast Turn Undead right then and there.

Alice snickered at her expression. "Tempting, isn’t it?"

"Painfully so," Joan muttered before an idea struck her. She turned to Alice. "Can’t you use one of your Charm spells on him?"

Alice crossed her arms, contemplating it for a moment before sighing. "Tried it before. Didn’t work. Turns out, he has ridiculously high resistance. Either that or he’s just too obnoxious for the spell to take effect."

Joan groaned. "Of course."

With a dramatic cough, the skull finally turned serious. "Now, now, let’s get to business. The weeping woman… she cries out for an answer." His ghostly flames flickered. "She wails: Why… why did they abandon me… in the Black Forest?"

Alice raised a brow. "That’s… a little too on the nose for the forest’s name, don’t you think?"

The skull chuckled, but there was a malicious edge to the sound this time. "Oh, you haven’t even begun to hear the true horrors of this place." His voice dropped to a whisper, making the air around them feel colder. "This forest is a grave. A prison. A trap. You will never leave. You will wander and wander until the trees claim your mind and your bodies rot into the soil."

Joan and Alice exchanged glances.

Then the skull continued with a lecherous snicker. "However… if you were to show me your bountiful mounds, I might just consider lending you my vast wisdom."

Alice’s expression darkened. "Oh, you’re done talking."

Before the skull could even react, she cast Pain Amplification on him.

The ghostly flames within the skull's eye sockets flared violently as it screamed in agony.

Joan immediately followed up with Bless.

Normally, Bless was a spell meant to bolster allies with divine power. But against an undead creature?

It worked like a purification spell—inflicting debilitating debuffs.

The skull let out another shriek, smoke rising from its surface as holy power burned through its very essence.

"Y-YOU WRETCHES! MERCY! MERCYYYY!" it wailed, twisting in Alice’s grip.

Alice gave Joan a smug look. "Now that’s how you deal with an annoying undead."

Joan merely sighed, adjusting her gloves. "Now then… how about we try this again? Properly. Or do you want me to bless you a second time?"

The skull groaned, his ghostly blue flames flickering weakly. Even after being blasted with Pain Amplification and Bless, he still retained enough resistance to stay intact. Good. If he had crumbled too easily, Joan and Alice wouldn’t have been able to resort to such… persuasive methods.

The floating skull grumbled, "You know… you could’ve just asked me."

Alice hummed in agreement. "He has a point. If he knows this place, maybe he actually knows a way out."

Joan crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes. "And what would the cost be?"

The skull giggled in an unsettling way. Then, it started breathing heavily.

Joan’s skin crawled. "Wait. How are you even— You don’t have lungs!"

Alice, meanwhile, just gave her a flat stare.

Joan gulped. "W-What?"

Alice’s stare shifted—no longer flat, but something worse. Pity.

Joan took a step back. "What?! Why are you looking at me like that?!"

Alice sighed, shaking her head. "Joan, I have seen many things in my long life, but I have never met someone so… naïve, stupid, and innocent all at the same time."

Joan’s eye twitched. "Excuse me?"

Alice gestured at the still-muttering skull. "We could just torture the information out of him. But now, thanks to you, he thinks he has bargaining power."

The skull perked up. "Indeed! If you wish for my wisdom, you must fulfill my desires!"

Joan shuddered. "And that’s exactly why I didn’t want to just ask him!"

Alice groaned, rubbing her temples. "I take it back. You're not just naïve, you're hopeless."

Joan huffed. "And what would you have done?"

“Like I said,” Alice smirked, "Tortured the information out of him. Of course, we then have to tolerate his blathering. But that’s a small price to pay."

Joan opened her mouth to argue but hesitated.

Alice’s smirk deepened. "Ah, but you’re worried about ‘torture of the soul,’ aren’t you?"

Joan looked away. "…It’s bad."

Alice’s eyebrow twitched. "But it’s fine to blast him with Bless just to vent?"

Joan coughed, turning her head. "…It was only once. That’s different."

The skull, gleefully watching their exchange, cackled. "No, no, no! You must fulfill my wishes if you want me to cooperate! I am a man of refined tastes, after all!"

Alice shot Joan a dry look. "See what you did?"

Joan sighed, rubbing her forehead. "Fine. I admit it. I was wrong. And my hypocrisy is bad."

Alice tilted her head. "Hypocrisy might be too much."

Joan raised an eyebrow. "Then what would you call it?"

Alice shrugged. "Mild stupidity?"

The skull interjected, "Ladies, please! Less bickering, more chest—"

Alice immediately blasted him with Pain Amplification again. “Die, piece of shit.”

"This is going to take a while, isn’t it?" Joan sighed and rolled her shoulders before raising her hand again. A soft glow gathered around her fingertips as she prepared yet another Bless spell. Beside her, Alice lazily flicked her wrist, sending another Pain Amplification onto the floating skull.

Blue flames flickered wildly in the skull’s empty eye sockets as it shuddered in her waist. But instead of agony, it let out a loud, obscene moan.

“Ohhh~ Yes! More! Don’t stop now!”

Joan froze mid-cast. Alice’s hand stopped mid-motion.

The two exchanged a glance.

The skull shuddered again, giggling. “I knew you two were the perfect mistresses of pain. Come, let’s make this suffering last forever—”

Alice dropped her arm, cutting off her spell. Joan did the same.

Silence.

The skull’s flames flickered. “Wait. Why’d you stop?”

Joan’s face twitched. Alice clicked her tongue in annoyance.

“Nope. That’s it. Sleeping curse.” Joan suggested, “Do it, Alice.”

The skull shrieked in panic, twisting in its restraints. “No, no, no! Anything but that! I’ll behave, I swear!”

Alice gave Joan a knowing look, and the priestess sighed before lowering her hand. “Alright,” she said. “We’ll leave you awake, but only if you promise to cooperate and—” she narrowed her eyes “—shut up.”

The skull hummed to itself, rocking slightly as if weighing its options. Then, with a wicked cackle, it said, “How about a trade? Show me your undergarments, and I’ll tell you all you need to know—”

Alice’s mana flared. The air around them trembled.

The skull instantly shrank back. “—I mean, I was joking! Just a joke! I’ll talk! No need to be so violent!”

Alice lowered her mana, but her glare remained sharp. “Then talk.”

The skull rattled slightly before its eerie blue flames steadied. “Very well. Listen carefully, mistresses of pain. This place—the Black Forest—is a domain of the Abyss Clan. The masked pursuers chasing you? They’re from the same group.”

Joan crossed her arms. “And?”

The skull continued, “They have a spell—an ancient technique—that allows them to transport people into this forest. You didn’t wander here by accident. You were dragged into this cursed place.”

That explained why no matter how far they walked, they kept ending up in the same damn place.

Joan took a deep breath, her fingers pressing against her temple as she fought back her frustration. "Alright, then tell us—how do we get out of here?"

The skull hummed, its blue flames flickering in thought. "Ah, escape? Now that is a tricky thing..."

"Just answer the damn question," Alice snapped, already looking impatient.

The skull let out a low, rattling chuckle. "Unfortunately, I know of no way out. This place… it is not merely a forest. It is a dimension grafted from another plane of existence, a small world of its own. The Abyss Clan created this space and merged it with the real world. You're not just lost in a physical forest—you're trapped inside their domain."

Joan’s expression darkened. "That explains why my Mass Teleport isn’t working…" she muttered. She had been trying to teleport them out since they realized they were lost, but every attempt failed. Now she knew why—it wasn’t just distance keeping them trapped but an entirely different layer of reality.

Alice scoffed, crossing her arms. "So in other words, you're useless." She raised her hand, ready to cast a sleeping curse.

"Wait! Wait! I can still be of use!" The skull rattled violently in its bindings, panic clear in its voice. "I can tell you about your pursuers! I think I have an idea… of their motivation."

Alice lowered her hand slightly. "Spill."

The flames in the skull’s sockets flared as it spoke. "The black porcelain masks inscribed with blood scriptures were the signature attire of the Abyss Clan’s elites. They excel in formations, umbramancy, and all manners of dark arts. They are a symbol of fear within the Deepmoor Continent. However, what intrigues me is why they are so persistent in chasing you. They aren't just trying to kill you; they want you alive. That at least, I can tell."

Joan and Alice exchanged glances.

The skull continued. "The Abyss Clan is based in the Deepmoor Continent. And yet, they’ve gone through the immense trouble of sending their people all the way to Stormcall Continent to hunt you down. That is no small effort."

Joan frowned. "You were asleep most of the time when they were chasing us. How do you know all this?"

"Ah, my dear priestess, I listen. Even when I sleep, I can hear things. And I heard them murmuring their curses, their orders… their intent."

Joan tapped her fingers against her arm. "Then tell me, oh wise and perverted skull, why are they so obsessed with us?"

The skull cackled. "Oh, I don’t think they care about you, priestess." It twisted slightly in its restraints as if turning toward Alice. "They’re after her."

Joan blinked. "Alice?"

Alice’s expression darkened. "Tch. Of course, they are."

The skull’s flames flickered in amusement. "A powerful demonic cultivator with secret arts… like yours. How could they not want you? Perhaps they covet your bloodline, your knowledge, or the forbidden techniques you carry. Whatever the case, you, my dear lady of the night, are their primary target."

A heavy silence followed.

Alice sighed. "Well, that’s just great."

Joan exhaled sharply. "So what do we do now?"

The skull chuckled again. "If you wish to escape this place alive, there is only one option."

Alice narrowed her eyes. "And that is?"

The skull’s flames flared. "You wait for your captors. Then you capture them instead."
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The Shadow Clan had arranged for us to stay in the eastern wing, but everyone seemed far more interested in the library. The Umbral Scripture Hall had become our second home, a place where curiosity burned brighter than any lantern. As for me? I hadn’t left since we arrived.

I’d learned a lot, truly. The library wasn’t particularly rich in cultivation methods or techniques—most of what it offered paled in comparison to the gifts I had received from the Cloud Mist Sect, let alone the treasures I had picked up from Ren Jin’s Golden Sun Pavilion. But in terms of historical texts and general knowledge? This place was a goldmine.

Flipping through a worn tome, my eyes landed on a passage discussing the historical significance of black masks. I skimmed through the content. Before the Grand Emperor’s reign, masks had been more than mere disguises—they had signified status and power among certain cultivators.

A promising lead. I placed the book atop a growing pile, each volume holding some thread of connection to the enigmatic black-masked cultivators.

Nearby, Hei Mao sat with furrowed brows, his lips moving as he painstakingly traced words with his finger. Ren Xun knelt beside him, offering guidance with quiet patience. Hei Mao had made it his mission to uncover the truth behind the killers of his family, and learning to read was his first step toward that goal.

I watched them for a moment.

Hei Mao sat hunched over a scroll, his finger tracing unfamiliar characters as he struggled to piece them together. Across from him, Ren Xun watched with the patience of a seasoned teacher, though his arms were folded in what could only be described as suppressed frustration.

“Try again,” Ren Xun said, tapping the parchment. “That word. What does it mean?”

Hei Mao squinted at the brushstrokes, his lips moving silently before he hesitantly muttered, “Uh… ‘shade’?”

Ren Xun sighed. “No. That’s ‘darkness.’”

Hei Mao scowled. “They look the same.”

“To an illiterate fool, perhaps.”

Hei Mao glared at him, his fingers twitching as though resisting the urge to hurl the scroll across the room. “Then why don’t you read it?”

Ren Xun smirked, picking up another scroll. “I already did. Twice.” He leaned forward, lowering his voice mockingly. “Unlike someone, I happen to know how to read.”

Hei Mao ground his teeth but forced himself to focus. “Tch. I’ll get it eventually.”

Ren Xun leaned back, arms behind his head. “We’ll see. At this rate, the black-masked killers will have already died of old age before you learn to read their name.”

Hei Mao froze for half a breath, then exhaled sharply. “Not funny.”

Ren Xun’s smirk faded. He looked at the younger boy’s clenched fists and sighed. “It wasn’t meant to be.” He gestured to the scroll. “You want to learn, don’t you? Then don’t waste time glaring at me—read.”

“Ugh… You are so mean…” Hei Mao grumbled but lowered his gaze back to the parchment. This time, when he traced the words, he took his time, sounding them out carefully.

Ren Xun watched for a moment before nodding. “Better.”

At that, Hei Mao sat up a little straighter.

It made me wonder what Ren Xun was scheming, adopting a harsh persona… or maybe, he was just like that as a teacher. The nostalgia was rather refreshing though. I remembered teaching the same way…

“There’s really a lot of them,” muttered Lu Gao.

I turned to Lu Gao, who was flipping through a stack of scrolls with a furrowed brow. He had been helping with the research, though I had repeatedly insisted he should focus on mastering the Blessed Weapon spell instead.

“I thought I told you to concentrate on your training,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him.

Lu Gao merely shrugged. “I can do it in my own time, Master. Besides, I needed a break. I was stuck anyway.”

I sighed but let it go. If he wanted to contribute here, I wouldn’t stop him.

Across the hall, Dave was in his usual spot, his clunky armor making him look like a misplaced war puppet among the delicate scrolls and books. Despite the bulk of his form, he had become oddly meticulous in his research, carefully sifting through texts and taking notes—though I suspected part of his focus was just him getting used to the limitations of his new body.

Meanwhile, Gu Jie sat beside Ren Jingyi’s bowl, the two of them cultivating in silence. I had insisted they make the most of the spirit-rich environment, and for once, Gu Jie had found herself unable to argue against my reasoning.

She clutched a spirit stone tightly as she meditated, her breathing slow and measured. Ren Jingyi, on the other hand… well… she was nibbling on a spirit stone.

I paused mid-turn of a page, staring.

It was a strange sight—her fish body bobbing slightly as she bit into the glowing stone, as if she were snacking on some divine delicacy.

I decided to just accept it and turned back to my reading.

Ah! I finally found it. I knew they would have it.

The Shadow Clan had an undeniably rich history, their accumulation of knowledge deep and vast. This place held no shortage of mysteries, and if anything, the Umbral Scripture Hall was proof of that. I had spent days buried in texts, searching, flipping through scrolls and ancient tomes, and now—finally—I held in my hands a comprehensive record detailing the different realms of cultivation.

It didn’t describe how to achieve each realm, nor did it provide any cultivation techniques, but the organization of the information was impeccable. It clearly outlined the structure of the path, making it easier to understand how each realm built upon the previous one.

Cultivation was divided into four major states: The Four Great Attributes, The Three Cosmic Elements, The Trinity Celestial Paths, and The Godly Vessel.

The progression was straightforward. The First to Fourth Realms aligned with the Four Great Attributes, focusing on the foundational aspects of cultivation. The Fifth to Seventh Realms aligned with the Three Cosmic Elements, where one's connection to the greater forces of existence deepened. The Eighth to Tenth Realms aligned with the Trinity Celestial Paths, an esoteric stage that shaped the cultivator’s very destiny. And finally, the Eleventh Realm stood alone as The Godly Vessel, the pinnacle of cultivation.

It looked something like this:

The Four Great AttributesMartial Tempering (1st Realm) → Foundation of the body, refining strength, endurance, and combat capabilities.
Mind Enlightenment (2nd Realm) → Awakening of the mind, broadening perception, and forming an internal connection to the world.Will Reinforcement (3rd Realm) → Solidifying willpower, deepening one's spiritual resilience, and enhancing inner control.
Spirit Mystery (4th Realm) → The point where one's spirit begins to transcend the ordinary, stepping into the threshold of profound cultivation.

The Three Cosmic ElementsSoul Recognition (5th Realm) → Awareness and refinement of the soul, beginning the process of merging it with one's cultivation.
Essence Gathering (6th Realm) → Drawing upon and refining cosmic essence, deepening the harmony between body, spirit, and energy.
Bloodline Refinement (7th Realm) → The transformation of one’s bloodline, unlocking latent potential and stepping beyond mortal limits.

The Trinity Celestial PathsHeart Path (8th Realm) → Walking the path of one’s Dao, solidifying one's beliefs and purpose.
World Path (9th Realm) → The cultivator’s existence begins to influence the world itself, stepping into a realm where they can shape reality.
Endless Path (10th Realm) → A step into the infinite, where one truly approaches the boundary between mortality and divinity.

The Godly Vessel
Perfect Immortal (11th Realm) → The final transformation, where one’s existence transcends all worldly limitations, becoming a true immortal.

I stared at the text for a long while, absorbing the structure of it all.

While I already had a vague understanding of how cultivation realms were divided, this classification was far more detailed and systematic than anything I had encountered before.

I leaned back, rubbing my temples. This information was valuable, but it didn’t exactly provide a direct solution to our current predicament. Still, knowing the structure of cultivation was useful. Who knew? Perhaps it would help me later.

It made me wonder—where exactly did I stand in these cultivation realms?

Since arriving in this world, the thought had crossed my mind more than once. As a max-level Paladin, I had confidence in my strength, but how far would that confidence carry me? In the end, numbers meant nothing here. This wasn’t a game. My power came from divine blessings, but at what level did it compare to this world's cultivation?

I had yet to meet an opponent who truly pushed me to my limits. The closest I had come to that was my battle against the fragment of a Heavenly Demon—a fight that had been difficult only because I had been handicapped. Without my divine authority at full capacity, I was unable to perform at my peak ability. That wasn’t a proper measure of my strength.

Could I stand against a World Path cultivator? Or an Endless Path one? The Perfect Immortal realm was the pinnacle, but I had no way of knowing where I fell on that scale. The thought gnawed at me.

As I turned another page, the sound of soft footsteps came to a halt in front of me.

I looked up.

It was a girl, probably around Lu Gao’s age, clad in the dark robes of the Shadow Clan. Her short, dark hair framed a delicate face—pretty, but unremarkable. Her eyes, however, carried a glint of unease, as if she was struggling with something internally.

I raised an eyebrow. “Can I help you?” 

She exhaled slowly, as if steeling herself, then suddenly lowered her head and bowed—a perfect ninety-degree bow.

Silence fell over the library. The quiet rustling of pages ceased, and I felt the weight of curious gazes turning toward us.

Then, in a voice that quivered between restraint and compulsion, she spoke:

“This one… humbly seeks forgiveness.”

Her tone was stiff, as though she had to force the words out.

I rested my chin on my hand, watching her. “Forgiveness for what?”

Her hands curled into fists at her sides. “For offenses committed… both deliberate and unintended,” she said slowly, as if choosing each word with excruciating care. "For the disrespect shown. For—" she hesitated, struggling, before gritting her teeth and bowing her head lower. "For matters of the past that cannot be undone."

There was no direct mention of what exactly she had done. No confession. No plea. Just vague, formalized words carefully strung together to avoid losing too much face.

I could see it clearly—she did not want to be here, saying this. Yet she had been forced into it by circumstance, by duty. Her pride warred with necessity, but in the end, she had chosen the latter.

But there was a bigger problem…

I frowned. “Who are you?” I kept my voice even, but I was already getting a bad feeling.

She lifted her head slightly, her face turning a furious shade of pink, but before she could answer, Ren Xun sauntered over, smirking.

“She’s the daughter of Hei Mu and Hei Ma,” he drawled, crossing his arms. “The same girl you just slapped a few days back, Boss.”

Oh.

Now that he mentioned it, I vaguely recalled striking someone like that. But I had no particular reason to remember her face. If I had hit her, she must have deserved it.

Yeah… I could be a self-righteous prick sometimes.

The moment Ren Xun said his piece, the girl’s face turned even redder. Then, without another word, she spun on her heel and bolted—tripping over the door frame before scrambling to her feet and fleeing for her life.

“Ah, the gauntlet girl… Now, I remember.” I realized.

Hei Mao, who had been watching the whole thing, shook his head. “You’re being mean again.”

I sighed. “Get back to work,” I told him. “Same goes for you, Ren Xun.”

Honestly, I didn’t care much for apologies. What did a simple bow mean, anyway? It wasn’t like it would magically erase the bad blood between us and the Shadow Clan’s higher-ups. Their political mess was their own. If I was going to get involved, I’d rather back Hei Yuan.

Shaking my head, I turned back to a scroll discussing undead worship and resumed my reading.

A flicker of movement appeared in my peripheral vision.

Another one?

Suppressing a sigh, I glanced up from my reading.

It was Hei Yuan.

The older man’s gaze swept over me, then toward the doorway where the girl had fled. He let out a quiet sigh and shook his head. “That was a mess.”

I closed the book in my hands with a soft thud. “Was it your idea?”

Hei Yuan gave me a look, one that carried a hint of exasperation. “Do you think me so free?” He shook his head. “No. But it seems someone thought to resolve past grievances in this manner.”

He met my gaze then, his expression steady. “Regardless, I will offer my apologies on behalf of the Shadow Clan.”

The way he said it was interesting. Unlike the girl before him, his words carried neither reluctance nor servility. He was polite, but not submissive—maintaining his dignity as a cultivator, yet still sincere.

I studied him for a moment before shrugging. “It’s water under the bridge now.”

He nodded. Then, after a beat of silence, he said, “Come. Have tea with me.”

I tapped a finger against the book cover, considering his offer.

I had no real desire to entangle myself in the Shadow Clan’s internal struggles, but at the same time, building some rapport wasn’t a bad idea. Hei Yuan was someone worth keeping on good terms with.

More importantly…

Tea meant conversation.

And conversation, in the right setting, meant information.

Judging by Hei Yuan’s age and cultivation, he had likely witnessed more than most. If I played it right, I might be able to loosen his tongue and extract something useful.

“Hmmm…” I stroked my chin, pretending to hesitate. “I suppose I could use a break. But if we’re doing this, I’d prefer it be just the two of us. I’m too old to entertain the younger generation.”

I threw out the words in a deliberately grumbling tone, like an elder unwilling to be bothered by noisy juniors.

Hei Yuan raised an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed. “You can’t be that old.”

“Well, I feel like it.”

He exhaled through his nose, as if debating whether to argue further, then shook his head. “Fine. Just the two of us.”

I grinned inwardly. Hook, line, and sinker.
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The veranda where we sat embodied the Shadow Clan’s reserved elegance—spacious yet unadorned, its wooden beams darkened by time and a tiled roof curving subtly at the edges. Delicate wind chimes swayed from the eaves, their intermittent notes blending with the evening breeze.

Beyond the railing, a mist-shrouded garden stretched into the distance, its winding paths obscured by drifting fog. Lanterns flickered like distant fireflies, their glow mirrored in the koi pond’s still waters. This was a place for quiet contemplation, for hushed conversations over tea.

And tea, of course, was what we drank.

I took a slow sip, letting the warmth settle within me. The taste was rich—earthy, slightly bitter, yet carrying a lingering sweetness that clung to my tongue.

More than that, it felt different.

The moment it passed my throat, something stirred within me—a faint surge, subtle yet unmistakable. A ripple of energy, threading through my being.

“This tea is quite something.” I set the cup down, studying it. “It tastes... different.”

Hei Yuan smirked, pleased. “Naturally. The roots used to make this tea drink deep from the ley lines of our ancestral land. They absorb qi for decades before a single leaf is harvested.” He swirled his own cup, watching the liquid move. “To cultivators, it is more than mere tea—it tempers the body, sharpens the mind, strengthens the flow of qi.”

I hummed in thought, taking another sip.

Once, I would have hesitated.

The idea of consuming qi-infused anything would have sent me into a spiral of paranoia. After all, my body did not belong to this world. I had once wondered—what if I carried unseen plagues from my old world, or worse, what if this world harbored pathogens fatal to me?

And qi?

What if it wasn’t a blessing but a slow-acting poison? What if my very existence was at odds with the laws of this realm?

That caution still lingered. Brukhelm and Lu Gao were proof enough that qi was not always a gift.

But this tea?

This was fine.

A small amount of qi wouldn’t kill me.

And given the vitality I felt with each sip, I was beginning to think it wasn’t so bad after all.

I swirled the tea in my cup, watching the ripples settle before taking another sip. The warmth spread through me again, laced with that subtle, undeniable current of qi.

Setting the cup down, I leaned back slightly and glanced at Hei Yuan. “So,” I began, “what moved you to invite me for tea?”

Hei Yuan’s lips curved faintly. “Must there be a reason? Can I not simply extend a courtesy?”

I raised a brow. “A courtesy, is it? You and I both know your clansmen might see it differently.” I gestured toward our surroundings—the secluded veranda, the hushed atmosphere, the quiet, private conversation. “Won’t this invite unnecessary speculation?”

Hei Yuan scoffed, shaking his head. “My clan is not so petty. They know I act with purpose.” He met my gaze, his expression calm yet unwavering. “And whether they approve or not, they trust my judgment.”

“Is that so?” I tapped a finger against the table. “Then let’s turn the question around—what made you think I’d accept?”

Hei Yuan studied me for a moment, then exhaled lightly. “Shall I hazard a guess?”

I smirked. “Go on.”

He took his time, sipping his tea before answering. “You thought I might be more forthcoming in a private setting,” he said. “Without prying eyes, you hoped I’d let something useful slip.”

I chuckled, raising my cup in a mock salute. “Not bad.”

“But,” Hei Yuan continued, his expression cooling, “if you believe I would betray my clan’s trust so easily, you will be disappointed.”

I leaned forward slightly, lowering my voice as if in confidence. “What’s so important about your past that it must remain hidden? Black masks aren’t exactly a fashion statement. If you’re ashamed, I’d understand.”

To my surprise, Hei Yuan actually laughed, shaking his head. “If only it were that simple.”

His fingers tapped idly against the table, but when he spoke again, his tone was steady, deliberate. “I will give you a month.” His voice carried an unmistakable weight. “If, by then, you and your people still refuse to cooperate and leave, I won’t hesitate to bloody my hands.”

I arched a brow but said nothing. “Even if it kills you?”

“Even if it kills me.” His gaze remained steady. “For now, you are free to roam the eastern wing. If you wish to step beyond it, however, you must be accompanied by myself, Hei Mu, or Hei Mai.”

I scoffed. “No need. The eastern wing suits us just fine. Better yet—” I gestured toward the tea, the quiet veranda, the vast library beyond us. “—let us make our resting place in the Umbral Scripture Hall.”

Hei Yuan drained the last of his tea, setting his cup down with a soft clink. Then, rising to his feet, he dusted off his sleeves and regarded me with a measured look.

“I will allow it,” he said at last. His voice was even, but something unreadable flickered in his gaze—curiosity? Wariness? He wasn’t saying.

Then, without another word, Hei Yuan turned on his heel and left.

I let out a slow breath, watching his retreating figure. I had expected him to be more forthcoming, but it seemed my Speech stat wasn’t quite cutting it. Either that, or he was just as adept at maneuvering through words as I was.

No use dwelling on it. I drained the last of my tea and made my way back to the Umbral Scripture Hall.

Inside, the others were gathered as usual—reading, cultivating, or pretending to do one of the two. As I stepped in, their gazes flicked toward me.

“I have news,” I announced. “Hei Yuan has granted us permission to use the library as our resting place.”

A brief silence followed before Gu Jie nodded. “It’s better this way.”

Ren Xun leaned against a bookshelf, arms crossed. “Agreed.”

Hei Mao merely shrugged. “I don’t mind.”

From his corner, Dave, ever the dutiful knight, spoke up. “My Lord, do you not trust the Shadow Clan?”

I met his gaze. “It’s not about trust. It’s about caution.” Folding my arms, I added, “Better safe than sorry. We only have one life, after all.”

Dave’s head tilted slightly at that, the metal joints in his Puppet Armor shifting. I could practically hear the gears turning in his artificial skull.

Before he could voice whatever thought had taken root, I cut in, “Yes, I have resurrection magic. But there will always be exceptions.” My gaze swept the room. “The fact that I couldn’t restore Lu Gao’s meridians and spirit roots proves that even my healing has limits.”

At that, I noticed Lu Gao, sitting unnaturally still in the corner. His posture was rigid, his breath uneven. His face had gone pale, beads of sweat forming along his brow.

My eyes narrowed. “Lu Gao… What’s wrong?”

Slowly, as if each motion required immense effort, he raised his index finger.

“I…” His voice was barely above a whisper. “I succeeded.”

Silence.

I took a careful step forward. “Succeeded on what?”

He swallowed. “Blessed Weapon.”

On his finger?

The room tensed.

I kept my voice even. “Lu Gao… calm down.”

His breathing was shallow. His hand trembled.

“If I let go of it,” he rasped, “I feel like I’ll die.”

A faint glow pulsed at the tip of his finger—pure white light, unnervingly sharp.

I took another step forward, voice steady. “Lu Gao, close your eyes.”

He hesitated, then obeyed, his breaths still ragged.

I turned to Dave. “Dispel Divine Possession. Return to my body.”

Without hesitation, Dave complied. His Puppet Armor slumped where it sat, the glow in its eyes fading. A hollow clang echoed through the library as the lifeless metal shell sagged under its own weight.

The moment I returned to my body, I activated Divine Possession—but this time, I seized control of Lu Gao.

A strange sensation washed over me as my consciousness shifted. My own body faded from my perception, replaced by his. The weight of his limbs, the rhythm of his pulse, the tense grip he had on his sense of self—it all became mine.

At the edges of my awareness, his thoughts hovered, small yet burning with excitement, expectation… and raw hope.

He had done it. He had finally succeeded. And now, he was trusting me not to let it kill him.

Meanwhile, my real body—the one I had just left—was under Dave’s control. “Take my place,” I instructed through our mental link via Voice Chat. “Keep up the act and ensure everyone’s safety while I’m gone.”

Dave’s response was immediate. “Understood, my Lord.”

I could no longer access my Item Box in this state. That meant I needed contingencies—just in case I was suddenly exorcised. Egress should be enough to bring us back, but it was better to be prepared.

“Dave,” I said, my voice now coming from Lu Gao’s lips. “Hand me a Featherhome.”

A silver feather appeared, hovering before me. I reached out and took it, tucking it securely inside Lu Gao’s robes.

Featherhome—a consumable item that allowed me to teleport to my party. If things went sideways, we’d have a way out.

I turned to Gu Jie. “Continue cultivating.”

She shot me a skeptical glance but said nothing.

Then, I faced Ren Xun. “Stay alert. Keep teaching Hei Mao. And make sure he learns more than just the characters for ‘black’ and ‘cat.’”

Hei Mao grumbled, still not fully grasping the situation.

I exhaled sharply. “Listen well—Lu Gao and I are at a critical point in cultivation.”

That wasn’t exactly a lie.

For me, this was another step in my experimentation—substituting qi with mana.

I took a deep breath, cast Zealot’s Stride, and rushed forward.

In the next instant, I was running in the air.

Zealot’s Stride had truly paid off. With each step, a faint golden glow shimmered beneath my feet, granting traction where none should exist. I pushed forward, putting distance between myself and the Shadow Clan’s territory. Below me, the landscape blurred—rolling hills, winding rivers, endless sky.

“Lu Gao, you still in there?”

A flicker of his consciousness stirred. “Yes, Master. I can feel everything you do…”

His voice was tight with strain.

I examined our now-golden index finger—the one still crackling with unstable energy. The glow pulsed, flickering at the edges, held together by sheer willpower. I couldn’t afford to lose control now.

As I ran, I focused on the energy surging through it. Was it qi? No—this was mana.

A subtle but striking difference hit me.

Qi had always been easy to grasp with Divine Sense, flowing naturally through meridians, forming the foundation of cultivation. But mana? Mana was different. Harder to perceive, harder to control. If qi was a tangible particle, something I could seize and mold at will, then mana was an elusive wave—fluid, shifting, always slipping just beyond my grip.

I frowned. “Is this a fundamental difference between the two energies?”

Back on Earth, I wasn’t exactly a physicist. My major had been Education—I knew how to break down concepts, how to teach in digestible pieces. Hand me a textbook, and I’d learn well enough to explain it to a classroom. But coming up with original theories? Proving things mathematically? That wasn’t my strong suit.

Yet, here I was, standing at the edge of an entirely new system of power, forced to figure it out as I went.

To be honest, I’d been lucky so far. My method of teaching Lu Gao—meditation, mana perception, absorbing skill flavor texts to deepen his understanding—had all been trial and error. No grand theory. No rigid structure. Just experimentation until something worked.

And now, finally, we had a real lead.

If mana and qi functioned on fundamentally different principles, then understanding that difference might be the key to pushing my abilities even further.

Gaining skill proficiency through understanding flavor texts had been a good start, but that was just the surface. I needed to go deeper.

If I could adapt this world’s skill system to my own, I might even be able to create original skills—something that wasn’t bound by the rigid structure of the Paladin class.

I pushed that thought aside for now and focused my mind, speaking inwardly to Lu Gao.

"Tell me, how exactly did you cast Blessed Weapon on your finger?"

Lu Gao hesitated. His consciousness flickered in the back of my mind, uncertain. “I… I was frustrated. I kept trying to cast it, but no matter what I did, it wouldn’t work. It felt like something was missing.”

I remained silent, letting him gather his thoughts.

"Then, while reading in the Umbral Scripture Hall, I found a book on philosophy. It mentioned how the term ‘weapon’ wasn’t limited to metal or blades. A warrior’s body itself could be a weapon."

That… actually made sense.

If that was the case, could I cast Blessed Weapon on my teeth? No—stretching it too far. It wasn’t just about interpretation. There was something more.

Lu Gao continued, his tone more certain now. “I also recalled an assassination technique taught in my clan—one that used the index finger like a spear. The movements mimicked a piercing thrust, precise and lethal. When I thought about my finger as an extension of my intent, something just… clicked.”

I narrowed my eyes. “So you were able to cast Blessed Weapon because you redefined what counted as a weapon?”

"Exactly. I thought about my finger as a spear, the way I once wielded qi in my clan’s techniques. And then… it just worked.”

I processed his words carefully.

Lu Gao had reinterpreted the very concept of the skill, bending its definition to activate it in a way that wasn’t normally possible. Even though he still struggled to perceive mana, he had bypassed that limitation—not through brute force, but by reshaping his understanding of the skill’s nature.

This… this was valuable.

Perhaps skill activation wasn’t just about following a system’s rules. Perhaps it hinged on how one conceptualized the ability itself.

In hindsight, my method of training—using flavor texts as a reference—followed the same logic. I had just taken extra steps to reach the same conclusion.

A rocky outcrop appeared in the distance, and I guided my descent toward the hill. My landing sent loose pebbles skittering down the slope, the uneven terrain pressing firm beneath my feet.

This spot would do.

There was space here—enough space—and scattered chunks of rock that would serve as decent targets.

Lifting my hand, I examined my index finger, still glowing faintly from the lingering effect of Blessed Weapon. The sensation was… strange. It wasn’t just an enchantment. It was proof that rules could be bent—that sheer will could redefine what constituted a weapon.

"Lu Gao." I shifted my focus inward. "Show me how you did it."

I felt his presence stir within me. His voice came, not as a spoken word, but as a thought woven with memory.

"Master already knows how I did it. You were in my body when I cast it."

"Knowing and understanding aren’t the same thing," I countered. "I need to see how you first learned. How you first trained."

A brief silence.

Then, like a floodgate breaking open, his memories surged forward, pulling me in.

I stood in a training hall, surrounded by murmurs. Elders and instructors lined the perimeter, watching with measured anticipation.

At the center stood a child—no older than eight or nine—dressed in crisp martial robes embroidered with the Lu branch clan’s sigil. His hair was neatly tied, his stance proud, and his eyes…

His eyes shone with boundless confidence.

"Lu Gao will be the one to elevate us."

"His talent surpasses all before him. He will be our answer to the Lu Imperial House."

The voices surrounded him, feeding his growing arrogance. The young Lu Gao smirked as he performed one technique after another, flawlessly executing the basic forms of the clan’s internal arts. His strikes were sharp. His footwork pristine. Every movement radiated untapped potential.

A mentor stepped forward, eyes filled with quiet approval.

"Good. Very good. With this talent, you may even stand among the main clan’s elites one day."

Lu Gao puffed up with pride.

"Of course I will! Why wouldn’t I?"

But arrogance was a fragile thing.

One day, his training took a different turn.

"You lack the right constitution for the main clan’s vaunted techniques," an elder informed him. "You will never master them."

The words struck like a slap to the face. Lu Gao straightened his back, confusion flashing across his youthful features.

"That’s not true! I can learn anything!"

The elder’s gaze was cold steel. "No, you cannot. Your talent lies elsewhere. If you wish to be of use, then refine your skills as an assassin."

Anger burned in his young chest. Assassin techniques? That was for those who hid in the shadows, those too weak to stand openly as warriors.

"I refuse!" he declared. "I will prove I belong among the main clan’s finest!"

The clan had no room for rebellion.

They arranged a match. A duel against a main clan child of his age. A test. A lesson. A way to put him in his place.

The day of the match, the air was thick with expectation.

Lu Gao stepped into the arena with his pride intact. Across from him stood his opponent—a boy dressed in far more elaborate robes, his presence calm, unwavering.

The duel began.

The first exchange shattered his delusions.

The main clan child moved with effortless grace. His strikes carried a force that outmatched Lu Gao’s best efforts. Every attack Lu Gao unleashed was met with superior technique, his footwork countered with flawless positioning.

He was being overwhelmed.

And then—desperation.

Instincts buried deep within his training surfaced. He abandoned his standard forms, shifting into an entry-level assassination technique. His body flickered. A shadowy blur. His fingers formed into a spear-like thrust, aimed at a vital point.

The main clan child barely dodged in time. The attack grazed his shoulder.

The duel was over. Lu Gao had won.

But when he looked around—

There was no applause.

The elders were silent. His opponent wasn’t humiliated—only disappointed.

Lu Gao had been forced to fight like an assassin to secure his victory.

His pride crumbled.

And from that day forward, his path was decided for him.

Or so that would have been the normal course of events.

But reality could be cruel.

The memories sharpened. Details I hadn’t noticed before came into focus—the beads of sweat clinging to young Lu Gao’s brow, the disappointed stares of the elders, the barely veiled sneers of the main clan cultivators.

Lu Gao let go, surrendering his past to me.

The story continued.

His victory had not been celebrated. It had been punished.

The main clan could not tolerate disgrace—not when the boy hailed as their future had been humiliated by a mere branch clan child—and with a dirty assassination technique, no less.

The insult had been unbearable.

A week later, they came for Lu Gao.

They called it a lesson. They called it justice.

But it was vengeance.

He was dragged to the training courtyard—the same place where he had once been admired—and stripped of everything.

His dantian was shattered. Not completely, but just enough to cripple his cultivation indefinitely.

"Consider this mercy," one of the elders said. "You may still live. But you will never surpass your station."

He was discarded.

Left to wallow in his failure.

No longer a prodigy. No longer a symbol of hope.

Just a broken child clawing his way back to the heights that had once been promised to him.

I gasped, tearing free from the memory. The weight of it crushed my chest, the injustice of it all burning like white-hot fire behind my ribs.

A name echoed in my mind.

"Hollow Point."

I breathed it aloud. My voice was steady.

Something shifted inside me.

Lu Gao’s pain, his anger, his relentless struggle—it all poured into the technique, mingling with my own sheer stats and the burning radiance of Blessed Weapon.

And something new was born.

A white-hot surge of power flared along my right arm. Purple and white flames erupted from my skin, devouring my sleeve in an instant.

The heat didn’t burn me. But the sheer force of it sent my pulse racing.

Within me, Lu Gao stirred, stunned.

"What is this…?"

I turned my burning hand, watching the flames curl around my index finger.

This was no longer a simple stab meant to pierce flesh.

This was something far greater.

I glanced at my ruined sleeve, then back at the wild energy crackling along my limb.

"I don’t know what to call it," I said. "You’re the one who made it possible. Give it a name, Lu Gao—my disciple."

Lu Gao was silent.

And then—

A laugh.

Not bitter, not hollow. But something giddy. Almost childlike.

"It is an honor, Master," he said, his voice lighter than it had ever been. "Then… Hollow Point: Incursion!"

I smirked. "Good name."

The air crackled around me as I took a single step forward.

And then—I lurched.

For an instant, my weight vanished, as if the world itself had momentarily lost its hold on me. It felt like an instantaneous movement technique, but… different.

I reappeared in front of a massive rock.

My glowing index finger stabbed forward.

The moment my finger touched the stone—

White cracks exploded across its surface, lightning-fast.

Purple flames surged through the fractures, devouring the core.

For a single breath, the rock held together—as if defying the inevitable.

And then—

It ceased to exist.

Not shattered.

Not broken.

Just… dust.

I exhaled, shaking off the lingering energy. The remnants of the flames danced in the air before fading into nothingness.

Within me, Lu Gao let out a slow, awed breath.

"That was… absurd."

I grinned, flexing my fingers. "Feels like just the beginning of something even greater."
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Dear readers,

You might be wondering.

Where’s the story going?

An excellent question. After all, so many threads had been woven into this grand tapestry—some stretching across continents, others buried in history’s shadows. Let’s take a moment to untangle a few, shall we?

The Black Clan. The Shadow Clan.

One reigned, the other not so much.

But what about the Abyss Clan? A name rarely whispered, yet weighty enough to stir unease. What role did they play? Were they merely another piece on the board, or the hand that moved the pieces?

And then there was Hei Mao.

He bore the surname ‘Hei’—a thread that could tie him to any of these clans. Could he truly be one of them? Perhaps he was the missing link, the key to unraveling the fate of his slaughtered family. A pawn waiting to be promoted, or a king who had yet to claim his throne?

How about Tao Long? Anyone here forgotten his name already?

If anyone still remembers him, let’s ask—just where was Tao Long at this moment?

Once a promising name in the world of cultivation, now swallowed by silence and history. Now, he served the Ward, an organization that desired to defend this world from Outsiders. If you were so curious where he was, he was probably skirting the Stormcall Continent’s borders, trying to look for a certain vampire and priestess…

Let’s shift our focus to a different place.

Two figures—one bound in faith, the other in blood—now lost in the decayed, wretched heart of the Black Forest.

Joan, the priestess. Alice, the vampire princess.

How did they end up on the Stormcall Continent? Was it fate, or something far more sinister?

Yet, even as their whereabouts remained uncertain, their reputation grew elsewhere. Rumors whispered of a demonic cultivator and a Buddhist freak—a duo wreaking havoc across the Deepmoor Continent. A demon and a monk, feared and ridiculed in equal measure.

Now, dear reader, what were the chances that these two figures were the very same priestess and vampire we last saw wandering through the Black Forest?

Fascinating, wasn’t it?

The contradiction was jarring, especially how they initially appeared in the Stormcall Continent. What did the black masked cultivators want with them? Surely, you knew… If you didn’t, then go back to Chapter 28, and yes, I’m being sarcastic. Humor me.



The group was still hosted—if one could call it that—by the Shadow Clan. A month was all they were given before Hei Yuan would bloody his hands.

What would become of them?

Would they break free, or sink deeper into the clan’s machinations?

My best guess was… they’d triumph against all odds. Predictable? Well, don’t judge too early. After all, it was just a guess. Who knew what twists and turns awaited them along the road?

And finally… The Paladin.

David. Da Wei. The man walking a path none had dared before.

He sought to reshape the very nature of cultivation. To mold a system that did not belong in this world into something that could thrive within it.

And now, with Blessed Weapon evolving and new techniques being born, what was in store for him?

What would his Order of Paladins become?

And more importantly…

Would this world even allow it?

So many threads. So many destinies.

So, dear reader, you’re right—it’s a lot to keep track of.

But wasn’t that what made it exciting?

Ah, that was long-winded, wasn’t it?

Was I talking too much?

Oh my, apologies…

I suppose I got carried away. But you can’t really blame me, can you? There’s so much going on—scheming clans, lost prodigies, demonic priests, vampires, princesses, and our dear protagonist trying to brute-force his way into rewriting cultivation itself. A tangled mess of fate and ambition, the very essence of this world.

But… where were my manners?

Introductions.

Yes, that was bad manners on my part.

Ahem.

Hi, I am the Narrator.

…Too much?

Too on the nose?

Well, deal with it.

This was my first appearance, after all. To be fair, I’m not even a character. You won’t see me walking around in fancy robes, spouting cryptic wisdom, or challenging arrogant young masters in a crowded tea house.

No, no.

I served no other purpose than to narrate.

I’m not some cosmic entity who exists beyond time and space. I don’t manipulate fate. I don’t watch over the world with omniscient amusement, sipping celestial tea and chuckling at mortal struggles.

And no, before you get any ideas—I am neither a God nor an Immortal.

I am a phenomenon.

An afterthought.

An echo.

And to a rare, enlightened few, I am something more—the Voice that speaks to the Void.

And you, dear listener, dear reader, dear wandering soul?

You are the Void.

Intriguing, wasn’t it?

But enough philosophy.

Back to the Story…

Where were we? Ah, yes.

The world of cultivation.

A land where logic takes a backseat to those who have the biggest dantian and the loudest arrogance. Where throwing hands was an official method of debate, and if you don’t have a heaven-defying bloodline, a secret master, or a mysterious jade slip hidden in your robes, then congratulations—you’re cannon fodder!

Here, resentment was measured in lifetimes, not in petty grudges. Face was the most valuable currency, worth more than spirit stones, more than divine artifacts, more than one’s own internal organs.

And immortality?

Oh, the great lie of the cultivation world.

The one thing every fool chases, convinced that if they just cultivate hard enough, long enough, and ruthlessly enough, they could escape the cycle of life and death.

But the truth?

Even gods can die.

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.

This story wasn’t about them.

It’s about a certain Paladin. A man who decided that divine blessings, faith, and holy zealotry belonged in a world that had never heard of such things. A man who believed in power through belief, rather than belief through power.

It’s about lost children of fallen clans, about betrayed geniuses, about warriors of blade and spell, all clawing their way up a mountain that may or may not even have a peak.

So, dear Void, dear listener, dear witness to it all…

Shall we continue?



"This is incredible, but..."

Lu Gao was confused.

Delightfully confused.

And all because of his Master.

It wasn’t an unfamiliar feeling, really. Being around his Master often led to questions—too many questions—ones that he never would have asked before, ones that didn’t even seem relevant to cultivation.

Like, why was mortal food so important?

Or, why did his Master want to know if he still sh—

Wait. No. Don’t focus on that. That wasn’t the point.

Let’s rewind.

It had already been a few days since they began their training arc.

His Master’s words, not his.

What even was a training arc?

Lu Gao didn’t know. But his Master had said it with such confidence, such authority, that he simply accepted it. After all, wasn’t that what being a disciple meant?

Yes.

A disciple.

His Master had called him that. His disciple.

And that alone made him feel like the best there ever was.

Was that weird?

Maybe.

But did he care?

No.

Lu Gao moved his mana, shifting it through his broken meridians in a way that felt unfamiliar, yet strangely reminiscent of how he once used qi.

And for the first time in what felt like an eternity, he felt like he was cultivating again.

That alone made him happy.

But it wasn’t just the cultivation that had changed him. His Master had changed him too.

Lu Gao had learned—through strange, often baffling conversations—that life wasn’t all about cultivation or strength.

His Master was kind.

So kind, in fact, that the so-called righteous cultivators felt painful to look at in comparison.

And then, of course, there was the sharing of bodies.

Which sounded… wrong, when put like that. But in truth, Lu Gao had simply gotten used to his Master’s presence within him, their consciousnesses intertwining whenever Divine Possession was invoked.

His Master once said, "The body is a temple. One must cherish the body."

Which… contradicted a lot of his Master’s own actions.

For instance, he kept eating mortal food. Something most cultivators wouldn’t approve of.

In his Master’s defense, he was a foodie.

And, as he had so eloquently put it—

"I was curious if I still shit."

Lu Gao would have preferred never hearing that.

But that was his Master’s eccentricity at work.

Again, don’t focus on the shit. That wasn’t the point.

The point was the temple.

Because one day, in between bites of shrimp, his Master had said something that stuck with him.

"It’s more of a personal belief," his Master had mused, "so don’t take it too seriously."

"The body is a temple."

"And people go to temples to pray. They seek answers. Find strength in their faith. Hope for the better."

Then, he had asked—

"If the body is the temple… then where are the people?"

Lu Gao had stared at him, deeply contemplating this profound question.

And then he answered—

"Maybe it was the shrimp."

His Master had laughed.

A genuine, hearty laugh.

"You kind of have a point," he had admitted, using cultivators as an analogy. "Every time a cultivator consumes pills, slaughters people, or cultivates, aren’t they doing the same? Praying for a long life, seeking answers in their Dao, finding strength in their faith and way of life? If the body is a temple, then a cultivator's faith must be built upon the idea of consumption."

Lu Gao had furrowed his brows.

"So… did I answer right?"

His Master had merely shrugged.

"Maybe."

Then he had added, "I don’t really know. There are a thousand answers to every question."

But that answer wasn’t enough for Lu Gao.

Because if his Master had posed the question, then his Master must have had an answer of his own.

So Lu Gao had asked—

"To your analogy, Master… if the body is the temple, then where are the people? What would be your answer?"

And his Master had smiled.

A small, knowing smile.

Then, without hesitation, he had answered—

"You."

"Gu Jie."

"Hei Mao."

"Ren Jingyi."

"Jiang Zhen."

"Dave."

"Ren Xun."

"Ren Jin."

"The people to my temple are the bonds I’ve created."

And that—more than anything—struck Lu Gao’s heart in ways he had never expected.

Beautiful, wasn’t it?

That was David for you.

He was raised right, so credits go to his parents.

But let’s move on.

We have others to check in on, after all.

So, let’s return to the Shadow Clan’s premises, where a certain young noble was engaging in a most arduous and noble task.



Ren Xun was teaching Hei Mao to read and write.

"Hei Mao, pay attention."

Ah, Ren Xun.

The second son of an imperial prince.

He had status. He had wealth. He had honor.

And he wanted none of it.

He had joined this journey for one simple reason—to chaperone the Master in hopes of finally convincing his father to let him go.

Because Ren Xun didn’t want status.

He could use wealth and honor, but status? Responsibility? The heavy chains of nobility?

He never cared for any of that.

Ren Xun was a man who loved puzzles and adventures.

He fantasized about being a minstrel, a sea explorer, a treasure hunter, or a wandering scholar.

So many dreams.

So many things he could never be.

Because he wasn’t allowed to be.

His father’s enemies were aplenty. And his grandfather’s enemies were ten times that number or maybe more. That meant his movements were restricted, his adventures carefully monitored, his every action weighed against the consequences it might bring to the family.

Sure, the Empire’s eight continents were vast, but he had seen enough of them.

That was how prolific his activities had been.

How desperately he sought the freedom that always eluded him. And then there was that girl, the woman who opened his heart to all of the possibilities that he’d never seen before. Because of her, he learned to be brave, confronted his father, and for once decided he could be something other than a prince’s son.

"Ren Xun?"

The voice pulled him from his thoughts.

He blinked, realizing Hei Mao was staring up at him with wide, expectant eyes.

"What does this character mean?" Hei Mao pointed at the scroll, his small fingers tracing the ink strokes with great concentration.

Ren Xun grinned.

"And here I thought you weren’t paying attention."

Hei Mao huffed. "I was! You just took too long to answer."

"Is that so?" Ren Xun chuckled, reaching out to flick the boy’s forehead lightly.

Hei Mao scowled, rubbing the spot before grumbling under his breath.

Ren Xun simply laughed.

The boy was like the little brother he never had.

Then, his gaze landed on Hei Mao’s wrist.

The bracelet.

A simple accessory, just a single jade magatama strung on a dark cord.

A gift he had given the boy.

"You really like that thing, don’t you?" Ren Xun mused, tilting his head.

Hei Mao blinked at him, confused.

"Huh?"

"That bracelet. I’ve seen you cherish it more than the gifts from Gu Jie and Lu Gao." He smirked. "You sure you’re not playing favorites?"

Hei Mao immediately panicked.

"No! I—That’s not true!" He waved his hands frantically. "I like their gifts too! They’re—They’re really useful!"

Ren Xun gave him the look.

Hei Mao froze.

Then…

A defeated sigh.

Averting his gaze, Hei Mao muttered, "I just… like yours a lot."

Ren Xun’s smirk softened.

"Why?" he asked, genuinely curious.

Hei Mao hesitated.

And then, in a small voice, he confessed—

"I used to be a ghost."

Silence.

Ren Xun blinked.

"Come again?"

Hei Mao nodded slowly, looking down at his hands. "Big Brother Wei did something, so I could be a… kind ghost."

Ren Xun was befuddled.

A ghost?

He looked at Hei Mao again, as if searching for some ethereal quality he had somehow missed.

Nope.

Still a normal-looking boy.

"You’re telling me…" Ren Xun started slowly, "that you were an actual ghost? I thought Senior was joking!"

Hei Mao nodded.

Ren Xun ran a hand down his face. This group. This insane, ridiculous, absurd group.

"Alright, fine," he exhaled. "But what does that have to do with the bracelet?"

Hei Mao’s grip tightened around the jade.

"Because…" He bit his lip. "You said it wards off evil spirits and ghosts."

Ren Xun blinked.

Then it hit him.

Hei Mao smiled—a small, bittersweet smile.

"It makes me feel like I’m not a dirty ghost anymore."

His fingers curled around the jade, as if holding onto something precious, tangible.

"It makes me feel like I can keep going… without losing control. Without harming good people along the way."

Ren Xun stared at him for a moment.

Then, ever so gently, he reached out—ruffling the boy’s hair.

"Idiot," he murmured, his voice oddly fond.

Hei Mao huffed, swatting his hand away.

But he was smiling.

And so was Ren Xun.

See?

David had a point after all.

In the same way a person could be a temple, Ren Xun was doing the same.

And the bond he had created with Hei Mao?

That was what allowed the boy to have more faith in himself.

But what about Hei Mao?

Could he be a temple to someone else, too?

The answer was simple.

Yes.

The moment Ren Xun’s heart was touched by the boy, Hei Mao also became his temple—a place where he could confide, reflect, and seek answers.

That was the nature of human connection, wasn’t it?

A cycle.

A web.

A thread tying one soul to another.



Hei Mao continued his studies, flipping through scrolls with focused determination.

"What’s this one mean?" he asked, tapping at a particularly complicated character.

Ren Xun leaned over, glancing at it.

"That one? It means ‘destiny.’ Or ‘fate,’ depending on the context."

Hei Mao frowned. "Weird. Fate has a word?"

Ren Xun chuckled. "Of course it does. Cultivators love talking about fate. They use it as an excuse for everything."

Hei Mao snorted. "Sounds dumb."

"Oh, absolutely." Ren Xun grinned before leaning back. "Speaking of dumb… Want to hear something embarrassing?"

Hei Mao looked up, intrigued.

"Sure."

Ren Xun exhaled, looking at the ceiling with a wistful expression.

"There was this girl I liked. Lin Lim."

Hei Mao’s eyes widened. "Wait—really?"

"Mm." Ren Xun smirked. "She was a beggar. A blind one."

Hei Mao blinked. "Wait—what?"

"She led a whole group of beggars. I met her by accident when I snuck out of the palace one night. She was… different."

"Different how?"

Ren Xun’s eyes softened.

"She didn’t care about my status. She didn’t care about my name. To her, I was just some rich brat complaining about problems that weren’t problems."

Hei Mao raised a brow. "Was she wrong, though?"

Ren Xun laughed. "No, she had a point."

Lin Lim had changed him. To Ren Xun, she was his temple.

She had taught him that freedom wasn’t just about leaving the palace—it was about choosing your own path.

She made him realize he didn’t want to be a prince, a pawn in his father’s political games.

"I wanted to be free," Ren Xun murmured. "To travel. To see the world. To be more than just some rich brat."

And that was what led him to bargain with his father.

"I told him," Ren Xun said, "that if he truly wanted me to fulfil my duties as a royal, he had to agree to one thing."

"And that was?" Hei Mao asked.

Ren Xun smiled.

"He had to give Lin Lim and me his blessing when we got married. Gosh… I loved that woman…"

Hei Mao stared.

"Wait. That’s your condition?"

"Yep."

"So you’re saying… if you ever go back, it’ll be to marry Lin Lim?"

"That’s right."

Hei Mao grinned.

"That’s kinda romantic."

Ren Xun sighed dramatically. "I know, I know. I’m an idiot."

"You said it, not me."

They laughed.

And they talked.

And then they talked more.

Maybe it was because Hei Mao was still young, at least mentally. The point was, he was still unburdened by the same chains that held Ren Xun back, but there was something about his presence that was comforting.

Perhaps this was why Ren Xun didn’t mind teaching him.

Hei Mao was learning fast.

It was almost ridiculous.

But then again, his Spirit Mystery realm cultivation probably had a lot to do with that.

Still, he was seriously sharp for a kid.

Though when he wasn’t studying, he did… odd things.

For example, talking to the goldfish.

Yes.

You heard that right.

Please don’t tell me you’ve forgotten already.

Hei Mao could talk to fish.

Why?

Who knows?

It was one of those mysteries even David probably couldn’t explain.

One day, while on a study break, Hei Mao sat by Ren Jingyi’s aquarium, staring at her with a pensive expression.

The fish blinked up at him. "What’s wrong with you?"

Hei Mao sighed.

"I can’t find anything about the black-masked cultivators. Everything about them is vague. It sucks."

The fish tilted her head (in whatever way a fish could tilt its head).

"You’re really stumped, huh?"

"Yeah." Hei Mao sighed again.

"Why don’t you ask His Eminence?"

"I will," he muttered. "Just… I wanted to figure it out myself first."

Ren Jingyi hummed.

"You’re kinda stubborn, you know that?"

"I know."

Then, after a brief silence, Hei Mao peered at the fish.

"Hey, you getting bored?"

The fish pouted.

"Not really bored. Just… lonely."

Hei Mao blinked.

"Lonely?"

"Yeah. Big Sister Gu Jie’s been focusing on her cultivation lately, so I don’t really have anyone to talk to."

That made sense.

And when a fish was lonely, there weren’t many solutions.

So—

She did what any reasonable, intelligent, spiritually-advanced goldfish would do.

She ate her Spirit Stone.

Again.

Hei Mao narrowed his eyes.

"You’ve been eating those a lot lately."

Ren Jingyi mumbled through her mouthful. "Mmmf. And?"

"You’re almost at the Third Realm, you know. Also, you are getting more and more eloquent."

"Yeah? And?"

Hei Mao shrugged.

"Dunno. Just saying."

The fish paused, blinking up at him.

Then, suddenly—

SPLASH.

A wave of water shot out from the aquarium, soaking Hei Mao’s face.

Hei Mao froze.

Ren Jingyi grinned. Well, grinned like a fish, because she was a fish.

"Hah. That’s what you get."

Hei Mao wiped his face.

"You’re getting fat."

Ren Jingyi gasped.

"I take it back. You’re the worst. So mean."

Hei Mao simply smirked.

Some might argue that a talking fish was too cliché in an xianxia setting.

Some might say it was a staple—a fundamental part of the genre.

However, in reality, it was simply the natural progression of things.

Like me, it was more a phenomenon than something bound by the rules of existence.



Ren Jingyi’s spark continued to grow.

She was changing.

She still couldn’t use Qi Speech—that required at least Fourth Realm cultivation—but she was getting there.

The question was…

Would she even want to talk?

Truth be told, she preferred brooding over talking.

She wasn’t exactly a social fish.

Except when she was talking to Hei Mao.

Why?

She didn’t know.

But if she had to guess…

Perhaps it was because they both lost their families at a young age.

The memories weren’t crystal clear, but the impression remained.

And the more Ren Jingyi’s spark and existence grew stronger, the more her memories began to assert themselves.

Vague impressions from the past would come to her, slipping through the veil of time like whispers in the water.

Like how her Momma Fish was… corrupted.

A demon.

A black-robed cultivator.

And then—

A shadow of a memory.

His Eminence.

Da Wei.

Picking her up.

It was making her uncomfortable.

Ren Jingyi wasn’t sure if she wanted to remember.

If she wanted to know.

What did it matter?

She was happy now.

Wasn’t she?

The water in her aquarium rippled as Gu Jie returned.

She shelved a few manuals before turning toward Ren Jingyi, a small smile on her face.

"Jingyi, have you eaten?"

Without waiting for an answer, she started feeding her all sorts of herbs.

Ren Jingyi wasn’t going to complain.

Food was food.

She nibbled at the herbs, watching as Gu Jie gently rested her chin on her palm, looking at her fondly.

For a moment, Ren Jingyi wanted to talk to her.

To say thank you.

To ask… why were you always so kind to me?

But she couldn’t.

She wasn’t there yet.

And she hated that.

There were only two people she could talk to at her current cultivation, Hei Mao and His Eminence. Sometimes, she wanted to talk to His Eminence. But she couldn’t find the courage.

Frankly…

She was scared of him.

Of Da Wei.

Of what he knew, of what he was.

Of what he could see in her.

So instead, she listened.

Gu Jie began telling stories as she fed her.

Stories about the things she experienced.

Anecdotes from His Eminence’s eccentricities.

And sometimes, just doting on her, like a big sister would.

Life as a fish was… simple.

And Ren Jingyi liked that.

She was happy.

She was content.

But sometimes…

Just sometimes…

She wondered if there was more.

And ironically—

She was scared of becoming more.

At the same time, she wished for it.

It was complicated.

Gu Jie finished feeding the fish and, with a flick of her wrist, retrieved a new Spirit Stone from her Storage Ring, dropping it into the water.

"Eat well, grow strong," she murmured absently.

Ren Jingyi, the fish in question, made no reply—just a flick of her tail as she grabbed the stone with her mouth.



Gu Jie didn’t linger. She turned, dusted off her robes, and made her way to Ren Xun and Lu Gao, who were still searching for any clues about the black-masked cultivators.

"Anything?" Gu Jie asked as she scanned the rows of bookshelves.

Ren Xun shook his head, flipping through an old scroll. "Nothing concrete. Just scattered mentions, vague references. If they were a major faction, there’d be more on them. But it’s as if they don’t exist. I think the Shadow Clan is playing us."

Hei Mao sighed, rubbing his temples. "I thought I’d found something earlier, but it turned out to be some old folk tale."

Gu Jie hummed in thought, picking up a book and flipping through it. Nothing. She closed it and slid it back onto the shelf.

"Then there’s nothing else to do but cultivate," she said, already turning to leave.

Ren Xun groaned. "Of course you’d say that."

Gu Jie just smiled.

She had no time to waste.

Gu Jie was currently at the Will Reinforcement realm, steadily pushing toward Spirit Mystery.

Her progress was fast—faster than it had ever been in her previous time as a disciple of the Heavenly Demon.

The way she was now, she had already surpassed her past cultivation, breaking through limits that once seemed impossible.

It was because of the Warlock Legacy.

When she was just a disciple within the Heavenly Cult, she was never taught offensive techniques. The sect only gave her cultivation methods to raise her realm, but no real power to wield.

But the Warlock Legacy…

It supplemented her with skills.

Powerful, painful skills.

Her Master often used unfamiliar words when explaining the Warlock Legacy, but she was nothing if not studious.

She took out a small booklet, personally penned by her Master. The pages were slightly worn from use, the ink still crisp.

Her Master called it a walkthrough.

A walkthrough to the Repentant Skill Pathway.

According to her Master, skills could be learned in three ways:

1. Through the help of a Specialized NPC

2. By obtaining a Skill Book

3. By completing a Quest

"What was even an En-Pi-See?" Gu Jie had once wondered aloud.

It sounded profound, like some grand Daoist principle, but was completely lost in translation.

After some deep thinking (and some headaches), Gu Jie understood that NPCs were just what her Master called instructors—people who taught skills.

Then there were Skill Books, magical tomes that bestowed knowledge through inheritance.

Gu Jie had neither of these.

Which meant she had only one option left—Quests.

So, what were Quests?

A Quest was a set of goals that needed to be completed to gain a skill.

For example—

She had learned Fake Death by brushing with death too many times.

She had learned Curse by wishing someone bad luck or ill fate.

And most recently, she had learned Curse Reversal by casting Curse on herself a hundred times and enduring it.

Gu Jie flipped through the booklet.

The skills Fake Death, Curse, and Curse Reversal were crossed out—completed.

But there were two more skills she wanted.

Two more she needed.

· Great Curse

· Repentance

Learning Great Curse required her to Curse herself a thousand times.

Since she had already done a hundred, she only needed nine hundred more to go.

As for Repentance, she needed to cast Curse Reversal a thousand times.

It was going to be painful.

So she needed privacy.

She vanished.

A moment later, she reappeared on the Floating Dragon, where the obscurity formations had already been repaired.

Perfect.

She sat down, took a deep breath, and began.

"Curse."

A shiver ran through her body.

Pain.

Not a mere illusion—real, tangible pain, sinking into her bones, eating away at her strength.

She clenched her fists.

"Curse Reversal."

A golden glow wrapped around her, undoing the affliction.

But sometimes—

"Curse Reversal."

It failed.

And she had to endure the suffering again.

The skill worked most of the time, reversing the curse and granting her temporary buffs and healing.

But that small percentage of failure—

It was agonizing.

"Curse."

A wave of dizziness.

"Curse Reversal."

Relief.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Blood dripped from her lips.

Her vision blurred.

But she continued.

Her hands trembled as she reached for the Spirit Stone, absorbing its qi to replenish her strength.

She wiped her mouth, ignoring the iron taste on her tongue.

Just a few hundred more times to go.

She could do this.

Because she had to.

Gu Jie wanted to be of use to her Master.

It was as simple as that.

Her strength was meager, laughable compared to the true powerhouses of this world. But that didn’t matter. She was willing to work hard, to push herself beyond her limits.

Because when the time came—when her Master needed her—she would be there.

Not as a burden.

Not as someone to be protected.

But as a shield.

So she endured.

She cursed herself, reversing it over and over, forcing her body to adapt, to learn, to grow.

Pain. Healing. Pain again.

She had lost count of how many times she had done it when—

Someone appeared on the boat.

She froze, instantly recognizing the figure before her.

It was Master Da Wei.

No.

It was Senior Dai Fu—inside Master Da Wei’s body.

Gu Jie bowed respectfully.

"Senior," she greeted.

She had long since learned that Da Wei and Dai Fu were not their real names.

She had heard their true names once—deep in her mentalscape, when they defended her from the fragment of the Heavenly Demon.

Yet—

She could not pronounce them.

No matter how hard she tried, the syllables twisted in her mouth, refusing to take form.

So she had settled for the closest approximation—the names they themselves used in this world.

Da Wei and Dai Fu.

Gu Jie met Dai Fu’s calm gaze. "Senior, when will Master return?"

The Holy Spirit, standing before he,r exhaled softly. "Most likely in a month’s time."

His voice was neither rushed nor uncertain.

"His Lord is at a crucial phase in his cultivation. Disturbing him now would be unwise."

Gu Jie nodded. She had expected as much.

She would have to wait.

That was fine.

She had plenty to do.

The others in their group were aware of Dai Fu’s nature. They knew he was a Holy Spirit.

But they didn’t understand what that meant.

Not truly.

They accepted it, acknowledged it, but they didn’t perceive it the way she did.

Perhaps it was because she was a Warlock.

Perhaps it was simply her nature.

But to her, Da Wei and Dai Fu felt different.

Da Wei was like the sun—warm and gentle, an all-encompassing light that illuminated the world.

Dai Fu was like the moon—calm and serene, ever-watching from above, distant yet present.

Both were celestial.

Both were untouchable.

And yet, both had saved her.

Dai Fu raised a hand, and a pulse of ethereal light surrounded her.

Instantly, the lingering pain from her self-inflicted Curses vanished. Her energy stabilized, her breath eased.

She frowned. "Senior, you shouldn’t have bothered."

Dai Fu simply smiled. "You can rely on me, you know. The others would help you just as much. We are a Party after all."

Gu Jie opened her mouth, then closed it.

She had no response to that.

So instead, she simply bowed her head and returned to her training.

She cast Curse upon herself again.

She endured the pain again.

She reversed it again.

All while simultaneously cultivating her Qi, refining her body, mind, and spirit.

She worked.

She worked hard.



Ah, my dear reader, are you still there?

Hopefully, this portion of the story wasn’t boring you.

Now, let us turn our gaze to David_69—or Dai Fu, the Holy Spirit. Or perhaps, simply Dave—a nickname His Lordship had bestowed upon him.

Frankly, Dave didn’t care much for names.

They were fleeting, trivial things.

What mattered to him was His Oath—the one he had sworn alongside His Lordship.

As a Paladin, he had fought countless battles, spilling enough blood to drown nations. If all the corpses he had cut down were stacked into a pile, they could fill an entire battlefield, forming a mountain of the dead.

It wasn’t something he was proud of.

But it was something he had accepted.

His faith in humanity was a contradiction in itself.

Humans were weak, selfish, flawed—yet despite all their shortcomings, they endured. They thrived.

And so would he.

Because he had faith—not just in humanity, but in himself.

He had faith in His Lordship.

He had faith in His Lordship’s humanity as well.

That faith was what had sustained him for centuries, and it was the same faith that guided his actions now.

Dave spent his time on the boat, assisting Gu Jie with her training.

She was determined, pushing herself harder than necessary. He admired that about her.

After training, he would spar with her under Hei Yuan’s supervision, in the training ground reserved for them.

Then, as the day wound down, he would socialize with his other companions and share tea with Hei Yuan.

It was a routine, but it was a necessary one.

And so the days passed.

Until one evening, as he sat across from Hei Yuan, sipping tea under the dim lantern light, the old fox finally spoke up.

"Why don’t you mind me supervising your sparring?" Hei Yuan asked, his expression unreadable.

Dave paused, considering the question.

His answer was simple—because he was currently acting on His Lord’s behalf.

Everything he did reflected His Lordship’s honor. And as a Paladin, he would never act in a way that tarnished that honor.

But he knew Hei Yuan would find such an answer unsatisfying.

So he worded it differently.

"One of our prerequisites is that we must be supervised when outside the eastern wing," Dave replied, taking another sip of tea. "So it doesn’t really matter, does it? We’d rather ask you just accommodate our training. It would be a bad look for you if you let visitors hurl their spells around in your territory unattended, wouldn’t it?"

Hei Yuan’s gaze sharpened. "You’re too naive."

Dave chuckled. "Not naive. Practical."

Hei Yuan arched an eyebrow.

Dave leaned forward slightly, his eyes gleaming in the dim light. "Your spies aren’t that good. I can sense them from a mile away."

Hei Yuan scowled, but quickly schooled his expression. "Ridiculous."

Dave simply smiled. "It’s fine. I don’t mind being watched. The sparring. Our discussions. The reading we do. Our research. It was irrelevant, unless you mean harm to us."

"And why is that?" Hei Yuan’s fingers tightened around his teacup. "Aren't you wary of your techniques being stolen?

"Of course, I am not worried," Dave set his cup down with a soft clink. "Because even if they saw everything, they lack the means to imitate even a fraction of our power. In the end, if it goes down into a fight… it’s clear to me, you’d lose so much more than me."

A flicker of offense crossed Hei Yuan’s face.

The old fox was cautious—cunning, even—but Dave was not easily ruffled.

He had seen men like Hei Yuan before.

And he knew that, despite the Shadow Clan’s vast resources and experience, they were still playing catch-up.

They simply didn’t have the foundation to grasp what lay beyond their reach.

Hei Yuan knew it too.

And that was why, despite his irritation, he remained silent.

Dave simply picked up his teacup and took another sip.

The night continued, calm and unbroken.



So…

This was the part of the story that would shake up everything we knew so far.

Let us turn our gaze to Hei Yuan—and by extension, the Shadow Clan.

They were but a shadow of their former selves. Once, they had stood equal to the Black Clan, their closest kin. But now? They couldn’t even compare.

Yet, despite their decline, the Shadow Clan had not crumbled completely.

How had a clan like them survived the tides of history?

It was simple.

Information.

They had one of the most formidable intelligence networks in the Empire. Their umbramancy had weakened, their strength had waned—but their secrets still held power.

And power, in any form, could be leveraged.

With their secret arts, they propped themselves up beneath the tyranny of the cultivation world. Knowledge was their weapon.

Recently, Hei Yuan had received new intelligence. Reports from Yellow Dragon City in the Riverfall Continent had arrived, bringing with them troubling news. Their branch in Riverfall wasn’t as refined as their other networks, but it was still competent.

From the reports, Hei Yuan learned of Da Wei’s involvement with Imperial Prince Ren Jin. He read about the Emperor’s invitation, which confirmed that Da Wei had indeed an appointment with the Emperor himself.

That alone was enough to make Hei Yuan wary.

But that wasn’t what truly disturbed him.

No…

It was the stories surrounding Da Wei.

Hei Yuan exhaled slowly, recalling the report.

A divine healer? A saint of healing and demon-slaying?

Ridiculous.

The reports painted Da Wei as some kind of mythical figure, a cultivator who brought miracles wherever he went.

No matter how Hei Yuan tried to scheme, there was no path forward where his Clan survived Da Wei’s ire.

Thus, he made a calculated decision—

He would do the unthinkable.

He would help them.

The sooner Da Wei left, the safer the Shadow Clan would be.

Hei Yuan folded the report and slid a long scroll across the table.

"I’m willing to assist in investigating Hei Mao’s lineage," he stated, his voice measured.

The truth was, he had given these orders long ago.

Hei Yuan had suspicions about Hei Mao’s bloodline—particularly, a connection to the late Shadow Patriarch, who had vanished without a trace.

But the timeline didn’t match. The disappearance didn’t happen during the Grand Emperor’s punishment of the Black and Shadow Clans. At least, according to Hei Yuan’s investigations.

No, this mystery stretched far beyond that.

It was older than the Abyss Clan itself.

Older than the Grand Emperor’s war against Deepmoor Continent.

Hei Yuan tapped the scroll. "Read it."

Da Wei—no, Dai Fu unbeknownst to Hei Yuan—glanced at the ancient parchment before unfolding it. His golden eyes flickered as he scanned its contents.

After a moment, he spoke. "You’re saying Hei Mao is practically royalty."

Hei Yuan smirked. "If you consider a fallen legacy to be royalty, then yes."

He leaned back, watching Dai Fu’s expression carefully. "Before the Abyss Clan became what it is today, it was a sect—the Eternal Undeath Sect. And it is old. Very old."

Dai Fu frowned. "If this sect was so old, how did you even find records of it?"

Hei Yuan let out a quiet scoff. "Do not underestimate the Shadow Clan."

He wouldn’t admit it outright, but it was pure luck.

Who would have thought that the late Shadow Patriarch’s journal contained historical accounts from three thousand years ago?

Using that as a reference, he had ordered his people to compile a report.

And the results had been… fascinating.

Hei Yuan summarized the findings.

"The Abyss Clan’s origins were not without turmoil. Before it was established, the Eternal Undeath Sect experienced a dark age—a time of chaos."

"It had to do with immortals ascending."

Dai Fu’s gaze sharpened. "Go on."

Hei Yuan continued.

"The sect’s immortals wanted to ascend together, bringing their entire sect with them."

"To do that, they devised a Secret Art—a ritual that would bind the faith of every single member."

"However, there was a couple that refused to ascend."

Dai Fu raised an eyebrow. "Why?"

Hei Yuan scoffed, shaking his head. "Because they wanted to stay behind. To grow old and live as mortals together."

"Fools," added Hei Yuan with vitriol.

"The Secret Art could only succeed if every person with the surname Hei consented. The couple’s defiance meant that the ritual failed."

"The immortals were forced to ascend alone."

"With their departure, the Eternal Undeath Sect collapsed—its foundation shattered. Without their divine leaders, they fell into civil war."

"They destroyed themselves."

Hei Yuan’s expression turned unreadable.

"Among the casualties… were the strange couple."

"And their twins—Hei Mao and Hei Mei."

Silence fell between them.

Dai Fu stared at the scroll, his mind undoubtedly racing.

Hei Yuan took a sip of his tea, his tone almost amused. "So tell me, Da Wei… does this change anything?"

Dai Fu slowly rolled up the scroll. "It changes everything."

Hei Yuan smirked.

"Good."

Hei Yuan’s fingers tapped rhythmically against the wooden table. His expression remained unreadable, but there was a weight to his words as he spoke.

"I have a theory," he began.

Dai Fu, still reading over the ancient scroll, looked up. "Oh?"

Hei Yuan leaned forward slightly. "The Eternal Undeath Sect… I believe it has been reborn."

A heavy silence filled the air.

"Reborn?" Dai Fu’s voice was calm, but the undertone of suspicion was impossible to miss.

Hei Yuan nodded. "Yes. And if I’m right, then the unrest in Deepmoor is their doing."

Dai Fu narrowed his eyes. "You sound certain."

"I am," Hei Yuan said smoothly. "Some of them may even be hiding within the Shadow Clan’s ranks." He let the words linger, watching for any reaction. "But I believe most of them are with the Black Clan."

Dai Fu raised an eyebrow. "And why, exactly, are you so confident about that?"

Hei Yuan smirked.

Ah, that was the thing.

He wasn’t.

The truth was—Hei Yuan was lying.

Not entirely, of course. There was some truth in what he said. He wouldn’t be a very good schemer if there weren’t.

But did he actually know that the Eternal Undeath Sect had infiltrated the Black Clan? No.

Did he actually care if Da Wei saw through his lie? Also no.

Hei Yuan only wanted Da Wei’s group gone.

The longer they stayed, the more dangerous it became for the Shadow Clan.

So he gave them something.

Something useful enough to get them moving.

"If you’re interested in more than just history," Hei Yuan said, his voice slow and deliberate, "then I have something more… relevant."

Dai Fu didn’t reply immediately. He simply watched. Waiting.

Hei Yuan reached into his Storage Ring and withdrew two sheets of parchment.

With a flick of his wrist, he set them down on the table, revealing two eerily lifelike portraits.

"The Eternal Undeath Cult has made its move," he said, voice calm but carrying an unmistakable weight. "They’ve been manipulating the Abyssal Clans, feeding them misinformation to stir them into action."



Dai Fu—no, Dave, the Holy Spirit currently occupying His Lord’s body—leaned forward to inspect the parchments.

And then…

His mind went blank.

Because staring back at him from the parchment were two very, very familiar faces.

A blonde priestess with piercing emerald eyes.

And a vampire with rosy pink hair.

Joan and Alice.

"They’re looking for these two," added Hei Yuan. “From what we gathered, these two have been operating in Stormcall. But think about it, bounty posters of them are appearing here instead of Stormcall Continent. Seems suspicious."

Dave’s internal monologue was instant and absolute.

What the actual hell?!

His Lord’s body didn’t flinch, but inside, Dave was cursing up a storm.

How the hell did those two end up here?!

"They weren’t the only ones interested," Hei Yuan continued. "The Black Clan suddenly deployed cultivators there as well. However, chances were, they weren’t Black Clan cultivators but undercover cultists."

Dave’s fingers tightened slightly.

"The Black Clan? Undercover cultists?"

"Mn." Hei Yuan nodded. "And it gets worse." He glanced at the scroll again, voice dropping slightly. "Several of my own people—Shadow Clan cultivators—vanished in Stormcall. They were later found dead."

The air between them grew heavier.

"I take it the Eternal Undeath Cult had a hand in that?" Dave asked.

Hei Yuan’s expression didn’t change. "Obviously. My men weren’t careless enough to get caught by common bandits."

Dave exhaled slowly, resisting the urge to run a hand down his face.

"And you’re telling me all this… why?"

Hei Yuan’s smirk widened. "Because I want you to leave, of course."

Dave almost laughed. At least he was honest about it.
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It had been a month since Lu Gao and I went into seclusion. But instead of meditating in a cave like proper cultivators, we had claimed a small portion of the hillside as our personal training ground. It wasn’t as romantic as those old cultivation stories made it sound—no mystical waterfall, no ancient ruins, just a lot of trial and error under the open sky.

Thanks to my evolved Divine Possession, I had been able to stay inside Lu Gao’s body for an extended period, refining our understanding of Blessed Weapon and other techniques. With each session, we were getting closer to breaking past the limitations of conventional techniques imposed by the Paladin Legacy, pushing both his martial arts and my skills into a realm beyond what this world recognized.

Using Divine Possession continuously had been tough on me. It wasn’t as simple as taking over a body and calling it a day. Maintaining it required expending a spell slot and mana daily, meaning I had to carefully manage my resources to not exhaust myself into a coma. Still, this method had accelerated our training tremendously.

But that wasn’t the only thing that happened in the past month.

Joan D’Arc and Alice… were here.

When Hei Yuan first revealed the Shadow Clan’s latest intelligence to Dave, I nearly made the hasty decision of abandoning everything to track them down. But we had no leads, except for one troubling name: the Eternal Undeath Cult.

I could feel it in my bones. Something big was going to happen here in Deepmoor.

Even Gu Jie felt it. She had prophesied that a powerful misfortune was accumulating within the Shadow Clan itself. If something major was coming, this was ground zero.

And if that was the case, fleeing might have been the correct answer.

But that wasn’t the answer we wanted.

Hei Mao wouldn’t be satisfied with just leaving. His past, his lineage—there were too many unanswered questions. To the boy, there were a lot of stakes for him. Ren Xun had proposed two possibilities:

1. The Shadow Clan was collaborating with the Cult.

2. The Cult wanted something from the Clan, and that’s why the misfortune was gathering.

Either way, trouble was brewing.

With all this in mind, I had given the order for everyone to focus on increasing their cultivation and strength as much as possible.

As for Ren Xun, I had tasked him with the delicate mission of negotiating with Hei Yuan.

I could only hope that Hei Yuan would listen.

That aside...

I had learned a lot in the past month.

For example, bypassing the cooldown restriction of normal skills by channeling more mana into them. It was a simple concept in theory, but the execution required an absurd amount of precision and control—too much mana, and the skill would destabilize; too little, and it wouldn’t activate at all.

What’s more, I had discovered that certain skills could be empowered if I poured additional mana into them. This only worked on evolved skills, but even then, the results were astonishing. A simple technique could become something far beyond its original limits, as if I were breaking the very laws that governed this world’s system.

"Agh... Tis my woe..."

Lu Gao let out a groan, stretching his limbs. His expression was calm, but I could tell he was feeling stiff after another grueling session.

"Should we switch?" he asked, rolling his shoulders. "It's not that I am ungrateful, Master... but..."

I rejected the idea immediately. "No. You need to get used to your new body."

Lu Gao sighed but didn’t argue. He knew I was right.

His left arm, once no different from the rest of his body, was now pitch black, a writhing mass of contained power.

The demonic taint inside him had been a hidden factor, something we only discovered after countless experiments. Instead of trying to purge it, we had redirected it, concentrating it into a single limb—his left arm. By doing so, we had turned it into something beyond flesh, something that could be wielded as a weapon rather than a curse.

And from that process, Hollow Point: Incursion was born.

It was a technique created from the clash of demonic taint and spiritual purity, a violent but controlled explosion of two opposing forces. Of course, Lu Gao no longer needed to push himself to dangerous extremes to use it—after mastering the technique, he could activate it at will.

"So how do you feel?" I asked.

"Never been better, Master."

Lu Gao took a deep breath, channeling mana into his lungs, using the Hollow Breath Technique.

A technique that had proven to be shockingly compatible with replicating qi cultivation through mana. It was through this method that we had developed Mana Road Cultivation, a means to bypass traditional cultivation limits and create something entirely new.

"I miss my sword, though," remarked Lu Gao. "I know I shouldn't be picky, but..."

Lu Gao’s sword had long since splintered from overuse. But that didn’t matter.

He didn’t need it.

He clenched his blackened fist, mana swirling around it like a vortex, and stepped forward.

With a sharp exhale, he drove his fist into the ground—Hollow Point: Incursion.

The earth shuddered beneath us, and in the next instant, purple flames erupted everywhere, consuming the hillside in a chaotic, twisting blaze. Lu Gao managed to perform such a feat, even with his broken dantian, and this was all thanks to Mana Road Cultivation.

What was Mana Road Cultivation?

It was a method that Lu Gao and I devised together, a way to cultivate without meridians or a dantian—something no native of this world would have even considered possible. It worked by saturating the body with mana, forcefully stimulating qi in the process.

Another way to put it? We were tricking the body into thinking it was cultivating.

It wasn’t without its flaws. Unlike true cultivation, Mana Road Cultivation didn’t extend lifespan, nor did it grant the mystical abilities that cultivators gained through the refining of their essence, bloodline, or soul.

But it followed the same ranking system, emitting the same pressure as an equivalent cultivator of the same rank. The only difference? There were no minor categorizations, no stars to denote the progress within a realm. You either advanced, or you didn’t.

In terms of power-ups, unique attributes, or advantages of this cultivation method, we still have nothing on that front, but the theory was sound. It would take time to know just how good this cultivation method was, but so far, no complications had arisen in practicing the Mana Road Cultivation.

"Master, thank you for this opportunity—"

"Less yapping, more cultivating," I shut down Lu Gao rather quickly. "In the end, this is all a product of your hard work and providence, so don't attribute your success to me. We know too little of what exactly we are doing, and we can't be sure for certain that the Mana Road Cultivation is the right path. We are making progress. That's good, but we must also be wary every step on the way."

Speaking of progress, our research into this system had also led to another major revelation—the reason why I had always perceived qi as particles while mana felt like waves.

The explanation was simple:

· Mana traveled in waves, originating from the Great Subconscious—the unseen force that connected all minds, memories, and possibilities.

· Qi, on the other hand, was static—it existed between Heaven and Earth, bound by the fundamental laws of this world.

In truth, Qi never actually moved. The way cultivators hoarded it, gathered it into their meridians and cores, created the illusion of movement. But what they called “Qi” was likely just life force, vigor—some aspect of existence they had mistaken for an energy they could control.

It made sense why mana and qi were incompatible. Mana was fluid, ever-changing, adapting to the mind’s intent. Qi was fixed, shaped by natural laws.

I let out a breath, shaking my head. There was still too much to unpack. But for now, I had to focus.

Lu Gao spoke.

"I'm ready."

He reached into his robes, withdrawing a tome—a thick, ancient-looking book with a white cover emblazoned with golden scripture. The White Path of the Paladin Legacy.

We had deliberately avoided using it until now.

Using a Legacy Advancement Book was a guaranteed way to accelerate his growth, unlocking Innate Knowledge and allowing him to use my skills with greater ease.

But that would have defeated the entire purpose of our experiment.

If Lu Gao had unlocked his Immortal Soul from the start, Lu Gao could have immediately gained an instinctual understanding of my abilities while under Divine Possession. There would have been no need to develop new techniques—no Hollow Breath, no Hollow Point: Incursion, no Mana Road Cultivation.

We wouldn’t have learned anything.

"Are you sure?" I asked. "Once you open that book, there's no turning back. It’ll bind itself to your soul, and your path as a Paladin will be set in stone. From here on, you'll be walking a path not most would dare walk... One day, you'll have to swear an Oath. Dedicate yourself to a cause. Find the meaning of 'God' in ways that mattered. The challenges would escalate dramatically once you accept to inherit the Legacy of the Paladins, and it was an understatement to say it would affect your way of life severely. "

Lu Gao smirked, his pitch-black left arm shimmering with restrained power.

"I've already made my choice," he said. "It's time to see how far I can go, Master."

I was still inside his body, sitting in the back seat under the effect of Divine Possession, so I could feel it all—the eagerness buzzing beneath his skin, the expectations brimming in his heart, the hope that shone in the depths of his soul.

It was overwhelming, almost suffocating in its purity.

But I didn’t hesitate.

"You’re free to do as you like," I told him. "I trust you, disciple."

With those words, his emotions shifted.

Eagerness transformed into action.

Expectations became commitment.

Hope turned into certainty.

Lu Gao exhaled and reached for the Legacy Advancement Book. The golden-embossed tome rested on his lap, emanating a faint, holy radiance—it was a direct fragment of the System, something that would rewrite his very being. And then he tried opening the book, but failed…

Nothing happened.

The book remained closed.

Lu Gao furrowed his brows and tried again, pressing his hand against the cover. He poured his will into it, his intent, but the tome remained stubbornly shut as he tried to pry it open.

“Ngggh…”

A silence stretched between us.

It seemed Lu Gao wasn't so lucky that he might be carrying an Immortal Soul like Gu Jie or Fan Shi.

Lu Gao asked, "Master… how are souls even immortalized?"

As he continued struggling with the tome, his voice was calm, but I could tell he was thinking, trying to understand the reason behind his failure. To an extent, Lu Gao was aware of how my power system worked. It was part of his education, so it wasn't strange for him to ask about Immortal Souls or allude to it.

I gave him the answer as naturally as breathing.

"A soul’s immortality is innate," I said. "The soul exists beyond life and death—it's eternal in itself. What the Legacy Advancement Book does is awaken that eternity, express it in a way that the world can see."

Lu Gao nodded slowly, still staring at the unmoving tome. "Then why won’t mine awaken?"

I exhaled, trying to piece together what small lore knowledge I could offer. "Because… not all souls are robust enough or have enough history to manifest their true potential."

That was the truth. Back in LLO, the only NPCs who could awaken their Legacies were the ones who were reincarnations of past champions, or had souls that had accumulated enough meaning.

The System recognized weight. If a soul was too young, too blank, it simply lacked the foundation to unlock the true path of a Legacy.

Lu Gao looked down at the book. His voice was quiet, thoughtful.

"Then… I cannot open it."

There was no bitterness in his tone, no resentment. Just a simple statement of fact.

"Then let me try," I said. "I've been wanting to test this... I hope this works..."

I switched with Lu Gao, taking control of his body. The moment my hands touched the book, I felt resonance—a sense of connection that hummed deep in my bones.

The tome shuddered as I pried it open… but it didn’t turn to motes of light.

I immediately understood why.

"I already have the White Skill Path unlocked," I muttered. “So this is understandable.”

Back in LLO, I had only obtained a few skills from the White Paladin tree, but I never fully advanced into the White Path. Skill Points were very expensive after all, and I only picked skills I needed from the White Path.

I switched back to Lu Gao, allowing him to regain control.

And this time—

The book dissolved into countless motes of light, streaming into his body.

Lu Gao inhaled sharply, his aura fluctuating wildly as the Paladin Legacy surged through him. His Immortal Soul had awakened.

I watched the process with interest, my mind racing with new possibilities.

So… this was a convenient loophole.

If I had enough Legacy Advancement Books, I could theoretically awaken any number of mortals to a Paladin Legacy, as long as I opened the book first before handing it off. Was it necessary to do it while under the effect of Divine Possession, or could I just pry them open and hand them?

I wouldn’t know, unless I tried them.

A sense of pride swelled within me, expressing it through my heart and sharing it with Lu Gao.

“Congratulations,” I said. “You’ve taken your first steps into the White Path.”

Lu Gao took a deep breath, still feeling the lingering effects of the Legacy Advancement Book settling into his soul. His body trembled, not with weakness but with overflowing power, and his foundation strengthened in ways it never had before.

We had achieved our goal—one month of relentless training, testing, and refining. Mana Road Cultivation, Hollow Point: Incursion, the evolution of Hollow Breath Technique, and now Lu Gao’s advancement into a Paladin.

Was it realistic to get this far in just a month?

For others, probably not.

But for us, it had been a stroke of luck, a series of breakthroughs, each pushing us toward something greater.

"It's been a month now..." I remarked softly. "Let's return to the others."

"Yes, Master!"

It was time to return to the others.

I just hoped Ren Xun had convinced Hei Yuan about the impending threat. As Gu Jie had prophesied, something big was coming, and I needed the Shadow Clan to be ready.

Ren Xun had Dave’s support—if anyone could turn the tables, it was them.

I was about to activate Zealot’s Stride when my Divine Sense flared in warning.

A hundred hostile presences.

One, two, three… no, five… no—more than a hundred.

Their auras ranged from Mind Enlightenment to Will Reinforcement, with a handful of Spirit Mystery experts mixed in.

Lu Gao’s cultivation was only at Will Reinforcement, but with Divine Possession boosting him, he was roughly at Jiang Zhen’s level. If I were to take the wheel and lock in, I should be able to elevate our combat potential to an exponential degree.

But was it enough?

Right on time, Dave’s Voice Chat suddenly connected to me.

“My Lord—Shadow Clan’s under attack!” Dave’s voice was urgent, but still controlled.

My thoughts snapped into place.

Dave didn’t have an Item Box, but he could use Voice Chat like I could—at least that made communication easier. Since he was in control of the main body, he should be able to use the Item Box, giving me confidence that he and the others would be fine.

“Prioritize protecting our people,” I ordered. “I’ll be there as soon as I can…”

I cut the connection.

A dozen black-masked cultivators finally stepped out from the shadows, surrounding me. Their dark porcelain masks were carved with bloody scriptures, their silent presence exuding nothing but hostility.

Shadow Clan was several hundred kilometers away... or maybe more.

At my fastest speed, I could probably make it back in thirty minutes or less.

…Much less, considering the current Lu Gao under Divine Possession was faster and stronger than we started.

I studied the masked cultivators, my voice sharp.

“What do you want?”

No answer.

Instead, their spiritual pressure spiked, talismans appearing in their hands.

I didn’t waste time.

I bolted.

Zealot’s Stride activated, propelling me forward to buy time for my skill, but—

From the shadows above, dozens more cultivators intercepted me, blades gleaming.

My body reacted instantly—

Flash Step!

I displaced myself, dodging the incoming sword strikes. In the next breath, I was already stepping into the air, running toward the Shadow Clan’s direction.

While moving, I channeled power into Egress, preparing to teleport back—but then—

Something went wrong.

I felt it through Divine Sense.

Multiple lives were suddenly snuffed out.

The ones holding talismans—they were the first to die.

My eyes widened.

A sacrificial spell.

I thought of using Featherhome, but they were faster.

I barely had time to blink before—

—The familiar hill, landscape, and masked cultivators vanished.

I was suspended in midair, looking down at an endless blackened forest.

"Where… is this?"
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The Shadow Clan’s headquarters was steeped in a suffocating atmosphere.

Inside Hei Yuan’s office, Ren Xun and Dave sat across from the Clan Elder, their expressions unreadable. The tension in the air had reached its peak, but Ren Xun, ever the sharp-tongued one, leaned back in his chair and smirked.

“I told you so.”

Hei Yuan exhaled slowly, his fingers tapping against the dark wood of his desk. “I thought you were exaggerating.”

Dave and Ren Xun exchanged a glance.

The Shadow Clan elder sounded regretful, but there was no true admission of fault in his tone—just the acknowledgment that he had underestimated the situation.

“I did put thought into your warnings,” Hei Yuan continued, his golden eyes narrowing slightly. “But I struggled to trust Gu Jie’s words.”

That got a reaction.

Ren Xun scoffed, folding his arms. “Because of her lower realm?”

Hei Yuan nodded, unbothered by Ren Xun’s disdain. “A person’s cultivation dictates their insight into the Dao. You can hardly blame me for doubting a mere Spirit Mystery cultivator’s ability to predict disaster.”

“Mere?” Dave raised an eyebrow. “She’s been in Spirit Mystery for quite some time now. That’s not exactly a low realm.”

Hei Yuan sighed. “I recognize that. And I understand that those who reach Spirit Mystery manifest supernatural abilities. I even admit that her prophetic ability is valuable.” He glanced toward the window, as if searching for answers beyond the confines of the office. “But even so, I needed more than just ‘a feeling of misfortune’ to move an entire clan.”

Ren Xun clicked his tongue. “And what about now? Do you need more proof?”

Hei Yuan frowned. “The people I sent outside haven’t made any reports.”

Dave’s expression darkened. “That’s because the island is surrounded.” He leaned forward, his voice lowering. “And we’ll be hard-pressed if we don’t make a decision soon. The people you sent are all probably dead.”

Hei Yuan was silent for a moment, his brows furrowed in thought.

Then he spoke. “The fog formation should hold them back.”

Dave shook his head. “For how long?”

“If it comes to it,” Hei Yuan continued, ignoring Dave’s skepticism, “our clan still has the lake’s dragon. It has promised to protect us in our time of need.”

Before either of them could respond—

BAM!

The doors slammed open, and a familiar figure stormed in.

Hei Mu.

She was seething, her sharp eyes locking onto Hei Yuan with unrestrained frustration.

“Why are the outsiders still here?!” she demanded, her voice filled with anger. “It’s been a month, hasn’t it?! We had an agreement!”

Hei Yuan’s eyes lingered on Hei Mu’s furious face, his expression unreadable. But when he finally spoke, his tone was measured.

“The clan is in a time of crisis,” he admitted. “I’d like to get whatever help I can get my hands on.”

Hei Mu’s scowl deepened. “What are you talking about?”

Hei Yuan leaned back in his chair, rubbing his temple. “I sent out scouts to investigate the gathering misfortune, but they never reported back.”

That made Hei Mu pause. “What misfortune?” Her arms, which had been folded across her chest in irritation, loosened slightly.

Dave took the opportunity to step in. “We’re surrounded.”

Hei Mu’s gaze snapped toward him.

“The island is surrounded,” he continued. “The Shadow Clan could use every bit of help it has.”

Hei Mu’s expression darkened, her lips pressing into a thin line. Then, her glare returned in full force, directed solely at Dave and Ren Xun.

“Out.”

Dave raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

“Get out!” Hei Mu snapped. “You outsiders have already overstayed your welcome. This is a discussion for the Clan Elder and me.”

Dave held up his hands, shrugging. “Fine.”

Ren Xun sighed but didn’t argue, following Dave out of the room.

—

They walked toward the eastern wing, their steps slow and deliberate. Neither of them spoke for a while, the tension settling between them like a heavy fog.

Eventually, Ren Xun broke the silence.

“You think we’ll be fine?”

Dave glanced at him. “You mean without His Lordship?”

Ren Xun nodded.

Dave’s expression remained calm. “I was given a mission—to protect. And I intend to do that.”

Ren Xun exhaled sharply. “Then what about evacuating? We could use more of those teleportation scrolls.”

Dave didn’t answer immediately. He understood the thought process. The teleportation scrolls were their best bet for getting people out safely.

But he also understood something far more pressing.

“It wouldn’t work,” Dave finally said.

Ren Xun frowned. “Why not?”

“Because we’d be caught sooner or later.” Dave’s tone was grim. “If we don’t have the mobility of the Floating Dragon, we won’t get far. Making a run for it isn’t an option.”

Ren Xun went quiet, digesting the words.

Dave didn’t need to explain further. With his Divine Sense, he could feel the sheer number of hostile forces waiting beyond the fog.

The only thing separating the Shadow Clan from complete annihilation was the fog formation and the lake surrounding the island.

And Dave had a sinking feeling that wouldn’t be enough for long.

Ren Xun frowned as they walked through the dimly lit halls of the Umbral Scripture Hall, the library that had served as their base of operations for the past month.

“What about Senior Da Wei?” Ren Xun asked. “Have you heard from him?”

Dave shook his head. “No. I tried contacting His Lordship, but for some reason, I can’t reach him.” He paused, a slight frown creasing his usually impassive face. “It seems he’s caught up in something.”

Ren Xun clicked his tongue, clearly displeased with the answer. But there was nothing either of them could do about it.

Inside the library, Gu Jie sat beside Ren Jingyi’s aquarium, whispering something to the goldfish. The gentle glow of lanterns cast shadows along the wooden shelves, their flickering light barely illuminating the ancient tomes stacked around them.

Ren Xun scoffed. “What’s the use of talking to a fish?”

Gu Jie ignored him completely.

Instead, she turned her attention to Dave. “What’s our next course of action, Senior?”

Before Dave could answer, Hei Mao spoke up. “I want to stay.”

Dave shook his head. “We had no plans of recklessly leaving anyway.”

If it were just him, he was confident he could escape. The stats of His Lordship’s body were far beyond human limitations. In fact, beyond superhuman. Dave could abuse that to slip past the enemy encirclement.

But that wasn’t an option.

His Lordship had given him a mission: Protect them.

So, escape was out of the question.

Dave took a deep breath. “I have access to His Lordship’s Item Box. There are a few treasures inside that might be useful.”

The others exchanged glances.

“Item Box?” Hei Mao asked, tilting his head.

Dave realized the term was foreign to them. “A storage space only His Lordship can access. However, the problem is that many of the items inside have a level restriction.”

Gu Jie frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It means you can only wield them if you’re worthy of them,” Dave explained. “The artifacts won’t recognize you unless you meet certain conditions.”

For the next hour, they tested various items from Da Wei’s collection.

The equipment distribution took some time, but they arrived with something satisfactory.

Hei Mao selected a magic bow called Eye of the Sun. It was lightweight, yet the string hummed with latent energy. When he pulled the bowstring, a golden arrow of light formed, illuminating the dim library.

Gu Jie claimed a whip called Accursed Serpent. The moment she gripped the handle, the whip writhed like a living thing, its dark scales gleaming with eerie runes.

Hei Mao, amused, glanced at Ren Jingyi’s aquarium. “The fish wants to fight too.”

Dave blinked, looking at the goldfish.

Ren Jingyi was staring at him intensely, her tiny body floating in the water expectantly.

“…Fine,” Dave muttered, searching for something suitable.

After some consideration, he handed Ren Jingyi a ring that granted extra stats with a Magic Missile spell imbued in the ring.

To everyone’s shock, Ren Jingyi swallowed it whole.

“Makes sense,” commented Dave. “After all, it wasn’t like Ren Jingyi could wear a ring.

A moment of silence passed.

Then, to their absolute disbelief, Ren Jingyi flew out of her aquarium.

Water coalesced around her form, shaping itself into a serpentine cloak that allowed her to glide through the air.

“She—she’s flying?!” Ren Xun exclaimed, stunned.

“She’s only at Will Reinforcement,” Gu Jie muttered, watching as Ren Jingyi twirled mid-air, flicking her tail. “And yet…”

Hei Mao, who had the ability to speak to fish, smiled.

“She says thank you,” he said, bowing his head slightly toward Dave.

Dave simply nodded.

Even a fish wanted to fight.

That was all the more reason to make sure none of them fell behind.

As the artifact distribution wrapped up, Dave turned his gaze toward Ren Xun.

Unlike the others, Ren Xun had yet to find a suitable artifact.

It wasn’t for lack of trying—he had tested several items from His Lordship’s Item Box, but none had responded to him.

It probably had something to do with his realm. Martial Tempering was only the first step on the path of cultivation. Most artifacts worth wielding required at least Mind Enlightenment to properly activate. That was how it appeared to Dave at least.

Ren Xun sighed and crossed his arms. “Forget it,” he muttered. Then, as if suddenly coming to a decision, he turned to Dave. “Can I use your Puppet Armor instead?”

Dave blinked. “You want this?” Dave accessed His Lordship’s Item Box. With a flicker of thought, the Puppet Armor materialized before them, standing like an empty sentinel in the dimly lit library.

Ren Xun’s eyes gleamed as he stepped forward, running his hands over the intricate engravings.

“I won’t wear it myself,” Ren Xun explained. “I’ll modify the formation inscriptions so I can control it remotely.”

Dave watched as Ren Xun got to work, inscribing new formations into its inner framework with rapid, precise movements.

The Puppet Armor was incredibly advanced, packed with all sorts of abilities. In fact, Dave himself couldn’t believe that His Lordship had managed to acquire something so masterfully crafted in just four days.

Ren Xun, as if reading his thoughts, let out a small chuckle. “You’d be surprised.”

Dave turned to him. “What do you mean?”

Still focused on his work, Ren Xun confessed:

“I was actually involved in the crafting process. Secretly.”

Dave’s brows furrowed. “Explain.”

Ren Xun sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “At the time, I wasn’t sure if I could trust Senior Da Wei, so I left loopholes in the design.”

“…Loopholes?” Gu Jie’s eyes narrowed.

Ren Xun raised his hands in defense. “Hey, don’t look at me like that! I wasn’t planning anything bad! I just… made sure I had a fail-safe in case Da Wei ever turned against us.”

Gu Jie scowled at him.

But Dave simply shrugged. “That’s fine.”

Ren Xun blinked. “You’re not mad?”

“I understand why you did it,” Dave said. “You were looking out for your father, for the Empire, and for your own interests. I can’t fault you for that.”

Ren Xun stared at him for a moment, then laughed. “You’re too forgiving.”

Dave shook his head. “No. I just consider you a friend.”

Ren Xun froze. Then, after a moment, his shoulders relaxed, and he let out a genuine chuckle. “Well, thanks for that.”

With that, he resumed his work, adjusting the Puppet Armor’s formations.

“This should let me control it from a distance,” Ren Xun explained. “Not as good as having it fully equipped, but still useful.”

For a brief moment, he reminisced.

“I spent a few vacations at Master Hua’s smithy,” Ren Xun muttered absentmindedly. “I guess that experience is finally paying off.”

Dave took a step back, surveying everyone.

They were ready.

Or at least, as ready as they could be.

But was it enough?

Dave knew the enemy forces were overwhelming. Hundreds of hostile presences lingered just beyond the fog formation, waiting for an opening.

He was tempted to equip the others with more artifacts, but they’d likely reached their limit.

Artifacts were powerful, but lesser cultivators lacked the fortitude to endure them. The artifacts he had already distributed would push them to their absolute peak. Any more, and they might face penalties for forcefully wielding items beyond their means.

Even the strongest treasures were useless if they crippled their user.

“…This will have to do.”

He exhaled deeply, steeling himself for the battle ahead.

Dawn arrived, casting a dim, gray light over the Umbral Scripture Hall.

Dave had kept vigil throughout the night, standing watch while the others rested. He had spent hours trying to contact His Lordship through Voice Chat, but there had been no response.

Still nothing.

The silence unnerved him.

By now, His Lordship should have checked in, even if only to scold Dave for worrying too much. But there was nothing—not even a static buzz.

Something was wrong.

A soft rustling pulled Dave from his thoughts as the others began to stir.

Gu Jie stretched, rolling her shoulders as she sat up. Hei Mao followed, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Ren Xun let out a groggy sigh, running a hand through his hair.

Nearby, Ren Jingyi floated lazily in the air, her translucent form cloaked in a thin film of water.

Gu Jie turned to Hei Mao, her gaze steady.

“…Are you sure about this?” she asked.

Hei Mao’s expression hardened, but he didn’t hesitate. “I am.”

“It’s fine if you don’t want to fight,” Gu Jie continued. “You don’t have to force yourself. The same goes for you, Jingyi.”

Hei Mao shook his head. “I want to.”

Ren Xun scoffed, still groggy. “Since when did you become a fighter? I don’t remember you doing anything.”

Hei Mao glanced at him, then smirked. “That’s because I’ve been training when no one was looking.”

Ren Xun frowned. “...Huh?”

Hei Mao crossed his arms. “Elder Hei Yuan took time to teach me some entry-level techniques. Stealth, mainly.”

Ren Xun’s eyes narrowed. “Since when did Elder Yuan have the time for that?”

Hei Mao shrugged. “Guess he thought it was worth it.”

Dave listened quietly, arms crossed, until Hei Mao turned to him with a grateful nod.

“And Senior Dai Fu here helped me refine my combat sense.”

Dai Fu. Right. The name still felt strange, but Dave let it slide.

Gu Jie sighed. “Just don’t get yourself killed.”

Hei Mao gave her a mock salute. “No promises.”

Just then, a rumbling quake shook the hall.

The walls trembled, dust falling from the ceiling as a deep, resonant hum filled the air.

Dave snapped to attention.

The others froze, eyes wide.

A moment later, the distant sound of panicked footsteps echoed through the corridors.

A Shadow Clan member burst in, face pale.

“The fog formation has been broken!” he shouted. “Elder Hei Yuan, Hei Mu, and Hei Ma have awakened the Guardian Dragon!”

Dave’s frown deepened.

So, it had begun.

The attack was coming.

A heavy weight settled in his chest, but he forced it down. He had anticipated this, prepared for it.

Still… something felt off.

If Elder Hei Yuan, Hei Mu, and Hei Ma were already taking action, then why hadn’t the Shadow Clan’s Patriarch made an appearance yet? Why was he still absent?

Dave didn’t like this.

Not one bit.

            

    
        094 Reunion

    
    
    
    
                094 Reunion

I hung suspended in the sky, staring down at the vast blackened forest stretching endlessly below.

A thick stillness filled the air.

I tried using Egress again—nothing.

A deep frown settled on my face.

“Anything wrong?” Lu Gao’s voice rang in the back of my mind, tinged with concern.

I exhaled. “We’ll be fine.”

At least, that was what I told him.

I opened Voice Chat, trying to call Dave—again, nothing.

This was bad.

Reaching into my sleeve, I pulled out Featherhome and activated it.

The feather burst into blue flames.

“Shit—!”

The flames licked up my arm, scorching the fabric of my robe. A dull pain blossomed, not just in my flesh, but somewhere deeper—like it was burning something beyond the physical.

In my mind, Lu Gao screamed in pain.

A strange reaction. Divine Possession shouldn’t have let him feel this.

The flames shifted. A face took shape within the flickering blue light—blackened eyes, a laughing mouth.

I knew this skill.

Santelmo.

An Ultimate Summoning Skill—a spirit bound by fire, clinging to its prey until it consumed them whole.

“Persistent bastard,” I muttered.

A light flared—Holy Smite. It wasn’t mine, but it was meant for me.

I Flash Stepped to the side just in time for a blazing column of divine energy to explode where I had been floating.

Then, a mirage of a weathered, skeletal hand reached from thin air—Malevolent Grasp.

The sight of familiar skills from LLO sent me into a frenzy.

I twisted mid-air, dodging it by a hair’s breadth.

“Getting real tired of this,” I grumbled, pouring more mana into Zealot’s Stride, weaving through the sky in a chaotic zigzag pattern.

Santelmo still burned me.

I clenched my teeth and cast Cleanse.

Nothing.

I cast it again—still nothing.

Damn it. Ultimate Skills weren’t so easily undone.

Lu Gao’s panic flickered in the back of my mind, but so did something else—his unwavering belief that I would figure it out.

I spread my Divine Sense, searching for my opponent.

Still nothing.

They probably used a stealth-based skill to hide themselves.

I stopped mid-air, forcing myself still. Waiting.

I needed them to move first, so that I could track the trajectory of there spells..

Nothing came.

I clicked my tongue. “Fine, let’s try this.”

I activated Hollow Point: Incursion, letting the dark flames consume me.

A purple blaze engulfed my body, spreading out in waves.

Then, I focused—channeling Hollow Breath Technique and Mana Road Cultivation, directing the flames of Santelmo inward, pulling them into my core.

The flames shrieked—resisted—but I pressed harder, forcing them into submission.

A twisted grin spread across my face.

I devoured the fire.

"Thanks for the meal!" I shouted, voice ringing across the sky.

Silence.

Still no reaction.

Then, the air changed.

A deep pressure settled around me, making my skin prickle.

The clouds darkened.

Above me, the sky split apart—

—and a golden sword descended.

Larger than a mountain, its radiant form cast everything below it in a searing divine glow.

I narrowed my eyes.

I knew this skill.

A single-target Ultimate Skill—

Heavenly Punishment.

"Of course," I muttered.

This day just kept getting better.

I remained still.

No dodging. No blocking. I took it head-on.

A golden pillar of light engulfed me, swallowing the sky in divine radiance.

The world turned white.

This was Heavenly Punishment—a skill that factored karma into its damage.

Last time I checked, my karma value was still on the greener side.

Of course, it still had a massive base damage, and if my karma had somehow dipped into the negative, I might have been atomized on the spot—but who was I?

I’m a Paladin, damn it.

No need for Ultimate Skills just yet.

Besides, there was an attack going on in the Shadow Clan, and now that I had a moment to think, I had a good guess who my attackers were.

With a deep breath, I tanked it.

The divine light tore through me, scorching flesh and muscle. It was like being peeled apart layer by layer.

I clenched my jaw and activated Blessed Regeneration, stacking it with Cure to patch myself up. While at it, I also used Delay Damage.

I had no plans of letting Lu Gao die on me.

The golden sword finally dissipated, leaving me half-naked, my robes burned away, but my body still intact.

I exhaled, steam rising from my wounds as they stitched back together.

That was annoying.

I took another deep breath—then unleashed Lion’s Roar.

My voice thundered across the sky, tearing through the lingering divine light.

I shouted in a familiar language:

“Alice! Joan D’Arc! Stop hurling your damn spells! I’m a friendly!”

A tense silence followed.

I remained vigilant.

What were the chances it wasn’t them?

A silver flash streaked through the air, striking me before I could react.

Halo of Restriction.

My arms and waist tightened as rings of divine light formed, locking me in place.

But my Wanderer’s Aegis skill activated, dispelling it instantly.

Then, more flashes of silver rained down on me.

I counted four more—only one of them failed.

Halo of Restriction could stack three times.

I let myself get caught.

I knew the pros and cons of this gamble.

If this was a mistake, I’d just break free and fight to the death—even if I was outclassed.

A shadow flickered in front of me.

Then, she appeared.

The air stilled.

No more spells came.

Only silence.

Then, a voice—unmistakable, sharp with disbelief.

“…David?”

Alice.

A pink-haired woman descended, bat-like wings folding behind her.

She wore a dark gown, an eerie contrast to her pale skin.

And at her waist, strung with a simple linen rope—

A skull.

I didn’t remember her having that in my LLO days.

A skull? Seriously?

Before I could dwell on it, the damn thing spoke.

In a familiar language not of this world, the skull drawled in a lecherous tone:

“Ugh, I don’t like guys at all… but if it’s Alice, I wouldn’t mind a snuggle.”

Alice scowled and smacked the skull.

“Shut up.”

She turned back to me, expression wary.

“…David? Is that really you?”

Right.

I was still in Lu Gao’s body—my disciple’s body.

To her, I must have looked like some random stranger.

Then again, it wasn’t like I had ever known Alice as David_69, my game avatar.

But I was very familiar with her.

"It's me," I said, keeping my voice calm.

Alice hovered closer.

Then, without warning—

Her hand shot out, gripping my throat.

A sharp pressure crushed my windpipe, but before she could tighten her hold, I forced more mana into Zealot’s Stride—

Shattering the Halo of Restriction.

My body lurched to move, but Alice's claws dug into my skin before I could slip away.

Her nails elongated, turning into vicious, black-tipped talons.

And then came the spells—

“Curse.”

“Great Curse.”

“Maximized Magic: Greater Curse.”

A triple-layered debilitation.

I felt my strength drain. My vision blurred. A dull weight settled into my limbs like lead chains.

Alice tilted her head, smiling playfully.

"Where's David?" she asked, her voice smooth but laced with danger.

I struggled to shake off the curses and answered, "I am David."

Her smile faded.

Alice’s crimson eyes narrowed, scrutinizing me.

Then, she leaned in closer, inhaling deeply.

“…Why can’t I smell your blood?” she murmured, brows furrowing.

A memory clicked.

The Blood Pact.

Back when I still knew LLO as a game, we had made a Blood Pact, linking us in some way.

She must be referring to that.

I exhaled. "This body is under the effect of my Divine Possession. I am David, yet not… David…"

Alice’s expression flickered with realization.

“…Ah.”

Her grip loosened slightly.

“No wonder I could feel David’s presence in you,” she admitted.

"But still—how do I know that for sure?"

She wasn’t convinced yet.

Honestly, I never thought it’d be this difficult proving my identity.

I thought about it.

Alice was an ally.

At least, she had been in LLO.

I decided it was a risk worth taking.

Taking a deep breath, I locked eyes with her. “Use Charm on me.”

Alice tilted her head, intrigued. “If you’re really David,” she mused, “then it shouldn’t work at all.”

She wasn’t wrong.

Back in LLO, I had stacked absurd levels of resistance to mental effects. It was part of my Paladin build—divine protection, resistance to mind control, the whole package.

But then, a thought struck me.

“…Wait,” I muttered. “We’ve never actually fought before, have we?”

Alice’s eyes gleamed with amusement. “No, we haven’t.”

Which meant—

She had never tested whether her Charm could work on me in practice.

And Divine Possession only left me with roughly half the stats of my original body. 

I sighed.

"I'm going to regret this," I muttered. "But this body is weaker than my main body—so your spell might actually work.”

Alice smirked. “Then let’s find out.”

She raised a hand, casting Charm.

It failed.

She frowned slightly and cast Great Charm.

Still failed.

Her expression darkened. “Alright, let’s do this properly.”

Malevolent Grasp.

A mirage of a giant, weathered hand enclosed around me. My breath hitched as a crushing, nauseating force wrapped around my soul. My stomach twisted—I felt like I was going to puke.

Alice then used Maximized Magic: Greater Charm.

I felt my mind loosen.

My thoughts blurred.

It wasn’t complete mind control, but my usual iron-clad willpower was suddenly a lot softer around the edges.

Alice leaned in, her voice smooth as silk.

“Do you love me?”

I blinked.

What the hell kind of question was that?!

This was no time to get zesty, woman!

Before I could struggle to answer, the damn skull on her waist interrupted, complaining in perfect xianxia speech:

“Why is it not I, oh wretched heavens?! Shall the beauty of Lady Alice be wasted upon this unworthy cur?!”

Alice slapped the skull, scowling. “Shut. Up.”

And then—

The answer came out of my mouth.

I couldn’t stop it.

I couldn’t fight it.

“Always.”

Alice raised an eyebrow.

…Okay, fine.

I had been crushing on this vampire since she first appeared in LLO, okay?!

“Stop playing around.”

A sharp voice cut through the tension.

Joan.

She descended from the sky, seated atop her unicorn. The holy beast's mane shimmered like flowing starlight, and its hooves left faint golden trails in the air.

Joan’s silver-white robes fluttered around her, and in her hand, she held her ornate staff, the holy relic pulsating with divine power.

The moment her emerald eyes landed on me, they narrowed with open disdain.

She raised her staff, and I felt the weight of her divine presence.

"You’re tainted.”

That was the first thing she said.

Not exactly friendly, huh?

Her gaze flickered to my pitch-black left hand, where the lingering corruption from Hollow Point: Incursion still pulsed faintly.

I tried to speak—to explain—but I couldn’t.

I was still under Alice’s Charm.

Alice, ignoring Joan’s reaction, tilted her head at me.

"Are you truly David?" she asked, her voice slow, thoughtful.

“I am.”

But…

“Not in the context you understand.”

Both Joan and Alice frowned.

I knew how it sounded. Cryptic. Evasive. Bullshit.

But how the hell was I supposed to explain that David_69 from LLO and the current David in this world were both me and not me?

Joan’s grip on her staff tightened.

“Explain,” she demanded.

Holy energy crackled at the tip of her staff, faint and restrained, but definitely a threat.

Alice, however, raised a hand.

“No need,” she said simply.

Joan’s frown deepened.

Alice rubbed her chin, deep in thought.

Then, a slow smirk crept onto her lips.

“I think… I get it,” she murmured.

She turned to me, her red eyes gleaming with curiosity.

She let out a small chuckle and released the Charm spell.

The sudden mental fog lifted, and I stumbled back in the air before quickly regaining my balance with Zealot’s Stride.

I shook my head, rubbing my temple.

“That was unpleasant,” I muttered.

Alice shrugged. “You asked for it.”

I took a deep breath, eyeing her warily.

"What do you mean you ‘get it’?” I asked.

Alice tapped a finger to her lips.

“I have a feeling I know what’s going on,” she admitted.

“But I can’t quite put it into words yet.”

Her expression turned serious.

“It probably has something to do with Godhood.”

Joan still wasn’t satisfied.

Her piercing emerald eyes locked onto mine, her grip tightening on her staff.

"Prove it."

I blinked. “Huh?”

Joan lifted her chin, her voice firm.

“If you’re really David, tell me something only we would know.”

I frowned at her, my mind scrambling for something—anything—that could convince her. Then, on impulse, I blurted out—

"Karen, is that you?"

Joan’s scowl deepened into a full-on glare.

“My name is not Karen.”

I sighed.

Damn it.

For a second, I had hoped—really hoped—that my fellow gamer and, ugh, online girlfriend from back in LLO had come to this world to save my ass.

No such luck.

This was unpleasant on so many levels.

I forced myself to focus, sifting through my memories. Not just my memories as David, but the ones I had inherited from David_69—the ones that felt both mine and not mine at the same time.

I turned my gaze back to Joan.

“Our first quest together. Goblin subjugation.”

Her lips pressed into a thin line, but she said nothing.

I continued.

“You carried that entire playthrough.”

Joan’s brow twitched.

“I was… impatient when it came to questing,” I admitted. “Didn’t like the slow grind, so you basically did all the work.”

A flicker of recognition flashed across her face.

I smirked. “You remember, don’t you? How grimdark things got? How we swore we’d never take another goblin quest again?”

Joan’s expression remained unreadable, but I could tell she was listening.

Then, I turned to Alice.

“And you,” I said.

She raised an eyebrow.

“The first time we met, we nearly killed each other. And then we agreed on a Blood Pact.”

Alice’s smirk widened.

Now that got a reaction.

I crossed my arms.

“Do you believe me now?”

Joan let out a slow breath.

“…I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt,” she muttered.

Alice, on the other hand, seemed far more interested in something else.

She tilted her head, her red eyes gleaming.

“So?” she asked. “How’d you end up here?”

I didn’t bother sugarcoating it.

“Black-masked cultivators.”

The moment I said it, their expressions changed.

Alice and Joan exchanged a look.

A silent understanding passed between them.

I had a feeling they came here the same way I did.
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Hei Yuan hovered in the air, his Essence Gathering cultivation allowing him to defy gravity with ease. Beside him, Hei Mu and Hei Ma stood atop their swords, the blades shimmering with the faint glow of their qi. From their vantage point above the Shadow Clan’s hidden island, the scene below was dire.

Thick, unnatural fog had long shrouded the land, but now it writhed as something darker devoured it. A black miasma, corrosive and writhing like living tendrils, seeped through the mist, creeping toward their people. The valley’s natural defenses were being consumed.

“This is bad,” Hei Ma said, his voice tense.

Hei Mu narrowed her eyes. “We should evacuate.”

“To where?” Hei Yuan asked flatly. He swept his gaze over the valley’s perimeter. Thousands of cultivators surrounded them, their presence like a wall of swords pressing ever closer. The Shadow Clan had less than a hundred fighters left, and even those were weary from constant battle.

Hei Ma suddenly yelped, his fingers twitching as though recalling something. “That miasma… I’ve read about it before. The old texts mention a way to manipulate it—using shadows.”

Hei Yuan frowned. Manipulating miasma with shadows? It was a dangerous notion, but one that made sense given their clan’s ancient techniques. He glanced at Hei Mu, who seemed lost in thought.

“The dragon,” she murmured.

Hei Yuan’s brow furrowed. “What?”

“The dragon sealed within the lake,” she clarified, her gaze meeting his. “Our ancestor locked it away centuries ago. If we free it—”

Hei Ma gasped audibly. “Without the Patriarch, we wouldn’t be able to control it!”

Silence fell over them.

Hei Mu turned her sharp gaze to Hei Yuan. “Where is the Patriarch?”

Hei Yuan didn’t answer immediately. He looked down at the island, then at the distant encroaching forces. His fingers curled slightly. The truth was, he didn’t know.

“I don’t know,” he murmured, voice barely audible against the howling wind.

Hei Yuan floated above the island, his robes billowing in the wind as his mind replayed his last conversation with the Patriarch. It had been nearly a month since he last stood before the clan’s highest authority, offering up the spirit stones that the outsider, Da Wei, had paid them.

"Use them wisely," the Patriarch had said instead. His voice, always enigmatic, held an undertone of weariness that Hei Yuan had not yet deciphered.

Yet now, with the island besieged and their defenses crumbling, the Patriarch was nowhere to be found.

Hei Yuan exhaled, his golden eyes sweeping over Hei Mu and Hei Ma. “As the Elder of the Shadow Clan and the highest authority present, I will break the seal,” he declared solemnly. “Only those with the Abyss Sight can do this.”

Hei Mu nodded, her expression unreadable. Hei Ma, however, hesitated, his hand tightening around the hilt of his sword.

“If there is no other choice,” Hei Ma finally said, his voice taut with tension, “then we can only support you.”

Hei Yuan gave him a rare, approving glance. “I need your support,” he admitted. “Protect me, while I remove the seal!” He said in his Qi Speech, sending the order to everyone.

At his command, the remaining Shadow Clan cultivators poured their strength into the island’s protective formation. The layers of spells, already strained, shimmered and thickened, reinforcing their veil of concealment. For now, the enemy would be delayed—but only for a moment longer.

Hei Yuan turned toward the shore, where the layers of enchantments covered the lake’s every surface. It was an ancient place, one that had not been disturbed for centuries.

As he descended, his fingers moved in precise gestures, tracing symbols in the air. Dark inscriptions manifested, orbiting around him in spirals of shifting shadow. The air pulsed with an eerie hum, the power of the Shadow Clan’s forbidden arts coming to life.

The black fog continued to consume the white mist around them. It devoured, twisted, hungered. Hei Yuan felt an ill premonition claw at the back of his mind. He dared not imagine what lay at the end of this path.

But he had no choice.

The Mirage Dragon had to be unleashed.

Hei Yuan pressed his palm to the surface of the lake. The water, still as a mirror, did not ripple—until the first whisper of his incantation passed his lips.

“By the will of the Abyss, I call upon the pact of old. Let shadow unbind, let illusion take form. I sever the chains, I release the beast.”

The ancient inscriptions that had lain dormant for centuries flared to life beneath the lake’s surface, glowing with a ghostly blue light. They coiled and twisted, unraveling the seal that their ancestor had once placed. The water trembled. The very air trembled.

A deep rumble resounded from beneath.

The sigils orbiting Hei Yuan accelerated, their energy crackling with unstable power. The lake, once calm, now roiled with dark currents as something immense began to stir.

The Mirage Dragon was waking.

Hei Yuan braced himself. This was only the beginning.

The lake’s surface fractured like shattered glass, jagged ripples distorting the reflections of the sky. The very air trembled as something immense stirred beneath. Then, with a roar that sent waves crashing against the island’s shores, the Mirage Dragon burst free.

It was a fearsome sight.

A serpentine body, longer than the tallest spire of the Shadow Clan’s stronghold, coiled through the air. Its scales shimmered between reality and illusion—one moment an abyssal black that drank in the light, the next a radiant silver like moonlit mist. Eyes of molten gold burned with ancient malice, and its mane, dark as midnight, flowed as if submerged in unseen currents. The creature’s every motion distorted space itself, a mirage given terrifying form.

The dragon inhaled deeply, its massive chest expanding as power flooded its lungs. Then, it spoke—its voice vast, echoing from the depths of time itself.

“He who dances in his sleep has finally awakened! Freed at last, this seat shall enact his vengeance upon the Shadow!”

The proclamation was a thunderclap to Hei Yuan’s ears. His breath caught in his throat. Vengeance?

The dragon’s golden gaze locked onto him, unreadable yet seething with an ancient grudge. Its jaws parted, revealing rows of fangs that shimmered with barely restrained power. This was no mere beast. It was a being of the Heart Path—the Eighth Realm. A step beyond mortals, one who could imprint their will upon the world itself.

Hei Yuan’s heart pounded. ‘We are doomed.’

Yet even as despair threatened to take hold, he steeled himself. He was the Elder of the Shadow Clan, and if his life was the price to pay, so be it.

Summoning every ounce of his cultivation, he raised his hands, shadows coiling like living serpents around his arms. He would pour his very life force into this spell—if nothing else, he would make the dragon bleed before it destroyed them.

But before he could unleash his power—

Darkness erupted from the lake.

Black tendrils of shadow surged upward, wrapping around the Mirage Dragon’s massive form, entwining like chains reforged. The beast thrashed, its scales shimmering in and out of existence as it fought against the unseen force.

“No! This cannot be!” the dragon roared, its vast body writhing as it was dragged downward.

Hei Yuan’s eyes widened. The mark. The seal placed upon the dragon long ago—the binding technique used to control it. Someone had activated it.

Then, he saw him.

A lone figure hovered above the battlefield, robes billowing in the wind, his face lined with age yet still exuding undeniable authority.

The Patriarch.

For a moment, silence reigned. Then, the Shadow Clan’s remaining cultivators erupted into cheers.

“The Patriarch has returned!”

“We are saved!”

Hei Yuan, however, did not celebrate. Something felt wrong. The way the dragon struggled, the way its fury was not wild but… betrayed. He had no proof, no evidence, only instinct screaming at him.

Then—

A whisper behind him.

“I am sorry, Elder.”

Hei Mu’s voice.

A sharp, searing pain exploded in his back. The world tilted as his body lurched forward. Hei Yuan barely registered the attack before the force of it sent him staggering.

He turned—

Hei Mu stood behind him, hammer in hand, her expression cold and unreadable.

Hei Ma’s shout cut through the chaos. “Why?!”

His face twisted in raw betrayal as he turned toward his wife, his hands trembling. The shock in his eyes made it clear—he had not known.

Hei Mu’s only response was silence.

Then she moved.

Her flying sword separated from her in a blur of silver, streaking toward Hei Ma like a viper striking its prey. The blade pierced his shoulder, driving him to the ground.

It happened too fast.

Hei Yuan tried to force his body to move, to retaliate, but the pain lanced through him, his limbs sluggish. His mind reeled.

Hei Mu slowly ascended into the air. The oppressive weight of her spiritual energy unfurled, pressing down upon the battlefield like the hand of a god.

Seventh Realm.

Bloodline Refinement.

As she hovered above them all, black and white wings unfurled from her back—ethereal yet solid, their colors shifting like yin and yang, the mark of one who had stepped beyond mere mortality.

A traitor had been among them all along.

Hei Mu gazed down at Hei Yuan with an emotionless expression—save for the glint of remorse buried within her cold, determined eyes.

“This could only end this way,” she murmured, almost to herself.

She bit her thumb, allowing dark blood to flow freely. Then, with deliberate slowness, she dragged her bloodied hand across the haft of her hammer.

A ripple of dark energy pulsed outward. The weapon warped and twisted, its heavy form elongating, its head thinning into a wicked crescent. In mere breaths, it had transformed into a giant scythe, its blade gleaming with a malevolent sheen.

Hei Yuan gritted his teeth and tried to stand, but his legs refused to obey. His body trembled from the force of the blow he had taken. Blood soaked the inside of his robes, and every breath sent fire through his ribs.

But he would not fall here.

Forcing his qi to flow, he willed himself upward, hovering into the air. His mind screamed at him to remain calm, to push away the whirlwind of emotions threatening to cloud his judgment.

He turned his gaze to her. “Why?” His voice was hoarse, but the single word carried the weight of his breaking composure.

Then, he looked beyond her, to the old man hovering above the battlefield.

The Patriarch. Their revered leader. The man who had guided the Shadow Clan for as long as Hei Yuan had lived.

A trembling breath left him. “Why?! Patriarch, why? Is this your will?!! I told you, didn’t I? I would die for you, so why?!”

The words barely escaped his lips, his voice shaking despite himself.

Hei Mu scoffed, her response immediate and unhesitating.

“This is the only way for the Shadow to thrive once more.”

The wind howled between them.

She lifted her scythe, and the air around her trembled with suppressed energy. Her gaze was cold, but within it lay a zeal that burned brighter than any flicker of doubt.

“The Black Monarch will perish,” she declared. “And the Eternal Undeath Cult shall rise once more to the peak of its prosperity.”

A chill ran down Hei Yuan’s spine.

The Eternal Undeath Cult—an ancient force long thought to be a fractured remnant of history. A name that should not have resurfaced. Yet, before him stood one of their own, declaring its rebirth with unwavering certainty.

His fingers curled into fists. If words were meaningless, then he would let the shadows speak for him.

Dark qi surged through his veins. He wove his hands through practiced motions, and the shadows around him quivered in answer, rising and shaping themselves into a hundred jagged points.

Hundred Shadow Spears.

A silent execution.

The spears were invisible to those who lacked the Abyss Sight. A technique honed over generations—unseen, unfelt, and utterly lethal.

Hei Mu had not moved.

“YOUR ARROGANCE KNOWS NO BOUNDS!”

Hei Yuan would end this before she could strike again.

Focusing his Abyss Sight to its utmost limit, he let his vision darken, draining the world of color until nothing remained but shadow and form. His eyes turned completely black—like the abyss itself.

The spears struck.

And then—

A pulse.

A single, effortless release of her qi.

The Hundred Shadow Spears disintegrated.

Hei Yuan froze, disbelief locking his breath in his throat.

That was… impossible.

Hei Mu’s gaze did not waver. Her scythe gleamed, and her wings unfurled further, casting a long shadow across the battlefield.

He had miscalculated.

This was not the same Hei Mu he once knew.

“The difference between the Seventh Realm and the Sixth Realm is that wide?

Hei Yuan stared in horror.

Hei Mu’s eyes—black as the abyss itself—gazed back at him.

Impossible. Abyss Sight was a rare gift, awakened only to those who had immersed themselves in the deepest teachings of the Shadow Clan and were lucky enough to perceive the fringes of the dimension hidden in the shadows. It was not something that could simply be… acquired, because they wanted to.

Yet there she stood, her gaze swallowing the light, the darkness within them even more profound than his own.

“How…?” His voice was barely above a whisper.

Hei Mu’s lips curled into a small, knowing smile. “A gift,” she said. “From my master.”

A slow chill crept through Hei Yuan’s veins. “Your… master?”

Her smile widened. “The One True Death.”

The words were spoken with reverence, as if she had uttered the name of a divine being.

A deathly silence fell between them, broken only by the howling wind.

Hei Yuan turned to the Patriarch, desperation clawing at his chest. “Patriarch,” he called, his voice tight with urgency. “You must see reason! The clan—our people—”

Hei Mu scoffed. “It’s no use, Elder.” She waved a hand lazily, as if swatting away a pointless plea. “The Patriarch is already dead.”

A slow, dreadful realization settled in Hei Yuan’s bones.

She turned to him, her voice calm, unwavering. “Transformed by Death himself.”

His breath caught in his throat.

Undead.

The Patriarch—leader of the Shadow Clan, the pillar of their people—had been defiled, his soul stolen, his body remade into a puppet of this so-called master.

A sharp gasp broke the moment.

Hei Ma.

His expression twisted with rage as he staggered to his feet, blood still flowing from his shoulder wound. He yanked the sword from his flesh, his grip tightening until his knuckles turned white.

“How dare you—” he roared.

His entire body tensed as he pushed off the ground, soaring into the air. His sword flashed in the light, trailing golden arcs of qi as he swung with all his fury.

Hei Mu met his rage with nothing but cold amusement.

“As my husband,” she said, “I would show you preferential treatment.” Her tone was almost fond. “I offer you a place at my side in the new Empire.”

“Never!” Hei Ma bellowed.

His blade descended.

But he was far too slow.

Hei Mu’s wings pulsed. In a blur, she was above him, her scythe arcing in a single, fluid motion.

A spray of crimson.

Hei Ma’s body froze in midair. His mouth opened as if to speak, but no words came.

A thin, black line appeared across his torso. Then—

He split in two.

But it did not end there.

A sickening force compressed his bisected form before his body even hit the ground. His limbs crumpled inward, bones snapping, flesh folding in on itself. His very existence was reduced—reshaped—into something unrecognizable.

By the time his body finally landed, it was not a corpse.

It was nothing more than a grotesque, pulped sphere of mangled flesh.

Unrecognizable.

A ball of meat.

“W-what? T-that’s your… husband…”

Hei Yuan’s body trembled, though whether from pain or sheer horror, he could not tell. His breath came in ragged gasps as he stared at Hei Mu, who now hovered above them with her black-and-white wings unfurled.

Blood still dripped from her scythe, the remnants of Hei Ma—her husband—reduced to an unrecognizable mass of flesh.

Yet she smiled.

A slow, almost delighted flush crept across her cheeks.

Then, she began to sing.

Her voice was sweet, sultry, filled with a terrible beauty that sent shivers down the spines of all who heard it.

“Rejoice! Rejoice! The chains are undone,The night has come, the shadow won.
No more shall we kneel, no more shall we bow,
In death’s embrace, we rise here and now.”

“Cry not, my kin, for sorrow is naught,The world is but dust, and life but a thought.
Let flesh be broken, let spirit be freed,
A song of the abyss, a hymn of the seed.”

Hei Yuan’s eyes widened in horror.

This was not just a song.

This was Shadow Song.

A forgotten bloodline power of their clan—one just as potent as Abyss Sight, if not more so. It was a power that turned voice into weapon, song into suffering.

The moment the first verse left Hei Mu’s lips, agony rippled through the battlefield.

Shadow Clan cultivators—his people—twisted and writhed as though unseen hands gripped their very souls. Their bodies convulsed, veins bulging as black qi surged through them uncontrollably. Some clawed at their ears, desperate to block out the sound. Others dropped their weapons, falling to their knees as blood trickled from their eyes, ears, and mouths.

At each word Hei Mu sang, the pain deepened.

“Surrender, surrender, let darkness devour,The shadow’s embrace, the final hour.
Fear not the end, nor the breaking of bone,
For in silence eternal, we all are alone.”

Screams filled the air.

The sound of bones snapping, of qi running wild, of bodies collapsing—one after another.

Hei Yuan gritted his teeth, forcing his qi to surge through his body, shielding his mind from the song’s insidious influence. Even then, it felt as though something was clawing at his very core, trying to rip apart his sense of self.

He turned his gaze back to Hei Mu.

She was looking straight at him.

Her eyes gleamed with cruel amusement, and her voice—so sweet, so inviting—never faltered.

“Rejoice! Rejoice! The chains are undone,
The night has come, the shadow won…”

Hei Yuan clenched his fists.

“No more shall we kneel, no more shall we bow,
In death’s embrace, we rise here and now.”

Thus, the song that even shadows could hear killed one, two, three, and more…
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Hei Mu’s voice echoed across the battlefield, her song weaving a melody of despair and triumph. The Shadow Clan’s suffering was not a sight she relished, but it was necessary.

For too long, they had been nothing but remnants of a bygone era—forgotten, weak, hidden in the dark corners of the world.

No more. She would see them rise once again.

She remembered the cold nights spent huddled beside Hei Ma, their stomachs empty, their robes thin. The Shadow Clan was a mighty name in the past, but in her time, they were little more than ghosts lingering in obscurity.

Their island home, meant to be a bastion of darkness, was nothing more than a rotting husk. The great halls once filled with warriors were empty, the shelves of their libraries covered in dust, and the few elders who remained clung to old traditions with stubborn futility.

She had always known—if they continued like this, they would disappear.

She was born with strength. She had been trained to kill, to fight, to hide in the darkness. But it wasn’t enough.

So, when she came of age, she made a vow.

She would restore the Shadow Clan to its rightful place.

She would do whatever it took.

Even if it meant embracing something greater than shadow itself.

Hei Mu’s eyes burned with resolve as she sang.

“Cry not, my kin, for sorrow is naught,
The world is but dust, and life but a thought.”

Her father, the former Patriarch, stood like a lifeless puppet, his body responding to her will. Through him, she commanded the Mirage Dragon, its serpentine form twisting in the sky, its mist-covered body gliding through the air.

She saw the glow build within its throat—the sign of an imminent breath attack.

It would be beautiful.

”Let flesh be broken, let spirit be freed,
A song of the abyss, a hymn of the seed.”

It would be the rebirth of the Shadow Clan.

But then—

The sky darkened.

Something else was coming.

A golden divine sword peeked from the heavens, parting the clouds like an omen of destruction. Its sheer presence made the very air tremble, its holy aura oppressive even from a distance.

Hei Mu’s eyes flickered downward.

A figure stepped out onto the wooden harbor.

The outsider.

Da Wei.

Hei Mu’s voice never wavered. Instead, she poured more qi into her Shadow Song, amplifying its power, making the very air vibrate with her melody.

“Surrender, surrender, let darkness devour,
The shadow’s embrace, the final hour.”

But Da Wei did not flinch.

His fingers moved to his robes, discarding them in a single motion.

Beneath the cloth, he wore rustic blue and golden armor, an ethereal green cape billowing behind him. It was a strange thing—almost like mist, almost like water, as though it refused to fully exist in this world.

Hei Mu narrowed her eyes.

She had underestimated him once before. She would not do so again.

Da Wei raised his hand.

A holy spear formed in his grasp, glowing with radiant energy. Without hesitation, he hurled it toward her.

Hei Mu’s scythe pulsed with power.

With a flick of her wrist, she unleashed Negative Pulse, a surge of abyssal energy that collided with the spear mid-air. The two forces canceled each other out, dispersing into nothingness.

Da Wei’s expression did not change.

Instead, he raised his left hand, fingers curled.

The golden divine sword hanging in the sky descended at once.

Hei Mu’s instincts screamed at her.

With a flicker of motion, she flapped her wings and vanished, reappearing deep within the forest, far from the blade’s reach. The earth below pulsed with electricity as if magnet and the sword was the lightning.

She exhaled sharply.

Her father sank into the depths of the shadows, the Mirage Dragon dispersing into the fog, blending with the mist once more.

Hei Mu was not done yet.

Raising her scythe, she channeled her power into its form.

At the tip of its pole, a sphere of death began to coalesce, its darkness pulsing like a dying star.

She sang louder.

“Fear not the end, nor the breaking of bone,
For in silence eternal, we all are alone.”

She would level the entire island.

She would make it her offering to the new age.

But then—

She frowned.

The dark clouds above began to part.

Something was tracking her.

She looked up.

The giant golden divine sword had locked onto her presence, moving as if bound by fate itself. It was following her, its descent relentless, a homing technique.

Hei Mu grit her teeth.

The outsider was more troublesome than she thought.

Hei Mu flapped her wings with all her might, her figure flickering through the sky like a phantom. Every time she thought she had escaped, ominous clouds and the golden divine sword found her once again.

She clicked her tongue.

Annoying.

Hei Mu had never thought highly of Da Wei.

To her, he was nothing more than a troublesome outsider with an overdeveloped sense of arrogance. True, he possessed a stealth technique beyond comprehension, capable of masking his cultivation so well that even the elders had misjudged him. But that was all he amounted to.

A trickster. A coward who refused to stand in the open.

And yet—

Hei Mu flickered through the air, her movements unpredictable. The heavens themselves darkened as she wove between the twisting mists, a blur of black and white wings.

But no matter where she went, the golden divine sword was there.

Tracking her. Hunting her.

Like an executioner’s blade descending without pause.

Her breath hitched.

Hei Mu’s grip tightened on her scythe, its form still brimming with dark energy.

She had thought herself strong enough to contend with the outsider.

When she received the grace of her master—the One True Death—she believed she had surpassed the limits of her former self. The old Hei Mu, the one burdened by weakness, had been stripped away, leaving only her new self, empowered and reborn.

And yet—

Wherever she fled, it followed.

The golden sword closed in with every passing second.

Hei Mu clenched her jaw.

She had no choice.

With a sharp turn, she dove toward the lake.

The shadows stirred beneath the surface as she extended her will, calling forth the Mirage Dragon.

“Come, my beast!”

The waters split apart, and from the abyssal depths, a colossal serpentine form emerged. The Mirage Dragon’s scales shimmered, its massive body twisting like mist, as if existing between reality and illusion.

Without hesitation, Hei Mu flew into its maw.

The dragon swallowed her whole.

Inside, she let out a slow breath, her connection to the beast solidifying.

She could not control the dragon directly, but through her father’s body, she could.

Her Abyss Sight burned as she reached through the shadows, weaving her power through the former Patriarch’s lifeless form. He was nothing more than a puppet now, but through him, she could act.

Her command surged through the void: Empower the dragon.

The Mirage Dragon let out a roar, its body swelling with power. Black mist spread from its scales, coiling around the battlefield like a living nightmare.

And yet...

Through her father’s eyes, she saw it.

The divine sword had found them.

It descended like a decree from heaven, impaling the Mirage Dragon straight through the skull.

The beast’s roar was drowned in an explosion of golden light.

A divine pillar of radiance erupted, consuming everything in its path.

And deep within the dragon’s body, Hei Mu screamed.

The light was burning her!

Her grip tightened around her scythe, her blackened wings trembling under the force.

She gritted her teeth, refusing to let go of the power she had gathered.

No.

She would not fall here.

The Mirage Dragon’s death cry echoed through the battlefield, its massive body dissolving into nothing but scattered ash and mist. The lake, once roiling with its presence, became eerily still, as if mourning the loss of the ancient beast.

Yet, Hei Mu lived.

She hovered in the air, her body trembling, not from pain, but from hunger.

Such a great loss.

The Mirage Dragon had been a cornerstone of her plans. Without it, the battle had shifted into uncertainty.

But—

“I can still salvage this.”

She exhaled, then inhaled.

From the fading remnants of the Mirage Dragon’s body, Hei Mu dragged forth its shadow, forcing it into herself. The black miasma coiled around her like living veins, sinking into her skin.

And then, she turned to the empty husk that was once her father.

“Rest, Father.”

With a single motion of her hand, she pulled forth his essence, consuming it whole.

Power surged through her veins like wildfire. Her cultivation erupted beyond its limit, crashing into the Eighth Realm: the Heart Path.

Unstable. Chaotic. Terrifying.

Her back arched as she screamed, her body warping under the weight of so much raw energy. A serpentine tail burst from her spine, flickering between corporeal and ethereal. Her wings darkened, taking on a black glass-like sheen, reflecting the dying battlefield like shattered memories.

And her body—

Exposed.

Every fiber of her being was laid bare under the waning moonlight, her very existence reshaped into something beyond human.

She panted, her gaze locking onto Da Wei.

A slow, creeping smile curled her lips.

“You’re done for, Da Wei.”

With a flick of her wrist, she raised her scythe, a pitch-black orb forming at its tip. It was small, unassuming, yet so dense with death that the air itself trembled around it.

One attack.

That was all it would take to erase him from existence.

But... Hei Mu was not without mercy.

“Surrender.” Her voice rang clear, carrying over the battlefield. “I will grant you the honor of kneeling before me. If you do, I may even spare your life.”

Da Wei merely tilted his head.

And then... he laughed.

“Why are you so confident?” asked the arrogant man.

Hei Mu’s grin widened.

She raised a hand, gesturing to the horizon.

“Because I have an army.”

As if on cue, the undead stirred.

The Eternal Undeath Cult moved as one, their eyes glowing with eerie malice. The battlefield shuddered under their combined killing intent, an overwhelming tide of bodies and rotting souls prepared to drown any resistance.

And yet, Da Wei simply let out a long, exhausted sigh.

“Finally,” he muttered, rolling his shoulders. “You stopped clucking that stupid song.”

Hei Mu froze.

Her smug satisfaction wavered as she finally took in the state of the battlefield.

The Shadow Clan cultivators, her kin, they were crying. Trembling.

A broken mess of bodies, their spirits shattered by the twisted lull of her Shadow Song.

A twinge of something foreign stirred in her chest.

Doubt?

No, impossible.

She clenched her fists, pushing the thought away.

But then—

A whisper.

A hum.

Lips curled and stretched on her own cheeks, ones that were not hers.

And from them, the Shadow Song began anew.

Hei Mu’s breath caught.

Her own face—singing back at her.

The Shadow Clan cultivators, still broken, still shaking—

Yet they sang.

Their own mouths moved against their will, their expressions twisted in horror as they became her chorus.

Hei Mu grinned.

“I have an army…” She spread her arms, her scythe glowing with death.

“And a song.”

She narrowed her eyes at Da Wei.

“What do you have?”

For the first time, Da Wei’s eyes darkened.

And then, he whispered.

“Lion’s Courage.”

A flicker of silver light. Multiple times, scattering to the others.

“Bless.”

A second radiance, golden and silver.

“Shield of Faith.”

The battlefield erupted.

Flashes of holy light surged across the Shadow Clan cultivators. Silver and gold burned away the despair, wrapping around their bodies like armor, like shields, like hope.

Hei Mu’s grin faltered.

And then, Da Wei spoke.

“I have an army too…”

He took a step forward.

And then, softly—

“And a Lion’s Roar.”

The air shattered.

The very qi of the battlefield shook as Da Wei’s voice boomed like divine thunder, shaking souls to their core.

“STEEL YOUR HEARTS! EMBRACE YOUR DUTIES!”

The Shadow Clan cultivators stirred.

“TODAY—”

Their hands tightened around their weapons.

“WE EITHER DIE WITH HONOR—”

The despair in their eyes faded.

“OR WE BECOME VICTORIOUS!”

A war cry erupted, shaking the very heavens.

Hei Mu hissed, baring her teeth.

But Da Wei merely raised his hand, and with a single flick of his wrist, a longsword materialized in his grasp, its silver sheen radiant against the darkened sky.

For the first time, Hei Mu felt cold.

And then Da Wei murmured.

A whisper, almost lost amidst the battle cries.

“His Lordship was not alone in his journey to gain more strength.”

The sword trembled.

“Witness my evolved—”

A golden light ignited.

“Heavenly Punishment.”

And with a single leap, Da Wei appeared right in front of her face.

Hei Mu’s pupils contracted.

Da Wei’s blade gleamed with divine radiance, its sheer presence suffocating.

He was too fast. Too decisive. Too dangerous.

She had to end this now.

"Dimensional Slash!"

With a cry that tore from the depths of her soul, Hei Mu swung her scythe, slashing through the black orb at its tip.

A slash beyond the constraints of reality manifested.

A cut that could sever anything—flesh, qi, space, time.

Invincible. Absolute.

But then, Da Wei exhaled.

His stance shifted.

And with the quietest whisper, "Flash Parry," his sword moved.

Neither with force, nor with power. With precision.

A single, elegant movement, and the Dimensional Slash—the attack that could cut anything—was deflected.

Hei Mu’s mind reeled.

Impossible!

Her cultivation was higher! Her technique was absolute!

Yet Da Wei had brushed it aside like nothing.

Her chest heaved.

But there was no time to process it.

Because, “Thunderous Smite,” a surge of lightning coiled around Da Wei’s blade. No, not just lightning, but heavenly wrath given form!

Hei Mu flickered away.

Too late.

Her arm, the one wielding her scythe, was severed.

Pain exploded through her body.

Her blood—thick, dark, corrupted—splattered against the ground.

She screamed, clutching at the wound, trying to stop the surge of her escaping essence.

And then, Da Wei’s hand closed around her scythe.

She reached for it instinctively—

But before she could even form a thought, the weapon vanished into his Storage Ring.

No.

No!

Her breath came in ragged, shallow gasps.

She couldn’t feel it.

Not just the connection severed; it was gone!

Her artifact. The scythe blessed by her master. The vessel of her Shadow Song.

Gone.

This couldn’t be real.

This couldn’t be happening!

She staggered back, trembling.

Da Wei raised his sword.

For the first time, he used both hands.

His voice was steady. Unshaken. Absolute.

“Divine Smite.”
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What was a Holy Spirit?

What was his purpose in life?

Dave didn’t have an answer to that.

At least, not one that felt profound. Not one that could be inscribed in scripture or spoken of in legend. He just knew he wanted to stay by His Lordship. To do good. To keep moving forward, no matter what.

Just like they always had.

“Perish!”

Divine Smite connected.

A searing, radiant arc of holy light cleaved through Hei Mu’s body.

For a moment, her face twisted—not in anger, not in hatred, but in something like disbelief.

Then—

She fell.

Her severed halves tumbled through the air, sinking into the dark waters of the lake below.

The ripples spread. The battle did not pause.

Hei Yuan’s voice cut through the chaos.

"Hold the line!"

He unleashed a series of invisible attacks, guiding his energy strikes to rip apart the encroaching undead. Every movement was precise, every shadowed blade that shot forth unseen to all but those who could perceive his shadow.

The reanimated bodies crumpled and vanished under his onslaught.

But the fight was far from over.

A new wave of enemies approached.

Thousands of cultivators, clad in porcelain black masks, sprinted across the water’s surface.

Who was undead? And who was not was hard to identify.

They moved as one, their steps synchronized, their blades reflecting the eerie glow of the moon.

The Shadow Clan cultivators did not meet them on the ground.

They hovered in the air, unleashing spell after spell, thinning their numbers before they could reach the shore.

Yet for every masked figure that fell, two more took their place.

“They are using a cloning ability…”

Dave exhaled, stretching his Divine Sense outward.

Voice Chat, a power Dave was only recently starting to get a hang of. “Gu Jie, what’s your situation?”

Her voice came through the link, steady but firm.

“We’ve secured the opposite side. The enemy forces there were weaker than expected.”

Dave’s brow furrowed. That was strange.

If this was a full-scale attack, why would their defenses on the other end be so lax?

“We’re fine for now,” Gu Jie continued. “But if anything changes, we’ll retreat immediately.”

Dave nodded to himself. “Understood. I’ll catch up with you soon.”

But Gu Jie’s voice cut in sharply.

“No.”

Dave blinked. “No?”

“Stay where you are.” Her voice carried an edge of something unusual—concern?

“I feel… an ominous misfortune. Something too much even for you, Senior. But I believe you shall triumph.”

Dave frowned, tightening his grip on his sword.

A sudden chill crawled up Dave’s spine.

He tried to move.

But—

He couldn’t.

The world slowed.

Then—

A hand tore through his armor and his chest.

Dave stared.

His own beating heart was poking out from his chest.

It pulsed.

There was no pain.

No blood.

But—

He knew something was wrong.

His body felt… hollow.

Dave swung his Silver Steel, empowered with Heavenly Punishment, in a desperate counterattack.

But his blade hit nothing.

He staggered, breath shallow, as he looked down at his chest.

His armor was intact. His flesh was unbroken.

Yet—

He could feel it.

His heart was gone.

Dave’s vision blurred.

His body plummeted.

The lake’s dark waters rushed to meet him.

And there—beneath the waves—

She waited.

Hei Mu.

Resurrected.

Her nails, long as daggers, plunged into the gaps of his armor.

She smiled—a twisted, monstrous thing.

Dave felt his life fading.

His thoughts were sluggish. His limbs were weak.

He had been unable to cast buff spells on himself.

His evolved Heavenly Punishment consumed mana at a constant, stable rate.

He had no leeway to heal himself.

But—

That didn’t mean he was helpless.

A surge of power—

Sacrificial Zeal activated.

His passive skill. The more his health dipped, the stronger he became.

And—

There was also his Reflect.

The moment Hei Mu’s nails connected—

She exploded.

The force ripped through the water, sending shockwaves in every direction.

Dave landed on the surface of the lake, standing through Zealot’s Stride.

His chest still felt wrong.

Empty.

A few Shadow Clan cultivators rushed to him, forming a protective circle.

Hei Yuan appeared in a flicker of darkness.

His gaze sharp. "What happened?"

Dave took a deep breath, forcing himself to remain upright.

Then, with a wry, breathless chuckle—

"There's a powerful expert lurking around."

He lifted his gauntleted hand to his chest.

His fingers trembled.

"And they just stole my heart."

Dave coughed, his gauntleted hand catching flecks of dark red blood.

His body trembled. His vision blurred. He was running out of time. He only had one spell slot remaining for his Ultimate Skill. Two, if he included his armor’s Ephemeral Touch.

His heart had been stolen. He had barely survived.

But.

The battle wasn’t over.

Hei Yuan and a group of elite Shadow Clan cultivators fought around him, fending off the relentless waves of attackers.

Dave staggered, but forced himself to move.

His Item Box flashed as he retrieved mana potions, uncorking them with his teeth.

Gulp.

He chugged.

Gulp.

The bitter liquid burned his throat, but he ignored it.

He needed mana. Now.

Hei Yuan flickered beside him, cleaving through an undead with a blade of pure darkness. "Hurry up!" he barked.

Dave wiped his mouth. "Already on it."

Then—

He activated Holy Sanctuary.

The air around them erupted in white light.

Waves of divine power rippled outward.

The Shadow Clan cultivators stood taller, their fatigue fading. Their wounds began to mend.

Meanwhile—

The enemies screamed.

The holy power seared them, weakening their bodies, shattering their unnatural resistances.

The battlefield descended into chaos.

The Shadow Clan cultivators—despite their lower numbers—fought like cornered beasts.

Because of Dave.

Because of his buffs.

Dave drank another mana potion, then another.

His mana flared back to life.

And now—

He made a decision.

He would use his last spell slot.

He took a deep breath.

His voice rang out like a sacred command.

"Divine Word: Life."

A pulse of gold and green energy surged through his body.

Veins of divine power stretched across his armor and skin.

Life itself answered.

Divine Word: Life didn’t just heal.

It fortified health.

It carried a sacred buff—one that removed debuffs at random and empowered future healing.

With his body glowing with radiant light, Dave cast another spell.

"Blessed Regeneration."

A warm sensation flooded his chest.

Then—

His heart began to regrow.

His breath evened.

His strength returned.

But—

The enemies weren’t stopping.

The undead and the black-masked cultivators were still surging forward.

Dave exhaled sharply. "Retreat!"

The Shadow Clan cultivators obeyed without hesitation.

They leaped backward, regrouping.

Dave remained.

He gripped Silver Steel.

He could feel it—Heavenly Punishment still crackling within the blade.

But that wasn’t enough.

His mana surged.

His sword ignited.

"Searing Smite."

The divine karmic flames clung to his weapon.

Then—

He swung.

A horizontal arc of blazing light erupted forth.

The flames rushed ahead, forming a blazing barrier.

But—

The undead ignored it.

They walked straight through.

Dave tensed, gripping Silver Steel tightly.

The undead charged straight through the blazing barrier.

At first, it seemed like they were unaffected.

But then—

They began to crumble.

One by one.

Their bodies turned to ash, disintegrating as they rushed past the divine flames.

The ones behind them kept running, completely ignoring their predecessors' fate.

It was as if they felt no fear.

As if they did not care.

Dave exhaled, his grip on his sword relaxing just slightly. "Thought so."

Holy flames still burned the wicked, even if they pretended otherwise.

Just then, a blur streaked toward him from the sky.

A Shadow Clan cultivator, balancing effortlessly on a flying sword, landed beside Hei Yuan.

"Report!" Hei Yuan barked.

The cultivator clasped his fist. "The invaders are splitting their forces. They're flanking from both sides!"

Hei Yuan’s expression darkened. "They’re trying to get to the island. To the Clan premises!"

Dave clicked his tongue. "Figures. The undead are just a distraction."

Hei Yuan acted immediately.

"Split into three groups! First squad, maintain aerial bombardment! Second squad, engage the flying cultivators! Third squad, form a defensive perimeter on the island!"

The Shadow Clan moved with practiced efficiency.

Meanwhile, Dave used Zealot’s Stride to ascend in the air.

The sky crackled with energy as cultivators unleashed a barrage of spells, forcing the enemy’s aerial squad to scatter.

Below, the undead continued their mindless charge, heedless of the slaughter.

Dave readied Silver Steel.

Even with the battlefield completely chaotic, he could feel it—

Something worse was coming.

His Divine Sense pulsed, stretching toward the island.

A sensation of rotting qi flooded his mind, accompanied by the faint echoes of a voice.

A whisper.

“You cannot stop what is inevitable.”

Dave’s grip on his sword tightened.

"Hei Yuan."

The elder turned, sensing the shift in his tone.

Dave’s voice was firm. "Something else is here."

A wicked melody slithered through the battlefield.

It was a song—dark, insidious, and playful.

“Oh, dance and drown in sorrow’s tide,Let shadows feast, let hope subside,
A heart that beats is such a waste,
Come now, let me have a taste…”

Dave’s muscles went taut.

His breath hitched, and for the second time that night, he froze.

His buffs had kept the Shadow Clan cultivators from collapsing, but they still swayed, eyes glassy, jaws slack.

A soft voice whispered in his ear, too close, too knowing.

"Would you let me pluck your heart a second time, I wonder?"

Dave’s eyes widened.

He barely had a second to react before a hand poked through his chest again.

A cruel grip tightened around his heart.

No pain. No blood.

Just wrongness.

But this time—he was ready.

"Stagger!"

A pulse of force blasted outward.

The grip loosened.

"Holy Smite!"

A radiant halo erupted behind him, releasing a barrage of blazing projectiles.

He twisted around—

Nothing.

Whoever—or whatever—had stolen his heart vanished.

But his heart… it was gone again.

Dave stumbled, coughing.

His Divine Word: Life still lingered, preventing his immediate death, but the feeling of emptiness in his chest was unbearable.

He had to regain control.

He had to anchor his allies.

He took a deep breath and drew upon his Lion’s Courage.

"LION'S ROAR!"

His voice thundered across the battlefield, empowered by holy might.

A wave of silver-gold force washed over the Shadow Clan cultivators, shattering the grip of the Shadow Song.

"Steel your hearts!" Dave’s voice rang clear, cutting through the lingering haze of the enemy’s wicked melody.

"Cowards fall to fear, but we are not cowards! We stand because we have something worth protecting! We fight because we refuse to kneel! And tonight—"

Dave raised Silver Steel high.

Its divine radiance blazed like a beacon.

"—Tonight, we defend our home!"

The Shadow Clan roared in response.

Their fear broke.

Their spirits rose.

To the Shadow Clan, the island was their home.

To Dave, his home was not a place—it was His Lordship, Gu Jie, Ren Jingyi, Lu Gao, Ren Xun, and Hei Mao.

That was what he fought for.

The divine radiance of his Silver Steel gleamed with unshakable resolve as the Shadow Clan cultivators steadied themselves. The song’s influence faltered, though the eerie notes still lingered in the air, slithering like unseen serpents through the battlefield.

The masked invaders surged forward, their formation tightening, pressing against the defenses with renewed aggression.

Hei Yuan barked, "Hold the line! Keep them from stepping on our land!"

Spells ignited the night. Blades clashed in the air. Dave exhaled, regaining his footing as his Divine Word: Life continued to sustain him, keeping him standing despite the gaping void in his chest.

But his instincts screamed—

The real threat was still watching.

From the shadows.

From the dark.

Blessed Regeneration kicked in—and Dave’s heart grew again.

His breath hitched, his fingers twitching as the sensation of restored flesh filled the cavity in his chest. The battlefield was a storm of steel and sorcery, but Dave barely registered it as he exhaled sharply, steeling his mind.

A sudden descent of shadow marked Hei Yuan’s arrival.

“The rearguard has been breached—” Hei Yuan began, but Dave didn’t need to hear the rest.

His hand shot out, grabbing Hei Yuan by the throat.

His fingers clenched around flesh—but something was wrong.

The shadow that had cloaked the presence of the mysterious expert faded, peeling away like dying mist—

Revealing a face.

A face that was shocking.

A face that was familiar.

Dave’s grip tightened, his Divine Sense flaring, trying to make sense of what he was seeing.

But Hei Yuan’s voice was far heavier and far more shaken.

“W-Why…” Hei Yuan’s whisper was barely audible over the chaos of battle. His pupils shrank, his breath hitched. “Why is the missing late Shadow Patriarch here!? A-and… you haven’t aged a year!”

A playful smile spread across the man’s lips.

He shrugged as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

“I’m back.” His voice was smooth, almost casual, like an old friend returning home. His pitch-black eyes gleamed with amusement. “And I’d like to get my island back.”
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"So, do either of you have a plan to leave this accursed place?" I asked, sweeping my gaze over Alice and Joan. “Or we just hanging out?”

They stood among the gnarled trees of the Black Forest, their figures barely visible under the sickly light filtering through the twisted canopy. The air hung heavy with damp earth and a faint metallic tang—blood, perhaps. Shadows slithered unnaturally along the roots, and the deeper one peered into the gloom, the more the space seemed to fold upon itself, mocking the very notion of escape.

Joan exhaled sharply, folding her arms. "If it were that simple, we’d already be gone. This place is a dimensional prison, severed from reality. Whoever cast us here made certain we couldn’t just walk out."

She explained further. The Black Forest was no ordinary cursed land—it was a sealed domain, a realm of exile. Time ebbed and flowed unpredictably, and distances meant nothing. No matter how far one walked, the scenery remained unchanged, as if the world itself refused to permit an exit.

"Wonderful," I muttered. "Has anyone at least attempted to break free?"

"Our best option was to wait," Joan admitted. "Whoever imprisoned us will come eventually. When they do, we kill them and leave."

I frowned. That was far too passive. The Shadow Clan was fending off an invasion, and my party was in peril—time was not a luxury we could afford.

Before I could argue the point, a deep, theatrical laugh echoed through the glade.

"Oho! To be trapped in such a realm with two divine beauties—surely, the heavens have smiled upon me! In my prime, I would have relished this sight in peace, savoring every moment… But alas! With you here, young master, the pleasure is halved."

The skull strapped to Alice’s waist shuddered as it spoke, its tone dripping with lecherous delight.

I narrowed my eyes. The sheer absurdity of its pompous airs, contrasted with its current state—a mere skull dangling from a rope—bordered on ridiculous.

"If a talking skull is your idea of entertainment, then your desperation must be truly boundless," I said flatly. “Eh… You could do worse.”

The skull let out a dramatic sigh. "Ah, young master, you wound me! Once, I was a lord of great renown! Even in death, my appreciation for beauty remains undiminished—"

Alice snapped her fingers.

The sockets of the skull dimmed at once, its voice cut off.

"Enough," she said coldly. "I don’t need distractions."

Joan smirked. "Should’ve done that earlier."

I exhaled slowly, casting aside the brief flicker of amusement. "Waiting isn’t an option. We have no way of knowing how time flows outside while we remain trapped here. There must be another way out."

Alice and Joan exchanged glances but did not refute me.

The question remained—what path led out of this forsaken realm?

Closing my eyes, I reached inward.

"Lu Gao, what do you know of this place?"

A pause. Then, his voice resonated within my mind, steady yet thoughtful.

"The Black Forest… I have only heard whispers. It was once a sacred land of the Black Imperial House, a place of immense significance. But it was lost during the Empire’s great calamity. No one knows precisely what transpired, only that entry was severed and the Black Clan suffered dearly for it."

"How so?"

"Without their sacred ground, the Black Clan was left vulnerable. Many saw it as a sign of heaven’s abandonment. For a time, they were hunted—prey to those who sought to carve up their remaining power. Even now, that belief lingers. There are those who still see them as a remnant, a shadow of what once was."

I frowned. A sacred land turned prison… or had it always been a prison?

Opening my eyes, I looked at Joan and Alice.

"So? Any ideas on how to leave, aside from waiting for our captors to arrive?"

Joan shook her head, her expression resigned. "If it were that easy, we wouldn’t be having this conversation."

Alice, however, focused on something else entirely. Her crimson gaze locked onto mine, and her voice dropped to a quiet murmur.

"Do you remember our Blood Pact?"

I tensed.

Now? Of all times?

This wasn’t the moment for it, but I wasn’t foolish enough to dismiss her outright—not even with Joan here. Named NPCs in LLO had always been built differently.

"I remember," I said carefully. "If I were to find a cure for your vampirism, you would owe me a great debt."

Alice’s lips curled into a faint smirk. "Yes. And?"

I exhaled. "I don’t even know what the reward is supposed to be. It was one of those quests with a ‘mystery reward,’ wasn’t it? So… let’s just say my motivation to complete it isn’t exactly high."

Alice hummed, as if entertained. "And the penalty? Are you truly willing to risk the consequences of breaking a Blood Pact?"

I hesitated.

I could only hope there wasn’t one. That she wouldn’t turn on me the moment I failed.

Before I could dwell on it, Alice leaned in, her voice barely above a whisper. "What’s your progress?"

I swallowed.

Truthfully… I hadn’t thought about the quest in a long time. Between dueling in LLO, fighting for survival, navigating the Shadow Clan’s schemes, and adjusting to this world, it had slipped my mind entirely.

Lying wasn’t an option. Not to Alice.

"I’m far from making real progress," I admitted. "But I’m trying."

Alice studied me for a long moment before leaning back, her smirk fading.

"Good. You have an obligation to me. Remember that."

Easier said than done.

But right now, there was a more pressing issue—escaping this wretched forest.

"Now that’s out of the way, what’s the plan?" Joan asked, arms crossed.

I exhaled, glancing at the twisting trees around us. The Black Forest was an anomaly, a sealed domain with unknown laws. If we were going to escape, we had to understand how it functioned.

"Explore," I said simply. "My Divine Sense doesn’t reveal much, but there must be something."

Joan raised a brow. "You sure? This place isn’t normal. Walk far enough in any direction, and you’ll end up right back where you started. I’ve seen it. We’ve experienced it."

"And staying put won’t get us anywhere either," I countered. "If this place has rules, we need to discern them. Moreover, you have me—I trust in my Divine Sense."

Alice gave a slow nod. "Agreed. Even the most cursed lands follow some pattern. Let’s see what the Black Forest conceals."

Joan sighed. "That’s not how Divine Sense works, does it?" She rubbed her temple before gesturing ahead. "Fine. Let’s do it your way."

With that, we moved.

The deeper we went, the more unnatural the forest became. The trees weren’t merely gnarled—they contorted in ways that defied logic. Some spiraled endlessly, others fused into grotesque, knotted masses. The ground beneath us was not soft with soil, but with something unsettlingly pliant—almost like flesh.

A few steps in, I noticed something else. Our footprints vanished the instant they were made, as if the land itself refused to acknowledge our passage.

The air thickened, laden with the scent of rot, yet it wasn’t the simple decay of wood or carcass. No, this was something older. Something tainted.

Joan brushed a hand against the bark of a nearby tree, only to recoil. "It’s warm," she muttered, her voice tinged with unease.

Alice narrowed her eyes, then turned to me. "See that?"

I followed her gaze.

At first, I wasn’t sure what she meant. Then, as I focused, I saw it.

The shadows between the trees weren’t merely shifting. They were watching.

I halted. "We’re not alone."

Joan followed my gaze and stiffened. "I was hoping I was imagining that."

Alice’s fingers twitched dangerously. "No. This place is alive."

If I treated this like an instance dungeon, there had to be a way forward.

The key to clearing an instance wasn’t just wandering aimlessly—it was about understanding its mechanics. The Black Forest wasn’t merely a physical space; it was a construct, designed with intent, whether by nature or by something greater. The shifting shadows, the vanishing footprints, the unnatural warmth of the trees… none of it was random.

I exhaled, steadying my thoughts. "If this place follows dungeon logic, there’s a way forward. We just have to figure out what triggers it."

Joan shot me a look. "Dungeon logic?"

Alice, however, understood immediately. "You mean progress isn’t about movement—it’s about conditions. Now, praytell... what are the conditions we have to fulfil to gain progress?"

I nodded. "If this were a normal forest, we could walk in any direction and eventually leave. But this place wants to keep us trapped. That means there’s a requirement. Something we need to do, or something we need to trigger."

Joan frowned. "And how do we find out what that is?"

I scanned our surroundings. The trees, the shadows, the pulsing ground—there had to be a pattern. In dungeons, progression wasn’t about aimless movement. It forced engagement. A test, a puzzle, a sacrifice.

I stepped forward, pressing my palm against the bark of a nearby tree. Warm. Faintly pulsing beneath my fingertips. Like a heartbeat.

I pressed harder. The heat surged.

Alice and Joan tensed as the air thickened. The shadows between the trees shifted, their movements growing erratic.

Joan stepped back. "I don’t like this."

"Neither do I," I muttered. "But I think this is it."

A dungeon wouldn’t allow progress without interaction. And right now, the Black Forest was reacting.

The only question was—what exactly had I just triggered?

Before I could react, the tree swallowed me whole.

One moment, I was standing before its gnarled bark. The next, I was drowning in absolute darkness. The world outside vanished as something pulled me deeper, as if the forest itself had decided I didn’t belong. The air was thick, suffocating, pressing against me from all sides.

Not good.

I activated Hollow Point: Incursion.

A pulse of energy surged through my body. In the next instant, I tore through the tree from the inside out. Bark and blackened sap exploded outward as I burst free, landing in a crouch. My breath came sharp, but I was out.

Alice barely spared me a glance. "They're immune to curses."

Great. So no debuffing them into submission.

Joan, however, had a more direct approach. Raising her staff, she chanted a series of incantations in rapid succession. Multiple golden halos materialized above her, their radiance slicing through the gloom.

Holy Smite. Multi-cast.

A barrage of sacred light rained down, striking the forest floor like falling stars. Wherever the projectiles landed, the twisted trees convulsed, their warped limbs freezing mid-motion. The shadows animating them flickered, then dissipated entirely.

For a brief moment, all was still.

I exhaled, brushing splinters from my shoulder. "So do we touch the trees or not touch the trees?"

Alice shot me a flat look. "Avoid them. Even with our levels and skills, we’ll be overwhelmed. There are too many."

She wasn’t wrong. The Black Forest stretched endlessly, a sea of cursed trees. Fighting our way out wasn’t an option—we’d burn through our resources before we even understood what we were dealing with.

Joan, however, had a different view. "We should give it a try. With you on the frontlines, things change."

I raised a brow. "How so?"

"A Paladin isn’t just a warrior, you know that," she said. "You’re a force multiplier. A proper frontline changes how a battle plays out."

Alice crossed her arms. "That’s assuming he’s at full strength. He’s not."

She had a point. My skills were adapting to this world, but I wasn’t at my peak. Especially with me riding Lu Gao… We couldn’t afford unnecessary risks, but standing around wasn’t going to get us out either.

I mulled it over, then something else crossed my mind.

How did these two even end up here?

I turned to them. "By the way, how did you two get into this world?"

Joan sighed. "Long story."

Alice, however, was more forthcoming. "I traced your existence through our Blood Pact," she admitted. "Then I followed the remnants of the magic that brought you here. It wasn’t perfect, but I managed."

Huh. That was interesting. And definitely going to be a long story.

I shook my head. "We’ll talk about it later. Right now, we focus on getting out."

A sudden, grating cackle shattered the uneasy silence.

Alice flinched, eyes snapping down to her waist. "You—!"

The skull had woken up.

"Ohoho! What a pleasant nap!" His usual pompous tone was laced with an unfamiliar edge and urgency. "And, oh! Would you look at that! I remember something!"

Joan’s grip on her staff tightened. "Spill it. Now. Or I’ll grind you into bone meal."

The skull let out an exaggerated gasp. "Such hostility! But very well, since you insist—"

His voice dropped lower, almost conspiratorial. "The Black Forest… is no ordinary land. It is, in fact, the remains of a Perfect Immortal!"

I froze. "What?"

The skull cackled again. "Oh yes! You heard me correctly! You are standing upon the corpse of a being who once touched the peak of cultivation itself!"

Joan paled slightly, her usual bravado slipping. "You're serious?"

"Dead serious," the skull said, clearly amused by his own joke. "And I highly recommend you never—ever—attack the moving stuff around! Especially the trees, when they are feeling emotional!"

Emotional?

The moment those words left the skull, the earth shuddered.

I barely had time to steady myself before the air thickened, pressing against my skin like an unseen force. Then, as if the world itself had decided to shift—night fell in an instant.

I looked up.

Two massive moons hung in the sky, staring down at us like unblinking eyes.

No. Not moons.

The sky smiled.

Rows upon rows of jagged teeth formed a saw-like maw, stretching wider than mountains. From its depths, writhing tendrils of grey matter slithered downward, dripping with something dark and viscous.

My grip on my weapon tightened. I took a step back, falling into formation with Alice and Joan.

"Well, ladies," I said, voice laced with forced amusement. "Looks like we got ourselves a World Boss."

Joan shot me a sharp glare. "Not funny."
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Hei Mao felt anxious.

The distant echoes of battle rumbled beyond the halls, and though he tried to steady his breath, his fingers twitched at his sides. He wasn’t confident—wasn’t even sure how skilled he really was. Strong? Weak? Competent? Incompetent? He didn’t know.

Elder Yuan had taken a strange liking to him and taught him some stealth techniques, whispering cryptic advice about patience and precision. “Move with intent. See without being seen.” But stealth alone wasn’t enough.

Big Brother Dai Fu—no, Senior Dai Fu—had taught him how to handle his strength, how to recognize his own limits and push them. “Power without control is self-destruction. Feel the weight of your strikes. Know your enemy.”

Big Sister Gu Jie had sharpened his instincts. “People reveal more than they intend. Watch, listen, understand.”

And then there was that stupid Big Brother Ren Xun, who, of all things, taught him how to run away. “Retreating is survival. The living have more chances than the dead.”

He hated to admit it, but there was wisdom in their words.

Right now, they were inside the Umbral Scripture Hall, the one place they had been permitted to stay. Even with all the knowledge at their fingertips, Hei Mao couldn’t focus on any of it.

Instead, he watched Ren Xun as he worked, adjusting and fine-tuning the Puppet Armor—the very same armor that had once been Senior Dai Fu’s body.

After a few final tweaks, Ren Xun straightened. “Finished.”

Hei Mao stiffened. “So… can we go now?”

Gu Jie shook her head before he could even take a step. “No.”

Hei Mao frowned. “Why not?”

Gu Jie crossed her arms. “Because I was put in charge of making sure we stay safe.”

Hei Mao scowled, frustration rising. Outside, the Shadow Clan was fighting off an invasion. He wasn’t useless—he had trained, learned, adapted. Yet here he was, stuck inside while others risked their lives.

As if sensing his frustration, Ren Jingyi twirled around Gu Jie, her translucent fish-like form floating in her sphere of water. She shimmered, twisting through the air before turning to Hei Mao.

“It will be fine,” she whispered, her voice only for him.

He glanced away, unwilling to argue with a fish.

Meanwhile, Ren Xun jerked his fingers slightly, and the Puppet Armor shifted.

The construct’s joints groaned as it raised an arm in stiff, jerky movements. Then, with another twitch of Ren Xun’s fingers, it adjusted its stance, standing straighter.

Ren Xun let out a slow breath. “I can’t believe that worked.”

Hei Mao narrowed his eyes. “You sound surprised.”

Ren Xun gave an awkward chuckle. “I, uh… had to dismantle some parts of the Floating Dragon.”

Hei Mao stared. “What?”

Gu Jie sighed. Ren Jingyi twirled through the air again, humming softly.

Ren Xun just grinned. “Eh. It’s fine. Probably.”

Hei Mao watched as the Puppet Armor settled into an unnatural stillness. The way it moved earlier—stiff, mechanical—didn’t inspire much confidence. If this was supposed to be their trump card, then they were already in trouble.

Gu Jie studied the armor with sharp eyes before turning to Ren Xun. “How long can you maintain control over it?”

Ren Xun tapped the pouch at his waist, considering. “With the spirit stones I have? Probably fifteen minutes, give or take.”

Gu Jie didn’t hesitate. She reached into her robes, retrieved her own spirit stones, and transferred them to him. “Now?”

Ren Xun weighed the pouch in his hand, furrowing his brow. “Eighteen to twenty minutes.”

Gu Jie nodded, as if this outcome was expected. “That’s good. In an emergency, we’ll at least have a Seventh Realm-level force to rely on.”

Ren Xun snorted, shaking his head. “Not exactly. It wouldn’t be anywhere near Seventh Realm strength. Might not even be comparable to the Sixth or Fifth.” He adjusted his grip on the Puppet Armor’s control talisman and shot Hei Mao a glance. “The only reason I can even move it is because of how well-read I am in formations. The problem is… I’m just a Martial Tempering cultivator. If I’m at Second Realm at least, we’d have better chances.”

Hei Mao frowned. So it was strong, but not that strong.

Still, it wasn’t useless.

“What will it take for us to rejoin the fight?” he asked, glancing between them.

Gu Jie remained silent for a moment. She had let them engage before, running a few hit-and-run tactics—but then, all of a sudden, she had pulled them back.

She sighed, rubbing her temple. “You’re too eager.”

Hei Mao didn’t deny it.

Gu Jie turned to Ren Xun. “What’s your take?”

Ren Xun leaned back against a pillar, arms crossed. “I rigged the whole library with whatever talismans I had. Place is well-protected.” He shrugged. “Theoretically, we could hole up in here for a while.”

Hei Mao opened his mouth to speak, but Ren Xun raised a hand, cutting him off.

“But—that would be strategically unwise.”

Gu Jie nodded, prompting him to continue.

“Not using resources when we could use them gives the enemy more chances to win. The library might be safe, but staying in one place means we’re reacting, not acting.” He smirked slightly. “Not to mention, we’re sitting on a lot of valuable knowledge. If the enemy gets in, it’s a problem. And trust me, they will want to get in. If not to secure the place and protect them, probably burn the place.”

“No,” Gu Jie said one word and Ren Xun was quiet.

Hei Mao clenched his fists. The frustration had been building inside him, and he could no longer hold it back.

"Why are we here instead of helping?" His voice came out sharper than he intended, but he didn’t care.

Gu Jie turned her gaze toward him.

Hei Mao continued, his jaw tightening. "I need to grab one of those black-masked bastards and ask them what happened. Why my parents, why my sister—why did they have to die like that?" His fingers twitched, itching to draw an arrow. But what would that do? A bow wasn’t the right weapon for the kind of confrontation he wanted. If he could, he’d throw it away and carve the truth out of them with his bare hands.

But there was another problem. A simple yet infuriating one.

"For the short time we were out there," he said bitterly, "we didn’t even fight a real cultivator. Not one that was alive, at least. I want someone… who can tell me the truth."

That was what disturbed him the most.

The battlefield outside was a nightmare—a legion of undead roamed, as if something had raised an entire graveyard to march against the living.

Where were the black-masked cultivators? Surely they weren’t all hiding behind their creations?

“I am sorry, but this is for the best,” Gu Jie exhaled and explained. "Because if we were out there, it would only get worse."

Hei Mao frowned. "That... what? That doesn’t make any sense."

She met his gaze, her voice calm but firm. "My Sixth Sense Misfortune tells me so."

A chill ran down his spine. He had heard about her ability before, but this was the first time she was relying on it so decisively.

"Misfortune doesn’t tell me what will happen," Gu Jie continued, "only that something will happen. And the longer we stay out there, the greater the disaster."

Hei Mao gritted his teeth. He hated this. The feeling of being held back. The thought that somewhere out there, the people responsible for his family's death were walking freely while he sat here, doing nothing.

But Gu Jie wasn’t someone who made decisions lightly. If she said it would get worse, she meant it.

And that meant one thing.

Something was coming.

The moment stretched, heavy with an unnatural stillness.

Then, it came.

A shadow shifted by the doorway. Silent. Unannounced. As if it had always been there, watching.

Hei Mao's breath hitched as his instincts screamed at him—danger.

The figure stepped forward, the dim light of the Umbral Scripture Hall barely illuminating his form. Dark hair, dark eyes, and a teasing smile that sent a chill down Hei Mao’s spine.

"Wow," the man drawled, voice smooth and amused. "I never thought I’d see you again..."

And then, he locked eyes with Hei Mao.

The world narrowed. A sudden, suffocating pressure settled on Hei Mao’s shoulders, and he had to force himself to breathe.

This wasn’t a stranger.

This was someone who knew him.

Hei Mao narrowed his eyes and lifted Eye of the Sun, his magic bow radiating a faint golden light as he drew the string, though no arrow had yet formed.

"Who are you?" he demanded.

Before an answer could come, Gu Jie acted. Her Accursed Whip lashed out, striking through the air with lethal speed—

Only to pass harmlessly through the man, as if he were nothing but mist.

The figure chuckled, shaking his head. "Sweetheart, that won’t work. I’m just a shadow. My real body is outside, fighting your Master… or at least, a fragment of him."

Hei Mao tensed, his grip tightening around his bow. Master Da Wei?

"Your Master has quite an interesting technique," the shadow continued, tone rich with amusement. “It took a chunk of my forces, but I managed to exile him to the Black Forest.”

Ren Xun was breathing nervously, his gaze sharp. "Why do you look so much like Hei Mao?"

The man clapped his hands together, clearly entertained.

"Ah, introductions, right? Let’s do that properly."

There was something unbearably casual about his tone, as if he were indulging them rather than answering seriously.

"I am Shenyuan," he declared. "Founder of the Abyss Clan… and the late Patriarch of the Shadow Clan."

Hei Mao’s breath hitched. The late Shadow Patriarch?

Shenyuan strolled around the hall, his gaze tracing the intricate formations and talismans etched into the walls and floor.

"Hmm… these resemble the work of the Heavenly Eye quite a bit."

Ren Xun frowned. "You mean the Grand Emperor, right?"

Shenyuan scoffed, waving his hand as if brushing away dust. "So that’s what he’s called now? Almost forgot."

There was something unsettling about the way he spoke—like someone recalling an old acquaintance rather than a legendary figure.

Then he sighed, shaking his head in exaggerated lament.

"A shame I can’t be here with my main body. The formations and talismans here are quite the divine work of a genius."

Ren Xun scoffed. "Don’t call me that. That word is reserved for people who are truly special."

Shenyuan smirked. "How humble."

Gu Jie’s frown deepened, and sweat glistened on her brow. She didn’t speak, but her grip on the Accursed Whip tightened.

Ren Xun, for all his usual bravado, wasn’t unaffected either. His fingers twitched slightly, but he still maintained a steady pace, adjusting his glasses with an air of calm. "Are you his father?" he asked.

Shenyuan laughed. "What an odd assumption."

Hei Mao scoffed before the shadow could continue. "I know what my father looked like."

"Ah, so cold!" Shenyuan clutched his chest in mock hurt, before flashing an easy grin. "But you’re right. I am no father to you. Merely an ancestor, that’s all. Distant, yet ever-present in your bloodline."

Hei Mao’s eyes widened. Something clicked.

Like a whisper in the void, a raving voice stirred at the back of his mind. His past—his past as a ghost—peeked out from the depths of his memories, ugly and raw.

The words tumbled from his lips, almost incoherent. "That’s my body," he murmured, staring at Shenyuan.

The realization clawed its way out of him, spilling into the air, louder.

"That’s my body."

Again.

"That’s my body!"

Memories flooded in—his parents, his twin sister. The warmth of family. The security of home. Then the horror. The day it was all stolen from him. The day his own body was possessed.

A suffocating dread gripped his chest. The murky, half-forgotten images of that time became clear, sharpening like a blade against the whetstone of his fractured mind.

"No! No!" Hei Mao choked, his breath ragged.

A tide of wickedness, dark and suffocating, crashed into him. He remembered the moment his heart was filled with terror and rage—how he had watched everything he loved burn.

How he had dragged his little sister’s lifeless body from the ruins.

How he had slit his own throat.

How he had sundered his own soul.

Shenyuan clicked his tongue, shaking his head in exaggerated disappointment. "If not for that meddling fragment of Da Wei, my main body would already be here, tearing through these defenses. Impressive work, by the way. Immaculate, even. But ultimately futile in the face of my might. Hey, your Master is putting up quite a fight."

Hei Mao barely heard him.

His breath quickened. His chest rose and fell, uneven. A sickening sensation crawled up his throat, and suddenly, he was there again—his fingers wrapped around his twin sister’s neck, her struggling form beneath him.

He felt it. The resistance. The terror. The way her small hands had clawed at his arms, the light in her eyes dimming as he—

"No… no…" His knees buckled, and his vision swam as inky black tears rolled down his face.

"Hei Mao!" Gu Jie’s voice snapped through the haze, sharp as a blade. "Shut up, you bastard!" she roared at Shenyuan, her whip coiling and tightening with barely restrained fury.

Ren Jingyi twirled through the air, the fish’s ethereal form gliding in a soft, reassuring glow. "It’s okay, Hei Mao," she said, her voice soft yet insistent. "Everything will be okay."

A familiar warmth settled over him as her Bless spell took effect. Light pulsed through his body, clearing the suffocating weight from his chest. The inky black tears rising from his eyes turned to mist and dissolved into nothing.

Hei Mao steadied himself, fingers curling into fists.

He stared directly at Shenyuan, his eyes burning with newfound resolve.

"Why did you kill my family?" His voice was steady. Cold.

Shenyuan sighed, rubbing his temple as if the question exhausted him. "Why else?" he said lazily. "To erase any evidence of my escape. If the Heavenly Eye had found me, I’d have been ended long ago. Simple self-preservation, really."

Hei Mao’s fingers curled tighter around Eye of the Sun, his knuckles stark white against the dark wood of the bow. His voice was steady, but the fury beneath it trembled like a drawn string ready to snap.

"I will kill you."

Shenyuan shrugged, entirely unbothered. "Nah, I’m all good."

Before anyone could react, his form collapsed into a formless shadow and lunged—not toward them, but toward the Puppet Armor.

Ren Xun blanched. "Fuck."

The runes carved into the armor flared to life, reacting to the invasion, but it was too late. The dark mass seeped through the cracks, vanishing inside like ink bleeding into paper.

The armor twitched.

Then, Shenyuan’s voice echoed from within, smooth, amused. "No worries, I’ll kill you last."

The Puppet Armor’s joints creaked as it took a step forward, its dull metal eyes igniting with an unnatural gleam.

"And as for the kid, the lass, and the fish?"

The armor lurched, raising a hand that crackled with stolen power.

"Farewell."
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The Black Forest groaned around us, its trees shuddering like creatures in agony. A chill ran down my spine as I gazed at the sky—or what should have been the sky. Instead, it was occupied by a grotesque visage, a twisted mockery of a face so vast that it seemed to stretch across the heavens. Its eyes, if they could be called that, were unfocused, unseeing, yet I felt its presence pressing down on us. From the storm-choked clouds above, writhing tentacles descended, their slick forms glistening in the unnatural light. And beneath that yawning maw—gods above—it was the stuff of nightmares.

“SUSTENANCE. FOOD. FOOD. FEED. SUSTENANCE.”

The thing above us had two eyes: two massive, staring orbs that dominated its grotesque face. And yet, they were more than just eyes. They were the moons themselves.

“FOOD. SUSTENANCE. FOOD.”

Each moon, once distant celestial bodies, now bore countless smaller eyes opening and closing across its surfaces like blooming flowers of pure horror. They pulsed with eerie light, gazing down at us with unfathomable intent. The sky itself seemed to breathe, shifting as if alive, as the tentacles slithered down from the storm-laden clouds.

I exhaled sharply. "Anyone got a weapon to spare?" I asked, not taking my eyes off the horror above. "Better yet, does anyone have a Featherhome?"

Joan scoffed, shaking her head. "If only. I no longer have the blessing of the Lost Supreme and have lost access to my Item Box. So no, I don’t have a Featherhome."

I grimaced. That was expected, but still frustrating. Back in LLO, NPCs always referred to the game mechanics as ‘Blessings’ from the Lost Supreme. Players loved abusing the ‘World Map,’ ‘Fast Travel,’ ‘Item Box,’ ‘Voice Chat,’ and such... It was a list of things that made life so much easier for the sake of gameplay.

Those were all gone. No easy escapes now. No teleportation.

They weren’t completely gone, since I could still use some of them. Voice Chat worked fine, but something like Item Box? That required my main body. And as for Fast Travel or World Map privileges… well, those were as good as useless now.

I let out a breath, trying to steady myself. "I was hoping we'd have a bit more time to prepare for this fight."

Alice stepped forward, her expression unreadable, and reached into her Shadow Space. A flicker of darkness coiled around her fingers as she pulled out a weapon: a single-edged katana, its ominous presence almost tangible. The blade shimmered with an eerie light, its surface like a deep, endless abyss.

I accepted it with a nod. "Much appreciated."

Joan adjusted her grip on her reins, her unicorn shifting nervously beneath her. "You’re thinking about what’s the biggest thing we fought back home, aren’t you?"

"Yeah," I admitted. “This guy’s definitely on my top ten.”

I stretched out my Divine Sense, trying to get a better feel for what we were up against. The sheer scope of it made my stomach turn. It wasn’t just large. It was as if we had been transported to an entirely separate celestial body. My senses struggled to grasp the enormity of it.

The ground trembled. Roots as thick as city streets burst forth, cracking the earth as they spread like the grasping fingers of a buried titan. And from above, the tentacles lashed downward, moving not with intelligence, but instinct.

It wasn’t attacking us because it recognized us as a threat. It was simply reacting, like a dead immortal's body twitching long after their soul had faded.

"Move!" I barked, activating Zealot’s Stride. My body surged forward, mana thrumming through me as I dashed across the battlefield, leaping over the grasping roots.

Alice soared above me, her vampire wings unfurled, carrying her with effortless grace. Joan spurred her unicorn into motion, the beast galloping through the chaos, its hooves leaving faint ripples in the air.

We weren’t ready for this fight.

But ready or not, we had no choice but to fight.

I surged forward, Flash Step propelling me through the battlefield in rapid bursts. Twisted, malformed trees lunged at me with claw-like branches, their gnarled limbs reaching as if they hungered for flesh. I swung my katana in swift, precise arcs. The blade cut cleanly, cleaving through the unnatural wood with ease.

I had no idea what this weapon was called, but it was sharp, unnaturally so. A legendary weapon at the very least.

To my side, Alice reached into her Shadow Space and pulled out a pole weapon—long-handled, with a curved blade gleaming ominously under the flickering light of the corrupted moons. I recognized the shape.

"A naginata?" I muttered.

Alice smirked. "Close enough."

Further back, Joan kept her distance, her unicorn galloping effortlessly across the battlefield. She was multitasking, one hand gripping the reins, and the other casting Holy Smite and Holy Arrow with practiced ease. Every spell she flung burned with divine brilliance, searing through the twisted creatures around us. Multi-casting made it look effortless.

I exhaled and activated Holy Aura.

A golden radiance pulsed outward from my body, washing over the battlefield like a tide of faith. The effect was immediate. Alice’s strikes became sharper, Joan’s spells burned brighter, and even my own movements felt lighter. The malformed trees recoiled, their grotesque limbs blackening as if the very presence of my aura was an anathema to their existence.

"Never been this glad for type-advantages favoring me... Whatever this was, it hated the divine..."

The Holy Aura skill wasn’t cheap. Holy Aura strengthened allies while suppressing enemies, but it was eating into my already limited resources. Lu Gao's body was severely lacking for this fight, but I had to carry through.

I had two Spell Slots left. One was already dedicated to Divine Possession, keeping my hold over Lu Gao intact. That left me with only two uses for Ultimate Skills.

And then... laughter.

It wasn’t coming from anything on the ground.

The sky itself was laughing.

A deep, resonating mirth rumbled through the air, shaking the earth beneath us. The grotesque face looming above split into something resembling a grin, its countless eyes crinkling at the edges. More of its writhing tentacles slithered downward, unfurling from the clouds like grotesque appendages.

And from their depths, humanoid figures descended.

Tall, emaciated beings with octopus-like heads, their slick skin glistening as they touched down with unnatural grace. Their limbs were long and thin, each hand ending in elongated, barbed fingers. Their mouths, if they had mouths, were hidden beneath masses of shifting tentacles.

They stood silently for a moment, their eyes were bulbous and unblinking as they locked onto us.

Then they moved.

I gritted my teeth and tightened my grip on the katana. "Great. Just what we needed."

Alice twirled her naginata, a dark grin spreading across her face. "Looks like they want to play."

Joan exhaled sharply, lifting her hand as divine light gathered in her palm. "Then let’s not disappoint them."

The sky laughed again.

"FOOD. SUSTENANCE. FLESH. DRINK. ALL. ALL. ALL."

Its voice was not a sound but a force, an overwhelming pressure that crushed against my thoughts, trying to drown them in endless hunger.

"LIFE IS A CYCLE OF CONSUMPTION. ALL THAT LIVES EXISTS TO BE TAKEN. GIVE YOURSELVES TO ME. RETURN TO THE VOID. RETURN TO THE EVERLASTING FEAST."

The laughter returned, echoing through the air like a thousand voices all speaking at once—some whispering, some shrieking, some merely exhaling in grotesque satisfaction. The moons grew more eyes, rolling in their sockets and shifting their gaze from us to the land around us as if sizing up a banquet.

"FEED. ENDURE. YOU WILL NOT DIE. YOU WILL BECOME. JOIN THE ETERNAL FLESH. LIVE FOREVER IN ME. RETURN TO THEE."

I clenched my teeth, forcing my mind to push back against the waves of madness creeping into my thoughts.

The sky’s laughter grew louder.

The octopus-headed creatures moved like a tide, their elongated limbs flowing unnaturally as they charged. But not all of them attacked. Some reached out with their barbed fingers, grasping at the malformed trees around us.

The reaction was immediate. The trees trembled, writhing like living things before the grotesque creatures melted into them. Bark twisted, warped, and split apart like gaping wounds. The trunks bulged as flesh merged with wood, reshaping into something new... something worse.

What had once been vaguely humanoid trees were now hulking monstrosities. Their twisted limbs stretched longer, pulsing with veins of black ichor. Multiple heads sprouted from their bark, a disturbing fusion of wood, flesh, and tentacled horror. Some bore twisted human-like faces, half-formed and frozen in expressions of silent agony. Others had full octopi heads, their tendrils writhing as they snapped at the air. Their bodies groaned like bending timber, but their movements were disturbingly fluid, their forms shifting like they weren’t fully bound by solid matter.

Alice whistled as she twirled her naginata. “Well, that’s disgusting. I’ve seen necromancers do some patchwork abominations before, but this? This is a whole new level of ugly.”

“They’re adapting,” I muttered, tightening my grip on my sword.

Joan rode up beside us, her unicorn pawing at the ground nervously. “How many spell slots do you guys have left?”

I exhaled. “Still got two. I’ll use them if I have to, but I’d rather not—I’ve got another fight waiting for me after this.”

Alice smirked. “Oh, holding back for the grand finale?” She spun her naginata effortlessly, the blade catching the corrupted moonlight. “I’ve got five left. Though I burned one earlier for an Ultimate Summon.”

Joan nodded. “Same. I had six, but I used one already.”

“I remember,” I frowned. “Yeah… on me… You used it on me, I remember.”

Joan gave me an innocent look. “You survived.”

“Yeah, after you dropped divine wrath on me.”

“Details.”

They have a lot of spell slots because they were casters after all... and honestly, I was envious.

“So, got a plan?” asked Alice as she hurled a series of Pain Burst multiple times.

I adjusted my grip on my sword, my Holy Aura flickering around me. “I’m thinking.”

The monsters didn’t wait for me to finish.

One of the twisted tree-beasts lunged forward, its malformed arms stretching unnaturally. I Flash Stepped, disappearing from its path in a burst of speed. The next instant, I activated Zealot’s Stride, dashing into a flanking position before the creature could react. My blade ignited with golden light as I swung with Divine Smite. The katana carved through its bark-like flesh, searing it apart with divine energy.

Alice followed up, vaulting into the air with a powerful leap. Her naginata gleamed with dark energy as she slashed through another creature’s elongated neck, severing it in a single strike. But instead of collapsing, the thing’s wound morphed, sprouting fresh tendrils that whipped toward her. She spun midair, deflecting the incoming strikes with a precise parry before landing gracefully.

Joan stayed mobile, keeping her unicorn galloping as she multi-cast Holy Smite and Holy Arrow. Every spell she loosed burned into the monstrosities, charring their grotesque forms. Even with their regenerative properties, they shrieked in agony, writhing as divine energy ate away at them.

A massive tentacle crashed down from the sky, aiming to flatten us all.

I barely had time to react before I activated Flash Step again, darting away from the impact zone just as the ground shattered beneath the blow. Splinters and debris flew in all directions.

Alice dodged backward, using her unnatural agility, while Joan’s unicorn leapt clear, hooves barely touching the fragmented ground before stabilizing midair.

I reappeared beside another abomination and drove my sword straight through its pulsing core. Divine Smite surged through the blade, erupting in a burst of golden flames. The thing convulsed violently before disintegrating, its remnants dissolving into blackened ash.

Alice whirled her naginata, using its extended reach to cleave through multiple creatures at once, her strikes both precise and relentless. Joan unleashed a barrage of Holy Arrows, piercing through their heads and torsos.

But the sky was still laughing.

And more of them were coming.

This was becoming pointless.

I cut down another one of those twisted, tentacle-infested tree monsters, only for three more to take its place. Their numbers were relentless, and while their attacks weren’t particularly powerful, their sheer durability and disruptive nature made them a serious problem.

The worst part? Even a slight graze from them would dispel or disrupt any skill activation. I could feel it each time one of their attacks passed too close, like an oppressive force pressing against my mana flow, threatening to collapse any spell mid-cast.

At least they couldn't cancel my Divine Possession outright. If they could, Lu Gao would be a sitting duck right now.

Still, their durability was absurd. I’d say each of these monsters had the defense of a Sixth Realm cultivator, and to make matters worse, they shifted randomly under parameters I still didn’t understand. One moment my attacks would carve through them like butter, the next they’d harden like stone, barely flinching under my Divine Smite.

I clicked my tongue and Flash Stepped back beside Alice and Joan. “This isn’t working. We need to find a weakness fast.”

Alice spun her naginata, flicking blackened ichor off the blade. “Go for the eyes?” she suggested, her tone almost playful. “Always a classic.”

I followed her gaze upward to the moons. Those massive, unblinking eyes staring down at us from the sky, shifting and pulsing like living things.

"...That's quite something," I muttered. “We’d need something big to even make a dent.”

“And a way to shorten the distance,” Joan added.

Silence fell between us as we processed the problem, while we fought the monsters.

Then Joan snapped her fingers. “How does a Mass Teleport sound?”

Alice shook her head immediately. “Not possible. Space is all messed up here, and you know it. I can’t even use simple spatial tricks, so no way you’re pulling off something that large-scale.”

Joan narrowed her eyes. “I should be able to do it… if I limit it to just this battlefield.”

I frowned, considering her words. “You sure?”

Joan shrugged. “Nope. But I can try.”

I sighed. That left me with one option.

“I’ve got something big,” I admitted. “But I need two minutes to channel it.”

Alice quirked an eyebrow. “That long? Sounds troublesome.”

“Yeah. You got anything better? I could channel it while fighting, but these monsters have ‘dispel’ in their touch, so yeah, no… Troublesome is an understatement.”

If these two were offensive casters, they would have spammed their ults from the get-go already, but clearly, they could.

"Let's do this," Alice smirked, then cursed herself.

And I don’t mean that figuratively. She literally cast Curse and Greater Curse on herself, stacking all sorts of debuffs onto her own body. Her aura grew darker, twisting unnaturally. The air around her distorted, as if it wasn’t sure what to make of her anymore.

“I also have something, but I would need time,” she said. "I should be able to chain a few spells."

Ah. That kind of setup.

Whatever she was planning, it involved some kind of combo, one that required her to be in an absolutely wretched state before activating it.

Joan watched her with a mixture of fascination and concern. “I don’t have the firepower you two do, but I can hold the line while you both get your stuff ready.”

I nodded. “Then let’s do this.”

Joan took a deep breath, closing her eyes for a brief moment. Then she muttered, “Divine Descent.” She began glowing in resplendent gold, red, and silver.

I frowned. Divine Descent? That was… unexpected. Her patron god was related to healing, not barriers, not shields. While it would definitely boost her support abilities, it shouldn’t be enough to hold against that thing in the sky.

But before I could question her, Joan raised her staff and invoked, “Shield of Faith.”

A golden barrier flared to life, surrounding both Alice and me in a protective dome. Holy symbols glowed faintly in the air, shifting and rotating like celestial engravings. It wasn’t just resilient—it felt absolute. A fortress of divinity.

Joan exhaled softly and whispered, “Invoke: Divine Right.”

My thoughts screeched to a halt.

Wait. What?

I remembered a certain cinematic promotion of LLO, when it first introduced the Lost Gods. A rush of power surged outward from Joan, rippling through the battlefield like a divine proclamation. The aura surrounding her shifted, deepened, changed. It wasn’t just a buff. It was something far greater.

She wasn’t just borrowing an aspect of her patron with Divine Descent.

She was staking a claim.

Joan’s voice rang out clear and unwavering: “I challenge the seat of Godhood and draw upon the Divine Authority of Ephryn, Goddess of Love, Healing, Fertility, and Loyalty.”

I was shell-shocked.

In LLO, using Divine Descent allowed a character to borrow an aspect of their patron, granting them powerful buffs based on the deity’s nature. But this wasn’t just borrowing.

Joan was claiming the goddess’s power for herself.

Alice whispered to me, her voice barely audible over the rising storm of energy. “Let her do her job.”

I glanced at her, seeing the seriousness in her gaze. She wasn’t surprised. She knew.

Alice continued, “A lot has changed in Losten. Dead gods. Ending worlds. The Great Enemy making their moves. Joan’s making hers. If she’d succeed, we don’t know.”

I swallowed my questions and focused on the battlefield.

Joan’s blonde hair shimmered, taking on a brighter, almost ethereal sheen. A halo flickered to life above her head, spinning slowly, radiating a gentle yet overwhelming presence. Her clothes shifted, transforming into something more… divine. Flowing, adorned with golden embroidery, yet shockingly revealing for someone once so modest. The classic look of a newly ascended goddess, albeit temporarily.

She thumped her staff against the ground, her voice steady as she commanded, “Empower: Shield of Faith.”

A second layer of holy protection shimmered into existence, reinforcing the first. Then Joan raised her staff again, invoking more barriers in rapid succession:

“Dome of Deniability.” A shimmering dome expanded outward, warping reality around us, hiding us from fate’s gaze.

“Protection.” A radiant veil settled over our bodies, resisting curses and corruption.

“Holy Barrier.” Layers upon layers of divine defenses stacked, turning the battlefield into a fortress of faith.

Then the sky screamed.

Not a rumble. Not an earthquake. A voice.

"YOU CHEAT. YOU CHEAT. YOU CHEAT. YOU CHEAT."

My frown deepened. I hadn’t thought the thing was truly conscious, and assumed it was more like a corpse moving out of instinct. But this? This was rage.

The two moons in the night sky twisted and stretched, forming grinning mouths filled with massive, smiling teeth—the kind you’d see on a cow.

Then, with a grotesque rip, the mouths opened and from within came giant arms bursting forth.

The massive hands reached down, each larger than a fortress, and smashed against Joan’s defenses with terrifying force.

The ground shook. Reality shuddered. The air trembled under the sheer weight of their power.

Joan stood firm.

Her barriers held.

The earth cracked.

A terrible shudder rippled through the land, and the air itself seemed to fracture. The twisted trees, the writhing octopi, the monstrous amalgamations: all of them disintegrated into ash, their forms unable to withstand the sheer wrongness that was being revealed.

Above us, the twin moons contorted, revealing a pair of faces. One was sad and the other was happy. Too suddenly, their faces twisted into expressions of pure madness.

They stared at each other, eyes wide and unseeing, their grotesque mouths opening in unison to let out wailing sobs.

And then, they began to devour each other, arms flailing around.

Flesh folded into flesh. Teeth crunched against bone. The sky itself bled as the moons consumed themselves, screaming in anguish, in ecstasy, in something beyond mortal comprehension.

And when the feeding was over, when the heavens had collapsed into themselves, there was nothing left but a writhing mass of flesh.

It quivered, a pulsing blob of shifting forms, as if the essence of the sky itself had been reduced to a single tumor.

Then, the filth began to rise.

From the remnants of the grotesque fusion, a figure emerged.

A naked giant, its sheer size dwarfing the landscape, standing tall as a skyscraper.

His skin was a deep, sickly purple, devoid of genitalia, of anatomy, of humanity. Instead, his entire body was covered in faces.

Hundreds. Thousands.

Each one squirmed and twisted, their mouths moving in silent screams, in whispered prayers, in pleas for the Everlasting Feast to never stop.

I felt my stomach churn.

The mad thing grinned, not with its mouth, but with its entire existence.

And then, without hesitation, it reached out, grabbing onto the outermost layer of Joan’s divine barrier.

And shattered it.

Joan screamed.

Blood poured from her lips as her body convulsed from the backlash.

I cursed. She stacked multiple barriers, but that thing—

Joan gritted her teeth through the pain, raising her trembling hands. And then, she spoke an Ultimate Skill.

“Divine Word: Rest!”

A pulse of absolute authority surged outward.

The mad thing staggered.

One of the faces on its body froze, its expression going slack and its eyes closing as it fell into an unnatural slumber.

But the rest of them…

“FOOD. FOOD. FEED. FEED.”

The monster laughed.

The faces on its writhing body still screamed, still cried for sustenance. But slowly, one by one, more and more began to fall asleep.

It jerked, its movements growing sluggish, its form trembling with something that almost resembled panic.

It knew.

It knew that if too many of its faces fell asleep…

It would be helpless.

The monster howled, clawing at the ground, slamming its hands against the barriers, desperate to shatter them.

Joan gritted her teeth and cast another.

And another.

Each time the monster broke a barrier, Joan coughed more blood.

Her divine radiance dimmed with each blow.

Her body shook as the strain of channeling Divine Descent and an Ultimate Skill at the same time was tearing her apart.

I frowned. This wasn’t just backlash, but something like True Damage.

If this continued, Joan was going to die.

The two minutes were up.

The last of the monster’s countless faces fell silent.

Its grotesque, skyscraper-tall body lurched—unsteady, its movements now sluggish. The nightmare of shifting flesh and screaming mouths staggered, its knees crashing into the ruined earth.

It slumbered.

I exhaled. Finally.

Alice let out a breath as well, her hands shaking as she bagged her naginata back into her Shadow Space.

Her hair had gone completely white.

Her once vibrant pink hair had turned ashen, her usually pale skin now hollow and sunken. She looked… ancient. A corpse at death’s door.

I frowned and reached for the sword she had loaned me. Without a word, I handed it back.

“I don’t need it anymore,” I told her.

Alice stared at it for a moment before silently taking the blade and storing it away.

Then, she muttered a quiet incantation, barely above a whisper.

“Curse Reversal!"

A tremor of power rippled outward as her Ultimate Skill came to life.

Alice’s body shook, her brittle frame suddenly surging with vitality.

The color of youth returned to her cheeks, her withered hair growing long and glossy again, flourishing into soft pink strands. The fatigue and decay that had drained her moments ago were erased in an instant.

Her aura blazed.

The air shuddered from the sheer force of her presence, the weight of overwhelming power pressing against reality.

Alice flexed her fingers, rolling her shoulders as her lips curled into a sharp smirk. “Much better,” she said.

Then, she lifted her palm.

A straw doll materialized within it: a grotesque mimicry of the slumbering giant.

She muttered, “Malevolent Grasp.”

A phantasmal hand—withered, skeletal, and rotting—manifested in the air and clamped around the doll, squeezing with vice-like force.

Alice’s eyes gleamed. With a slow, deliberate motion, she crushed the effigy between her fingers.

“Wretched Effigy.”

The effect was instantaneous.

The monster screamed.

Every single face on its twisted, fleshy body contorted in agony, their silent slumber shattered by overwhelming pain.

More than half of its body turned to ash.

The sheer damage was unreal, so much that the monster jerked upright, shrieking.

“FOOD… FOOD HURTS ME—!!”

The nightmare was awake again.

The ground trembled as fresh abominations sprouted from the blackened dirt with trees twisting into humanoid horrors, their faces eerily blank.

I narrowed my eyes. Enough.

I reached within, drawing upon the demonic taint buried in Lu Gao’s soul.

The dark essence coiled at my command, responding to my will as I fused my Ultimate Skill with the principle of his technique.

I raised my arm, gathering every ounce of faith within me.

And then, I closed my hand into a fist as I spoke.

"Final Adjudication."

Power gathered.

The husk around us disintegrated.

The very dirt blackened, rotting from the inside out before crumbling into ash.

In an instant, the entire wretched forest collapsed—the monstrous trees, the faceless horrors, the land itself—all reduced to dust.

A lifeless, gray desert of ash remained.

The already night sky, further darkened as if it couldn’t get any darker.

Golden cracks split the air, fracturing reality itself.

From those fractures, radiant power bled through.

A colossal presence loomed over the battlefield—unseen, yet undeniable. The weight of divine authority pressed upon existence itself, making even the air strain and vibrate.

Hymns resounded.

Rings of celestial scripture spiraled around me, inscribed with ever-shifting verdicts, glowing with the absolute decree of law.

The very air trembled under the force of my judgment.

Then...

Golden chains of light lashed out.

They snapped forward, piercing through the void, twisting like serpents before they coiled around the monster’s form.

It screamed.

The space around it burned.

Above us, the heavens trembled, and a colossal Scales of Judgment materialized.

The weight of karmic balance pressed down upon the battlefield, an omnipresent force that no existence could escape.

The monster struggled.

It thrashed against its bindings, writhing like a dying insect trapped in a spider’s web.

But it was useless.

The golden chains darkened, the divine power reflecting the corruption of Lu Gao’s Incursion technique. The monster’s own internal energy—tainted, mad, and insatiable—began to rebel against itself.

It was being consumed from within.

The faces screamed.

The monster shrieked, its cry rising to the heavens, its final desperate plea echoing across the broken world.

"THIS IS UNFAIR—!!"

The chains tightened.

The Scales of Judgment tipped.

And the monster was erased.
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Hei Yuan’s voice rang with desperation, his cry cutting through the chaos of battle.

“What’s the meaning of this?! Shadow Patriarch Hei Ben...”

The man in Dave’s grasp let out a deep, mirthful chuckle, tilting his head as if amused by the accusation.

“Ah… yes, I was called that once, wasn’t I?” His voice dripped with nostalgia, but there was no warmth in it, only amusement at Hei Yuan’s disbelief. “But names are shackles, and that one is no longer fitting for me. Please call me by my divine name.” His grin widened as he leaned in slightly. “You may call me… Shenyuan.”

Hei Yuan trembled, his face pale. His breathing hitched, his composure shattering as tears welled in his eyes. “Why…? Why did you do it?” His voice cracked, raw with emotion. “Why corrupt Hei Mu? Why take away Patriarch Hei Ten and turn him into… into that?!”

Shenyuan sighed, almost bored. “You’re so noisy, little Yuan. Let’s do something about that.”

Hei Yuan’s body convulsed violently as black miasma erupted from his seven orifices: his eyes, ears, nose, and mouth spilling forth the foul essence of corruption. His screams turned to gasps as his body stiffened, then fell like a broken marionette, plummeting into the lake below.

Splash!

One of the Shadow Clan cultivators darted down, catching Hei Yuan before he could sink, retreating to the rear lines. But the sight of their leader falling shook the defenders, and the undead pressed forward with renewed aggression.

Dave’s grip on Shenyuan’s throat tightened, his voice steady despite the fire of holy energy coursing through him. “What did you do?”

Shenyuan merely smiled, unbothered by Dave’s strength. “What I had to. What I was meant to. You see, boy, I am the Abyss Clan. I am the Black Clan. I am the Shadow Clan and the One True Death.” His eyes gleamed with a mad certainty. “I am the rightful heir of the Eternal Undeath Cult, and I will stop at nothing to reclaim my place in the Infinity.”

Dave’s expression remained unreadable, but his grip did not loosen. He could feel the aura of something ancient, something deeply wrong emanating from this man.

This wasn’t just a battle over the island anymore.

It was a battle for the fate of the Shadow Clan itself and the rest of the Deepmoor Continent.

Shenyuan’s smirk didn’t waver, even as Dave ignited Searing Smite in his palm. Holy flames wreathed his gauntlet, the heat searing the air itself. Without hesitation, he clenched his fist, attempting to burn his foe with righteous fire.

But Shenyuan merely laughed. His body blurred, dissolving into shadow before slipping past Dave’s grasp like mist through his fingers.

“Thunderous Smite.”

Dave swung Silver Steel, still empowered by Heavenly Punishment, cutting through the space where Shenyuan reformed. A jagged arc of lightning and divine force surged forth, crackling with the authority of judgment itself. It cleaved through the battlefield, illuminating the night in blinding brilliance.

The strike landed. Or rather, it should have.

But once again, Shenyuan merely slipped, his form scattering like a phantom, untouched.

He shook his head in mock disappointment. “Useless. You can’t harm me.” His grin widened, arrogance dripping from every word. “I am invincible. There’s no way for you to bypass my intangibility. You cannot strike what does not exist.”

Dave exhaled slowly.

Then, he pointed Silver Steel directly at Shenyuan.

“It’s over.”

For the first time, Shenyuan’s smirk faltered.

The night trembled. The heavens themselves seemed to listen.

“Final Adjudication.”

Dave had been buying time, just enough time to channel his most powerful area-of-effect spell.

Yes, he had exhausted his every spell slot.

But he wasn’t done yet.

His armor’s ability, Ephemeral Touch, allowed him to cast Ultimate Skills regardless of cooldown, mana consumption, or spell slots. However, it didn’t shorten Final Adjudication’s channeling time. That was why he needed every second he could steal.

And now...

A divine verdict was being rendered.

A golden fissure split the heavens, stretching across the battlefield. The very air groaned as reality cracked, bleeding radiant power. Darkness recoiled. The sky turned void-black, swallowing the stars, leaving only judgment.

Then the hymns began.

Voices beyond mortal comprehension sang in celestial harmony, their words not of any known language, yet understood by all.

Rings of celestial scripture spiraled around Dave, inscribed with ever-shifting verdicts, glowing with the absolute authority of divine law. The ground trembled beneath his feet.

The guilty would not escape.

Golden chains of light erupted forth, lashing across the battlefield, seeking those who had sinned against the natural order. The undead—their wretched souls bound to this plane—had no means of resisting. Hundreds. Thousands. They burned in an instant, reduced to nothing but ash.

The black-masked cultivators mixed among the undead fared no better. Those who had defied fate, who had walked the path of forbidden arts, found themselves snared. The chains constricted, dragging them toward judgment.

And Shenyuan...

He, too, was caught.

The space around him twisted, warping as divine light consumed him. His smugness was gone, replaced by something else.

Recognition.

Above them, a colossal Scales of Judgment materialized. It hung in the heavens, its size unfathomable, stretching beyond mortal sight. Its weight bore down on the battlefield, an absolute force of karma manifest.

It was time to weigh the guilty.

A laugh.

Loud. Overwhelming. It echoed across the battlefield, sweeping over the lake, the island, and beyond. A laughter so deep and resonant it sent ripples through the very air.

Shenyuan laughed.

His mirth was not mocking, nor was it derisive. It was genuine amusement, rich with delight. “This power… this righteousness… it sickens me!” His voice rang out, filled with something close to exhilaration. "Frankly, I'd probably die receiving a direct hit from this or that heavenly sword... but..."

Dave narrowed his eyes. Final Adjudication was absolute. There was no escape. No way to defy judgment.

Then he blinked.

The golden chains, once wrapped around Shenyuan, constricting him in divine law, were no longer there.

They were wrapped around him.

Dave’s breath hitched. His gaze snapped downward, his Silver Steel trembling in his grip. The radiant shackles coiled around his arms and his legs, binding him in celestial scripture, as if he were the condemned.

The hymns continued, unrelenting. The battlefield burned.

Undead wreathed in golden karmic fire howled in agony as they crumbled into ash. Black-masked cultivators writhed, their very souls ignited from within, consumed by the weight of their sins.

Dave looked up at the sky. The Scales of Judgment loomed, its colossal form beyond human comprehension.

He had good karma. That much he knew.

His actions and his path... it was righteous. Wasn’t it?

Then, the scale tilted.

An agonizing burst erupted from within him.

Golden karmic flames ignited in his essence.

Dave gritted his teeth as pain racked his soul. Why? This wasn’t supposed to happen. This judgment wasn’t meant for him. He wasn’t guilty!

The fire burned deeper. It didn’t just scorch his body... it sought his very being.

With rigid control, Dave began casting Cure in even intervals, his mind sharp despite the agony. Divine Word: Life surged through him, reinforcing his own healing, fighting against his own spell.

Shenyuan tilted his head, watching.

Then, he smiled.

“Let me enlighten you.”

His voice was calm, almost gentle, as though explaining something trivial. “What’s happening? Easy. I just made it so that we swapped our shadows.”

Dave’s eyes widened.

Swapped… shadows?

A realization struck him like a blade to the gut. Final Adjudication targeted the guilty. The spell sought karmic weight, and Shenyuan had, somehow, shifted that weight onto him.

He had turned Dave into the condemned.

Shenyuan chuckled. “Impressive spell, though. What did you call it? Ah, yes... Final Adjudication?” He spread his arms wide. “I must say, the chains, it suits you rather well.”

The flames raged.

They did not consume his flesh... they devoured his very soul.

Dave roared in agony, his voice raw as the divine fire burrowed deeper, searing into his essence. Final Adjudication demanded judgment, and now it was branding him as guilty.

And then he saw.

The visions struck like a blade to his mind, each one sharper than the last.

Bloodied halls.

Shattered families, their corpses strewn across the floor.

Siblings turning against one another, only for all to be slain.

A mother, clutching her child, eyes frozen in horror as her heart was ripped from her chest.

Fathers crushed beneath falling rubble, their screams lost in the chaos.

Entire sects, once mighty, now turned to ruins.

Nations burned, their skies darkened with the smoke of countless pyres.

Dave staggered, his breath choking in his throat. These weren't his sins, but Shenyuan’s.

Yet the weight of them was unbearable.

The sheer vileness of it—the absolute, unrepentant malice—sank into his very bones. It was not just the sight of atrocities, but the emotions behind them. The sheer, unfiltered joy that Shenyuan had felt in the slaughter.

A mind so wretched, so utterly devoid of remorse, that Dave wanted—no, needed—to end it all.

Make it stop.

And then, a voice.

A melody.

Soft.

Slow.

Shenyuan began to sing.

A lullaby. A eulogy.

“Hush, hush, lay down your sword,
The weight you bear is much too hard.
Close your eyes, surrender your breath,
Embrace the peace that lies in death.”

“They whisper low, they cry and weep,
But all shall rest in shadows deep.
No more pain, no more fight,
Slip away into the night.”

The words were poison.

A creeping, insidious whisper in his mind.

Dave’s grip on Silver Steel trembled. His limbs felt so heavy. His heartbeat slowed, lulled by the haunting tune. His mind clouded. The fire still burned, but it felt so distant now.

Just… rest.

No!

With a snarl, Dave gritted his teeth and forced himself forward. He powered through the pain, through the weight, through the suffocating sins that weren’t his own.

He swung.

Silver Steel lashed out in a gleaming arc, Heavenly Punishment crackling along its edge as it cleaved through the air toward Shenyuan.

And Shenyuan didn’t move.

He just stood there, smiling.

Dave’s blade struck true and passed straight through.

Like mist.

Like nothing.

Dave’s breath hitched. He swung again and again.

Each strike and every slash slipped through Shenyuan’s body like cutting through air.

The man remained standing, untouched and utterly unbothered.

Dave’s arms shook. His attacks were landing, and he could see them hitting, but there was no impact. No resistance.

Shenyuan tilted his head, lips curling into a smirk. “Oh dear. You do seem tired.”

His voice was mocking.

"Give up already, foreigner. No one is gonna save you."

The Shadow Clan was losing.

The white fog that once protected the island had been swallowed by dark miasma.

Screams resounded from the island as undead poured in, tearing through defenses like brittle paper. Shadow Clan cultivators fought desperately, but for every undead they slew, two more clawed their way into existence.

The scent of blood and decay thickened the air.

Shenyuan, perched high above, let out a disappointed sigh. "What a pity."

His malicious pitch-black eyes glowed with eerie amusement as he looked over the carnage. "I could have taken the island without so much loss, you know. But you..." he motioned toward Dave, "...just had to ruin it for me."

The flames stopped.

Final Adjudication, his most powerful divine judgment, ceased.

Dave's body convulsed as the last embers of divine energy flickered out. His vision blurred. The weight of exhaustion crashed into him all at once.

And then he fell.

Cold air rushed past his skin as his body plunged from the sky. The next thing he knew... water.

A thunderous splash.

The freezing lake swallowed him whole, its depths dark and endless.

Then hands.

Clawed, rotting hands.

Undead lurked beneath the surface, their eyes glowing dimly in the abyss. They reached for him, their nails scraping against his flesh.

He couldn’t move.

He couldn’t fight.

Dave was losing.

No.

He was dying.

His Lordship's body would perish. And it would be his fault.

He had fought.

He had tried.

But he had lost.

He wanted to believe he had no regrets. That he had done everything he could.

But that would be a lie.

He prayed, not for himself, but for the others. He prayed that Gu Jie, Ren Jingyi, Ren Xun, Hei Mao...

That they had escaped.

Then a hand.

Strong. Unyielding.

It grabbed him, dragging him upward.

The world lurched as he was pulled from the depths, coughing up lake water as he collapsed onto wet sand.

The battle was still raging.

Shadow Clan cultivators were fleeing in panic.

Undead hunted them down.

Figures in dark robes, black-masked cultivators, moved among the battlefield, herding survivors like cattle.

Dave lay on the shore, gasping. He reached for his sword, for the familiar pulse of Heavenly Punishment.

But the moment his fingers brushed Silver Steel, he felt nothing.

The divine power had vanished.

And then, shadows loomed over him.

Black-masked cultivators encircled him, their presence cold and methodical. They did not attack. Instead, they moved in perfect unison, forming two parallel lines as he was forced onto his knees.

And before him was a throne of bone.

It sat freshly constructed, its frame built from the skeletons of fallen Shadow Clan cultivators. The marrow still glistened red, their lingering resentment saturating the air.

Shenyuan sat atop it, resting his chin on his palm. "Hmm."

He tapped his fingers against the armrest, the bones creaking beneath his touch.

"This isn’t bad." His lips curled into a smirk. "But I should refine it further. Yes... The resentment in these bones is powerful. This could make quite the treasure."

He chuckled. "Wouldn't you agree, foreigner?"

Snap.

With a surge of strength, Dave broke free.

The black-masked cultivators flinched as he surged forward, Silver Steel in hand, divine energy flickering around his blade. The bone throne shattered beneath his charge as he swung his sword at Shenyuan’s neck.

"Shadow Bind."

A whisper.

The world froze.

Dave’s body locked in place, his limbs unresponsive. It was as if unseen shackles had seized him mid-strike, anchoring him to the very ground he stood on.

Shenyuan sighed. "Tsk. That was predictable." With a wave of his hand, the throne he was sitting on mended itself.

Dave struggled, his muscles straining. His breath came in ragged bursts, but he couldn’t move. Not even an inch.

Shenyuan rose from his throne of bones, brushing nonexistent dust from his robes.

"That armor of yours... it's wasted on you."

He lazily waved a hand. "Take it off him."

The black-masked cultivators advanced. Hands reached for Dave’s armor. They were grasping, pulling, and prying.

Nothing happened.

They grunted and applied more force... still, nothing.

Shenyuan’s brow furrowed. He tilted his head. "Oh?"

The masked lackeys tried again, now with growing frustration. Fingers clawed at the clasps, attempting to remove the plates piece by piece. Yet no matter what they did, the armor remained.

It wasn’t their lack of effort.

It simply refused to be taken.

Shenyuan clicked his tongue. "How stubborn. A shame, really. That treasure would be better in my hands."

He sighed, stretching his fingers. "You’re leaving me with no choice, Dave."

Then he gestured.

A familiar silhouette approached.

Dave’s breath hitched. His eyes widened in disbelief.

It wasn’t an undead.

It was his Puppet Armor.

The very gift His Lordship had bestowed upon him.

It moved with unnatural grace, its once-gleaming frame now tainted with dark miasma. The way it walked was wrong. Like a marionette, strings unseen.

A sack hung from its grasp.

Dave’s instincts screamed.

The Puppet Armor lifted it high and then dropped it.

The sack landed with a sickening thud.

The Puppet Armor, his own armor, knelt down, fingers—his fingers—untying the sack with mechanical precision.

The contents spilled onto the ground.

Two heads.

Lifeless. Pale. Cold.

Gu Jie.

Ren Xun.

Dave stopped breathing.

His knees buckled. His vision blurred.

No.

No, no, no.

His mind refused to comprehend what he was seeing. His stomach twisted into knots, imaginary bile rising up his throat. His fingers shook. A choked sound escaped him. A strangled breath, somewhere between a gasp and a sob.

His heart shattered.

"Huh."

A weak sound.

"Hah."

His chest ached.

"HAAAAH—!"

Tears streamed down his face.

Like a child.

Like a helpless, broken child.

Under his helm, his expression twisted in agony. He knew how pathetic he must have looked.

But he couldn’t stop.

He didn’t understand why he was crying like this.

In his life before this, he had lost people. Friends. Loved ones.

He had suffered.

But never like this.

Never with this unbearable weight.

His body trembled, wracked with sobs.

He howled. He screamed.

A wreck.

A failure.

He had failed.

Not just His Lord.

But everyone who trusted in him.

Shenyuan leaned back, tapping his fingers against the armrest of his crude throne of bones, watching Dave with something resembling amusement.

“What a pity,” he mused, exhaling like a man disappointed by a bad gamble. “I truly thought I’d get my hands on the kid. But I have to give credit where it is due... the traps set on the puppet have been... interesting... It made me lose a few shadows, really.”

Dave’s lips parted. His voice came out hoarse, raw from grief. “This is an illusion.”

Even as he said it, he reached out with Divine Sense, grasping for some deception, a flaw, a detail out of place.

Nothing.

Cold, harsh reality pushed back against his senses.

This wasn’t an illusion.

This was real.

Shenyuan tilted his head with a grin playing on his lips. “You know you’re lying. I wonder... are you buying time? Or are you truly that deep in despair? Oh, I enjoy despair... Well, as long as I am not on the receiving end. Hmmm... Is that it? Are you in despair just yet?”

Dave clenched his fists. “You don’t know despair.”

"The fact I am asking does indicate I might not know it the intimate way you do now," Shenyuan chuckled. “But... Oh? You think I don’t? You’re amusing, foreigner. Really, you are.” He leaned forward, golden eyes glinting. “Here’s the deal... I’ll give you a choice. Surrender your treasure, and I’ll let the kid go. I won’t chase him. And, as a bonus,” he smirked, “I won’t go after the fish either.”

Dave’s breath hitched.

Hei Mao.

Ren Jingyi.

They were alive.

A small ember of relief flickered in his chest, but it was crushed beneath rage.

Shenyuan wasn’t done. His smile turned almost conversational. “During the time I swapped our shadows, I saw into your life, Dave.” He tapped his temple, mockingly. “War. Slaughter. Faith. Your world... it’s nothing like I’ve ever seen before.”

Dave said nothing.

Shenyuan sighed, then leaned back, spreading his arms wide. “As a consolation prize for your inevitable death, I’ll let you in on a little secret.”

His golden eyes darkened.

“This world? It’s a prison.”

Dave blinked. “...What?”

“The real world,” Shenyuan continued, “is out there. Beyond the Infinity.”

His voice turned almost reverent, but madness lurked beneath his words. “Greater lifeforms exist in the Greater Universe. Beings of power beyond comprehension. But those gatekeeping bastards—” his fingers curled into fists “—they kept interfering. Blocking my ascension. They don’t want me to leave this rotten prison.”

His laughter was laced with frustration. “Immortality? It can screw itself. I don’t want to live forever. Forever is overrated,” He grinned. “I want to be a God.”

His gaze snapped back to Dave. “Your armor, your treasure, will help me achieve that. Give it up, and I’ll grant you an honorable death. I’ll bury you properly, let you rest in peace. You won’t have to suffer the indignity of becoming one of my undead.”

Silence.

Dave stared.

Then, he laughed.

A low, breathless chuckle at first, and then it grew.

Louder. Sharper. A pure, mocking cackle.

The black-masked cultivators shifted uncomfortably.

Shenyuan frowned. “Something funny?”

Dave’s laughter didn’t stop. It rang through the battlefield, raw and unfiltered.

Then, he spoke.

"Godhood?

“You know nothing about Godhood!

“You never loved. Never was loved. Never cared.

“Did you truly believe people would worship you? Revere you?

“Why?

“Because you have power?

“You are a joke. And the punchline has always been your ignorance.

“Foolish, foolish man!

“People will bow out of fear.

“They will sing lies out of selfishness.

“They will beg for survival.

“But you will never have their souls.

“Their love.

“Their true worship.

“A God?

“Dream on.

“Because you’d never be a God.

“Wake up to reality!”

The battlefield was silent.

And for the first time…

Shenyuan didn’t laugh.
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Hei Mao’s breath hitched as time seemed to rewind within his mind, forcing him to relive the last few seconds with dreadful clarity. The battle began within the Umbral Scripture Hall. Hei Mao could barely process the chaos as he and the others fought with everything they had. Scrolls burned, shelves toppled, ink spilled onto the stone floor, yet none of it mattered.

Their struggle carried them outside.

The Puppet Armor was relentless. An unfeeling executioner, cutting through their efforts as if their resistance were meaningless.

Ren Xun had managed to slow it down with a series of formation traps and a trace of internal formation he left behind. For a moment, just a fleeting, fragile moment, hope flickered.

Then the Puppet Armor caught up.

Hei Mao saw it happen.

Brother Ren Xun, kneeling in the dirt, desperately working to repair the island’s killing array. His hands blurred, forming seals, each motion filled with the same fury and determination that he often tried to hide. But he never finished.

Even Ren Xun had his limits.

The Puppet Armor made quick work of him.

A clean, efficient beheading.

The world spun. Blood splattered across the stones, staining the formation scripts he had worked so hard to repair.

Hei Mao felt his breath catch, unable to draw more arrows.

His body froze.

Ren Xun was gone.

And then...

Big Sister Gu Jie was the second to fall. She fought with everything she had. Every technique, every trick, every ounce of her desperation. But it wasn’t enough. She, too, was beheaded.

Hei Mao barely registered his own screams.

It was too fast. Too sudden.

And then...

The Puppet Armor turned to him. It didn’t hesitate. A strange power emanated from it, something that made Hei Mao’s very soul tremble. It reached for him, as if intending to consume him whole.

Hei Mao was going to die.

And then...

Ren Jingyi lost it.

The memory stopped there.

Hei Mao’s eyes snapped open. He gasped, body jerking as reality crashed back into him.

A girl was staring down at him, her face twisted in anguish.

Tears streaked down her cheeks, her lips trembling.

“Mao!”

Her voice broke.

His breath caught.

It was Ren Jingyi.

But not the little goldfish he had always known.

Her body was that of a human girl, her appearance no longer resembling a fish but someone around his age. They were hidden inside a small shed. The air was thick with the stench of blood and decay.

Hei Mao’s mind raced. What happened? He tried to push himself up, but Ren Jingyi suddenly clung to him.

Her body shook violently.

She sobbed.

“I did what Big Sister told me to do…” she whispered, voice raw. “I forced myself to break through. I… I became human. But when I finished...” Her words choked off. Her fingers clawed into his robes. “It was already too late.”

Hei Mao’s breath hitched. He understood what she meant.

Ren Jingyi had reached the Fifth Realm, Soul Recognition.

She had achieved her Human Transformation.

And yet, despite that power, despite the impossible feat of breaking through in the heat of battle... She had still lost everything.

Hei Mao swallowed, his throat dry. He raised a trembling hand and rested it on her head.

She flinched, then stilled.

He didn’t know what to say. But he knew one thing. It was his responsibility to calm her down.

The shed was barely holding together, its wooden walls warped and cracked, the scent of rot heavy in the air. Hei Mao's breath came in quiet, controlled exhales as he held onto Ren Jingyi’s trembling hand. The girl had stopped crying, but her red, puffy eyes and the occasional sniffle gave away the turmoil within.

Outside, the low groans of undead echoed through the night. Their heavy, shuffling footsteps scraped against the ground as they dragged their half-decayed bodies across the ruined battlefield. The once-proud stronghold of the Shadow Clan was now a graveyard—one that reeked of death, miasma, and lingering resentment.

Hei Mao knew he had to keep Ren Jingyi calm.

‘What better way than to make her focus on something else?’ he thought.

With a hushed voice, he whispered, "Where’s my bow?"

Ren Jingyi blinked, wiping the back of her sleeve across her nose before standing up slightly. From within her robe was an oversized garment that nearly swallowed her small frame. Ren Jingyi carefully pulled out the Eye of the Sun. The fabric draped over her slender shoulders, the sleeves far too long for her arms, forcing her to push them back as she moved. It was black, embroidered with intricate red serpents that coiled and slithered along the silk, their gleaming scales almost alive under the dim light.

It was unmistakably Gu Jie’s, or at least, one of her robes. A robe that once belonged to someone strong, confident, and unshakable. But now, wrapped around Ren Jingyi’s tiny body, it looked more like a child trying to fit into an adult’s world: too big, too heavy, a lingering reminder of someone who was no longer there to wear it.

Hei Mao swallowed hard, his fingers briefly tightening into fists. He didn’t have the luxury of grief right now. Not when death prowled just outside the door.

“Thanks,” said Hei Mao as he secured the bow in his hand.

The Eye of the Sun’s polished surface gleamed faintly in the dim light. It was the magical bow lent to him by Senior Dai Fu. The sight of it made Hei Mao feel something, perhaps hope, perhaps desperation, but at least he knew he wasn’t entirely defenseless.

Ren Jingyi sniffled, holding out the bow. "What now?" she whispered, her voice still thick with emotion.

Hei Mao didn’t answer right away. Instead, he pulled her back into the haystack piled against the shed’s wall. The dried stalks rustled softly around them as they crouched low.

"Quiet," he whispered, voice barely audible.

Ren Jingyi’s lip quivered, but she obeyed.

The sounds outside grew louder. The groaning of the undead was joined by something worse: soft and deliberate footsteps. Not the dragging steps of corpses, but those of people who still had reason, intelligence, and purpose. Hei Mao tensed as the wooden door creaked. A shudder ran through the shed as something heavy pressed against it.

And then... BANG.

The door was forced open.

Dust scattered in the air as two figures entered. They were clad in dark robes, faces obscured by black masks inscribed with red scripture. Unlike the mindless undead, their presence exuded a cold, calculating menace.

Behind them, several rotting corpses lurched into the shed, their glowing eyes scanning the dim interior. Hei Mao pressed himself further into the hay, feeling Ren Jingyi’s tiny fingers clutching at his sleeve.

He knew they had to act fast.

With careful movements, he reached into his robe, fingers brushing against a precious gift from Big Sister Gu Jie, the Magic Scroll of Invisibility.

Slowly, he unfurled it. The parchment was fragile, the edges slightly frayed from repeated handling, but the golden characters inscribed upon it still pulsed with hidden power. He turned to Ren Jingyi and, in a whisper barely louder than a breath, said:

"Touch the edge of the parchment."

Ren Jingyi hesitated for only a second before doing as he instructed.

Hei Mao then tore the paper in half.

A surge of energy washed over them, the spell activating instantly. Their bodies shimmered, outlines fading like mist under the morning sun. Within moments, they were gone.

But the masked cultivators weren’t fooled so easily.

One of them stepped further inside, his boots grinding against the wooden floor. His voice was hoarse, but filled with eerie amusement.

"Smell that?" he asked his companion.

The second cultivator nodded. "Two living rats. Close by."

Hei Mao held his breath.

The undead shuffled in, their soulless eyes scanning the room, sniffing at the air with unnatural hunger. Hei Mao gripped the Eye of the Sun tightly, his heartbeat hammering in his chest.

They had to get out.

But could they?

The tension in the shed was suffocating. Hei Mao held his breath, his body rigid as stone, his small hands clutching at Ren Jingyi’s sleeve as if afraid she would vanish if he let go. The cultivators in black masks stalked through the small space, their eyes scanning for any trace of life.

Then, suddenly, a rat squeaked.

One of the black-masked cultivators cursed under his breath. “Filthy vermin,” he muttered before flicking his fingers. A small pulse of dark energy shot forward, and the rat screeched once before falling still, its body twitching before it lay lifeless.

The other cultivator, however, wasn’t so easily distracted. He narrowed his eyes and muttered, “I swear someone was here.”

The two argued in hushed voices, the first one insisting it was nothing but pests, while the second refused to believe it.

Hei Mao didn’t move. Didn’t breathe.

Ren Jingyi trembled beside him, her fingers clenching the oversized robe.

After what felt like an eternity, the second cultivator finally let out a frustrated huff. “Fine. If you’re so sure, report it to the commander. I’m not wasting my time chasing ghosts.”

With that, they turned and left.

Hei Mao waited. One second. Two.

Then, he let go of Ren Jingyi. The magic crumbled, its effect dissipating as their invisibility faded.

Ren Jingyi sniffled, wiping her tears away with her oversized sleeve. “That was too close,” she whispered.

Hei Mao took a deep breath. “We don’t have time to be scared. I have a plan. We’re getting Big Sister Gu Jie’s and Brother Ren Xun’s bodies back.”

Ren Jingyi’s eyes widened. Then, slowly, they began to glow with excitement. “If we bring them back, His Eminence can resurrect them!”

But just as quickly, the light in her eyes dimmed, replaced with uncertainty. Her small fingers clutched at the robe. “But… does His Eminence still care about us? Did he abandon us?”

Hei Mao shook his head without hesitation. “Senior Dai Fu is still out there fighting. Big Bro Da Wei would never leave us.” His voice wavered only slightly, but he forced himself to believe it. He had to.

Ren Jingyi’s lips quivered before she nodded, the fire in her eyes reigniting. “I kind of miss Lu Gao too.”

Hei Mao smiled faintly. “Me too. But first, we need to stop Shenyuan.”

Ren Jingyi blinked. “Who?”

Hei Mao’s expression darkened. “The guy controlling the Puppet Armor.”

Ren Jingyi frowned. “Wait, how do you know his name?”

Hei Mao hesitated, his mind still a mess of jumbled memories. But as he dug through the haze, the fragments pieced together, forming a picture he didn’t want to see.

His breath hitched. His hands clenched.

The night his family was slaughtered. The masked figures. The whispers. The shadow that loomed over him, consuming everything.

And then... the face of the man who stole his body.

Hei Mao shuddered.

His voice was hoarse as he answered. “…Because it was him. He was the one. The one who killed my family. The one who took my body.”

“Shenyuan.”

Hei Mao took a deep breath and steadied himself. The weight of what he had just remembered threatened to crush him, but he couldn’t afford to break down. Not now. Not when they still had a chance to set things right.

He turned to Ren Jingyi. In the dim light, her small face was still streaked with tears, but there was a fierce determination in her golden eyes.

“This is reckless,” he murmured, “but we don’t have a choice. If we’re doing this, you have to understand the risk. We could die.”

Ren Jingyi lifted her chin, her expression hardening. “I don’t care. I’ll do everything I can.”

Hei Mao searched her face for doubt, for hesitation. He found none.

“…Alright.”

Together, they moved through the ruined landscape of the island, keeping low, keeping silent. The scent of death and rot hung heavy in the air, thick enough that Hei Mao had to breathe through his mouth. Undead roamed in the distance, hunting for any remaining survivors.

They didn’t have much time.

They found the bodies easily enough. Gu Jie and Ren Xun. Motionless, lifeless, and missing their heads.

Hei Mao clenched his jaw. This wasn’t enough. If they wanted even the slimmest chance of resurrecting them with Da Wei’s power, they needed their heads.

Closing his eyes, Hei Mao traced the lingering energy in the air. A dark, curling presence clung to the battlefield, a shadowy trail leading away from the bodies. Shenyuan’s energy.

Something shifted in his vision.

A sharp gasp came from Ren Jingyi. “Hei Mao! Your eyes… they’re completely black!”

Hei Mao blinked. The world was sharper, the darkness richer, layered with depth and movement.

Is this… like Elder Yuan’s Abyss Sight?

He didn’t understand it. But he would use it.

“I can see where he took them.” He turned to Ren Jingyi, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Listen to me. I’ll distract Shenyuan. When I do, you get the heads and get out. No matter what.”

Ren Jingyi’s hands clenched at her sides. “But...”

“No matter what.” Hei Mao’s voice was firm.

Ren Jingyi hesitated, then slowly nodded.

They moved.

Guided by the trail of shadowy energy, they crept forward. The ruined remains of the Shadow Clan’s stronghold loomed around them, a broken skeleton of what had once been a sanctuary.

Then, they saw him.

Shenyuan sat on a throne of bones.

The structure was hastily assembled from the remains of dead Shadow Clan cultivators. It was crude, but powerful, radiating a miasma of death and resentment.

But that wasn’t the worst part.

At the foot of the throne, forced onto his knees...

...was Dai Fu.

Hei Mao couldn’t hear their conversation, but he didn’t need to. The sight of Dai Fu, kneeling before Shenyuan, was enough.

They needed to save him, too.

Ren Jingyi, still breathing heavily from their previous escape, gave a firm nod. “We’ll have better chances if we do.”

Hei Mao took a slow breath. “Then listen to me. When you get them, don’t look back. Run. Stick close to Senior Dai Fu.”

Ren Jingyi’s golden eyes flickered with hesitation. “…What about you?”

Hei Mao forced a confident smirk. “I’ll be right behind you.”

He reached for the Eye of the Sun and held it out to her.

Ren Jingyi’s hands clenched. “But, this was lent to you! And I’m already carrying Big Sister Gu Jie’s Accursed Serpent...”

“It’s fine,” Hei Mao insisted. “Just take it.”

She still looked reluctant.

To reassure her, Hei Mao took off his Storage Ring and handed it over as well. “Here. Keep this too. Everything inside will be more useful to you than to me.”

Ren Jingyi stared at him. Something in her small face twisted, but before she could argue, Hei Mao cut her off.

“When I say go,”

She was still mid-word saying ‘okay’, when...

“GO!”

Hei Mao bolted.

It happened in an instant.

Shenyuan gestured, and from the sack beside him, the severed heads floated.

Ren Jingyi’s breath hitched.

Dai Fu laughing and mocking Shenyuan only served as more of a distraction.

Ren Jingyi moved.

The Accursed Serpent whip lashed out, coiling around the fallen heads in a series of hoops. With a sharp flick, she reeled them in, stuffing them into her Storage Ring.

That was when Shenyuan moved.

In a single flicker, he was at Ren Jingyi’s flank.

But Hei Mao saw it.

And so did Dai Fu.

For Dai Fu, it was because he was using Da Wei’s body, empowered by powerful passive skills, gear, and stats.

For Hei Mao, it was because of his connection to Shenyuan and his recently unlocked Abyss Sight.

Dai Fu moved first. Zealot’s Stride. Flash Step. In a single breath, he scooped Ren Jingyi by the waist, his blade flashing as he cut down two interfering cultivators. Then, he ran.

Hei Mao moved next. He lunged at Shenyuan from behind, his small frame barely making a sound. His hand shot forward, and he dug his arm into him.

Ren Jingyi screamed. “HEI MAO!” She struggled in Dai Fu’s grip, reaching toward him. “It’s time! Let’s go! Come with us!”

Hei Mao looked back at her.

A small, sad smile touched his lips.

“…I’m sorry.”

“MAAAAO~!” cried Ren Jingyi.

“I will distract him!” Hei Mao shouted, his voice barely audible over the chaos.

His qi flared, small yet unwavering, as he glared at Shenyuan.

“Give me my body back!”

Hei Mao thrust his hands forward, grasping at Shenyuan’s robes, and they sank in. No, not just the robes. His hands sank into Shenyuan’s body itself. His very flesh. And the soul. And everything.

"Nice try," Shenyuan rolled his eyes and scoffed. “But you see... You should have run, boy.”

A vice-like grip clamped around Hei Mao’s skull.

Pain exploded through him.

Hei Mao gritted his teeth. He refused to let go.

A vague impression flickered in his mind, a technique he had glimpsed in the depths of his dreams, something half-formed yet instinctively understood.

“Shadow Bind!”

Dark tendrils burst from Hei Mao’s arms, latching onto Shenyuan.

For the first time, Shenyuan paused.

But before he could react, a voice cut through the air.

“Let go of him," said Dai Fu. "And I’ll give you what you want.”

Hei Mao’s eyes widened. “Run!” Hei Mao yelled. “I can’t hold him for long!”

But Dai Fu, Dave, refused to see it his way. Instead, Dai Fu pulled out a Magic Scroll of Greater Teleportation. Hei Mao barely had time to register it before Dai Fu grabbed Ren Jingyi’s wrist and forced her to rip the parchment.

The magic activated instantly.

Ren Jingyi vanished with tears in her eyes.

Dai Fu moved again. Another Magic Scroll. This time, he shoved it into Hei Mao’s limp hand. “GO!” he bellowed as he swung his sword at him. But Shenyuan just laughed. It was a slow, delighted chuckle. "Shenyuan! FIGHT ME!"

Finally, Shenyuan had regained control from the Shadow Bind. He tilted his head, his fingers tightening on Hei Mao’s scalp. “You want your body back?” His voice was mocking. “You want it so badly?”

Hei Mao’s mind reeled. A whisper of something called to him. He reached deeper, searching for Shenyuan’s essence. And what he found was... Darkness. It swallowed him whole.

Everything happened too fast.

The next second, it was already finished.

Hei Mao stared at Dai Fu’s beheaded body. Dai Fu, in the end, had let his guard down, allowing himself to be beheaded so easily in the decisive moment. Of course, Dai Fu would lose, especially since he was already on the brink of death anyway.

The helm rolled across the bloodied ground, coming to a stop with its faceplate now open, revealing a smile... It was unmistakably a smile. That damned smile. Joyful. Radiant. Almost… satisfied. Weird.

No.

“Who am I again?”

Not Hei Mao.

Ah, right. Shenyuan, that was his name, wasn’t it?

"Yes, my name is Shenyuan."

He almost forgot.

The sudden change in perspective was jarring.

The boy’s fate was powerful. That much was undeniable. A child of destiny. It was expected.

After all, Hei Mao was the original owner of this body. This vessel was born for greatness. That must be why, despite the chasm of their cultivation, the kid almost succeeded. Shenyuan had inhabited many bodies in his long life. Some warriors. Some scholars. Some kings.

But this one… this one had potential.

Hei Yuan’s bloodline… Shenyuan licked his lips.

It reminded him of the Heavenly Eye.

Ah, that one... a freak of nature. A true aberration.

Shenyuan laughed.

“Take off the armor.”

His lackeys moved at once.

Then...

Something ridiculous happened. The shadow of the dead foreigner expanded. First, it swallowed the shore. Then, the entire island. No. The entire lake. Shenyuan’s breath hitched. His Abyss Sight was reacting strangely.

A power that allowed its wearer to peer beyond the darkness, to learn the secrets of the abyss, to see the shadows of all life.

And then...

The dead man’s body jerked. A flicker of movement. An ordinary-looking ring, barely noticeable, began to glow. And in an instant, the head regenerated. Brain matter. Bone. Flesh. Dark hair. Whole again.

A cultivator lurched forward in panic, sword drawn...

Only to be backhanded.

His head flew. It was a clean and effortless strike.

"That was a Fifth Realm cultivator!" cried one of his subordinates.

Shenyuan casually remarked, "Now, isn't this interesting?"

The foreigner stretched. He cracked his neck, rolling his shoulders, utterly unbothered.

Shenyuan gritted his teeth. His mind screamed in disbelief. But he forced himself to smile.

“Impressive,” Shenyuan’s mocking smile widened as he studied the resurrected man before him. "To escape the Black Forest, the sacred treasure of my Immortal Ancestors refined over time from the body of a fallen Immortal... Truly impressive. That alone speaks of your skill."

His voice was rich with amusement, but beneath it, there was a thread of unease. He had seen many impossible things in his long existence, but this? This was unnatural. Shenyuan narrowed his eyes, studying the foreigner’s body.

The energy and the very essence within him... It was all… wrong.

No. Not wrong.

Changed.

His lips curled into a smirk.

"I never thought your True Soul would be able to return to your main body."

It was unnerving. A soul severed from its body should be lost. Even with techniques that allowed soul projection or possession, a practitioner would still face severe consequences or would have to pay a hefty cost.

And yet... Here he was.

Whole.

Intact.

No signs of soul damage, no lingering instability...

Just pure, undeniable presence.

Shenyuan's eyes gleamed. “How’s your other disciple? Lu Gao, is it?” He tilted his head, lips stretching into something between curiosity and cruelty. "Did you kill him?" His tone was teasing, but his gaze was sharp. "To forcibly eject your soul and return to your main body? In order to do that, you would have to kill him, yes? It was certainly a strange technique."

There was no doubt about it.

That must have been what happened.

And yet... There were gaps in his understanding.

Shenyuan had stolen countless lives, claimed countless bodies.

He understood possession techniques intimately.

They were always rooted in dominion and subjugation of another’s spirit.

A battle of will. A conquest.

But this?

This was not how it normally worked.

Shenyuan’s fingers tightened over the armrest.

"For a possession technique, it was bizarre how you used the righteous principles."

He scoffed.

The very foundation of possession was parasitic, a forceful occupation, an invasion, a war between the possessor and the possessed.

But this?

This was orderly.

Refined.

It was as though the foreigner had… stepped aside, allowing the other soul to take over without resistance—and then returned, as if called back by divine right. Shenyuan frowned. His unease deepened. That was not how it worked.

“I truly thought I had eliminated one of my strongest rivals.”

Shenyuan tilted his head, eyes gleaming.

“Unfortunately,” He gestured grandly at the wreckage. “You are already too late. Your disciples are dead. The Shadow Clan has been decimated.”

The foreigner...

No.

The man turned to him.

Slowly.

His gaze was calm.

His voice was soft.

“Who are you?”
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A few moments ago...

Dawn painted the desert in hues of gold and crimson.

The first thing I noticed was the silence. No whispers of the Black Forest. No rustling leaves. No gnawing abominations lurking in the dark. Only the endless dunes of sand stretching in every direction.

The skull strapped to Alice’s waist stirred, its voice dry and amused.

“This is no longer the Black Forest.”

I turned, surveying the land. It was right.

Where once there had been a world of twisted trees and horrors, now only an arid wasteland remained.

Joan let out a long breath, standing at the center of a fading golden glow. The last remnants of her Divine Descent flickered and dissolved, her halo vanishing as she let go of the power she had invoked. She winced, touching her chest, then muttered a soft prayer. A warm pulse of magic surged outward, knitting her wounds back together.

Alice took a slow breath and stretched. Then she frowned. Her crimson eyes flickered, and she touched her collarbone. “I can feel it again,” she murmured.

I raised an eyebrow.

She clenched her fist. “The Blood Pact.”

I froze.

That could only mean one thing.

“…And?” I asked. “We are back on the material plane… So?

Alice’s frown deepened, her gaze distant as if she were sensing something far away. Then, her expression twisted in alarm. “Your main body is in danger.”

My heart dropped.

That was bad.

I immediately tried activating Egress.

The skill flared to life, only for a spike of pain to lance through me.

My entire body convulsed. My stomach wrenched violently as blood surged up my throat, and I collapsed to my knees, vomiting onto the sand.

“David!” Joan was beside me in an instant, her hands glowing as she pressed them against my back, purging the backlash with a surge of healing.

I coughed, wiping my mouth. That was not normal. I’d never failed Egress that violently before. I clenched my jaw. “I strained Lu Gao too much,” I muttered, realization sinking in. “I think… I can’t use any more skills in this body.”

I reached inward, calling for Lu Gao.

Nothing.

That was… odd.

I focused harder, searching for the connection between our souls.

And there, faint, but still there. He was alive, but exhausted.

I exhaled. “He’s fine,” I reassured the others, or more like I reassured myself. “Just tired.”

Joan and Alice exchanged glances.

Then, I closed my eyes. “I’ll be dispelling Divine Possession. Take care of Lu Gao for me...”

Before I could finish, Alice grabbed my wrist.

I blinked at her.

Her grip was tight, her skin clammy.

She was nervous.

That wasn’t like her.

“…What?” I asked.

Alice licked her lips. “David,” she said slowly. “I’m getting intermittent visions.”

My brows furrowed. “Visions?”

She nodded. “From the blood left in your main body.” Her voice dropped. “And whatever is on the other side…”

She swallowed.

“…It’s on par with a God.”

Silence.

Joan stiffened.

I narrowed my eyes. “And?”

Alice stared at me. “And I’m telling you not to go.”

I scoffed, shaking her hand off. “You already know the answer to that.”

“David...”

“There are people relying on me. I have to go.”

Alice’s lips pressed into a thin line. Then, she exhaled, letting me go.

“…Then at least don’t risk your immortal soul.”

I looked at her.

Alice’s expression was grim. “Dying isn’t a big deal.” Her voice was quiet. “Not really. After all… true death only comes when your soul is extinguished.”

Joan shifted uncomfortably. “That’s… an awfully bleak perspective.”

Alice didn’t reply.

I closed my eyes.

Dying wasn’t an option. Not for me. Not yet. “…I have to go,” I repeated.

Alice sighed. “Then listen to me first.” She met my gaze. “Your Holy Spirit lost.”

I stilled.

Alice nodded. “I don't understand the full picture of your situation, however, I have an inkling. The other 'you' used Final Adjudication.” Her voice was even, but serious. “And lost. I saw it. Glimpses of memory, despair, and grief…”

The words hung in the air like a noose.

Joan turned to me with a hesitant look in her eyes. “David…” she started. Then, more softly:

“…Are you still the same Paladin I knew back in Losten?”

I didn’t answer. I closed my eyes, dispelling Divine Possession.

The desert wind howled around us.

I let my consciousness drift.

Wait for me, Dave. Everyone.

I’m coming back.

...

..

.

Dave’s existence flickered.

I felt it the moment I arrived, his presence wavering, dimming, slipping away like a candle in the wind. But before that could happen, I reached out. “Everything will be fine. I’m here.”

A surge of remorse and hope flooded through him.

His soul, battered and exhausted, hesitated for only a moment before it returned to me.

Reunited.

I exhaled slowly, feeling his presence settle back into the depths of my soul. Then, I opened my eyes. Night had fallen. Stars flickered above, their distant light barely piercing the bleak battlefield. I stretched, rolling my shoulders and cracking my neck.

The moment I moved, I heard hurried footsteps.

A figure emerged from the shadows, a Fifth Realm cultivator, his eyes wild with desperation and madness. His aura flared as he charged at me, teeth bared in some fanatic rage. I thought of using Hollow Point: Incursion.

…Only to realize I had no demonic energy.

Ah. Right.

That didn’t mean I learned nothing from Lu Gao’s technique, though. Truth be told, I picked up a lot of things. The crazed cultivator lunged at me. I sighed. Fine. Let’s test it. I raised my hand and lightly slapped him. His head flew off his shoulders. Then, it exploded. Blood and viscera painted the ground as the body collapsed, twitching.

I shook my hand off. Messy.

That was Hollow Point. No Incursion, just Hollow Point.

So, what was Hollow Point?

In simple terms, it meant I had nearly a 100% critical chance.

To be more humble and accurate, it was roughly 99%.

That was why even a light slap from me could kill instantly.

A sharp intake of breath resounded from the few living beings around me.

I turned.

Another man had appeared. He was standing at a distance, watching me with narrowed eyes. He looked… familiar. For a moment, I wondered if he was Hei Mao. But then he opened his mouth and started yapping.

Oh. No.

It was the annoying kind of yapping.

The kind where they go on and on about power, fate, vengeance, destiny, or some other nonsense.

At first, I thought he would stop eventually.

So, I waited.

And waited.

And waited.

But he just wouldn’t stop. I felt my patience fraying. Deep breath. I sighed. Then, finally, I asked,

“Who are you?”

The man flamboyantly introduced himself.

“I am Shenyuan!”

He hovered in the air, arms spread wide like he was delivering a grand performance. His voice carried the irritation of a man forced to explain something beneath him. I stared at him. Then past him.

My eyes swept across the island.

I imagined rolling for perception, but there was no need as a familiar scent hit me. Death. So many deaths. I sighed.

Meanwhile, Shenyuan was still talking. Glory. Prison. The Black Forest. The Greater Universe. Secrets to reach Godhood. And then, the invitation. “What do you think of joining me?”

I took a slow, deep breath.

Am I angry?

No.

Far from it.

I was… sad.

This was the man who had schemed and outplayed me? Was this the person responsible for everything that had happened? The fact that so many people had died under my care spoke of just how weak my thinking was and how misplaced I was. Of course, the Shadow Clan was not my people.

But that wasn’t the point.

The point was, I should have been here.

I wished... Alice and Joan were here. But alas, that wasn’t the case. My grip tightened on Silver Steel. And slowly, I felt anger rear its ugly head. I had been forcibly suppressing my emotions, shoring them up using my Intelligence and Wisdom stats—logically reasoning through my pain, detaching from it.

But even that had its limits.

I activated Silver Soul, the skill imbued within my blade. A wave of calm washed over me. And just like that, I returned to sadness. Around me, cultivators and undead tensed. Shenyuan frowned.

“What… was that just now?” asked Shenyuan.

"That’s me. Mourning." I answered flatly.

I tried Voice Chat.

Hei Mao? …Nothing.

Ren Xun? …Nothing.

Gu Jie? …Nothing.

My fingers clenched around Silver Steel. I exhaled. "How did you kill my disciples?"

Shenyuan smirked. "Kill? Oh no, I did much worse."

He gestured to the Puppet Armor standing nearby.

"I can detach pieces of my soul, embedding them into my shadows," he said, voice dripping with pride. "A little trick of mine. You recognize this armor, don’t you? Meant as a vessel for your soul-clone, yes? Such a fine design, but…"

His smile widened. "It lacked a master to truly use it. So I… volunteered. In a sense, raising undead is just like puppet arts, you know?"

My heart sank.

"You used it."

"Oh yes. And through it, I destroyed your beloved disciples."

I moved.

Flash Step.

A golden afterimage trailed behind me. I reached the Puppet Armor and cast Exorcise, holy light flaring as I purged the remnants of his presence. Then, without hesitation, I stashed it into my Item Box.

Shenyuan scoffed. "How rude."

The ground rumbled.

More cultivators and undead rushed toward me. I counted ten. No, fifteen. They ranged from the Third to the Fifth Realms. They thought they were fast. I cast Holy Aura. The moment my divine light unfurled, their movements dragged to a crawl.

I took a single step forward. Silver Steel gleamed. I swung lightly, aiming for their throats.

One breath. One stroke.

A thread of silver danced through the air. Their heads fell. And then their bodies followed.

Shenyuan sighed. "What a pity," he said. "You truly insist on being my enemy."

His eyes gleamed.

"I could resurrect them, you know."

I froze.

"All your disciples. I could bring them back."

His voice was almost gentle.

"All you need to do…"

He spread his arms.

"Is submit."

"No thanks, I’m fine," I told him. "I can handle it."

I crouched down, grabbing my helm from the ground.

Inside was a head. I tilted it slightly, letting the starlight illuminate the face. My head. It was smiling. Creepy. For a brief moment, I wondered what Dave had thought before the lights went out. 

That aside, he had lost.

And not just barely.

Beheaded. While in my body. I sighed, stuffing both the helm and the head into my Item Box. Not that I particularly liked wearing a helmet. It made me feel claustrophobic. Sure, I’d trained to get used to them. But in the end, it still wasn’t me. I had worn one for David_69.

But for David the Gamer?

No, thanks.

Maybe some other time.

Shenyuan chuckled. "You should wear your helm," he suggested.

I glanced at him. "Why?"

"I’d hate for you to lose and whine about not being at full power," he said smoothly.

Childish.

I exhaled. "It would just get in the way."

Then, I lifted my sword and added, "After all, I want a good view of your face when I slaughter you."

I moved.

Zealot’s Stride.

Holy energy flooded my veins, burning like a sun in my chest. I cast Divine Smite. Silver Steel glowed. I swung. Superheated air blasted outward, tearing the ground apart. Divine light cut through the dark, a crescent arc racing straight toward Shenyuan’s chest.

And then... 

It passed right through as if he were intangible.

Shenyuan laughed.

"Inept," he sneered. "A fool."

I narrowed my eyes. Searing Smite.

Nothing.

Shenyuan hovered above, watching, his expression an infuriating mix of amusement and mockery. I clenched my jaw. I could feel anger boiling under my skin, but I forced it down. Intangibility was such a bullshit ability. There had to be a way.

I thought of a certain fish. Ren Jingyi. I reached out through Voice Chat.

And it... connected.

"His Eminence?" came the voice, soft and hesitant.

I exhaled. "Tell me everything that happened."

I swung my sword. Again. Again.

Venting anger.

Testing skills.

As I fought my own uselessness, I listened.

—

"It was dark. It was so, so dark."

"The miasma came first. Thick and choking, creeping through the island like a living thing."

"Then came the dead."

"They weren’t just corpses. They were… wrong. Corrupted. Twisted. They whispered things in voices that weren’t their own."

"Big Sister Gu Jie... she..."

She paused. A shuddering breath.

"She fought until the end. She tried to protect us, but..."

"The sword came so fast. I didn’t even see it. Her head… just… rolled."

A choked sound.

"Stupid Bro Ren Xun suffered the same. He didn’t even get to curse before his body fell apart."

"Hei Mao… Hei Mao knew we couldn’t win. He knew it."

"He smiled at me before he ran straight into them. He..."

"He tore him apart, devoured him."

Her voice wavered.

"Senior Dai Fu… he tried to save us. Me and Hei Mao. He tried so hard. He threw himself into that sea of death, cutting them down one by one."

"But he failed."

"He failed miserably."

Silence.

I exhaled slowly, gripping my sword tightly. I stopped swinging. I stared at Shenyuan as he finally descended, his feet touching the blood-soaked ground of the island.

He smirked. “Tired?”

I ignored him.

"Ren Jingyi."

Her breath hitched through Voice Chat.

"Run away."

"What? No! I..."

I cut the connection. I had no time for arguments. I took a deep breath, focusing. Options. What were my options?

—One spell slot left for an Ultimate Skill.—Plenty of mana.
—A decent stockpile of treasures and consumables.

Not great. But not hopeless.

Shenyuan sighed. “This is getting boring.”

Then he vanished.

I saw him through my Divine Sense.

Appearing... behind me.

But knowing wasn’t the same as reacting.

A wet, sickening sound.

Pain.

His hand punched through my back, bursting past ribs, flesh, and muscle.

I looked down.

Saw it.

My own beating heart.

Blood dripped from his fingers.

Shenyuan chuckled. “It’s fascinating, really. The human heart.”

I didn’t move. I didn’t panic. I waited.

The moment he squeezed, I moved. My fingers clamped around his wrist, my grip like iron. And then I squeezed. A flash of divine light. Flash Parry. The skill's flavor text was clear, something along the lines of parrying anything at the speed of light. A skill born from Parry, but evolved into something faster and deadlier.

CRACK.

Shenyuan’s wrist snapped like a dry twig.

His form flickered, vanishing, only to reappear meters away. Holding a twisted, mangled hand. He stared at it, then at me, lips curling.

"A heart for a hand? Seems like an uneven trade."

I wiped the blood from my lips.

“I don’t think so.”

I raised a hand. Cure.

Warmth spread through my chest. Flesh knit back together. Ribs reformed. A new heart took its place. I could feel it beating under my chest once more, vigorous and powerful.

Shenyuan’s eyes narrowed.

“I take it you’re confused,” I said. “After all, just how did I touch you?”

I grinned.

“Why don’t you try again? Maybe you’ll get it right this time.”

I watched Shenyuan.

His intangibility wasn’t some crude phasing ability. He could interact with what he wanted and ignore what he didn’t.

—My armor? Ignored.
—My blade? Passed right through.

Yet... I touched him.

That was enough to give me confidence.

Shenyuan’s mangled hand began to knit itself back together.

I looked around with Divine Sense.

One of the undead, standing in the loose circle of monsters watching us, collapsed into a heap of dry bones and rotting flesh. Ah. So it was that kind of healing. It was time to get serious. I raised my hand.

Compel Enemy.

A halo burst into existence, floating above me.

A second halo formed over Shenyuan’s head.

His smirk faded.

I followed up.

Designate Holy Enemy.

A red, reversed cross appeared, floating atop his head like a brand of judgment.

I wasn’t done.

Blessed Regeneration.

Warmth flooded my body, knitting my wounds at a constant rate.

Sacred Bulwark.

A shimmering aura surrounded me, increasing my Reflect Damage.

And then...

Blessed Weapon.

My Silver Steel gleamed, infused with the power of the divine.

One final set...

Holy Wrath.

Radiant Dawn.

The light surrounding me flared, empowering my next attack with explosive divine energy.

The night dimmed.

Even the stars seemed to fade.

Because Shenyuan was finally taking me seriously.

From the depths of his shadow, he pulled something out.

A saber.

So black, it seemed to consume the very light around it.

Shenyuan held it with ease.

His gaze met mine.

"You should be honored," he said, voice mocking, yet cold.

"Few get to see my full power and live to tell the tale."

My TriDivine passive shifted into Divine Flesh.

The change was immediate. I stood still. Unmoving. Unshaken. Yet, something inside me stirred. A calm, seething anger, buried deep, pressed down beneath sheer will. And then, my presence grew. I could feel it. The very fabric of my existence sharpened. My muscles compressed and condensed. Every fiber of my being undergoing a subtle, yet profound metamorphosis. This was the result of Mana Road Cultivation, the method Lu Gao and I had created together.

A technique that turned mana into a path. A path into stars!

And now...

First star.

A shift.

Second star.

The night air trembled.

Third star.

Shenyuan’s eyes narrowed.

He finally realized my peculiarity.

“Kill him.”

His voice snapped like a whip.

The undead and cultivators surged forward.

Spells, swords, spears...All crashed against me. 
Against my armor. Against my skin. 
Against my face.

But I did not move.

I remained unharmed.

Fourth star.

A few of my attackers flinched.

They had started suffering the effects of Reflect Damage bleeding into their forms.

Fifth star.

And still, I did not fall.

Instead...

With every blow I took, my Sacrificial Zeal kicked in. It amplified the damage I returned. Multiplied it. My Blessed Regeneration ensured I would not die from these small attacks. It went round and round, into a cycle.

Sixth star.

I raised my hand.

Righteous Reckoning.

A judgment skill.

It doubled my reflected damage, and empowered my next skill.

Seventh star.

My attackers continued to suffer.

Every time they landed a hit, they exploded.

Not all at once.

Some just lost limbs. Some were annihilated entirely.

The cultivators stopped. The braver ones hesitated.

And the ones who had their masks cracked? They stared at me in fear.

Eighth star.

Shenyuan finally had enough.

“Fall back!”

His forces retreated.

But his face and his ever-present smirk was gone.

He looked furious.

Ninth star.

I exhaled.

And my aura erupted.

Wild. Unchecked. A storm of divine might.

I turned to Shenyuan.

I asked him, “Can you run?”

His jaw tightened. The usual amusement was gone. In its place was only pure irritation.

I smiled.

And added, “I want you to run.”

A pause.

Then I whispered,

“So run for me, little hamster.”

Shenyuan laughed. No, he raved. Mad, unhinged, his voice echoed across the battlefield, a fevered delirium soaked in arrogance.

"I have a grand destiny to fulfill!" he declared, eyes burning with twisted conviction. "One day, I will be a god! And you—"

His gaze bore into me, pupils dilated with sheer mania.

"—are nothing but rubble beneath my feet!"

He raised his saber. A black tide followed his swing... Darkness, formless and thick, rushed toward me like a flood of death. It was invisible to the naked eye. But not to me.

My Divine Sense laid it bare. I could smell the rot. I could taste the bitterness. I could hear the wails. I could see the writhing souls within. It was not a mere attack. It was devouring fate itself.

And so, I did not move.

Not yet.

I waited.

And then, at the very last moment... I used Flash Parry.

Not immediately. I delayed it.

Let the darkness strike me.

Let it touch me.

And the first microsecond it did, I switched my TriDivine passive into Divine Speed.

The world slowed.

I activated Flash Step.

In an instant, I disappeared.

And reappeared.

Right in front of Shenyuan.

His smirk froze.

My hand shot out, fingers locking around his wrist.

His saber trembled.

I let go of Silver Steel, returning it to my Item Box. Buffing the sword had been a bluff all along.

I leaned in. 

Embraced him.

Close.

Close enough to whisper.

"Final Adjudication."
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The night darkened.

The stars, once twinkling, faded as a shroud fell over the battlefield.

Shenyuan, the self-proclaimed Abyss, the One True Death, the Eternal Heir, found himself held.

An arm wrapped around his body.

Firm. Unyielding.

Like a hunter’s grip on its prey.

A voice, calm and conversational, whispered right beside his ear.

“Let me reintroduce myself.”

The tone was light. Casual.

Far too casual.

“The name’s David, but you may call me Da Wei.”

Shenyuan stilled.

Those names.

Familiar, yet alien in their delivery.

His mind raced.

But Da Wei was still talking.

“They stand for the characters Great Guard.”

The grip tightened.

“So let me break this down for you...”

A chuckle.

A mocking, self-indulgent chuckle.

“Because you see, the animation sequence for the skill Final Adjudication is rather slow, and we still have a wee bit of time.”

Shenyuan snarled.

Mockery. Pure, unfiltered mockery.

“Who doesn’t like a good conversation anyway?” Da Wei continued, as if he were chatting over tea. “Ah, sorry about that. I tend to go on a tangent, especially when I get emotional.”

Shenyuan’s fury boiled over.

He wasn’t about to be toyed with!

He tapped into Qi Speech, his command instantaneous.

Attack him.

The remaining undead and cultivators received his order and moved.

But...

They didn’t even make it a single step.

Instead, they disintegrated.

Ash.

That was all that remained.

Shenyuan’s breath hitched.

His mind reeled.

This… this wasn’t like before.

Unlike his fight against Da Wei’s clone, where he had toyed and tested, where he had been untouchable... Now, he was facing the real deal.

And for the first time in thousands of years…

A seed of fear took root in his heart.

Shenyuan strained against the grip, but he could not move.

The arm around his body held him firmly, pressing him into a mockery of an embrace.

And the man spoke again, his voice too casual and composed.

“That was just the prelude of Final Adjudication…”

A slight chuckle escaped his lips as if amused by his own words.

“So tell me,” the man continued, his tone lighthearted, almost conversational, “Ever died before?”

Shenyuan’s pupils contracted.

A joke.

A mocking question.

But before he could respond, the man kept going.

“Honestly, I’m curious. How does it feel to die?”

Shenyuan clenched his jaw.

“Would you be my first?”

A pause.

Then...

“Ah, that came out wrongly. I reckon you won’t even be able to force my one foot on the grave. After all, look at you now...”

Shenyuan finally spoke, voice measured, but low with frustration.

“What do you want?”

The man’s grip did not falter.

His voice flattened.

Emotionless.

“Don’t you see?”

A cold truth beneath the words.

“I’m gloating about my victory.”

Shenyuan scowled.

This man, this Da Wei, was toying with him.

Mocking him.

But Shenyuan still had power.

His saber, a manifestation of abyssal shadow, was still in his grip.

He willed it.

A surge of qi and darkness exploded from his palm—

Or rather...

It should have.

Instead, his wrist groaned.

Then...

Cracked.

Then...

Burst.

The flesh of his hand ruptured, as if he had struck the divine itself.

Shenyuan gritted his teeth.

What… happened?

Da Wei’s grip slackened for a brief moment, releasing his shattered wrist, only to pull him closer.

A second arm wrapped around him.

A full embrace.

Like an executioner comforting the condemned.

Shenyuan tensed.

Da Wei spoke once more.

His voice wasn’t mocking anymore.

It was calm. Absolute.

“No sudden movements.”

A pause.

“My body is covered by a unique spell and an innate ability.”

Shenyuan’s breath hitched.

Da Wei continued.

“They allow me to reflect any power, spell, or skill...”

A pause.

Then a whisper.

“Exponentially. Ad infinitum.”

Shenyuan felt it.

A presence.

A force.

Something wrong.

Something beyond.

Shenyuan knew, and he understood.

He could not win.

Shenyuan willed his escape.

He reached for Shadow Step, but the moment he activated it—

His mind reeled.

His vision spun like the world itself had been flipped upside down.

He staggered.

A slow, almost mocking chuckle sounded next to his ear.

“Oh-ho, not so fast.”

Da Wei’s voice was dripping with amusement.

Shenyuan snarled.

Da Wei’s grip was iron, his aura like a mountain crushing down on him.

“I’ve been rotating Flash Parry and Stagger, y’know?” Da Wei hummed, tone filled with malicious glee. “Just making sure you don’t use any movement techniques.”

Shenyuan stiffened.

It wasn’t an accident.

It wasn’t luck.

Da Wei was doing this on purpose.

He delighted in it.

Shenyuan growled in frustration.

He activated Shadow Swap, attempting to switch their destinies, their positions, their fates.

A dark surge rippled through his being, only for the world to twist again.

A nauseating wave of vertigo crashed into him.

His knees nearly buckled.

“Nah uh.”

Da Wei’s playful voice rang in his ear.

Shenyuan’s stomach churned.

“That little trick? Yeah, I just used Exorcise on you.”

Shenyuan’s breath hitched.

No.

That wasn’t possible.

“That, and my evolved Divine Sense?” Da Wei continued, grinning as if they were having an idle chat. “Unmatched. So give up, despair for me, plead for mercy, and struggle. Become my entertainment. Give me a reason to further prolong your suffering, so that you may continue to live for even one second longer.”

Shenyuan’s teeth clenched.

His mind raged.

He had to retaliate.

He had to crush Da Wei!

Tear him apart!

Trample him beneath his might!

His very existence demanded it.

Yet...

Golden cracks split the air.

Reality itself fractured, bleeding radiant power.

A colossal presence loomed over the battlefield.

Unseen.

Yet undeniable.

Shenyuan’s eyes widened.

An overwhelming weight of divine authority bore down upon them.

“NO!”

He screamed.

His Qi Speech roared across the battlefield.

A command.

An order.

All of his remaining forces surged forward.

His mind worked at lightning speed, counting his remaining warriors.

He had come here with—

Four thousand.

Six hundred.

Fifty-two.

Both undead and cultivators.

Now... Thanks to the Shadow Clan’s fierce resistance and that 'other' Da Wei’s interference, he had barely a thousand left.

Shenyuan ground his teeth.

The sounds of exploding bones, rupturing organs, and splattering brain matter filled the battlefield—

His fanatics, his loyal soldiers, were dying like insects.

And Da Wei?

He just stood there.

Unmoving.

Holding him in an embrace.

A crater formed beneath them.

Shenyuan’s fanatics fought desperately, trying to free him or harm Da Wei in any way imaginable.

Yet, Da Wei just stood there!

Not even bothering to resist.

And whenever a wound did appear, he simply healed himself.

Casually.

Effortlessly.

As if their struggle was nothing more than a minor inconvenience.

Shenyuan watched in horror.

His army—his loyal devotees, his undying legions—were being slaughtered like cattle.

No.

Not slaughtered.

Erased.

The moment their weapons and spells touched Da Wei, they burst.

Flesh ruptured.

Bones shattered.

Viscera painted the battlefield like grotesque art.

Spells meant to burn, freeze, and curse rebounded violently, consuming their casters in an instant.

Screams of agony and madness filled the air.

Yet his fanatics did not falter.

They threw themselves forward with wild fervor, heedless of the carnage.

They believed.

They believed in him.

In Shenyuan.

The Eternal Abyss.

The One True Death.

They had to believe.

Because if they didn’t...

What else was there?

They rushed, wave after wave, their bodies exploding like fragile clay dolls against a force they could not comprehend.

And Shenyuan?

He could do nothing.

Nothing except stealing their souls.

Nothing except devour their shadows.

He absorbed their lingering essence, frantically grasping for power.

He was not a man to mourn.

He was not a man to regret.

The weak existed to serve the strong.

Their purpose was to fuel his ascension.

And he was not yet done.

He refused to be done.

He still had hope.

Yes, hope.

A bitter, fragile thing, but it was still there.

He drew upon the darkness, a tide of stolen vitality, of shattered wills, of a thousand desperate prayers.

His power boiled, surged, and roared through his veins... And he struck!

Hymns resounded, filling the battlefield with a divine reverberation.

It was not just a sound.

It was judgment made manifest.

The skill Da Wei activated sang into existence, its echoes rippling through flesh, qi, and spirit alike. “It’s part two of the skill already,” said Da Wei offhandedly. “Time flies by, too quickly.”

Shenyuan roared.

Enough.

His qi surged, boiling like an ocean in a storm.

His body bulged, cracked, ruptured, and exploded!

A wave of pure destruction tore outward, a detonation of abyssal force meant to shake his foe, to force him back even for a moment.

But Da Wei did not flinch.

Shenyuan reformed instantly, tendrils of darkness knitting him back together.

He had no time for hesitation.

With his teeth, he struck.

“Gluttonous Abyssal Maw!”

His mouth warped, his jaw dislocated, his throat expanded to a void of devouring hunger.

He combined it with the Savage Jaws of Death, a martial technique designed to shred even divine flesh.

He sank his fangs into Da Wei’s exposed throat.

Blood spurted.

Shenyuan smirked, his Qi Speech mocking.

“You should have worn the helm.”

And then...

His skull exploded.

Shenyuan’s skull did.

White-hot pain.

Everything went dark.

Instinct took over.

He burned through his shadow reserves, his body rapidly reknitting itself, his head regenerating in mere moments.

When he opened his new eyes, he saw Da Wei standing unharmed.

His throat good as new.

And worst of all were... Those unimpressed eyes.

As if Shenyuan were nothing, a bug struggling in vain.

A lowly creature gasping for breath.

Unacceptable.

He struggled.

He flailed, twisting, wrenching his arms and legs, thrashing violently in Da Wei’s grip.

He bit again, his fangs now wreathed in corrosive qi.

Boom.

His lower jaw detonated.

He headbutted, summoning all his cultivation strength into a single desperate strike.

Crack.

His skull fractured from the impact before it even reached Da Wei.

He clawed, his fingers tipped with tenebrous death, his nails extending into spears of blackened bone.

Snap.

His own arms broke, bending backward as if they had struck an immovable force.

He kicked, flung his legs, tried to twist free, but nothing worked.

His kneecaps shattered.

He even tried to twist his torso free, to writhe like a shadow slipping through cracks, but every smallest movement he made rebounded back at him.

Every motion was reflected.

The pain mounted.

The more he fought, the more he suffered.

The abyss did not fear agony.

He had died before.

He had crawled from death’s maw.

But this... This was humiliation!

Rings of celestial scripture spiraled around them, inscribed with ever-shifting verdicts, each letter burning with the weight of absolute law.

The air thrummed, charged with divine authority so pure it made the very fabric of reality strain.

Golden chains of light lashed out.

They did not move like things of the world.

They were not thrown, launched, or wielded.

They manifested where they were meant to be.

Severing fate.

Binding the guilty.

A chain coiled around Shenyuan’s throat. Another snared his limbs.

And more...

So many more.

They slithered from the sky, from the cracks in space, from the ground soaked in gore, seeking every undead, every cultivator still standing.

Every servant of the Eternal Undeath Cult.

The battlefield was consumed.

The space around them grew hotter, charged with radiant force beyond anything Shenyuan had felt before.

A wound in the heavens split wider above them.

From its depths, golden chains poured forth endlessly, spilling like the rivers of judgment itself.

And below was a battlefield in ruin.

Shenyuan and Da Wei stood in the center of a bloody, chaotic hellscape, standing atop a messy pool of gore.

Rotten flesh, broken bones, liquified remains...

The battlefield was now a grotesque lake of death.

Yet Da Wei stood there, expressionless, unbothered by the carnage at his feet.

Shenyuan was trapped in his arms, his own movements binding him further, the golden chains ensuring there was no escape.

Shenyuan wailed.

“Let go of me!”

He thrashed, shrieked, and struggled, slamming his head against Da Wei’s bloody face again and again.

Crack.

His own skull split.

Boom.

His forehead ruptured, his brain bursting under his own force.

Yet, as his flesh reknit itself, as his darkness struggled to repair the damage, he saw it.

The look in Da Wei’s eyes.

Unbothered.

Unshaken.

Waiting.

As if none of this mattered.

As if Shenyuan’s struggle was merely the final, pitiful cries of a beast already condemned.

Why?

Why was this happening?

Shenyuan trembled, golden chains coiling tighter around his limbs, his very existence weighed by the celestial scripture spiraling through the air.

This wasn’t supposed to be his fate.

He was supposed to become a god after this.

He was meant for more.

Yet...

Here he was.

Bound. Helpless.

Staring into Da Wei’s cold, amused gaze.

Shenyuan’s voice cracked as he let out a desperate, pathetic wail.

"How… How are you so strong? What’s your secret?!”

Da Wei blinked.

Then, with the most casual shrug imaginable, he said, “Git good.”

Shenyuan’s soul cracked a little.

But Da Wei wasn’t finished.

“Also,” he added offhandedly, as if discussing the weather, “I just broke the level cap, and my stats reached new high levels of peak.”

There was no arrogance in his tone.

No mockery.

Just a simple, matter-of-fact reality. No, even if Da Wei was mocking him, it didn't register to Shenyuan's failing mind.

Then Da Wei smiled, eyes twinkling with an insufferable light.

“Anyway, here’s a question.”

Shenyuan flinched.

He knew, he just knew, that whatever was about to come out of Da Wei’s mouth next would make him want to scream.

And sure enough...

“Guess what would happen if the climax of this skill, Final Adjudication, hits us like this,” Da Wei gestured at the absolute proximity between them, where their bodies were practically pressed together. "With my power to reflect damage still active? And then let's add the critical multiplier on top of it.”

Shenyuan’s pupils contracted, struggling to get out. Though he had no idea what he meant by critical multiplier, he knew it was gonna be bad.

Da Wei leaned in, almost whispering in his ear, “It’s almost part three of the skill, the final act.”

And then... A colossal scale of judgment materialized in the heavens.

It was so vast that its mere presence dwarfed the battlefield, stretching far into the skies, eclipsing the heavens.

The very air groaned under its weight.

The world itself shuddered.

And beneath its all-consuming gaze, the karma of every soul present was being weighed.

A verdict was coming.

Shenyuan’s mind raced.

He had no choice.

He had to act now.

Even if it was forbidden.

Even if it would consume him.

Even if it would bring a fate worse than death.

He would ascend.

With a roar, Shenyuan raised his cultivation, pushing toward the Eleventh Realm in force.

Perfect Immortal.

The Godly Vessel.

This was the true start of Godhood.

It was a realm beyond the Trinity Celestial Paths, beyond the Endless Path, beyond the very limits of this godforsaken world, a realm that was never meant to be touched. But he reached for it anyway.

The shadows within him roared as he devoured every last fragment of power, every last drop of his existence.

He could feel it.

He was close.

He could...

No.

Something stopped him.

Something blocked him.

Something inside him.

An entity.

It stirred.

It laughed.

It denied him.

Shenyuan's breath hitched.

No.

NO!

THIS WAS UNFAIR!

THIS WAS NOT THE DEAL!

His voice broke as he screamed, his cries filled with madness, disbelief, and rage.

“THIS IS UNFAIR! THIS IS UNFAIR! THIS IS UNFAIR!”

He thrashed, his golden chains clattering, his form quivering with power he could not control.

He felt wronged.

Utterly, completely, cosmically wronged.

And then...

Da Wei simply tilted his head.

Blinking once.

Then twice.

And then, in the most disrespectfully casual voice imaginable, he asked...

“What?”

Shenyuan froze.

Da Wei’s lips curled into a smirk.

“Cry for me, more.”

And above, the colossal scales of judgment tilted slightly.

Desperation came in many forms.

For Shenyuan, it came in the form of pure spite.

If he couldn’t have it, then no one could.

His bloodstained lips curled into a twisted smile as he stared Da Wei in the eyes, his golden chains rattling as he strained against fate itself.

“You’re making a mistake,” Shenyuan warned, voice low, almost coaxing.

Da Wei didn’t look impressed.

So Shenyuan laughed.

Then he raved.

Like a madman.

Like someone who had already lost but refused to go down alone.

“Do you think you’ve won?” he sneered. “You think killing me will end this? Fool. I’ve sent my agents to various cities across Deepmoor and beyond the continent.”

His lips curled further, voice thick with glee as he continued.

“They’ve been converting people to my cause. The weak, the lost, the forsaken, they’re already mine.”

Still, Da Wei only watched.

Expression unmoving.

So Shenyuan leaned in further, pressing on with vicious delight.

“I’ve been in league with the Outsiders! The demons!”

That finally made something flicker in Da Wei’s gaze.

Shenyuan grinned wider.

“With their help, I’ve created something truly magnificent, my own Blood Demons.”

He chuckled, then threw his head back, laughing.

“And if I die? If I suffer irreversible harm? Then Hell’s Gate will open, and this world will be...”

He dragged out the last word, savoring it.

“Done. For.”

Silence.

Da Wei just stared at him.

Unblinking.

And then Shenyuan pressed further.

“Oh, and let’s not forget the best part.”

From within his sleeves, he summoned two hearts: dark, pulsing things that once belonged to Da Wei.

The moment he crushed them, an overwhelming wave of malice surged forth.

A curse.

A curse woven with umbramancy so foul, so vile, it gnawed at reality itself.

Da Wei staggered.

He vomited blood.

Shenyuan didn’t hesitate.

With a vicious kick, he sent Da Wei flying, twisting the shadows beneath him—

And with a modified Shadow Step, he teleported Da Wei away.

No more reflection.

No more binding.

He would survive this judgment.

The scales above tipped fully.

And in the next instant, golden karmic flames engulfed him.

Shenyuan screamed.

And then Shenyuan laughed.

Even as his skin peeled, even as the golden karmic flames gnawed at his very being, he laughed.

He would escape.

No...

Better yet.

He would fulfill his end of the bargain with the Demonkind.

The Shadow Clan’s grounds, this cursed island, was the perfect place to summon Hell’s Gate. That’s why he had targeted it in the first place.

Yes.

Yes!

Even as his body burned, even as his bones cracked under divine judgment, Shenyuan poured every ounce of willpower into the formation he had prepared.

The second his undead occupied this land, the ritual had already begun.

It had been slow and insidious, weaving beneath the very foundations of the clan grounds.

Now, with a single motion, he activated it.

Power surged.

The ground shuddered.

But there was... Nothing.

His vision blurred.

His body trembled under the weight of divine punishment, his consciousness fraying like a thread unraveling at the seams.

FUCK!

“It looks like retreat is the only option… My cultivation is too damaged to continue this…”

He reached into his robes, fingers trembling, and activated his teleportation talisman, only to fail. It probably had something to do with the golden chains still wrapped around him as the karmic flames continued to devour his shadows.

Shenyuan needed distance, quickly.

Desperately, he pulled another talisman, reinforcing it with his own essence, hoping that the golden karmic flames wouldn’t consume it.

But the moment he tried to activate them...

FWISH!

A streak of light tore through the air.

An arrow.

A perfect fusion of water and fire.

It pierced through the first talisman, reducing it to ash.

“What?!” Shenyuan snarled.

His Abyss Sight flared to track the trajectory, and then he saw her.

A little girl.

Small. Fragile.

Yet her hands did not shake as she nocked another arrow, qi swirling at the tip.

It was the darn… goldfish.

Shenyuan clicked his tongue, suppressing his rage.

He hurled a Shadow Spear at the child.

CLANG!

The spear was parried.

A figure stepped forward from nowhere.

Unscathed. Unbothered.

Da Wei.

Shenyuan’s eye twitched.

“Tch.” He gritted his teeth as the golden karmic flames continued to devour him.

Da Wei tilted his head, then he whistled.

A slow, almost mocking tune.

Then he grinned.

“Run, run, little hamster.”

Shenyuan’s entire army was gone.

His fanatics, his undead, his soldiers...

All of them had burned.

Reduced to nothing.

A game.

This was a losing game.

And as much as he loathed to admit it, he had to retreat.

Now.

But first, a final threat.

His voice darkened as he stared at Da Wei.

“Let me go, or you’ll regret it.”

Shenyuan’s mind raced.

There was still a way.

That little girl.

The fish-turned-human who had interfered with his escape.

If he could take her hostage, he could force Da Wei to yield.

Yes.

A bargaining chip.

A last-minute salvation.

He parted his lips to speak, and then he froze.

A hand jutted out from his chest.

Flesh. Bone. Blood.

His heart.

Still beating.

Still trembling.

Shenyuan’s eyes widened as he stared at it.

It pulsed, veins writhing like a living entity, its bloodstained surface facing him—

As if it were watching him die.

"How?"

His voice was hoarse.

His mind refused to accept it.

He understood that his intangibility was failing, the golden karmic flames embracing him made sure of that, but this…

This wasn't the answer he was looking for.

A voice echoed from behind him.

Casual. Amused. Cruel.

“Ever heard of a Magic Scroll of Invisibility? Or how about a Magic Scroll of Blink or Teleportation?”

Shenyuan’s spine stiffened.

He tried to turn his head and saw Da Wei.

Cold eyes. Indifferent. Unmoved.

The sheer lack of hatred, the sheer lack of effort in killing him, made something deep within Shenyuan shatter.

He had fought for so long.

Schemed for so many years.

And now, he was going to die.

No.

No!

He had one last card to play.

Shenyuan forced his aura to shift.

His expression softened.

His voice wavered.

“…Big Brother.”

Da Wei’s eyes narrowed.

The voice. The tone. The words.

It was not Shenyuan’s.

No.

This was Hei Mao’s voice.

Trembling, uncertain, and filled with desperation.

“Big Brother… if you kill me now, you will doom the Empire.”

Shenyuan stared at him, eyes full of fake innocence.

“An incomplete Hell’s Gate…” His voice shook, perfectly mimicking the fear of a child. “It will open in the Empire. The Blood Demons Shenyuan created… they will go berserk. They will slaughter countless innocents. Do you want that, Big Brother?”

Silence.

Then...

A flicker of hesitation.

It was small. Almost imperceptible.

But Shenyuan saw it.

He succeeded.

The look in Da Wei’s eyes and that brief moment of uncertainty, it meant he had succeeded.

A small, flickering triumph bloomed in his chest.

Yes.

Yes!

He would live.

“NO! NO! NO! KILL THEM ALL!”

A shrill scream shattered the moment.

Shenyuan turned.

The little girl, Ren Jingyi.

She descended from above, her body covered in grime, blood, and exhaustion.

A bow slung over her shoulder.

A whip in her trembling hands.

Her tear-streaked face contorted in rage.

"KILL THEM ALL!" she wailed.

Her small frame shook, her voice breaking, but the fire in her eyes did not dim.

Shenyuan gritted his teeth.

This brat—!

“Ren Jingyi.”

Da Wei’s voice cut through the air.

Cold.

Final.

The girl stiffened.

Da Wei did not look at her.

His expression remained calm. Unreadable.

“It’s not your decision.”

Ren Jingyi visibly deflated.

Her hands trembled.

Her breath hitched.

Shenyuan felt relief flood him.

Yes.

Yes…

He had one more chance.

He had bought himself another—

“It’s mine.”

The words were spoken lightly.

But before Shenyuan could process them—

Da Wei’s hand tightened.

And crushed his heart.

Shenyuan choked.

His body convulsed.

And then.

CRACK.

Another hand pierced his abdomen from behind.

Lightning crackled.

Electricity surged through his very being, ripping through his muscles, his bones, his soul.

He felt something pull.

His intestines. His spine.

Being ripped away.

Being torn from him.

The golden karmic flames swallowed him whole.

His consciousness fractured.

And in his final moment as his body disintegrated into nothingness, the last thing he saw was Da Wei... crying.

Tears ran down his face.

But his smile…

His smile held pity.

As if disappointed.

Shenyuan did not understand why.

Did not understand what went wrong.

His mind faded.

His soul burned.

And then...

There was nothing.

Except...

A mournful cry.

“I’m sorry!”

A child’s voice, trembling, raw with grief.

"Hei Mao!"

The name echoed.

“Thank you!”

A wail of loss.

“Until next time!”

A scream of denial.

But there was no answer.

Because Hei Mao was never there.

There was only Shenyuan.

And now... Not even him.
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Tao Long was a streak of lightning across the sky, his serpentine form twisting and coiling through the heavens as if he were a living conduit of divine power. The wind howled around him, but he paid it no mind. His focus was singular—his target, the one from Shouquan’s prophecy. But the world was vast, and even a dragon of his stature could not bend space to his will.

Continents were never meant to be crossed in an instant. Even for him, a Divine Flood Dragon, the sheer distance was an obstacle he could not simply ignore. The power of heaven and earth accelerated his speed, but the heavens had their limits, and the earth had its restraints. And he was already too late.

Dawn had begun to set in, the first rays of sunlight peeking over the horizon, but they brought no warmth, no promise of renewal. Instead, they cast light upon a scene of ruin.

Tao Long’s elementalized, serpentine form slithered through the sky before coming to an abrupt halt. His draconic body solidified, storm-forged scales shimmering before peeling away, revealing his humanoid form. In a final flash of lightning, he stood as a man once more, high above the carnage.

His breath hitched.

Below him, the lake that surrounded the Shadow Clan’s island was no longer a lake; it was an abyss, suffused with a dark miasma so thick it had become a suffocating fog. The once-still waters churned with something unnatural, something defiled.

By the shore, the remnants of battle lay strewn across the land: blood, bodies, broken weapons, and shattered hopes. Gore splattered the rocks and sand, staining the ground in a manner that only slaughter could.

And in the middle of it all stood a man.

At first glance, his presence was unremarkable. His spiritual pressure was deceptive, subtle, as if it wished to be ignored. Were it not for Shouquan’s prophecy, Tao Long would have dismissed him entirely. But he knew better.

Beside the man, a little girl knelt in the bloodstained sand, sobbing. Her presence caught Tao Long’s attention, not just because of her grief, but because of her bloodline. A trace of something sacred lingered within her, something ancient. Koi.

The sky darkened.

A crimson hue spread across the heavens, as if the very world mourned what had happened here. Malicious qi lingered in the air, thick and cloying, a stain upon the natural order.

Tao Long did not hesitate. He descended.

Lightning crackled as he landed upon the shore with a resounding blast, the sheer force of his arrival parting the fog for a brief moment.

The little girl did not react. She remained on her knees, hands clenched into fists, her tears mixing with the blood-soaked ground.

The man stood still, staring between his fingers at something unseen, something intangible. Ash drifted through the air, weightless and unbound, dissolving into the crimson sky.

Tao Long’s presence demanded recognition. His bloodline roared within him, ancient and mighty. He did not whisper his name. Instead, he proclaimed it, his voice booming like the thunder that heralded his storms.

“I am Tao Long, the Divine Flood Dragon!”

Still, the man did not look at him.

Tao Long narrowed his eyes, his majesty pressing upon the battlefield like a decree from the heavens themselves.

“What did you do?” he demanded.

Silence.

His gaze shifted to the little girl. “You,” he addressed her, softening his tone slightly. “What happened here?”

She lifted her face, tear-streaked and empty, but she did not speak. She only stared.

Tao Long’s eyes swept over the carnage once more. His mind raced, filling in the gaps. The devastation, the miasma, the unnatural qi in the air. This was not an ordinary battle. Something had gone terribly, terribly wrong.

His gaze returned to the man. “Did you do this?”

Finally, the man looked at him.

His eyes were hollow. Grief-stricken.

His voice, when it came, was quiet, but it carried the weight of something irrevocable.

“I made a choice,” he said. “That’s what happened.”

Tao Long stilled.

The man was drowning in sorrow. Whatever had happened here, whatever destruction had been wrought, he was at its center. But he was not in a state to answer, not truly.

Tao Long exhaled slowly.

This was not what he had expected.

Tao Long’s gaze remained locked onto the man as he finally spoke. His voice was steady, but there was something hollow beneath it, a depth of grief that could not be concealed.

“I just killed my disciple,” the man said.

Tao Long’s expression darkened. He studied him carefully, sensing no falsehood, only sorrow.

“I could tell through my Divine Sense,” the man continued. “It was the only choice. Shenyuan would have escaped if I hadn’t finished him there and then.”

As his words fell upon the bloodstained shore, the very earth beneath them trembled. A low rumble echoed through the land, as though the island itself groaned in agony. The crimson light in the sky twisted, thickening into a dense fog. And then...

A mirage appeared in the center of the island.

Tao Long stiffened. It was massive, towering over the island like an omen. Though flickering like an illusion, its presence was undeniable. The shape of a colossal gate loomed within the mist, ancient and foreboding, its surface etched with unfathomable symbols.

The little girl wiped her tears, staring at the apparition with wide eyes. “What’s that?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

The man’s gaze did not waver. “That’s a Hell’s Gate,” he said. Then, after a pause, he added, “But an incomplete one.”

Tao Long’s brows furrowed. Hell’s Gate?

Despite his time within the Ward, despite the vast knowledge he had accumulated, he had never heard of such a thing. But the name Shenyuan... that, he knew.

Shenyuan.

The One True Death.

The Abyss.

The Eternal Heir.

A peer of Shouquan himself.

Tao Long’s hands clenched into fists. He had never expected to hear that name again, let alone under these circumstances. The Grand Emperor should have ended that old monster long ago. And yet...

He forced himself to focus, pushing back the tide of thoughts threatening to overwhelm him.

His gaze returned to the man. “Was it you?” Tao Long asked, his voice sharp. “Did you summon the Hell’s Gate?”

The man met his eyes and nodded. “Not by choice,” he said. “It was the consequence of killing Shenyuan.”

Tao Long narrowed his eyes. “Explain.”

The man exhaled, the weight of his next words evident in his expression. “Shenyuan prepared for his own demise. He used a unique mechanism, one that would trigger upon his death. An incomplete Hell’s Gate would be summoned, and his subordinated demons across the Empire would be driven into a frenzy.”

Silence stretched between them.

Tao Long felt his breath catch. A scheme of this scale… even for an immortal monster like Shenyuan, this was too much.

A slow rage began to build within him. This was not just one tragedy. This was a calamity waiting to unfold.

Before he could gather his thoughts, the little girl, still kneeling beside the man, clenched her fists. Her small frame trembled with barely contained fury.

“They all deserve to die,” she muttered. “The bad people. Every...”

Before she could finish, the man placed a hand on her head, silencing her gently. His fingers combed through her hair, and his other hand gave her shoulder an affectionate rub.

She flinched slightly, but after a moment, she leaned into his touch.

Tao Long’s mind raced as he pieced everything together.

Shouquan’s prophecy…

It had spoken of an unprecedented calamity, a tragedy that would shake the very foundations of the Empire. And now, as he stood amidst the ruins of the Shadow Clan’s island, gazing at the man and the little girl, he realized the truth.

This was it.

The prophecy was no longer a warning of what was to come. It had already happened. The Empire’s fate had been sealed, and there was nothing he could do to change it.

His grip tightened. He had come too late.

The man exhaled softly, his gaze settling on the little girl beside him.

“Take care, Jingyi’er,” he murmured. His voice was gentle and affectionate. “And know that I will always cherish you.”

Ren Jingyi’s tired, teary eyes looked up at him, confusion flickering across her face.

Before she could respond, the man pulled out a piece of parchment and tore it.

A golden spell formation erupted around the girl. She blinked, swayed, and then collapsed unconscious.

Tao Long’s frown deepened. “What are you...”

The man turned to him. “I need a favor.”

Tao Long’s storm-filled eyes studied him warily. He did not like the weight in the man’s tone.

“I will hear you out,” he said carefully.

Tao Long came here, intent on slaughtering the Outsider, but...

The man nodded. “No matter what happens, you must take Ren Jingyi to the Riverfall Continent. There, you will entrust her to a man named Jiang Zhen.”

Tao Long’s frown did not ease. He had never heard of this Jiang Zhen, but the way the man spoke of him made it clear this was no ordinary request. "How dare you..."

Before he could respond, the man’s eyes narrowed slightly. “What is your weapon of choice?”

The sudden question threw Tao Long off. He hesitated, but still answered truthfully. “A spear.”

The man reached into an invisible gap in space and procured a pristine spear, blue and white in color, gleaming with power. With a casual toss, he threw it toward Tao Long.

Tao Long caught it instinctively. The moment his fingers closed around the shaft, he felt the surge of divine energy within it. This was no ordinary weapon.

“That spear is Drakon Mar,” the man said. “It is your payment.”

Tao Long studied the weapon, then returned his gaze to the man. “…You’re bribing me?”

“I am compensating you... Know that it's a dual attribute weapon: both holy and draconic. Anyways, you can have it. Be duly reminded it's a loan, so don't be overeager to claim it for yourself.”

The storm dragon warrior exhaled sharply. There was something about this whole exchange that unsettled him.

The man’s eyes sharpened. “Will you do as I ask? Answer me.”

For the first time, Tao Long felt the weight of the man’s presence.

The pressure was overwhelming.

It was not the oppressive aura of raw power that came from high-level cultivators flaunting their superiority. This was something more subtle… more terrifying. It was the feeling of absolute danger.

‘If I refuse, I will suffer. No… I will die…’

Tao Long’s instincts screamed it at him. This was the first time he met an Outsider, exuding such danger.

He gritted his teeth. He did not enjoy being forced into a decision, but neither did he see another choice.

“…Yes,” he finally answered. "I will fulfill your requirements."

The man’s gaze lingered for a moment. Then he nodded. “Good. You didn’t lie. While you are a stranger to me, it doesn't mean I can't trust you. I want you to value my trust. Fail me, and let's just say... my friends wouldn't take kindly to you... Just like me, they can detect lies.”

Tao Long frowned. “Is that a threat?” It was definitely a threat, one he was unsure was true or not, however, this man indeed had friends pertaining to a certain duo. "You are lucky my draconic nature demanded I take this treasure. I appreciate the irony of you giving me a dragon-slaying spear. Truly amusing."

The man did not answer. He simply turned away.

“Pick up the girl,” he ordered. “And go.”

Tao Long ground his teeth but said nothing.

Then, a deep groan echoed across the island.

He snapped his head toward the Hell’s Gate.

The massive doors, sealed moments ago, were now… moving.

Slowly, agonizingly slowly, the gate was being pried open.

Tao Long’s chest tightened.

Whatever was coming…

They did not have much time.

Tao Long tightened his grip around Ren Jingyi’s unconscious form, securing her in his arms before turning to the man one last time.

“What is your name?” he asked.

The man smiled faintly. “If you ever meet the Emperor, tell him Da Wei apologizes for being unable to attend his invitation for tea. Wish him misfortune on my stead, because fuck him.”

Tao Long’s gaze flickered with recognition. Da Wei…? It was a curious name for an Outsider. He did not know the name, but for a man to casually mention the Emperor as if he had been personally invited… However, the way Da Wei referenced the Emperor was filled with contempt.

With a slow nod, Tao Long remarked, “Rest assured, the little girl will be sent to the man you requested.”

Da Wei said nothing, only watching as Tao Long activated his movement technique.

A streak of lightning shot through the sky.

Tao Long ascended rapidly, pushing himself higher and higher, yet, no matter how far he flew, the Hell’s Gate still loomed over him.

The sheer size was suffocating.

Then, it opened.

A monstrous presence surged forth.

From the depths of the gate, a horned creature so gigantic it had to crouch just to force its way into this world emerged.

A wave of malicious qi flooded the battlefield.

Tao Long clenched his teeth. “By the heavens…” Comparing his size in his full draconic form, he was probably bigger, but still…

Da Wei took a step forward, ascending into the air. With each step, golden radiance bloomed beneath his feet, leaving a trail of light in the darkness.

Then, Da Wei took a deep breath... And roared!

The sky shuddered. The ground trembled.

Tao Long’s eyes widened. The technique was unmistakable.

Lion’s Roar.

A basic martial technique, yet in Da Wei’s hands, it shook the heavens.

The colossal demon rushed forward, its presence like a tidal wave of destruction.

The island crumbled beneath its weight. Buildings and structures that once stood as part of the Shadow Clan’s stronghold collapsed as it advanced.

Then, the demon swung its massive arm, an arc of destruction descending upon Da Wei.

Tao Long instinctively held his breath.

Yet...

Da Wei did not move.

The arm connected.

And then...

It shattered.

The demon’s limb exploded, flesh and bone bursting apart, leaving only a string of mangled, barely attached muscle.

Blood and gore rained down.

Da Wei, bathed in the carnage, stood in the air.

Unbothered.

Unharmed.

Even as Tao Long streaked across the sky with Ren Jingyi in tow, he could not resist turning his gaze back toward the island. With a breath, he activated a technique, sharpening his vision beyond his cultivation.

Da Wei.

A lone figure stood against the tide of darkness.

There was something utterly fascinating about a single warrior blocking an entire army by himself. It was a sight that defied reason, that defied fate.

The Hell’s Gate loomed, its presence suffocating, as yet another gargantuan demon emerged from its depths.

Tao Long could scarcely believe it. Even from so far away, he could see its massive size, its hulking form dwarfing the very island and lake beneath it.

And yet, Da Wei did not waver.

The warrior now wore a helm, obscuring his face. He stood alone, bathed in golden radiance, a single light amidst an endless abyss.

The demons swarmed like an ocean, an endless tide of horror and madness.

The last thing Tao Long saw before he turned away was a brilliant flash of light.

And at its center was... a bloodied warrior, carving his way through the horde.
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I remained aloft in the air, watching the two gargantuan demons in front of me. Their massive, twisted forms loomed over the battlefield, their skin like molten rock, their eyes burning pits of malice. One of them was still regenerating its arm, the limb that had been obliterated earlier. The other let out a guttural roar, the force of it shaking the island beneath us. More demons spilled forth from the incomplete Hell’s Gate behind them, their forms twisting and writhing as they emerged.

I reached into my Item Box and pulled out my helm piece, fitting it into place. The weight of it settled over my head as the first light of dawn broke over the horizon.

Good. That meant my spell slots had recovered.

Unlike skills or ultimate skills, spell slots would regenerate twenty-four hours after the first spell had been cast. I’d been burning through Divine Possession at the crack of dawn every day since my training arc, making sure my mana cycles aligned with my peak condition.

Sigh… I’d love to be carefree about this, but this was really bad.

I focused inward, sensing the lingering effects of my previous spells. Divine Word: Life was still active, and my accumulated reflect was holding strong. But that wasn’t enough. Not against this.

I reached into my Item Box again, pulling out Magic Scrolls. With a flick of my wrist, I tore them apart, unleashing their stored magic.

Greater Strength. Greater Freedom. Greater Thought. Anti-Demon. Heaven’s Embrace. Magic Reflection. Fortified Sanctuary. Arcane Warding. Divine Aegis.

The power surged through me, layer after layer of protection and enhancement reinforcing my body. The crackling energy of Magic Reflection hummed against my skin, and the divine warmth of Heaven’s Embrace settled into my core.

Then I turned to my skills.

Bless. Lion’s Courage. Shield of the Eternal. Holy Sanctuary. Shield of Faith. Holy Aura. Armor of the Indomitable. Spell Resonance: Sacred Bulwark.

Golden radiance flared around me as the skills took effect. My Holy Aura pulsed, a beacon of divinity cutting through the darkness, searing the ground where lesser demons dared step.

The wounded demon growled, its infernal voice dripping with rage. “I will rend you to pieces until nothing remains!”

Thanks to my Translation Skill, I heard him loud and clear.

I raised an eyebrow. “That’s cute. Say it again after you grow your arm back.”

The other demon roared again, louder this time, sending tremors through the battlefield. The Hell’s Gate crackled with energy, and more demons poured forth, such as lesser fiends, enough to overwhelm a small army.

Deep breaths.

I could do this.

I’d fought against an incomplete Hell’s Gate before. The problem was, this was my first time soloing one.

I just needed to survive.

As long as I held out, the incomplete Hell’s Gate would eventually dissipate. But that meant enduring the relentless onslaught until then.

I swept my Divine Sense across the battlefield, searching for any survivors. A few Shadow Clan cultivators still fought desperately, shielding what remained of their people. They were battered and bloodied, but they hadn’t given up yet.

Without hesitation, I activated Voice Chat, broadcasting a message across my Divine Sense radius to anything non-hostile.

"To all surviving members of the Shadow Clan—hurry and evacuate! Things are about to get messy!"

There was a pause, then flickers of movement as they started retreating.

Good.

I renewed Blessed Regeneration, feeling my body reinforce itself further, then reached for my Item Box once more. A handful of mana potions materialized in my grasp, and I chugged them down one after another. The moment the last vial shattered in my grip, I summoned my weapons.

Silver Steel.

Hellcleaver.

The long sword and great axe gleamed in the morning light, radiating an aura of divine power and hellish touch.

I adjusted my grip, feeling tense at the moment.

“Alright, you oversized abominations,” I muttered, exhaling slowly. “Let’s see who lasts longer.”

Then I dove straight into the fray.

The only strategy I could think of at the moment was to abuse Reflect damage.

That meant abusing Sacrificial Zeal, my passive ability that turned every hit I took into divine retribution.

The flying demons, gargoyles, fallen angels, red-skinned horrors, and djinns screeched as they swarmed me from all sides. But the moment they got too close, they exploded.

Feathers, stone, and charred flesh scattered in the air like grotesque fireworks. Even those that barely grazed my aura detonated on contact.

The swarm quickly realized the problem.

They dispersed.

And that gave the demons below an opening.

Blinding arcs of flame, spiraling lances of darkness, searing void beams: spells of terrifying potency surged toward me.

I let them hit.

They should have incinerated me. Instead, the moment they struck, the casters themselves suffered.

Some erupted into gore, obliterated by their own attacks reflected back at them. Others staggered, their bodies mangled by the overwhelming damage rebounding at multiplied force.

Normally, Reflect only worked in a certain radius. But I was too stacked with buffs right now.

The battlefield turned chaotic.

I gestured in the air.

Summon: Holy Spirit.

A pillar of light and a golden sigil manifested beside me. From it, a familiar figure materialized in divine brilliance...

Dave.

His form was ethereal, his presence like a fragment of the divine itself.

I turned to him. “Use Divine Possession on me.”

“Yes, my Lord.”

His voice held no hesitation.

When Divine Possession was nerfed back in LLO, I had devised a workaround... a combo using a summoned Holy Spirit.

As Dave merged into me, I felt it instantly; his emotions were raw and true.

He was hurting.

Just like me.

But he didn’t waver.

He pushed his emotions aside. Not to suppress them, but to turn them into strength for me.

My stats skyrocketed by fifty percent. On top of the fifty percent buff, I gained two additional spell slots, a trick I had discovered by accident. The Holy Spirit's presence provided me with extra divine reserves, allowing me to stretch my endurance even further.

I needed every bit of power I could get.

And my Reflect damage? It multiplied several times over.

The gargantuan demon with its arms still intact suddenly lunged.

Each step shattered the ruins beneath it. Buildings crumbled as it charged straight at me.

I didn’t stop swinging.

Silver Steel. Hellcleaver.

The divine blade and demonic axe cut through the demons in my path like wheat before a scythe.

The gargantuan demon leaped, both arms wreathed in hellfire, swinging down in an arc meant to crush me.

I dismissed Hellcleaver.

And summoned World Aegis.

The tower shield materialized in my grip just in time...

BOOM!

Its fiery limbs collided with my shield.

The result?

Not me breaking, but its arms shattering on impact.

Bone burst through its flesh, jagged and exposed, as its own force rebounded against it.

Dave’s voice resonated through our connection.

“My Lord, I advise the use of the evolved Heavenly Punishment...”

I grinned. “Let's do it.”

As one, we activated it.

The sky darkened.

Storm clouds churned, thick and foreboding, gathering above like the wrath of the heavens itself.

In its original form, Heavenly Punishment was a gigantic sword of judgment descending from above.

But now?

The divine punishment was contained within a single sword.

My Silver Steel glowed.

Brighter. Hotter.

The storm above rumbled as I raised my sword.

Then...

I swung.

Divine Smite.

The gargantuan demon had no time to react.

The blade cut straight through it.

Bisected.

A clean, brutal split down the middle.

Because of Hollow Point, which gave me a near-perfect critical chance, the strike registered as a critical hit.

The demon never even screamed.

Its body fell apart, severed completely, its blood evaporating before it even touched the ground.

A silence, brief but heavy, hung over the battlefield.

Then...

I roared.

The catharsis burned through my veins.

The battlefield trembled in response.

A voice reached me through the chaos: old, weary, yet unmistakably alive.

Hei Yuan.

I glanced in his direction, half-expecting to see only his severed corpse. But there he was, hovering in the air, his face soaked in blood, his right arm completely gone, torn away in some battle I hadn’t seen.

And he wasn’t alone.

A handful of Shadow Clan cultivators stood with him, some barely holding themselves upright. Their ashen hair and battle-worn faces suggested they were elders, survivors of this slaughter.

Hei Yuan’s gaze locked onto mine. "Master Wei, we will fight alongside you."

My Divine Sense swept over the battlefield. The demons swarming them were roughly level 100, though I could tell some stronger ones lurked among their ranks, hiding within the lesser horde.

The Shadow Clan elders weren’t in much better shape than Hei Yuan. Wounded. Drained. Struggling.

I opened my mouth to tell them to retreat, but then, in the distance, the gargantuan demon with the missing arm moved.

It picked up an entire ruined building and hurled it toward me like a toy, carefully angling it to descend on Hei Yuan’s group.

I didn’t hesitate.

Zealot’s Stride.

The air beneath my feet solidified as I burst forward, bridging the distance between myself and Hei Yuan in an instant.

A serpentine demon, massive, sinuous, and covered in writhing black scales, lunged from the ruins of the building, its body expanding as it shot toward Hei Yuan and his group, intending to crush them whole.

Thunderous Smite.

I swung Silver Steel, and the force of my strike sent a roaring shockwave outward. The serpent reeled back, its flesh burning from holy energy, but the attack also blasted Hei Yuan and his elders backward, away from me.

It wasn’t gentle.

But it got them out of danger.

I hovered in place, glaring at Hei Yuan. “You’re a burden.”

Silence.

For a moment, just a moment, I saw something in his eyes.

Pain.

Not just physical, but wounded pride.

The other elders stared at me with grim expressions, their faces hardened, not from anger, but from the unforgiving truth of my words.

Hei Yuan gritted his teeth, then forced himself upright, blood dripping from his missing arm.

"Even so," he said, voice unwavering, "we will fight."

The other elders nodded, some summoning what remained of their strength, others gripping their weapons tightly.

Fools.

But determined fools.

The days blurred together in an endless cycle of blood and steel.

I killed.

Then I killed again.

Then I kept killing.

The Shadow Clan cultivators fought alongside me, their movements swift, precise, and merciless. We were warriors locked in a hopeless battle, drowning in the tide of demons spilling forth from the Hell’s Gate.

They died.

One by one, they fell.

But they died smiling, as if they had already accepted their fate.

Meanwhile, the demons fought like they wanted nothing more than to see me erased from existence. Their hatred for me was palpable, their screeches deafening, their attacks relentless.

It was as if my very existence offended them.

I felt no pity. No sorrow. No guilt.

Just resolve.

Hei Yuan approached me between battles, his face weary but his voice steady. "Wei, use us as you see fit. We are yours to command."

I scoffed, swinging Hellcleaver through a lesser demon’s skull before answering.

“I have no use for you.”

Hei Yuan didn’t react, only nodding in understanding.

“Then,” he said, “we will fight and die as warriors.”

I didn’t stop him.

Somewhere, deep in the back of my mind, a darker part of me whispered.

“Use them.”

“Throw them at the enemy.”

“Abuse your resurrection items and keep them fighting.”

But I didn’t.

Every time a Shadow Clan cultivator fell, I snatched their body and stuffed it into my Item Box, a cold comfort, but a comfort nonetheless.

Because if I lived through this day…

If I survived…

I would resurrect them.

If not, then at the very least, I would give them a proper burial.

I wouldn’t die here.

I couldn’t die here.

Not before I found Gu Jie and Ren Xun.

The thought was both sobering and suffocating.

So I swung my weapon and lost myself in the battle once more.

Time lost all meaning.

Days bled into weeks.

I fought.

I butchered.

I pushed forward.

The battlefield became a graveyard of demons, their corpses piling so high they formed mountains of the damned. My armor, once pristine, was now drenched in gore, my weapons chipped, my mana reserves strained, but I endured.

Because I had to.

Because there was no one else left.

The Shadow Clan cultivators were gone.

Every last one of them had fallen.

Their bodies were now safely stored away, a silent promise that I would bring them back... or, at the very least, lay them to proper rest.

But now, I stood alone.

At the threshold of hell itself.

I had bottlenecked the Hell’s Gate, forcing the demons to trickle out in smaller numbers, making them easier to cut down. If I could just hold this position… if I could last long enough… the incomplete gate would eventually collapse.

That was my gamble.

That was my only hope.

I had slaughtered my way forward, step by agonizing step, until I now stood inside the gate, positioned at its very mouth, where the fabric of reality twisted and screamed.

Hell’s breath burned against my skin.

The sky above was wrong, a swirling abyss of impossible colors.

The ground beneath me pulsed like a living thing.

And beyond, in the writhing depths of the infernal, I could feel them watching.

The true lords of this abyss.

The ones who had not yet emerged.

The ones waiting for me to break.

I tightened my grip on Silver Steel and Hellcleaver, my body aching, my soul screaming, but I refused to fall.

I had come too far.

I had lost too much.

I was not going to die here.

So I raised my weapons, took a deep breath, and prepared for the next wave.

Days stretched into eternity. It was hell.

I fought.

I bled.

I survived.

At first, the demons were mere fodder, low-level creatures that shattered upon my Reflect and compounding Sacrificial Zeal, their grotesque bodies bursting into pools of ichor the moment they touched me. Gargoyles, their stony forms cracking like brittle clay. Red-skinned fiends, their claws snapping against my armor. Lesser djinns, their smoky bodies torn apart by my relentless attacks.

But as the days dragged on, the enemies grew stronger.

I knew this pattern. This was a Raid.

In LLO, the waves would escalate, moving from elites to Raid Bosses, and then finally to World Bosses.

The realization sent a chill down my spine.

Because I was alone in every sense of the word.

And this wasn’t a game.

But did I let that stop me?

“No.”

The first to test me was a Fallen Angel, his wings scorched black, his golden armor warped into cruel spikes.

He descended like a comet, sword raised high. "You reek of divinity, filthy human!" His voice dripped with contempt and arrogance. "This place shall be your grave!"

I let him connect, his blade biting into my shoulder. But the moment it did, Sacrificial Zeal and the accumulated Reflect damage activated, and his form twisted. His body convulsed, veins rupturing, as my reflected damage tore him apart from the inside.

He screamed, his arrogance melting into pure agony, and then... he burst into ash.

Next came demonic nobility.

A Marquis of Ruin, his twin blades crackling with cursed lightning, moved faster than I could track.

A Countess of Slaughter, her spindly fingers dripping acid, danced around me, laughing as she conjured illusions.

A Duke of Madness, a three-headed beast, each maw chanting a different spell, weaving destruction in chaotic, unpredictable patterns.

They were nothing like the mindless demons before them.

They were tactical.

They coordinated their strikes, forcing me to burn through mana potions, to cycle through buffs and defensive spells at an unsustainable pace.

I blocked the Marquis’s twin blades with World Aegis, only for the Countess to sink her claws into my back.

I retaliated with Thunderous Smite, sending a shockwave through her skeletal frame, only for the Duke to nearly incinerate me with an Eldritch Cataclysm.

I endured.

I adapted.

I slaughtered them.

Then came the Named Ones... the true monsters.

A demon clad in black chains, his body an ever-shifting mass of shadowy tendrils.

A colossal warlord, his four arms wielding molten cleavers, his body pulsing with unstoppable bloodlust.

A sorcerer, his voice like a dying whisper, who twisted reality with every incantation.

These were the kinds of foes that, in LLO, would have required a full guild raid to take down.

But I had no raid party.

I had only myself.

And Dave.

Through Divine Possession, he shared the burden. He channeled power into me, strengthened my attacks, enhanced my defenses, and guided my hand when exhaustion blurred my vision.

Every strike felt like swinging through molten steel.

Every demon slain left a scar on my soul.

Every victory only brought another challenge.

But I did not break.

I would not break.

I roared, Divine Smite igniting my blade, and cleaved through the warlord’s chest, watching as his four arms spasmed, his molten blood turning to steam as his massive body collapsed.

The sorcerer whispered a final curse before my Hellcleaver split his skull in two.

And the shadowed demon, the one who had lurked at the edges of my vision, trying to wear me down with deception and despair, I caught his tendrils, tore them apart with my bare hands, and burned his essence away with Judgment Severance.

I stood atop a mountain of corpses, my breath ragged, my vision blurred with exhaustion.

And still... the demons came.

But they were afraid now.

I could see it.

They hated me.

They feared me.

And for the first time, I realized... they weren’t just trying to kill me anymore.

They were desperate to erase me.

Because I had become something they could not understand.

I was still standing.

I laughed in the face of death.

It was a ragged, broken sound, something between exhaustion and pure, unhinged exhilaration.

I had long stopped counting the days.

At some point, I must have breezed through Mind Enlightenment while cycling my Mana Road Cultivation mid-combat. It wasn’t intentional... Instead, I was simply fighting, adapting, and growing, my very existence pressed to the breaking point.

And before I knew it, I had stepped into Will Reinforcement.

Something changed then.

My movements sharpened. My mind refined every action into pure efficiency. Every swing, parry, dodge... everything I did carried purpose. There was no wasted effort.

No hesitation.

Only slaughter.

Yet, even with this newfound clarity, I had long lost the ability to hold a proper conversation.

At first, Dave and I spoke, exchanging strategies, reinforcing our synchronization.

Then it became one-sided, his voice pressing into my mind, but I gave no response.

Then, finally... silence.

Even the Holy Spirit’s presence faded to the edges of my perception.

There was only the battle.

Only me and the demons.

My armor had seen better days.

My helm had cracked, revealing half of my face, the exposed skin streaked with blood and soot.

A hole had been torn through my breastplate, right over where my heart should have been. The jagged edges still smoldered, remnants of whatever unholy strike had nearly taken my life.

My weapons, once pristine, were starting to chip.

Even Hellcleaver had stopped laughing, a legendary axe, showed visible wear, its edges dulled, its once flawless metal now marred with fractures.

Silver Steel, my trusted sword, was similarly worn, its once radiant glow flickering, struggling to sustain itself under the sheer onslaught of battle.

They would regenerate, given time.

But I wasn’t giving them time.

I cycled through my arsenal, alternating weapons to keep up the tempo. Whenever a weapon felt too strained, I’d dismiss it, calling forth another from my Holy Spirit’s innate conjuration or from the wealth of weapons I have from my Item Box.

Even that had become a mindless action, a practiced rhythm, like breathing.

And still, I fought.

I felt so tired.

A distant part of me, one that still remembered what it meant to be human, whispered that I should stop.

That I should rest.

But that voice was small, insignificant beneath the overwhelming fury of battle.

Because the demons were still here.

Because the Hell’s Gate was still open.

Because I wasn’t done.

And until it was over...

I would not stop.

The air trembled, a violent shudder rippling through the battlefield.

The turbulence became erratic, spiraling out of control as the Hell’s Gate began to collapse.

I had done it.

I had fought for weeks, probably a month or so, cut down everything that dared to stand against me, and now, the invasion was over.

The war was won.

A breath left my lips. something like relief, but too hollow to feel real.

I tried to cast Zealot’s Stride as my body screamed for escape. I needed to move. To leave before I was caught in the destruction.

Nothing happened.

It was dispelled.

I turned, my worn-out grip tightening around my sword, and there it was.

A black knight stood before me, wreathed in black flames that crackled with a presence far beyond any demon I had faced before.

It spoke, its voice a guttural snarl in the infernal tongue.

"Your efforts are meaningless. You may have sealed the gate, but as long as we take your life..."

The rest of its words burned into my skull, unintelligible but carrying weight, a command, a curse.

The exhaustion in my bones sank deeper.

I had fought so long. Too long. I wasn’t sure if I had anything left to fight this one.

But I raised my sword anyway.

Before I could act, spectral chains erupted from the ground, wrapping around my limbs, my torso, binding me in place.

I struggled, but my body felt heavy.

The black knight strode forward, deliberate, uncaring. It raised its sword, black steel humming with an energy I did not recognize, an energy that made even my divine defenses recoil in disgust.

Then it drove its sword into my chest.

Pain exploded through me.

The impact triggered Sacrificial Zeal and Reflect, a pulse of reflected damage shattered through barriers and armor surrounding the black knight.

Yet it did not move.

It simply stared down at me, as if mocking the very idea that my damage could reach it.

Fine.

If this was how it was going to be...

I activated Heavenly Punishment.

Not through my sword.

Not through my hands.

But through my teeth.

Everything about it felt wrong.

Heavenly Punishment wasn’t meant to be used like this. It should have been channeled through a blade, not something as crude and primal as a bite.

But I did it anyway.

A blinding backlash tore through me, the very act of forcing divine judgment into my own body nearly crushed my skull from the inside out.

I ignored it.

I sank my teeth into the black knight’s armored shoulder.

My teeth cracked.

The knight’s armor split.

And then divine light erupted, spreading like fire through dry wood, burning and bursting the corrupted metal apart.

The black knight finally reacted, its body jerking from the unexpected attack.

I triggered Flash Parry.

The chains holding me shattered.

I honestly didn’t think that would work.

With everything I had left, I kicked the black knight in the chest with War Smite, sending it flying back, crashing through ruins and debris.

I stumbled, my vision wavering.

The Hell’s Gate collapsed.


Their path to the mortal world was gone.



"Fuck."

The world blurred.

My knees buckled, and my body crashed onto my back.

I was going to die here.

Then... a voice.

"You’ve done well, God of War."

A faint green spark flickered in my dimming vision.

It grew, expanded, forming a circle beneath me.

My body fell.

I barely registered a new place, a new presence, two figures, a man and a woman.

The man looked at me and smirked.

"It’s been a hundred days."

He leaned slightly closer, as if amused.

"Now, if I recall correctly..."

"You owe me tea."

And then...

Everything went dark.
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The imperial throne room was a vast chamber of solemn majesty, its floor a seamless expanse of polished jade that reflected the golden light cast by towering braziers. Pillars of verdant nephrite, each carved with the writhing forms of celestial dragons, stretched high into the vaulted ceiling, where a mural of the heavens was depicted in exquisite detail—stars of crushed gemstone glittering against a lacquered night sky. At the end of the hall, raised upon a dais of radiant gold, stood the throne of the Grand Emperor. It was a masterpiece of divine craftsmanship, sculpted from a single slab of orichalcum, its backrest carved into the shape of an unfurled lotus.

And upon this throne sat the ruler of all under heaven, a man known by many names. To the world, he was the Grand Emperor. To those who feared him, he was the Final Emperor, the wielder of the Heavenly Eye, whose mere gaze could sunder mountains and lay truth bare. But to an affectionate few, he had a humbler name... Nongmin.

He exhaled softly, his expression unreadable as he snapped the portal shut with a flick of his fingers. Green sparks flared and vanished into the ether, leaving only silence in their wake.

And in that silence lay a man, Da Wei.

Unconscious and battered, his body slumped against the jade floor like a discarded weapon. His once-pristine armor, a fusion of foreign craftsmanship and divine invocation, was now a ruinous shell. The breastplate, once engraved with holy inscriptions, was cracked down the center, fissures branching outward like a shattered mirror. The pauldrons bore deep gouges, torn apart by forces that had no place in the mortal realm. His gauntlets were bent out of shape, fingers barely visible beneath the blood and soot that clung to the metal.

Beneath the ruined armor, his body fared little better. Blood seeped from wounds both fresh and half-clotted, staining the tattered remnants of his undershirt. A deep gash ran along his side, just beneath his ribs, the torn flesh a stark contrast against the faint glow of lingering divine energy that struggled to mend him. His face, partially obscured by tangled strands of black hair, was pale from blood loss, but his expression, even in unconsciousness, held an iron-willed defiance.

The air around him still crackled with remnants of power, vestiges of whatever battle had left him in this state. Though his body lay still, his presence was undeniable, like a blade dulled but not yet broken.

“While I’d love to share tea with him, it is clear he is in no condition to engage in such frivolity,” said Nongmin as his golden eyes, radiant as twin suns, settled upon the only other person in the chamber. “Divine Physician Xin,” he said, his voice steady, neither demanding nor pleading, simply stating. “Take care of our guest. And make sure to protect his privacy. I'm sure our dear guest would appreciate being spared from dealing with flies, worms, and your average day vermin.”

The woman beside him, Xin Yune, moved without hesitation. She was dressed in flowing white robes embroidered with silver lotuses, the very image of serenity. With a casual wave of her hand, the broken and bloodied body of the stranger lifted from the floor, weightless as though caught in an unseen current. The man, Da Wei, as Nongmin believed his name to be, remained unconscious, his injuries grievous but not beyond Xin’s skill.

The Divine Physician studied the wounded man for a moment before nodding. “It would be best to tend to him in your private chamber,” she remarked, her voice light but assured. “The energies here are not suited for healing.”

Nongmin inclined his head slightly, conceding the point. With another flick of his fingers, the great doors of the throne room opened, and the Divine Physician, with Da Wei floating behind her, departed in silence.

For a moment, the Grand Emperor remained seated, his golden gaze lingering on the space where the portal had been. Then, with a quiet sigh, he closed his eyes.

The throne room returned to stillness.

The Empire had endured another crisis. Under his guidance, such tribulations rarely left lasting scars. However, one thing still lingered in his thoughts: Shenyuan. That old monster sure caused trouble for him. How unexpected. Nongmin had thought the Black Clan’s and Shadow Clan’s past had long been buried, its remnants either scattered or faded into obscurity.

Yet, not only had Shenyuan survived the purging and his schemes from that time, but he had reemerged stronger with designs of his own, entwined with the Eternal Undeath Cult.

A troublesome development.

Still, the most surprising aspect of the recent ordeal had not been Shenyuan. It had been Da Wei who ended it all.

The stranger was… an anomaly. He was not a blind spot to Nongmin’s Heavenly Eye, few things in existence were. Yet, Da Wei was concerning in a different way. The man’s moral compass did not fit this world. It was neither naive nor foolish, but it operated on principles that felt out of place, untethered from the unspoken laws of survival that dictated life in this realm. Nongmin had encountered many types of men: heroes, tyrants, and visionaries, but Da Wei was something else entirely.

He sighed, rubbing his temple before raising his fingers. With but a thought, Qi Speech carried his command across the vast reaches of his domain.

“Zhu Shin. Attend me.”

Moments later, the throne room’s grand doors swung open with a deep thrum, reverberating through the chamber like the beating of a great war drum.

A man entered.

He was large, built like a moving fortress, every step heavy with restrained power. His presence alone carried the weight of a seasoned warrior, one who had stood at the Empire’s borders and held back countless tides of destruction. His armor, though grand in craftsmanship, bore the marks of battle, etched scars of long-forgotten wars.

He was General Zhu Shin, a cultivator of the Ninth Realm and one of Nongmin’s most trusted subordinates.

Zhu Shin knelt before the throne, fist to chest in a formal salute. His voice was deep and steady. “Your Majesty.”

Nongmin regarded him for a moment before speaking. “How fares the defense against the demonic forces?”

He already knew the answer, of course. His Heavenly Eye had long since shown him the state of the frontlines, the battles fought, the victories claimed, and the lingering struggles. But this was not an empty question.

It was a habit.

A habit he had cultivated for the sake of his people, to acknowledge their efforts, to ensure their work was appreciated, and to make clear that the battles they fought were seen.

Zhu Shin exhaled before responding. “The demonic incursions have been repelled along the western border. The Black Tides were held at Mount Qingshi, and our forces secured a decisive victory. However, there are still lingering infestations in the northern wastelands. We have sent purification squads to deal with the remnants.”

Nongmin nodded. “Well done. You have led them admirably.”

Zhu Shin did not smile, nor did he boast. But there was a shift in his posture, the smallest sign of pride in his duty.

The Empire endured because of men like him.

General Zhu Shin remained kneeling before the Grand Emperor, his expression composed as he continued his report. His voice carried the weight of a man who had seen countless battlefields and knew the cost of war.

“The Seven Imperial Houses have been cooperative,” Zhu Shin stated. “Their swift response minimized casualties and prevented widespread damage. Their unity has been commendable.”

Nongmin inclined his head slightly. The Seven Imperial Houses were the backbone of his Empire, ruling vast territories and commanding immense power. It was always a delicate balance keeping them aligned with his rule, but in times of crisis, their cooperation was paramount. That they had acted accordingly this time meant fewer matters to clean up.

“However,” Zhu Shin continued, his tone shifting slightly, “the Black Clan suffered the most from this ordeal.”

Nongmin sighed inwardly. That was hardly surprising. The Black Clan, also known as the Black Imperial House, had once been the direct sword and shield of the throne. They were meant to be an unshakable pillar of the Empire. But now, they had become the greatest victims of what was likely the most significant coup attempt in the last millennium.

Though, in truth, neither the Black Clan nor the Shadow Clan was at fault.

They had once been a single and mighty clan. But history had split them apart, and their paths had diverged. The Black Clan remained in direct service to the Empire, while the Shadow Clan had withdrawn into secrecy, guarding their inherited knowledge that most had long since deemed dangerous or forbidden.

Yet despite their differences, they had both been manipulated. Shenyuan had used them as pawns in his grand scheme.

“They were not the ones pulling the strings,” Nongmin murmured, his tone laced with irritation. His Heavenly Eye had long since shown him the truth. Shenyuan had been the true architect of this disaster. The Shadow Clan, the Black Clan… they had merely been caught in the web of a monster that should have died centuries ago.

But Shenyuan was dead now.

That should have brought Nongmin satisfaction. And yet… he clicked his tongue, a faint sense of disappointment lingering in his thoughts.

It had not been his hand that ended Shenyuan.

It was good riddance, of course. The world was better off without him. Had his schemes come to fruition, it would have thrown the entire balance of power into chaos. The Hell’s Gate had already been enough of a problem. Shenyuan’s frenzied blood demons had only worsened the situation.

Had Da Wei not been involved, Nongmin might have been forced to split his resources and fight a war that his Empire was not prepared for.

That was an outcome he would never have tolerated.

“The blood demons have been secured,” Zhu Shin reported. “The military has taken full control with the assistance of the intelligence division. Any remnants are being systematically purged.”

Nongmin gave a slow nod. That was as it should be. He had no interest in allowing such creatures to roam unchecked. But Zhu Shin was not finished.

“There is another matter,” the General added, his tone shifting to something more thoughtful. “The blood techniques used by Shenyuan’s creations… they are highly effective. Little cost, great power. If studied properly, they might be repurposed for our soldiers.”

Nongmin closed his eyes briefly and exhaled through his nose. Of course, he would think that.

Zhu Shin was proactive when it came to strengthening the military, sometimes to problematic extremes. It was not a bad trait. It was precisely this drive that had made him such an indispensable subordinate. But in this case, it was a dead end.

“That would be a waste of effort,” Nongmin stated plainly. “I have already seen the truth of these techniques through my Heavenly Eye. They will not work as you hope.”

Zhu Shin frowned slightly. “May I ask why, Your Majesty?”

Nongmin waved a hand dismissively. “The cost is not as ‘little’ as it seems. The drawbacks are simply hidden well. To rely on such power is to invite disaster.”

The General bowed his head, accepting the judgment without argument. Nongmin appreciated that about him, loyalty tempered by pragmatism. Zhu Shin would push for what he believed would strengthen the Empire, but he also knew when to relent.

“What else?” Nongmin asked, shifting the conversation.

Zhu Shin hesitated for a brief moment before answering. “The World Summit, Your Majesty.”

Nongmin’s expression immediately darkened.

“Tch.” He clicked his tongue in clear annoyance.

The World Summit, the grand gathering of sovereigns, sect leaders, and rulers of the great powers. It was a necessary institution, a place where the balance of power was maintained, where alliances were forged and grudges either settled or deepened.

And he had no interest in attending.

But ignoring it was not an option.

Not now.

Not when the signs of a turbulent era were becoming more and more evident.

Nongmin leaned back against the golden throne, exhaling softly. The weight of the Empire rested upon his shoulders, yet this was no burden... he had long since mastered the art of governance, balancing strength with wisdom.

"Go," he said, his voice steady but firm. “You are dismissed, General.”

General Zhu Shin, still kneeling, clasped his hands and bowed low. "As you command, Your Majesty."

The massive doors of the imperial throne room creaked open as the General took his leave, his towering figure vanishing into the dimly lit corridors beyond. The heavy doors shut behind him with a final thud, leaving Nongmin alone in the vast chamber.

Silence reigned, save for the distant flickering of jade lanterns and the faint hum of spiritual formations embedded in the walls.

With a thought, Nongmin opened his Heavenly Eye.

He had already confirmed that Da Wei was in stable condition under Divine Physician Xin’s care. That was fine. What he needed now was leverage, to know the people around Da Wei.

With a wave of his hand, a set of bamboo scrolls materialized in front of him, each marked with crimson seals. These were the reports compiled by his son, Ren Jin, gathered from the observations of his grandson, Ren Xun.

It was time to see what pieces he had on the board.

With another thought, his Heavenly Eye turned to Ren Xun.

Dead.

His grandson's corpse lay stuffed inside a Storage Ring of all things, an undignified end. There was not much to see, just an empty, lifeless husk sealed away in a pocket dimension.

But then, as his sight shifted toward the threads of fate, he glimpsed something… unclear.

A possible future where Ren Xun lived again.

Nongmin’s brow furrowed. A resurrection?

He prided himself on his ability to see fate’s currents, to divine the future with more accuracy than any mere prophet. Yet, even his sight had its limits... it was not absolute.

Still, if Ren Xun could return, it was worth noting. He would not be so foolish as to ignore something so unnatural.

Next, he turned his gaze toward another name on the list.

Gu Jie?

Dead.

A shame, but expected. She was always too reckless, from what little he had seen in Ren Xun’s reports. Cavalier even… and sometimes, too reliant on her special ability.

Ren Jingyi?

Alive.

But what truly caught Nongmin’s attention was who she was with, Tao Long.

Tao Long? That was a name he hadn’t heard in centuries. His old friend.

Curious.

Next, Hei Mao?

…Nothing.

Nongmin frowned. That could mean one of two things.

Either Hei Mao was dead, or something was obstructing his vision.

Given recent events, the former was more likely.

And then, the last name on the report.

Lu Gao?

Out of range. Nongmin could tell, after all, he could perceive his spark still… just too far away.

That meant he was outside the Empire. Nongmin narrowed his eyes. If the Lu Clan child had escaped beyond his sight, he would have to exert more effort to find him.

With a murmured incantation, he channeled his Heavenly Eye’s power, weaving a spell to enhance his vision. His sight pierced across continents, past mountains and rivers, across deserts and oceans, until finally...

A vast desert.

The shifting sands stretched endlessly beneath a burning sun. But before he could focus, before he could see clearly, a woman with rosy pink hair turned her gaze toward him.

And stared directly into his Heavenly Eye.

The world lurched as a sudden, suffocating bloodlust filled his vision.

Nongmin flinched.

It was not possible. No one, not even the greatest seers of the era, should be able to see him when he scried from such a vast distance. And yet, this woman had not only noticed him but had also locked onto him as if he were prey.

Then...

Darkness.

The connection was severed.

Nongmin lost sight of Lu Gao entirely.

A deep frown formed on his face.

“Tch.” He clicked his tongue in annoyance.

Who was that woman?

More importantly, how had she intercepted his sight?

That was a problem for later. For now, he had bigger matters to consider.

Nongmin took a slow breath and exhaled.

Perhaps looking into Da Wei’s companions was a waste of time. He would need to adjust his approach.

Instead of chasing shadows, he would focus on the man himself.

With another thought, he turned his Heavenly Eye toward Da Wei’s future.

What he needed was a path... a series of simulated events that would allow him to guide Da Wei toward an agreement. One that would benefit the Empire.

The best-case scenario?

He recruited Da Wei.

A man with power beyond reason, someone who could withstand the attacks of the likes of Shenyuan without breaking a sweat, such a person could be an unstoppable force for the Empire.

A storm was coming. He knew it.

And in the end, when the dust settled, he would ensure that his Empire stood above all.
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I woke up feeling like I’d been tossed into a mountainside, rolled down a cliff, and then stomped on for good measure. No... actually, if that really happened, I probably wouldn’t feel as bad as I do right now.

This wasn’t just physical pain.

This was "I fought back-to-back against a world boss-level monster, then had to deal with some PvP troll immediately after, only to be thrown into a solo raid of Hell’s Gate with no party members" kind of pain.

That kind of situation.

My entire body ached. Every muscle, every bone, every nerve... burning, sore, exhausted. I sucked in a slow breath. Not dead, then.

That’s a win.

I opened my eyes.

The first thing I noticed?

The bed was soft. Incredibly soft.

So much so that I wanted to just sink in and fall back asleep, aches and all. The sheets were cool, smooth, and had a faint fragrant scent, like some kind of exotic flower I couldn’t place.

I’m… wearing unfamiliar clothes.

That’s when I noticed the next thing.

Someone stirred beside me.

Sleeping.

Okay?

I froze.

She had dark hair and wore flowing white robes embroidered with silver lotuses. Her breathing was slow and peaceful. Her arms? Firmly wrapped around my waist.

Okay…

This was awkward on so many levels.

If I was any younger, both soul and mind, I’d probably be blushing like an idiot right now. But I had long since tempered myself against such trivial matters.

So I did the only reasonable thing.

I stayed on the bed.

You don’t turn away gifts.

A few moments passed before the woman stirred again, her eyelashes fluttering as she opened her eyes.

She blinked at me.

Then, with a calm, almost lazy voice, she murmured, "Oh."

I stared at her.

She yawned, and stretching slightly, though she didn’t let go, before saying, "I dozed off."

"Right," I said slowly. "And you are…?"

"Xin Yune," she replied.

I nodded. "And what exactly do you do?"

"A physician," she said.

A pause.

I glanced down at her arms, still wrapped snugly around me.

I raised a brow. "So, uh… why are you hugging me?"

"It was part of the healing," she said smoothly.

A moment later, she added, "And you smell good."

I squinted.

"…Okay?"

That was a bit freaky. But hey, to each their own, I guess.

I decided to move on from that particular topic.

"Where’s my armor?" I asked.

"Being repaired," she answered.

I frowned. That thing had been with me for a while now... It wasn’t exactly disposable.

"Where am I?"

"The Empire," she said.

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

"Where in the Empire?"

"The Imperial Capital."

I sighed. "Where in the Imperial Capital?"

She gave me a lazy smile. "In the Emperor’s bedchambers."

…

What.

I stared at her.

She smiled back, looking far too amused at my reaction.

I used Flash Step.

One moment, I was in bed.

The next, I was by the window.

A cool breeze drifted in, carrying the scent of incense, lotus blossoms, and the faint trace of steel... the mix of a city that was both spiritual and warlike.

We were high up.

Far below, the Imperial Capital of the Grand Ascension Empire stretched out endlessly beneath a golden morning sun.

I closed my eyes.

With my Paladin Legacy and Will Reinforcement cultivation combined, my Divine Sense had reached a new level.

Range. Accuracy. Refinement.

My five senses, once ordinary, had been honed to the point where I could paint the world in my mind’s eye, clearer than sight itself.

So, I closed my eyes completely and let my Divine Sense sweep across the capital.

And what did I see?

Wealth. Power. Status. Life.

The Imperial City was a place of contradictions: sacred yet violent, elegant yet ruthless, and ancient yet ever-evolving.

Towering jade pagodas gleamed under the sunlight, their golden inlays shimmering like stars against emerald stone. White-robed scholars and cultivators walked its broad avenues, their flowing sleeves brushing against the air, while armored imperial guards stood at every gate, their hands resting on the hilts of spirit-forged weapons.

The streets were filled with life.

Merchants called out their wares in booming voices. Silk vendors. Spice traders. Alchemists hawking miracle pills. An old man sat cross-legged on a wooden mat, painting with a brush dipped in liquid qi, his art infused with spiritual energy that made the ink dance like living creatures.

A group of disciples practiced sword forms in a grand courtyard, their footwork in perfect harmony, their movements like flowing water. Not far from them, priests or monks in golden robes lit fragrant incense before a shrine, their prayers rising in soft murmurs to the heavens.

And above it all, looming in the heart of the city was...

The Imperial Palace.

A colossus of jade and gold, its thousand-tiered spires reaching toward the sky like the fingers of a god. The banners of the Grand Ascension Empire flew from every tower, emblazoned with the sigil of the Heavenly Eye, watching over its people with an all-seeing gaze.

"Definitely a spell formation."

It was a city that had stood for thousands of years, the crucible of the nascent Empire that had risen to ascension in recent centuries. At least, that was how it went according to Ren Xun's history lectures.

The Grand Ascension Empire had only begun its true reign three hundred years ago. Before that, it had been a lesser nation, known by a different name, overshadowed by greater powers.

But now...

Now, it stood at the center of the world.

I let out a slow breath, soaking in the details, my Divine Sense drinking in the life and breath of the empire.

Then, a voice cut through my focus.

“His Majesty bids thee attend, that ye may partake in tea and discourse.”

I opened my eyes.

Xin Yune was watching me with a small and knowing smile on her lips.

I stared at her.

Tea?

With the Emperor?

…Right. Because that was a totally normal thing to happen.

Ah, right… The imperial summons.

I recalled the Emperor had invited me for tea.

But… I didn’t remember coming here.

The last thing I recalled was the Hell’s Gate, the endless waves of undead and demons, and then... being sucked into a green portal. I heard a voice. Someone had told me that I owed them tea.

And now, here I was.

I sighed.

I never imagined my first real adventure would be so thrilling that I’d lose almost my entire party, except for Ren Jingyi.

A ghost of a pain rose in my chest.

I hope that dragon guy did as he promised.

I pushed the thought aside and turned to Xin Yune.

“Lead the way,” I said.

She dipped her head in acknowledgment, moving with the grace of a drifting cloud.

I followed.

Might as well get this over with.

Then, I could start searching for the remains of my fallen party members and resurrect them.

And after that… I still needed to figure out a way to get in touch with Alice, Joan, and Lu Gao.

There was so much to do.

I searched inward, reaching for the presence that had always been there, Dave, my Holy Spirit.

Silence.

Nothing.

That was… worrying.

I exhaled slowly, forcing myself to stay calm. There were too many unknowns, and panicking wouldn’t solve anything. I needed to prioritize the conversation ahead.

As we walked through the Imperial Palace’s grand halls, I cast a sideways glance at Xin Yune and decided to make some idle conversation.

"Just so you know in advance, the honeypot strategy won’t work on me."

She blinked at me, her expression as placid as still water. "I don't understand what you mean, but I would love to know about this… 'honeypot strategy.'"

…Right.

Either my joke didn’t translate well, or Xin Yune was that much of a straitlaced person.

I missed my party already.

At least they humored my eccentricities instead of just staring at me like I was an unintelligible relic from an alternate reality.

We arrived at a terrace, bathed in the soft golden light of the late afternoon sun.

And there, seated at an exquisitely carved jade table, was a middle-aged man.

He was handsome, in the way that sculptors dreamed of capturing in stone, his features sharp, but not harsh, with the kind of ageless refinement that made it impossible to tell whether he was in his forties or hundreds. His long black hair was streaked with faint traces of silver, tied loosely behind him, as if he couldn’t be bothered with overly elaborate styles.

Draped over his shoulders was an ornate imperial robe of gold and black, the embroidered dragon patterns almost seeming to shift with every movement.

In his hand, he held a delicate porcelain cup, steam rising from its contents as he took a slow, unhurried sip.

He didn’t even look at me.

Xin Yune stepped forward and inclined her head, her tone measured and formal.

"His Majesty, the Grand Emperor, Wielder of the Heavenly Eye, doth bid thee welcome, Honorable Daoist and Esteemed Guest of the Empire."

I clasped my fist and bowed slightly, offering the standard greeting.

Xin Yune then turned slightly, gesturing toward the man.

"This is His Majesty, Nongmin."

At that, Nongmin finally looked at me.

I smiled at him.

"This humble one is named Da Wei, a wandering traveler of foreign lands, a friend to Yellow Dragon City, and a self-proclaimed minstrel who strums the strings of fate with but meager skill."

Xin Yune gave me a slightly curious look, no doubt noticing that I was mimicking her change in speech pattern.

Meanwhile, Nongmin simply raised an eyebrow, setting his teacup down with deliberate grace.

"There is no need for such formalities," he said, his voice smooth and assured. "Thou mayest speak freely, without reservation."

Ah, I see.

He wanted me to drop the act.

That was exactly why I wouldn’t.

I straightened, meeting his gaze with an expression of solemn reverence that was entirely fake.

"Thy benevolence knoweth no bounds, O Grand Emperor. Yet, how could this lowly one dare cast aside the sacred customs of propriety when standing before the august presence of he who weaveth the tapestry of fate with the eye that peereth into infinity?"

Fuck you, Emperor. Yes, fuck you.

Xin Yune blinked. Nongmin stared.

A tiny, almost imperceptible twitch formed at the corner of his mouth. Was that irritation?

Good.

I disliked this guy on principle, and if I had to be here, I might as well make sure he knew it.

“No need to play the sycophant,” said Nongmin. “Speak freely.”

I took a slow breath, letting my expression remain as unreadable as possible. Nongmin was watching me with that same calm, infuriating gaze, like he already knew what I was about to say. Maybe he did.

He used me.

I saw it now, clear as day. The pieces had fallen into place the moment I found myself here, in the very place he had invited me to, a hundred days after his summons. The timeframe wasn't arbitrary. He had known. He knew I would cross paths with Shenyuan. Maybe not every detail, maybe not exactly how it would unfold, but he had accounted for me, pushed me toward an outcome that suited him.

And my party…

Their deaths.

Had he seen that too?

Did he expect it? Want it?

Not as malice, but as a convenient reality. A price I would pay so he could have leverage over me.

A quiet rage settled in my chest, a bitter ember that burned without roaring. He wasn't my enemy, not yet. But this wasn't right. Yeah, I needed to vent. I'd punch him later, when I cooled off a bit, because I reckoned killing the Emperor of a prosperous nation would be just asking for trouble. I internally sighed.

It sucked being so conflicted.

And what could I do about it?

Mock him.

So, I offered him a poem.

I clasped my hands behind my back and let my voice flow like the wandering bards of old, slow and solemn:

"Upon the stage, a tale was spun,
The Shadow rose, the play begun.
A hand unseen did guide the thread,
We danced, we fought, the stage ran red.

The dice were cast, the script was writ,
A tragedy, yet most well-fit.
The heroes fell, their names unsung,
Yet lo, the curtain still was hung.

Was it fate, or was it art?
A grand design, so cold, so smart.
Oh playwright throned in halls of gold,
Didst thou not know the cost so bold?

Or was it known, yet unopposed,
A sacrifice that fate composed?
The stage is set, the ink runs dry,
And so we meet, just thou and I."

Silence.

I held my stare as Nongmin looked at me with an emotionless stare.

Xin Yune shifted slightly, lips parted as if she wanted to say something, but no words came.

“I spoke freely,” I said. “Now it’s your turn. Also, fuck you.”

Let him chew on that.

Nongmin took a slow sip of his tea, as if weighing his words. "My people have handled the remainder of Shenyuan’s contingency. The blood demons he planned to release have been neutralized."

I frowned. Shenyuan did warn me about them. That smug bastard had muttered something about unfinished business before I sent him to whatever afterlife he deserved. Unknowingly, I released a sigh of relief.

Nongmin continued, setting his cup down. “We traced an isolated event to Ironmoor City. From there, it was simple enough to track and deal with the outbreaks in other cities before they could escalate. Whatever vile techniques they intended to spread have been contained.”

That was… surprisingly efficient. Annoyingly so. The way he said it, as if this had been no trouble at all, irritated me. Had I really been flailing around fighting for my life while his people cleaned things up like janitors sweeping away broken glass?

Still, the Hell’s Gate manifesting had been half of my responsibility. Nongmin hadn’t lifted a finger for that.

He met my gaze and inclined his head slightly. “For your efforts in holding the line and barring the Hell’s Gate, you have my gratitude.”

I almost snorted. It was surreal, hearing an emperor thank me. But then, his expression shifted slightly, and his next words came with a weight I didn’t quite trust.

"As for the deaths of your people," he said, "I apologize."

I stiffened.

He continued, "Among those you call your own was my grandson, Ren Xun. So, understand this... I, too, have lost."

I stared at him, searching for any flicker of dishonesty. My Divine Sense stretched out, reading the minute shifts in his breath, the subtle tremors in his body. Nothing. If he was lying, he was damn good at it. Unbelievably good.

But Ren Xun was dead. That part wasn’t in question. What was in question was Nongmin’s sincerity.

Was he truly grieving, or was this just another layer to his manipulation? Was he trying to draw a false camaraderie between us, playing on emotions to align our interests?

I sighed. The Grand Emperor was far more complicated than I had imagined.

With a shake of my head, I sat down.

Xin Yune poured me tea.

I exhaled, letting my muscles relax. The bitterness from before still lingered, but it was time to move the conversation forward.

So, naturally, I asked, “Is it true you've stayed a virgin for a thousand years?”

Xin Yune froze.

Then, in the next instant, she shook.

She missed the cup.

And suddenly, I was drenched in tea.

For a long moment, there was silence.

Then, she started laughing.

A proper, elegant Imperial Physician laughing like a common tavern girl.

I wiped my face, blinking at her. Did I just break her?

Nongmin’s lips twitched. He set his teacup down with a quiet clink before finally responding.

“There is nothing to discuss about my virginity,” he said flatly. “And I am no longer a virgin.” He exhaled through his nose. “It has been... oh, a century or so already.”

I nodded solemnly, as if he had just revealed some grand truth of the universe. “Apologies for my curiosity,” I said. “But I’m glad to see that you are human too, who could be embarrassed.”

Xin Yune, who had only just stopped laughing, let out a small cough and quickly composed herself, though I could still see the ghost of a smile on her lips.

How?

The Emperor didn't seem to care about her laughing at him...

Never mind, I focused inward, calling upon my Item Box. With a thought, my damp robes vanished, and in their place, I donned Lofty Jade Proposition. It was made of flowing emerald-green silk, accented with gold thread—elegant, impressive, and most importantly, dry.

At the same time, I discreetly stuffed my soaked robes into my Item Box. No need to give the Emperor the satisfaction of seeing me drenched.

With that handled, I turned my attention back to him.

“So,” I said, leaning forward slightly. “What do you want from me?”

Nongmin met my gaze. “I want your power.”

I scoffed. “I have no desire to become someone else’s sword.” My voice was firm. “My sword is my own.”

Nongmin didn’t seem offended. Instead, he shook his head. “I do not wish to own you,” he said. “I wish to sponsor you.”

I frowned. That sounded like semantics to me.

He continued, “A World Summit will soon be held. News of the Outsiders must be spread.”

I blinked. “Outsiders?”

“To you, they are the Great Enemy.” Nongmin lifted his teacup again, this time sipping at a more leisurely pace. “I first heard the term from you.” He set the cup down. “Or rather, from Ren Jin. Your battle against a certain demon back in Yellow Dragon City, the report he gave me mentioned your use of that phrase.”

I clicked my tongue. So that’s how he knew.

“It was not difficult,” Nongmin continued, “to put two and two together.”

I sighed. “And you want me to come with you to this World Summit?”

“Yes,” he said. “There are people you need to meet.”

I leaned back in my chair, staring up at the sky. The tea had long since cooled, but I still felt its warmth lingering on my skin.

Honestly, Nongmin was asking a lot.

I had been swept up in events outside my control for too long. The more I fought, the more I traveled, the farther away my old world felt.

Going home… was that even possible anymore?

Was there even a point to any of this?

Why was I still moving forward?

Was it really just about getting stronger?

I closed my eyes for a moment. Then, exhaling slowly, I opened them again and looked at Nongmin.

“...What’s in it for me?”

Nongmin sipped his tea, his gaze steady on mine. "In an act of good faith," he said smoothly, "I will tell you where to find the rest of your people… so that you may bring them back to life."

Ah. So that’s how it was.

I had suspected it from the start, but hearing it confirmed only made it more obvious that he was using their deaths as leverage.

But… the fact that he gave this information freely, without demanding my loyalty in return, at least spoke to his character. It didn’t mean I trusted him, but it did mean he wasn’t as manipulative as I initially thought. Or rather, he didn’t feel the need to be.

I exhaled. "And what’s your source of information?"

Nongmin smiled. "Classified."

Of course it was.

He continued, "The carcasses of Gu Jie and Ren Xun remain with your youngest disciple, Ren Jingyi. Their remains are stored within her Storage Ring."

Gu Jie and Ren Xun… still within reach.

Nongmin went on, "Ren Jingyi herself is doing well. She currently resides in the Riverfall Continent and is traveling with a cultivator named Tao Long. Meanwhile, Lu Gao..."

I straightened. "Tao Long?" Was that the dragon guy's name?

"...is in a desert." Nongmin took another sip of tea. "With strange people."

I frowned. A desert? That didn’t tell me much, but it was something.

Nongmin set his cup down. "I can help you track them down and bring them here," he offered. "Though retrieving Lu Gao may be… difficult."

It was odd how he spoke about my people so casually, as if he knew them personally.

I leaned on my seat, keeping my expression neutral. "I know the ‘strange’ people with Lu Gao. They’re friends."

Nongmin merely nodded, acknowledging my words.

I hesitated for a beat before finally asking, "What about Hei Mao?"

Nongmin shook his head.

That was all.

No explanation. No further words. Just a single shake of his head.

I felt my heart break.

Hei Mao… gone.

I swallowed, forcing my emotions back down. I wasn’t going to let Nongmin see my pain.

At the very least, I had some solace in knowing where the others were.

Nongmin set his cup down and regarded me with an unreadable expression. "I have already arranged for Ren Jin to secure Ren Jingyi. A guard has been posted with her at all times."

I kept my face neutral, but I wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

"My son will handle the matter of her safety delicately," Nongmin added. "You need not worry... she will be kept safe."

Safe.

I downed the last of my cold tea, then stood. "I’ll think about your offer. We’ll talk later."

Nongmin simply nodded, as if he had already foreseen my response.

I turned away, resisting the urge to sigh. I thought about using Voice Chat, maybe reaching out to Lu Gao, maybe Alice, or Joan, but I decided against it.

Not yet.

Instead, I activated Egress.

I thought about Yellow Dragon City.

A moment later, I stood before the city walls.

The massive walls of Yellow Dragon City loomed before me, a familiar sight, yet distant in a way I couldn’t quite explain. I had been away for too long.

Without hesitation, I activated Zealot’s Stride.

Mana surged through my body. My feet barely touched the air as I shot forward, streaking across the sky like a comet toward the Yellow Dragon Estate.

The guards stationed outside barely had time to react.

"Halt—!"

Too slow.

I blurred past them, their protests lost in the wind.

I zoomed into Ren Jin’s office.

And then...

I stopped.

Stared.

Ren Jin and his wife, Yue Ruo. were making out.

Not just kissing, but full-tangling limbs, hands-wandering, passionately-locked-in-each-other's-arms kind of making out.

I blinked.

I sighed.

They still didn’t notice me.

I faked a cough.

They froze.

Ren Jin slowly turned his head, his wife still half-clinging to him, both of them looking like guilty teenagers caught by their parents.

I didn’t even care anymore.

I closed my eyes and extended my Divine Sense.

I searched, looking for that spark.

That tiny, unique little presence that reminded me of her when she used to be just a goldfish.

There.

I moved.

I jumped from the open veranda, landing lightly in the courtyard below.

Ren Jingyi was training with a whip.

Across from her, Jiang Zhen stood with arms crossed, his expression calm and patient. Tao Long was off to the side, watching with a contemplative look.

I activated Flash Step and appeared within Ren Jingyi’s peripheral vision.

Her whip slipped from her fingers.

Her eyes widened.

She let out a small, choked sound...

Then ran.

Straight for me.

I barely had time to brace myself before the little girl threw herself into my arms.

Ren Jingyi clung to me, her small fingers digging into my robes as if afraid I’d disappear again. "I... I thought I’d never see you again!"

Her fingers tightened around my robes as she trembled. "I was so alone… I didn’t know what to do…"

Her voice cracked. "I was so scared… so sad…"

I let out a slow breath, rubbing her back gently. "It’s okay. Everything’s going to be fine."

She choked back another sob but nodded. "Promise?"

"I promise," I hugged her tighter, murmuring softly, "It’s okay. Everything’s going to be fine."

Ren Jingyi sobbed into my shoulder, but she nodded.

She hugged me tighter.

And I hugged her back.
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Ren Jingyi woke up in a daze. Her thoughts felt sluggish, like wading through a dream she hadn’t quite escaped. The bed beneath her was soft—too soft. The sheets, embroidered with silver lotuses, were too luxurious. The air smelled of incense, calming yet unfamiliar.

Her eyes fluttered open, and she saw a ceiling of polished wood, adorned with intricate carvings of celestial beasts. This wasn’t where she had last been. This wasn’t the battlefield.

Her fingers twitched, then curled. She touched her arms, then her face, small, oval-shaped, and delicate. There was something profoundly different. She sat up, feeling her legs dangling off the edge of the bed. Legs. Humanoid limbs.

She stared at her hands in wonder. Fingers, palms, nails... everything was there. The realization struck her fully now. She had taken a humanoid form.

A mirror stood at the far end of the room. Her bare feet padded against the floor as she rushed toward it. The girl reflected back at her was small, perhaps no more than nine or ten years of age. Messy dark hair framed her round face, and a robe far too ornate for her taste, hung over her small frame.

Her height reminded her of Hei Mao.

A pang of pain surged through her chest.

She turned abruptly, her hands searching for something familiar. On the bedside table lay a bundle of cloth—Gu Jie’s robes. The ones she had hastily thrown over herself after everything had gone wrong. The ones she had clung to in her grief.

She picked them up, pressed them to her nose, and inhaled. But the scent was faint, fading. It wasn’t enough. It could never be enough.

Her grip tightened, the ache in her heart deepening, but she forced herself to calm down. With a shaky breath, she stashed them in her Storage Ring, securing the last remnants of her sister-figure.

It took effort, but she steadied herself.

She was alive. That meant Master was alive.

The thought struck her with urgency.

Her eyes widened. Had it all been a dream? Had she imagined their reunion?

Her bare feet hit the floor as she dashed for the door.

As she threw it open, she nearly collided with someone entering.

A woman stood there, dressed in flowing robes of pale lavender, her demeanor calm and composed. Ren Jingyi vaguely remembered Tao Long introducing her before—Yue Ruo, an important person.

Yue Ruo offered a gentle smile as she observed Ren Jingyi. “I am glad to see that my younger daughter’s robes fit you well,” she remarked, her voice warm yet refined.

But Ren Jingyi barely spared her a glance. Her mind was elsewhere.

She ran past her without hesitation.

"Master!"

She had to find him. Had to see him again. Had to make sure it was real.

The night sky stretched vast and empty above, barely any stars piercing through the darkness. Ren Jingyi wandered through the quiet halls, her mind still clouded with remnants of her exhaustion and grief. She remembered crying in her Master’s arms, the warmth of his embrace making her feel safe for the first time in what felt like forever. At some point, she had drifted into slumber, the weight of her sorrow pulling her into unconsciousness. But now she was awake, and only one thought filled her mind.

She needed to find him.

In her haste, she bumped into a tall figure, firm as a mountain. Stumbling back, she looked up and found herself staring at Tao Long, the man her Master had tasked with escorting her. His sharp features were cast in the dim glow of the lanterns lining the corridor, his long dark hair tied in a loose tail, and his expression was unamused.

“Where are you running off to at this hour?” Tao Long asked, arms crossed.

Ren Jingyi clenched her fists. “Bring me to His Eminence.”

Tao Long frowned. “…Your Master?”

She nodded furiously.

Tao Long let out a sigh, rubbing his forehead. “I am a cultivator at the peak of the Ninth Realm. I have fought beasts that could sunder mountains, dueled warriors who command forces beyond your understanding, and stood unfazed before ancient sect leaders that could move the world… Yet here I am, playing babysitter.”

Ren Jingyi glared.

Tao Long exhaled again, shaking his head. “Fine, fine. Come along. Let’s find your Master before you bite my head off.”

Without another word, he turned, gesturing for her to follow as they set off into the night.

Soon, they arrived at a room guarded by a lone woman, her presence quiet yet sharp, like a hidden blade waiting to be unsheathed. As Ren Jingyi and Tao Long approached, the woman straightened, eyes narrowing.

“Identify yourself,” she demanded, her voice calm yet firm.

Tao Long scoffed, tilting his head arrogantly. “How dare a mere guard question my presence? I am a guest of the prince himself. Do you have the gall to stand in my way?”

“That’s Governor to you,” the woman spat back, her eyes sharp as a blade. “While here in Yellow Dragon City, the Governor only wishes to be addressed by his government post and nothing else!”

Tao Long raised a brow, amused by her fire. “Ah, so the Governor demands proper decorum even from his esteemed guests? How rigid.”

Liang Na did not waver. “Governor Ren Jin upholds the dignity of this city. If Lord Tao Long cannot abide by simple customs, then perhaps he does not deserve to be here at all.”

Ren Jingyi frowned. She could feel the pressure exuding from Tao Long—subtle but overwhelming, like a coiled dragon ready to strike. The air grew heavy, but before she could voice her irritation, the woman before them matched his aura. It was not as overwhelming, but precise and suffocating, like a fine dagger pressed against one’s throat.

“This humble guard is Liang Na,” the woman said, her tone respectful yet unwavering. “I believe this is our first meeting, Lord Tao Long.”

Tao Long raised a brow, intrigued rather than offended. “Impressive. To think someone of your age has reached the Eighth Realm… and even refined your stealth arts to such a degree that you are nearly indistinguishable from the lesser. Perhaps, had I not been paying attention, I would have mistaken you for a mere shadow lurking in the night.”

The two locked gazes, the tension between them sharp enough to cut through steel.

Ren Jingyi, growing increasingly impatient with the posturing, tugged at Tao Long’s sleeve. He ignored her.

They continued to exchange subtle barbs, their words polite but laced with challenge.

“Flattery from a man who prides himself on his own talent? Funny you say that,” Liang Na’s expression did not change, but a sharp glint flickered in her eyes. “I should consider myself honored then.”

Tao Long chuckled. “Not flattery, merely an observation. Of course, it is quite the achievement for a mere guard. One must wonder if such skill would not be better put to use elsewhere. Or perhaps you are simply comfortable standing at doors and barking at guests?”

Liang Na folded her arms, her presence unwavering. “A dog may bark, but a true guardian does not need to raise her voice—only her blade. I do not question my place, unlike some who wander with borrowed status.”

Tao Long’s grin widened. “Borrowed? Ah, I see. You assume my presence here is unwarranted. Perhaps you should ask your Governor why he sent for me, or why am I even here at all. Or are you too busy growling at shadows to listen?”

Liang Na’s lips twitched, but she remained composed. “I merely guard that which is worth guarding. Whether you are among those things remains to be seen.”

Tao Long gave a mocking bow. “Then I shall strive to prove my worth to the ever-watchful guardian of Yellow Dragon City. A most noble profession, truly.”

At this point, Ren Jingyi had had enough. She tugged at Tao Long’s sleeve, frowning. “Enough with the posturing. Can we just go inside already?”

Tao Long ignored her, continuing to smirk at Liang Na.

Ren Jingyi scowled and kicked the back of his knee.

Thunk.

Tao Long did not even budge. In fact, Ren Jingyi might have broken her toe. She quickly healed it with divine energy coursing her meridians, while cursing Tao Long under her breath as he resumed his conversation.

"Governor Ren Jin truly fosters an interesting city," Tao Long mused. "His hospitality extends even to his guards, who seem to believe they hold power equal to their lord."

Liang Na scoffed. "The Governor has faith in his people, as he should. It is why this city stands strong while others crumble."

Ren Jingyi clenched her fists, thoroughly exasperated. Adults were the worst.

Liang Na turned away from Tao Long, her sharp demeanor softening as she looked at Ren Jingyi. “Little Goldfish, it has been some time since we last met.”

Ren Jingyi blinked. Little Goldfish? She felt a pang in her heart, the nickname tugging at some distant warmth in her memories. Despite her earlier irritation, she found herself softening toward the woman. Swallowing her pride, she spoke with newfound politeness. “May I see my Master?”

Liang Na nodded and turned toward the door, knocking in a distinct rhythm. After a brief pause, she announced, “Ren Jingyi seeks an audience.”

A few moments later, the door creaked open just enough for Liang Na to usher Ren Jingyi inside.

Tao Long stepped forward to follow, but Liang Na raised a hand, her fingers subtly curling in a silent command. “Not you,” her meaning was clear without words.

Tao Long frowned. “Oh? And why not?”

Liang Na merely smiled, unyielding. “Because I said so.”

Ren Jingyi didn’t wait to hear whatever smart remark Tao Long had prepared. Her focus was ahead.

She stepped into the dimly lit chamber and immediately noticed the tension in the air.

Her Master sat casually, yet there was an unmistakable seriousness in his expression. Across from him, Governor Ren Jin, who had seemed so composed before, was biting his thumbnail, clearly deep in thought. Meanwhile, Jiang Zhen, the man who had once introduced himself as a kind uncle and a friend of her supposed-to-be mother, was scowling.

The topic of their argument was clear.

“…The demons are still a looming threat. Even if we cut off the immediate dangers, there’s no telling what remnants still fester in the shadows,” Jiang Zhen said grimly.

Ren Jingyi felt revulsion twist in her gut at the mere mention of demons, but she quickly composed herself. She wasn’t here to dwell on old wounds.

The conversation abruptly halted as all three men turned their gazes toward her.

Feeling the weight of their attention, she hesitated only for a moment before speaking.

“Did I come at a bad time?”

Master Da Wei’s gaze softened as he shook his head. “No.” His voice was gentle.

Jiang Zhen exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. “It’s fine. We should adjourn for now anyway.”

Ren Jin nodded in agreement, though he looked like he still had more to say. Even so, the discussion was over for now.

Before Ren Jingyi could process any of it, her Master was already by her side. His hand found hers, warm and steady, and without another word, he led her toward the door.

She glanced back as they stepped out. Liang Na and Tao Long were nowhere to be seen. That struck her as odd, but her curiosity quickly shifted to something more pressing.

Her Master’s expression.

The night air was cool against her face as they walked in silence. The weight of unspoken thoughts lingered between them.

After a moment, Ren Jingyi hesitated, then softly uttered, “Master…”

Da Wei turned to her, a small smile tugging at his lips. “You used to call me ‘His Eminence.’ Didn’t you? What changed?”

Ren Jingyi’s cheeks burned. “H-How did you know?”

His smile deepened. “Hei Mao would tell me stories of your conversations.”

Ren Jingyi’s steps faltered. “T-traitor… He’s a traitor…”

Da Wei laughed.

Back then, when she was still just a fish, only Hei Mao could truly talk to her. Her Master had a method to communicate as well, but she had been too shy to respond. Learning the Common tongue had been difficult, and by the time she could finally use Qi Speech, so much had already changed.

With a weak mutter, she finally confessed, “After everything that happened… I thought I was being left behind. So, like the others… I wanted to call you Master too.”

Da Wei’s steps slowed. He didn’t say anything right away, but the hand holding hers gave a reassuring squeeze.

The courtyard was quiet, save for the distant rustling of trees. The cool night breeze carried the scent of damp earth and blooming flowers, but Ren Jingyi hardly noticed. Her thoughts were elsewhere.

Her Master stood beside her, arms crossed, gazing up at the barely visible stars. Then, as if speaking more to the night than to her, he said, “I’ll try to bring them back.”

Ren Jingyi’s breath hitched. “Really?” she asked, eyes wide with hope.

Da Wei blinked, then shook his head. “No,” he corrected himself. “Rather than try, I’ll definitely do it.” He turned to her, his usual carefree smile forming. “I’ll find a way.”

For some reason, hearing him say that filled her with confidence.

“Big Sister Gu Jie?” she asked hesitantly.

“Yes,” Da Wei affirmed. “I’ll definitely bring her back.”

“…Even the annoying Ren Xun?”

He laughed. “Even him.”

“What about Big Bro Lu Gao?”

“Still plenty alive,” Da Wei remarked. “So don’t go killing him off just yet.”

Ren Jingyi let out a small chuckle, the first one in what felt like forever.

Then, after a moment of hesitation, she asked the one question she wasn’t sure she wanted answered. “What about… Traitor Hei Mao?”

Da Wei’s smile faded. His expression turned serious, the lightheartedness vanishing like mist in the morning sun. He met her gaze and said firmly, “Yes. Even Hei Mao.”

Ren Jingyi bit her lip. She wanted to believe him.

Slowly, she fiddled with her Storage Ring, fingers grazing the cool surface.

Da Wei shifted beside her. “Can you bring them out?” he asked, voice quieter now. “Gu Jie and Ren Xun.”

Ren Jingyi swallowed hard. Then, with a solemn nod, she reached into her Storage Ring and, with a thought, brought out their yet-to-rot cadavers.

The sight of them made her chest ache.

As she looked down at their lifeless forms, she wished deep in her heart that their small, dysfunctional family would be whole again.
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None of the items I had in my possession worked.

Phoenix Feather. Nothing. Not even a flicker of life.

Resurrection Stone. Dissolved into useless dust.

Elixir of Resurrection. A mere golden droplet sizzling away like water on hot iron.

Liquid of Revival. No reaction.

Starussertion. The rarest, most expensive revival catalyst I had ever owned… and still, nothing.

I refused to panic. I had one last measure... one that shouldn’t fail.

I took a deep breath and invoked Divine Word: Raise.

Silence.

The world didn’t shake. No golden light enveloped their bodies. No breath returned to their lungs.

Nothing.

It was a slap in the face.

But more than that, it was terrifying.

It told me just how out of my depth I truly was. How foolish I had been to think a few legendary artifacts and divine invocations were enough to defy death itself in this world. 

No wonder Shenyuan’s moniker was the "One True Death," huh?

I closed my eyes for a moment, swallowing the bitter frustration rising in my throat. Then, I carefully recovered their cadavers and stored them in my Item Box.

When I turned to Ren Jingyi, I expected to see despair or anger, some reflection of what I felt. But she only looked a little more glum than when we started.

And then, to my surprise, she smiled.

“I believe in you, Master,” she said softly.

I blinked.

A moment passed before I reached out and gently patted her head. “Thanks,” I murmured.

Even with everything happening around us, even after seeing me fail so utterly… she still smiled.

And for some reason, that alone made me feel just a little stronger.

In my Divine Sense, I sensed someone approaching us.

Yue Ruo was looking mildly chafed as if she had been interrupted from something important, or perhaps something frustrating. Or maybe she was just pissed at me for being unable to protect her son. I wondered how much she knew. Did Ren Jin tell her already? I managed to talk to Ren Jin a few moments ago. 

“Honorable guest,” she greeted me, her tone polite but lacking warmth. A stark contrast to the last time I was here, when she had addressed me as Young Master with a more accommodating demeanor.

Her gaze flickered toward Ren Jingyi, who shifted uncomfortably under the scrutiny.

I decided to ease the tension. “Jingyi, Lady Ruo is a nice woman,” I said, keeping my voice light. “Though she and her husband tend to act like rabbits.”

Yue Ruo let out a perfectly timed cough, feigning innocence.

Ren Jingyi blinked, her eyes bouncing between me and Yue Ruo, utterly lost. “Rabbits…?” she echoed, her voice laced with confusion.

I smirked but said nothing more. No need to explain things that weren’t meant for children’s ears.

Yue Ruo, regaining her composure, clasped her hands together. “I have come to escort you to your resting chambers.”

I glanced at her, then at Ren Jingyi, who still looked a little wary. This woman was technically the Lady of the City, but the true power rested with her husband, Governor Ren Jin. Still, the fact that she personally came to attend to us said a lot about Yellow Dragon City’s stance... or perhaps even the Emperor’s.

Whether it was a show of respect or a way to keep me under watch, I’d have to figure out.

Still, there was a more important matter at hand.

I sighed inwardly, steadying myself before speaking. “Lady Ruo, I apologize… for being unable to protect your son.”

"I see... So, it finally happened." Yue Ruo’s expression didn’t waver. “Ren Xun made his choice,” she said, her tone measured. “My husband and I… we encouraged it, but ultimately, it was his decision. The fact that he was able to be of service to you," she inhaled softly, her voice steadying, "was enough.”

I maintained a neutral expression, but inside, I was too aware of the lie she was telling. Through my Divine Sense, I could tell. The truth lay beneath the surface, beneath her composure. Pain. Regret. The grief of a mother who had lost her child.

“I have his body,” I offered, my voice even. In my mind, I hesitated. I’d rather keep it. Not out of selfishness, but because I believed. Or maybe I was just being arrogant, that only I could bring him back. That only I had a real chance at undoing his death.

Before Yue Ruo could respond, Ren Jingyi suddenly raised her voice.

“Don’t worry, miss! My Master can bring Ren Xun back to life, no worries! His Eminence is mighty and powerful! He can do everything! My Master’s the greatest!”

I blinked. What.

Ren Jingyi’s enthusiasm was infectious, her tiny face full of unshakable confidence. What made it even worse was how she kept switching between Master and His Eminence, as if she couldn't decide which title fit me best.

I messed with her hair, ruffling it playfully. "Easy there, little goldfish. You're making me sound like a god."

Ren Jingyi pouted, swatting at my hand. "But it's true! Master is almighty!" 

Adorable? Absolutely. Embarrassing? Even more so.

Then, Yue Ruo chuckled. A rare, harsh sound that quickly turned into a cough.

I sighed, stepping forward and instinctively rubbing her back. I considered using a spell to help, but she raised a hand, signaling for me to stop.

“Thank you,” she rasped between coughs. “I’ve never had a laugh like that before.”

Ren Jingyi frowned in confusion. “But… it wasn’t a laughing matter?”

I sighed again. This girl…

Yue Ruo shook her head, her expression composed but her eyes betraying a deeper emotion. “You may keep Ren Xun by your side… as long as you do not cease in your efforts to bring him back.”

I raised a brow, genuinely surprised. Did she hear this from Ren Jin? The last time I spoke with the Governor, I had told him the truth and my intention to keep Ren Xun by my side. Well, half of the truth, at least. I left out the part about how the Emperor’s invitation had been an elaborate ploy to maneuver me into a confrontation with Shenyuan. Some things were better left unsaid.

Still, I nodded. “I promise.”

Yue Ruo led us through the dimly lit halls, her presence refined yet oddly comforting. Finally, we arrived at the resting chamber. The moment we stopped, I turned to her and Ren Jingyi. “I’ll take my leave here.”

Ren Jingyi blinked. “Where are you going, Master?”

“Business,” I smirked.

Yue Ruo clapped her hands lightly. “Then leave Ren Jingyi to me. I shall keep her company.”

I inclined my head slightly. “Thanks for playing babysitter.”

At the word babysitter, Ren Jingyi huffed, her small face scrunching up in protest. “I am not a baby!”

“Meh… you’re still a baby,” I teased, reaching out to flick her forehead.

She pouted, rubbing the spot. “I am not! And I know what babysitter means, too!”

That made me pause. I tilted my head, genuinely impressed. “Huh. Not bad for a goldfish.”

Ren Jingyi huffed again but didn’t argue. I chuckled, giving her one last ruffle of her hair before turning on my heel and stepping away.

Time to take care of business.

I channeled my Egress spell, and in the next instant, the world blurred. The pull of space warped around me, and when it settled, I found myself before the towering Imperial Capital Gates.

Huh. It looked like the game mechanic of only being able to teleport to gates with the Egress spell remained true in this world.

I hadn't thought much about it before, but now that I did, it made sense. The spell never let me appear inside cities, only at their designated entry points. Security measure? Rule of the world? Whatever the case, I didn't have many opportunities to use this spell anyway. Spatial travel was convenient, but with so many unknowns in this world, I couldn’t rely on it too much.

“Hello? I can sense you by the way… Can I come in?”

Massive walls stretched into the night sky, their stone surfaces etched with ancient runes that shimmered faintly under the silver moonlight. The Imperial Seal was embedded in the center of the colossal gate, golden inscriptions glowing softly, exuding an oppressive, majestic aura. Just like in Yellow Dragon City, it was night here as well, though the Imperial Capital never truly slept. Through my Divine Sense, I could see what it was like inside… Lanterns bathed the streets in flickering light, and the distant hum of life echoed from beyond the walls.

A voice called out, sharp and commanding. “Who goes there?”

I turned to see a guard stepping forward. His Seventh Realm cultivation didn’t intimidate me one bit. He wore imperial armor, its gleaming metal adorned with intricate engravings of dragons. His aura flared slightly, a silent warning.

Before I could speak, a breeze stirred beside me. A figure descended gracefully from the sky, her white robes billowing like clouds under the moonlight.

Xin Yune.

Her presence was serene yet authoritative. The faint medicinal fragrance that clung to her was unmistakable. I had only known her as a skilled physician, but from Ren Jin, I had learned her true title... the Divine Physician.

She turned to the guard, her voice calm yet firm. “Stand down. The one beside me is a guest of His Majesty.”

The guard stiffened at her words, his gaze shifting between us. Finally, he bowed, stepping aside.

“Welcome to the Imperial Capital, honored guest of His Majesty. May the heavens shine favorably upon your stay.”

Then, turning to Xin Yune, he lowered his head even further, almost to a bow.

“Divine Physician, this humble one is honored to witness your grace once more. If there is anything you require, simply command it, and it shall be done.”

Xin Yune waved a dismissive hand. “No need for the formalities, just do your job properly.”

“Of course, my lady!” The guard stepped aside, making way for us.

The gates creaked open, revealing the grand streets of the Imperial Capital bathed in the dim glow of lanterns. The city was just as alive at night as Yellow Dragon City, though the atmosphere here was different... orderly, disciplined, and unnervingly perfect.

As we stepped inside, our pace slowed to a leisurely walk. I turned to Xin Yune. “Sorry for suddenly leaving like that. Hope the Emperor doesn’t mind.”

Xin Yune glanced at me, her expression unreadable. “He probably doesn’t.”

I raised a brow. “Why the ‘probably’?”

She smirked. “You tell me. Since when did you care about politeness?”

I shrugged. “You healed me. That’s enough to show you a bit of respect.”

“What about the Emperor then?” she asked, amusement flickering in her eyes.

I let out a dry chuckle. “Respect is earned.” As for the Emperor? I wanted to smack him in the end.

Xin Yune hummed, then remarked, “If it weren’t for the Emperor, you’d probably still be trapped in Hell, with no way of returning.”

I gave her a sideways glance, lips curling in a half-smile. “I’m fairly certain it was the Emperor who put me in that situation in the first place.”

Xin Yune outright laughed. “Your insight is sharp. That was indeed the case.”

I frowned. “You’d just admit it so openly? Won’t you be in trouble?”

She shrugged. “If I was going to get in trouble for saying that, I’d already be in trouble. Since I just said it now and nothing happened, that means he doesn’t care.”

I clicked my tongue. “What a casual way of admitting to scheming.”

As we walked deeper into the city, Xin Yune began listing off the rules of the Imperial Capital.

“No flying unless you’re part of the Imperial Guard or have a permit.”

Reasonable.

“No killing.”

Also reasonable.

“No using of spells.”

Alright. Restrictive, but fine.

Then she added, “And absolutely no littering, public indecency, or, most importantly... no shitting on the road.”

I stopped walking.

“…What?”

Xin Yune kept a straight face. “No shitting on the road. That’s an offense punishable by public flogging.”

I stared at her, waiting for her to say she was joking.

She didn’t.

“…What kind of city needs a law like that?”

She sighed. “You’d be surprised.”

Okay. I had long stopped thinking this world was some barbaric backwater. In fact, I’d grown to appreciate the little things it had to offer: the intricate craftsmanship, the cuisine, the martial arts, and yes, even its strange laws.

But still…

Hearing the word "shitting" come out of Xin Yune's mouth had been both a shock and a strangely humbling experience. A beauty like her, one of the highest-ranking healers in the world, casually talking about public defecation? It was almost surreal.

But more than that, something about the way she said it rubbed me the wrong way.

I frowned. "Hold on."

Xin Yune tilted her head. "What?"

I squinted at her. "Why did you feel the need to specifically tell me not to shit on the road?"

She blinked. Then, a smirk tugged at her lips. "No reason."

No reason my ass.

I suddenly felt a deep, unsettling sense of self-awareness. Was this how I had been treating other people? Looking down on them, assuming they were incapable of understanding things just because they weren’t from my world?

Maybe this was karma.

I sighed. "For the record, I'm not that kind of person."

"Good to know." Xin Yune chuckled.

I clicked my tongue. "Anyways, before we see the Emperor, can you take me somewhere to pick up my armor?"

Xin Yune’s playful expression faded into something softer. She stared at me for a moment, then gave a quiet nod.

"Sure."

Wow... so accommodating... I wondered what was the Emperor playing this time?
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Lu Gao opened his eyes.

Sand. Everywhere.

The golden dunes stretched endlessly before him, the wind sweeping grains into the air like a fine mist. Heat radiated from the ground beneath him, and his skin burned under the merciless sun. His last memory flickered like a cruel dream... pain, searing pain. Blue flames licked at his flesh. A woman with pink hair. Another with blonde. And then...

That monster.

Twin moons, each with grotesque, unblinking eyes. Arms sprouting from maws too horrific to describe. A nightmare given form, a horror that refused to fade from his mind. And then, it had shifted and warped, until it took on a humanoid form, its many faces merging, twisting, staring.

A sharp pang shot through Lu Gao’s skull. He groaned, gripping his forehead as he forced himself upright. His limbs felt like lead. Half of his clothes had been torn away, leaving his chest exposed to the elements. His breath came in ragged, uneven gasps, his ribs protesting with every movement. He coughed, his throat raw, and then...

Blood. Thick and dark, it splattered onto the sand beneath him.

"Cure."

The word was spoken softly, but with clarity. A spell. A familiar one.

Lu Gao’s gaze snapped toward the source of the voice. A woman stood before him, her pristine white robes barely disturbed by the wind. Blonde hair framed her serene face, and her emerald eyes gleamed with quiet focus. The warmth of healing magic spread through him, soothing his battered body, knitting wounds that he hadn't even realized he had.

But Lu Gao did not relax. His instincts screamed at him... Enemy! Enemy!

He tried to move, to push himself away, but a firm grip landed on his shoulder.

His vision spun as he turned his head. Another woman, this one with striking pink hair and deep crimson eyes, gazed down at him. There was no hostility in her expression, but there was something unreadable, something that kept him frozen.

His breaths came shallow. His mind reeled. Where was he? Who were they? His body refused to obey his frantic will, leaving him vulnerable beneath their scrutiny.

Then, they spoke.

Not to him. To each other.

Their words were fluid, unfamiliar. A language he had never heard before.

He could only watch, caught in a daze, his heart hammering in his chest as the two women conversed in hushed tones, their gazes occasionally drifting toward him.

Slowly, the memories seeped into Lu Gao’s mind, filling the gaps left by pain and exhaustion.

The battle... he had fought alongside his Master. Himself, under the effects of Divine Possession, had stood beside these two women. There was familiarity in their movements, an ease in their coordination that suggested they weren’t just allies by chance.

They knew his Master.

The realization brought little comfort. His Master had many secrets, too many for Lu Gao to unravel. And right now, that knowledge did nothing to explain where he was or why he was still alive.

Before he could dwell further, a voice cut through his thoughts.

A deep, rasping cackle.

"Do you want power?"

Lu Gao blinked. The voice hadn’t come from the two women.

It had come from...

His gaze dropped, and there it was. A skull was strapped to the pink-haired woman’s waist, yellowed by sand and cracked with age. Its hollow sockets flickered with eerie blue flames.

"Riches? Bitches?"

Lu Gao felt his headache worsen.

The flames within the skull’s eyes flared as it continued, its words flowing in a Qi-infused cadence that vibrated through his bones.

"Tell me, mortal... what is your deepest desire? Strength beyond measure? Wealth untold? Love eternal? I can grant it all. You need only do one thing..."

The temperature around Lu Gao seemed to drop. A weight pressed upon him, unseen but suffocating.

"Accept me as your Master!"

A long silence stretched between them. The skull waited. The two women said nothing. The wind howled across the dunes.

Lu Gao, however, could only think of one thing.

"If I could talk right now, I’d tell this damn skull to fuck off."

His expression remained blank, unenthused, and unimpressed.

The skull was undeterred.

"Ah, I see. You are a man of refined taste. Mere words are not enough to sway you," it mused, the blue flames in its sockets flickering with amusement. "Then let me show you!"

The temperature around Lu Gao shifted again. This time, it wasn’t a chill but a creeping sensation, like invisible fingers crawling up his spine. His mind buzzed as an image was forced into his thoughts: visions of a throne carved from the bones of his enemies, treasures beyond imagination piled at his feet, and beauties draped around him, their gazes filled with adoration.

"You can have it all. Wealth. Power. Women. A life free of hardship. Accept me, and I will carve your destiny into the stars themselves!"

Lu Gao would have groaned if he had the strength. Instead, he shut his eyes, doing his best to ignore the damn skull.

Meanwhile, the two women were caught in a heated discussion, their voices rising in a language he couldn’t understand. The pink-haired woman’s expression darkened, her crimson eyes narrowing as she gestured sharply toward him. The blonde-haired woman’s response was calm but firm, her emerald gaze unyielding as she countered.

From their tones alone, it was clear that they were arguing.

Lu Gao’s headache worsened. He was stuck between a tempting, scheming skull and two women locked in an intense debate, neither of whom seemed aware of the spiritual artifact trying to manipulate him.

"Still hesitant? Ah, you are truly wise! But you see, I am not just offering power. No, no, no. I am offering freedom. You will never bow again, never suffer indignity. You will be the one others kneel to!"

Lu Gao’s patience, thin as it already was, was now nonexistent.

"If I could move," he thought, "I’d punt this damn skull into the desert."

"Ah… Such hesitation. Such doubt!" the skull drawled, its eerie blue flames flickering with mockery. "You are wise indeed, but let me illuminate your path, my future king."

Lu Gao’s jaw clenched.

"Look upon them," the skull continued, its tone shifting into something archaic, almost regal. "These women... You see them arguing, don’t you? Do you know why? Because they are my slaves. Yes, mine. And they bicker because they are unworthy, unable to comprehend the true grandeur of my will. But you… You, Lu Gao, are different. You can have them too... if only you accept me."

Lu Gao inhaled slowly, his eyes drifting toward the two women.

They were still engaged in their heated discussion, their voices rising and falling in a language he didn’t understand. The pink-haired woman looked especially agitated, her crimson eyes ablaze with frustration. The blonde-haired woman remained calm but resolute, her expression unyielding. They seemed completely unaware of the scheming skull.

Lu Gao then realized something.

He could hear the skull, yes. But now, he could reply.

A thin thread of Qi connected him to the skull, a link subtle enough that he hadn't noticed it earlier. His fingers twitched as he tested the connection, his mind whirling.

A choice lay before him.

Frankly, he was conflicted.

He trusted his Master. That much was absolute. But these two women? No. Trusting them was too soon, too risky. It didn’t matter how familiar they seemed with his Master. For all he knew, they were acting. Feigning closeness.

After all, they had ambushed them.

Even if they were friends with his Master, such ties could shift like the wind. Cultivators were fickle. Alliances changed. Betrayal was common.

And yet…

Lu Gao was no fool.

The skull was suspicious... far too suspicious.

He was already at a disadvantage, trapped in an unknown land with two powerful women whose motives he couldn’t fully discern. Adding a scheming, Qi-infused skull to the mix? That was just asking for trouble.

No. Between suspicious and overly suspicious, the choice was obvious.

So, he ignored the skull.

The ancient relic, however, refused to be ignored.

"Ah, but do you not see? You hesitate because you lack vision! Allow me to correct that."

Its flames flared once more, and its tone grew poetic, almost theatrical.

"Ballads shall be sung of your name, Lu Gao! The world will tremble beneath your might! You shall sit upon a throne forged from the bones of your enemies, draped in the silks of celestial maidens, your enemies weeping at your feet as they beg for mercy that you will never grant!"

Lu Gao didn’t even blink.

The skull’s flames dimmed slightly, as if confused by his lack of reaction.

Still, it continued, its words now flowing like a grand prophecy.

"Oh, the future we could weave together! Kingdoms shall rise and fall at your whim! The heavens themselves shall bow before you! If only... if only, my dear Lu Gao... you would accept me as your Master!"

Lu Gao narrowed his eyes.

Really?

Really?!

A talking skull was trying to seduce him with ballads?

Suspicious.

Really fucking suspicious.

Lu Gao remained as still as possible, his mind set on ignoring the skull’s increasingly desperate attempts to lure him in. Unfortunately, the damn thing refused to give up.

"Ah, but my dear Lu Gao, surely you can feel it? The boundless potential within you? Accept me, and I shall unlock it! Unleash it! Mold you into a god among men! Come now, don't be shy! Take my ha...”

A sharp snap echoed through the air.

The skull screamed.

Lu Gao’s head jerked toward the pink-haired woman. Her hand moved through the air in a deliberate motion, fingers curling like she was grasping something unseen. The skull convulsed at her waist, its eerie blue flames flickering wildly.

"Aghh! Mistress, please! I was only... AAAAH! Mistress, NO!... Wait! YES! More! Ahhh~♥!"

Lu Gao winced.

What the fuck?

The blonde-haired woman, seemingly realizing what was happening, shot the pink-haired woman a sharp look before raising her hand. Another gesture, another snap, and the skull shrieked again.

"Ohhh~♥! Yes! Yes, punish me, mistresses! I’ve been so bad! Ahhh~ ♥♡♥♡!"

Lu Gao’s stomach turned.

He had seen many horrors in his life. The battlefield was ruthless, and cultivators had little regard for morality. But this? This was something different. Something vile.

Something disgusting.

His eye twitched as the skull continued moaning obscenely, its voice emoting in fluent Common, while the two women, clearly unable to understand the language, kept punishing it with deadpan expressions.

Lu Gao wanted to die.

He’d take the desert heat. The unknown landscape. The fact that he was bound by some unknown spell. Anything but this.

Then, cutting through the madness, a familiar voice echoed in his ears.

His Master’s voice.

A sensation like warm Qi wrapped around his mind, a gentle yet firm presence anchoring him. Through the miracle of Qi Speech, his Master spoke.

"Lu Gao."

Lu Gao exhaled sharply, tension leaving his shoulders. His Master’s Qi Speech had always felt miraculous, intimate in a way no spoken language could ever replicate.

"How are you faring?"

Lu Gao let out a dry laugh in his mind.

"Not so great, Master," he admitted. "I'm bound by some spell, stranded in a desert, and these women aren’t particularly friendly."

There was silence. Lu Gao could feel his Master thinking, a quiet contemplation that hummed through the Qi thread between them.

Finally, his Master responded.

"Cooperate with them. They are friendly."

Lu Gao frowned.

"I don’t know about that, Master."

His Master didn’t answer immediately. Lu Gao could sense the weight of consideration before the next words came.

"Stay calm. I will converse with them."

Lu Gao sighed. His gut still twisted with unease, but if there was one thing he knew, it was that his Master rarely made mistakes.

Still…

His eyes flicked toward the two women, who continued their silent yet thorough punishment of the skull.

The artifact, meanwhile, was still moaning in bliss.

Lu Gao’s doubt remained.

The women stopped.

Their argument died down, their gazes shifting as if listening to something unseen.

Lu Gao narrowed his eyes. His Master was speaking to them now.

That much was clear.

The pink-haired woman crossed her arms, her crimson eyes flickering with something unreadable, while the blonde-haired woman simply nodded, her expression calm but serious. They exchanged a few more words in their unknown tongue, their tones softer now, before turning their focus back to him.

Then...

"Ahem."

The skull cleared its nonexistent throat, its flames dimming as it spoke in that same language, the one Lu Gao couldn’t quite place. The two women listened, their expressions neutral, before one of them, most likely the pink-haired one, let out a scoff.

A moment later, the skull turned to him.

"Well, well. It seems I shall be your translator, my dear Lu Gao, bridging the divide between you and my slaves."

Lu Gao blinked.

Then, with cautious movement, he flexed his fingers.

He could move again.

His jaw ached, stiff from disuse, and his arms felt as though they had been bound for hours. He rolled his shoulders, stretching out the lingering tension.

The skull, apparently taking this as an invitation to continue, spoke in a much more subdued tone than before.

"My slaves feel rather sorry for how they treated you, considering the circumstances."

Lu Gao scoffed.

He turned his head, fixing the skull with a flat, unimpressed stare.

"You know I know they aren’t your slaves, right?"

The skull shrugged... or at least, it somehow felt like it shrugged.

"Do you have proof?" it asked, its hollow sockets gleaming with mischief. "Let me have my fun, you insufferable buffoon! Or do you want me to sunder your soul from where you stand?"

A chill ran down Lu Gao’s spine.

He wouldn’t admit it, not even under the threat of death, but he was intimidated.

There was something in the way the skull spoke now. The air around it seemed heavier, as if the weight of countless forgotten years pressed down upon it. It was a fleeting thing, a shift so brief that it was almost imperceptible.

Almost.

Lu Gao kept his expression blank, unwilling to let the damn thing know it had rattled him, but deep inside, a quiet, nagging thought took root.

Just what was this artifact?
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"So, where to now?" I asked, glancing at Xin Yune.

She smirked, her eyes gleaming with mischief. "Follow me."

Without another word, she strode forward, weaving her way into the depths of the city's backstreets. It didn’t take long before I found myself trailing behind her through a maze of hidden alleys. The paths twisted and turned in ways that would have normally confused me, but with my Divine Sense combined with my Will Reinforcement cultivation, I quickly understood the function of the wards and hidden talismans surrounding us.

The pathways weren't just random: each turn followed a deliberate pattern, like a lock being undone. The spiritual energy of the formations shifted subtly as we moved, almost as if acknowledging Xin Yune’s presence.

Eventually, we arrived at what appeared to be an abandoned warehouse. Inside, the place reeked of dust and neglect. The wooden beams were cracked, and the faint scent of rust lingered in the air. But I had seen enough deceiving appearances to know better than to judge too quickly.

Xin Yune turned to me, a knowing smile on her face. She seemed to be waiting for something.

I frowned. "What is this supposed to be?"

She simply shrugged. "Wait for it."

A second passed.

"Wait for it," she repeated, her grin widening.

I opened my mouth to retort, "Is this some kind of elevator—"

Before I could finish my sentence, a burst of rainbow lights erupted beneath our feet. The brilliance swallowed us whole, the sensation eerily familiar. It reminded me of the warp function from the Floating Dragon. Damn, I missed that boat.

The next moment, the light faded, and we were somewhere completely different.

A hidden facility stretched before us, filled with people clad in black and white robes. Each figure wore a veil and a strange headcap, giving them an air of secrecy. The atmosphere buzzed with restrained energy, an undercurrent of purpose in every movement.

I exhaled slowly, taking it all in. This wasn’t just some forgotten corner of the city. No, this place had a purpose. If I had to compare it to something, it felt like a weapons or technology research facility, the kind of place where breakthroughs happened in secret, away from prying eyes.

The people moving through the corridors carried themselves with quiet efficiency, their black-and-white robes contrasting against the metallic sheen of the walls. Strange devices flickered with ethereal energy, while subtle runic inscriptions pulsed beneath my feet, reinforcing the structure with layers of enchantments.

This wasn’t just a hidden bunker. It was a nerve center, a place where the cutting edge of technology and cultivation met.

Xin Yune gestured forward with a flourish. “How about a little tour?”

I crossed my arms. “What’s this place?” My voice was edged with impatience. “I just want my damn gear back.”

My Wandering Adjudicator armor never really needed repairs in the first place. It had been crafted with self-repairing properties, one of the few things I could rely on. It wasn’t something just anyone could tamper with.

Xin Yune sighed, as if indulging a stubborn child. “It’s only been a few days since you fell unconscious, you know.”

I blinked. “A few days?”

“With precision... sixty-eight hours and fifty minutes.” Her voice was smooth, matter-of-fact, yet there was a certain satisfaction in her tone. “And before you ask, yes, I was here the whole time.” A beat passed before she added, “I watched you sleep all the way.”

I frowned.

There it was again... that deliberate wording. She was doing this on purpose, trying to make me uncomfortable. And yet, for all her teasing, she had gone out of her way to accommodate me. That much was clear.

Shaking off the weirdness of the moment, I focused on the more pressing matter. “So, my armor?”

“The researchers found something interesting.” She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “The self-replicating durability of your armor—they estimated it would take about a week to fully repair itself. But thanks to a little technological boost, they managed to accelerate the process. You can pick it up whenever you want.”

I nodded slowly. That was good news.

But then she smirked. “Of course, you could just take your armor and go.” She tilted her head, watching me. “Or you could take this once-in-a-lifetime chance to see something very few ever do.”

I exhaled through my nose, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. She made it sound like she was doing me a grand favor. But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious. The civilization here was vastly different from what I had grown up with, and even more advanced in certain ways than the world of LLO. Seeing how far their technology had come—how it compared to everything I knew—was tempting.

“…Fine,” I muttered. “Show me.”

Xin Yune grinned, eyes twinkling. “That’s the spirit.”

Should I be pissed that my gear had been touched by others? Absolutely.

But I bottled it up, saving it for when I finally confronted the Emperor.

I was so damn close to losing all of my patience and just storming his palace. But that would be biting off more than I could chew. As much as I wanted to, it wasn’t the right time.

I had priorities.

The thought of wanting to go home had become more and more of an afterthought. The way I saw it, life in this world was going to be terrible for me, no matter how much power I held. What was the point of strength if the bonds I formed could be so easily severed by death?

It wasn’t like I could just turn them into immortals and be done with it.

I exhaled through my nose and pushed the thought aside. For now, I needed my armor.

“Before you give me the grand tour,” I said, crossing my arms, “I want to pick up my armor first.”

Xin Yune nodded without hesitation. “Understood. I’ll lead the way.”

The rooms around us were divided by wooden and paper doors, each adorned with intricate paintings. Some depicted grand battlefields, others landscapes of serene beauty, and a few bore symbols I didn’t recognize. The artistry was impressive, but it also felt like each door held a story, a meaning only the people here would understand.

Xin Yune explained as we walked. “The area we’ve been warped into is randomized. No two arrivals share the same location.”

I raised a brow. “Why?”

“For security,” she replied casually. “Every personnel here is keyed into a specific room meant for them. If someone unauthorized ended up here, well…” She trailed off with an amused glint in her eye. “Let’s just say they wouldn’t get very far.”

Clever. If someone tried infiltrating, they’d be lost in a labyrinth before anyone even knew they were inside.

As we turned another corner, a question pressed at the back of my mind. “What’s your position here?” I asked. “Or rather, what exactly are you to the Empire?”

She smiled. “A freelancer.”

I scoffed. “So, what? You wouldn’t die for the Emperor or anything?”

Xin Yune let out an actual scoff of her own. “I’m a physician, not a soldier.” She flicked her sleeves, as if the idea was absurd. “Besides, like I said, I’m a freelancer. I work for the Emperor... not worship him.”

Again, not a single lie.

We walked past another set of rooms before curiosity got the better of me. “How old are you?”

She grimaced, whipping her head toward me like I had just committed an atrocity.

“That,” she said, her voice flat, “is overly rude.”

I rolled my eyes. “Seriously?”

“You should be careful asking women their age,” she chided, shaking her head in mock disappointment.

I sighed, letting the topic drop. By now, we had already made several turns. This place really was a maze.

“…Alright,” I said, shifting the subject, “how old is the Emperor, then?”

Xin Yune didn’t hesitate. “He should be 1,268 years old.”

I frowned. “That’s oddly specific.”

She gave me a knowing look. “By the way, that information is Class 2 knowledge.”

I grimaced. Beyond doubt, this woman was an eccentric.

As we walked, Xin Yune continued her rambling, as if enjoying the sound of her own voice.

“The Emperor is actually fairly young compared to the real powerhouses that move the world,” she remarked. “You should be a bit nicer to him.”

I scoffed. “Nicer?”

She nodded, an amused glint in her eyes. “He’s basically an infant compared to you.”

That made me pause. “Compared to me?” I frowned. “And just how old do you think I am?”

Xin Yune hummed, her gaze flicking over me as if she were analyzing my very essence. “Well,” she said, tapping her chin, “based on your body’s condition, its structure, and the residual traces of energy within your cells… I’d estimate you’re somewhere between twelve thousand to thirteen thousand years old.”

I almost laughed in her face. She was way off.

Or so I thought.

Then it hit me.

From David_69’s perspective… that wasn’t so much the case.

I had been playing LLO since its beta phase, back when the game was still in its infancy. Fun days. The devs and mods actually made an effort to communicate with the player base, so it was pretty engaging.

The problem?

They were a bunch of chunni.

It was fun while it lasted.

However, at some point, the game devs, mods, and staff just stopped communicating with the player base. If not for their monthly update of the game, most of the players at that time would have suspected them either dead or just gone.

But still…

“Am I really that old?”

“Yes,” remarked Xin Yune in a deadpan tone. “You are an old bastard.”

I groaned inwardly. If I started taking game-time into account, converted into lore-accurate years, Xin Yune’s estimate wasn’t as ridiculous as I first thought.

Before I could respond, we arrived at a room. A single six-by-six-meter space, plain and unassuming. At its center stood my Wandering Adjudicator armor, displayed on a wooden dummy. A researcher circled it, sketching something in a notebook.

I frowned. Had they been studying my armor?

Before I could say anything, the researcher finally noticed us.

His gaze snapped to me, then to Xin Yune.

And then he sneered.

"Do you mind?" he snapped, his voice dripping with irritation. "I was in the middle of actual research before you two came stomping in here like a pair of buffoons."

I raised an eyebrow.

He wasn’t done.

"First, some glorified physician drags in some unconscious nobody, and now you’re back? Again?” He scoffed. “I swear, people have no respect for academia these days."

I exhaled slowly. This guy was testing me.

With a quick sweep of my Divine Sense, I immediately understood what I was dealing with.

This guy was at the Seventh Realm. His cultivation was a notch higher than Hei Yuan, the elder of the Shadow Clan.

Speaking of the Shadow Clan, I needed to find a way to resurrect the ones in my Storage Ring. Their deaths still weighed on me, and while my priorities were stacked, I wouldn’t just leave them behind. If there were a way to bring them back, or at the very least, help those who remained, I’d take it.

I had already tried reviving Ren Xun and Gu Jie when I was with Ren Jingyi... and I failed.

I hadn’t even tried bringing out the Shadow Clan elders’ cadavers at the time.

It wasn’t the right moment. Not with Ren Jingyi watching.

If I were in her place, seeing strangers come back to life while the ones I cherished remained dead… I’d be heartbroken.

I clenched my jaw and pushed the thought aside. Priorities.

Xin Yune, either unaware or just ignoring my internal conflict, gestured lazily at the researcher.

“This is the Imperial Grand Scholar, Sikao Biaoji,” she introduced with a smirk. “While his fighting ability is inferior even to someone at the Fifth Realm, he’s got a really good head on his shoulders.”

I scanned him properly with my Divine Sense, seeing past his veil. Middle-aged, at least in physical appearance, though that meant little in a world where cultivators could live for centuries.

I didn’t care much about his credentials. I just wanted my armor.

Without another word, I stepped forward and reached out toward my Wandering Adjudicator—

Smack.

I stopped, staring at my now-reddening hand. 

Sikao Biaoji had taken out a fan and slapped my hand away.

That was… frankly impressive.

There was probably something special about the fan.

I slowly turned to look at him.

He sniffed, completely unfazed.

Seriously, dude?

I narrowed my eyes. “I promise,” I said slowly, “you don’t want this beef.”

Sikao Biaoji looked at me with ridicule, like he couldn’t believe what he just heard.

“What beef?” he scoffed. “I don’t even eat beef! Haven’t touched it since I reached the Fourth Realm!”

I sighed. This guy…

He gave off the impression of a proud researcher... the type who would take offense when questioned, or someone who would throw a tantrum for interrupting his precious work. Or maybe both.

Too bad for him, I wasn’t feeling polite.

I reached forward and grabbed my Wandering Adjudicator armor, ignoring the increasingly furious look on his face.

Before he could protest, I stuffed it into my Item Box in a single motion.

And then, before his very eyes, I equipped it directly from the Item Box.

The armor settled onto my body, seamlessly hidden under the cosmetic item I was already wearing.

Sikao Biaoji’s face twisted in disbelief. Then fury.

Snap!

His fan lashed out again, aiming for my hand.

This time, I was ready.

I switched my TriDivine ability from Divine Might to Divine Flesh. With sheer willpower, I redirected the reflected damage back into his fan.

Crack.

His precious fan snapped in half.

Silence.

The scholar stared at his now-ruined fan. Then at me. Then back at his fan, like he was struggling to process what just happened.

I ignored his dumbfounded look and asked, “Did you tamper with my armor?”

His expression darkened. “What the fuck are you talking about?” he snapped. “I didn’t even manage to disassemble it! You think I wouldn’t if I could?! I was lucky the spell formations managed to accelerate their self-repair!”

I studied him.

No lies.

That was enough for me.

Since he hadn’t messed with my armor, I’d be gentle with him.

I activated Divine Word: Rest.

The effect was instantaneous.

Sikao Biaoji collapsed, falling asleep without resistance.

The Sleep status ailment was absurdly powerful in its own right, since few had complete resistance to it.

I turned to Xin Yune.

“I changed my mind,” I said flatly. “I don’t want that tour anymore.”
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"Let's go see the Emperor," I said.

Xin Yune nodded and pulled out a talisman. A moment later, space twisted around us, and we warped out of the facility.

The world snapped back into place.

We were back at the abandoned warehouse.

"So, to the Emperor it is," Xin Yune remarked. Then, with a casual shrug, she added, "Please don't kill His Majesty. A lot of people are gonna suffer if you do."

I glanced at her, frowning.

What?

Was she taking hostage of the common folk or something? Why the playful tone?

I could tell… this wasn’t her seducing me or anything like that. She was being too carefree.

Just what was her angle?

"I'm just a Will Reinforcement cultivator," I told her.

She snorted. "We both know you’re more than that, Defeater of Hell’s Gate, God of War, Great Protector."

I stopped walking.

I narrowed my eyes. "What was that about?"

I vaguely remembered the Emperor calling me God of War before I lost consciousness, but I hadn't paid much attention at the time.

Xin Yune tilted her head. "The Emperor wields the Heavenly Eye. He can see into the past, present, and future. Within the Empire, the Emperor is omniscient."

I studied her carefully.

Again, not a lie.

It was getting suspicious how genuinely honest Xin Yune had been.

I exhaled sharply and turned to Xin Yune. "Are you gonna lead me to the Emperor or what?"

She opened her mouth to respond, but before she could say anything, I changed my mind.

"You know what?" I said. "Let's put off the meeting. Find an eatery first."

She raised an eyebrow, clearly amused. "Oh? The Defeater of Hell’s Gate needs a meal break?"

I ignored the jab. There was just too much to consider after the big reveal she had thrown at me.

Omniscient? The Emperor?

That had to be an exaggeration.

…Right?

"I know a place," Xin Yune said, suddenly tugging at my sleeve and pulling me forward.

Fifteen minutes later, I was staring at an incredible spread.

Lobster. Turkey. Roasted duck. Exotic fruits and vegetables. Plates upon plates of steaming, fragrant dishes. All arranged neatly in a private room with a large window overlooking the nightlife of the Empire.

The streets outside were alive, with glowing lanterns and bustling people making it feel like the city had never slept.

I sat down, still processing everything.

Xin Yune smirked. "So. Eat first, existential crisis later?"

I picked up my chopsticks, tasted a bit of everything, and then slowly set them down.

I had no appetite.

Meanwhile, Xin Yune was eating without holding back, savoring every bite. She looked completely at ease, enjoying her time. Every bit of an eccentric, huh?

If we had met under different circumstances, I could imagine us becoming friends rather quickly.

I leaned back slightly, watching the city lights flicker outside the window. Hopefully, I wasn’t overthinking it, but something about what she had said earlier—

"Omniscient within the Empire."

—made me uneasy.

She hadn’t said it as praise. She meant it literally.

And if that were true… then the Emperor probably had the answers to my predicament.

I might not be able to see the future, but I could deduce one thing. If he were so omniscient, then he’d be able to put me under his thumb one way or another. And if not outright control, then at least ensure he could manipulate me to some extent.

He’d already proven his competence by orchestrating my collision with Shenyuan.

It was highly likely that the Emperor had also given orders to his son, Ren Jin, to make sure that Ren Xun would accommodate my every whim, giving me the illusion of free choice while steering me exactly where he wanted me to be.

Simply put, the Emperor was the kind of person who always knew which buttons to push.

…But why?

Maybe I was exaggerating things at this point, but couldn’t he have just… befriended me?

Just asked me sincerely for help?

I couldn’t see myself refusing if he had simply appealed to my emotions and rewarded me fairly. That was what had been baffling me ever since I realized the Emperor’s scheme.

Across the table, Xin Yune paused mid-bite, watching me.

“What’s the problem?” she asked.

"Nothing," I said.

Xin Yune didn’t look convinced.

"You’re ruining the mood," she replied, pointing at me with her chopsticks.

I exhaled through my nose, leaning back slightly.

"And," she added, tilting her head, "you’re cracking your knuckles every breath you take."

I blinked and looked down at my hands.

I cracked my thumb, then my index finger.

…Huh.

I hadn’t even noticed.

I glanced back at her, thinking the world was really ironic.

"What?" she asked, raising an eyebrow.

I shook my head. "Nothing."

This must be karma.

For all the food trips I had gone on while someone else was stuck brooding.

For that one time, I shooed Gu Jie away when I was too busy playing with goldfish to listen to her. Well, I should have been more tactful at that time.

Ah… memories.

Xin Yune cracked the lobster shell with a casual flick of her fingers, using her cultivation as if it were second nature.

"There is no ‘nothing’ nothing," she insisted, pointing the lobster claw at me. "Talk."

I ignored her and changed the topic instead.

"I thought cultivators in the higher realms despised eating mortal food," I said, gesturing to the table.

A lot of the spread was just that, mortal. There was nothing special about it. No rare spirit ingredients. No divine beast meat.

Xin Yune took a bite of her lobster and shrugged.

"There’s only so much in life I can enjoy," she said simply.

Then, after a brief pause, she added, "And I’m homesick."

"Me too," I admitted.

Xin Yune glanced at me but didn’t say anything.

I sighed, resting my elbows on the table. If you had thousands of years’ worth of memories crammed in your head, you’d feel homesick too.

It was strange—how I still identified more with the old me from Earth rather than the me from LLO, despite the latter having lived through multiple lifetimes of experience.

Made me think…

Was it the eldritch thing-y in my head messing with me?

Or was I just overthinking it?

Was it the Emperor’s fault that my friends were dead?

Or was it all on Shenyuan’s hands?

…Or maybe…

It was my fault all along.

I exhaled sharply.

Ah. I shouldn’t go there.

The blame game was an unwinnable game.

Across the table, Xin Yune studied me carefully.

"What is it, really?" she asked. "What’s troubling your mind?"

I didn’t answer.

She set down her chopsticks. "You were so eager to meet His Majesty just a moment ago. What made you change your mind?"

I met her gaze.

"You should know," I said. "For all I care, your presence here is just another scheme of the Emperor. Another script, tailored to appeal to me."

Xin Yune’s eyes widened slightly, then she smirked.

"You’re being paranoid," she teased. "There’s no such thing."

I leaned forward, fingers tapping against the table.

"How could I believe that?" I asked.

For the first time since I met her, Xin Yune’s expression faltered.

Then she smiled, but it was a painful smile.

"Then ask me," she said softly.

She held my gaze, unwavering.

"You have a special power that lets you tell if it’s the truth or a lie," she added. “Don’t you?”

I narrowed my eyes. "How would I even know if you have an ability that lets you lie so cleverly that I wouldn’t notice?"

Xin Yune shrugged. "Then ask me and determine it for yourself."

She set her hands on the table, leaning forward slightly. "What pains you greatly?"

I exhaled slowly, cracking my knuckles. This time, I was more conscious of it.

I guess this was the best I could get to therapy, huh?

Sarcasm aside… There was no real harm in telling her what I felt. In a way, she represented the Emperor, didn’t she?

"I’ve thought about it," I admitted.

"If I stood face to face with the Emperor… would I be able to hold myself back? To not kill him, I mean? To not pop his head off?"

Xin Yune nodded. "Go on."

I scoffed inwardly.

If it were another person, they’d have lost their mind already, screaming about treason or conspiracy, as if I was even a citizen of this damn Empire.

I couldn’t even confide in Jiang Zhen about this. Not because he wasn’t trustworthy, but because he was simply weak. If the Emperor fancied it so much, he could crush Jiang Zhen instantly.

But me?

I’d be fine.

Confiding in what could pass as an uncertain ally, or even a probable enemy, was dangerous.

But at this point? I had nothing to lose.

It wasn’t like I was scared of the Empire.

I survived a Hell’s Gate alone. Yeah, leaving Lu Gao hanging was terrible, but the gals should be able to take care of him. That was besides the point.

What could the Empire possibly throw at me that would be worse than a Hell’s Gate? Frankly speaking, they could probably do a lot worse, considering they have the power of an entire super civilization backing them and they were on home ground.

Still, I spoke.

I told Xin Yune about my experiences in the Hell’s Gate, about Shenyuan, about my time in the Black Forest.

I told her about the bonds I lost that day.

I told her that while I had vented a lot of my frustration on smashing demons, a lot of my bloodlust remained, hidden, suppressed.

Xin Yune tilted her head, her gaze unreadable. “Do you want vengeance?”

I scoffed. “Not so much vengeance.”

I leaned back, rubbing my temples. “I’m just… angry.”

And I knew why.

Killing the Emperor—no, even considering it—wasn’t just about me. It wouldn’t stop at me.

Even if I could handle the backlash, the common folk wouldn’t.

I could argue all day that I was raising a revolution, that I was freeing the world from a tyrant.

But the Emperor wasn’t exactly a tyrant.

Oh, he was plenty tyrannical in how he handled cultivators, sure.

But what about the rest of the world?

My knowledge was limited. The things I knew could have been propaganda, either altered or twisted.

But still.

I had seen Yellow Dragon City, Ironmoor City, and the Imperial Capital.

The Imperial Capital, not so much, but enough.

Too few examples to truly judge him, but…

I had seen how Ren Jin, his son, worked.

And that…

That was complicated.

I rubbed my chin, finally realizing the truth.

I didn’t really want the Emperor dead.

But I was pissed at him. So much.

Xin Yune watched me, then smirked. “Then just hit him once.”

I stared at her. “What?”

She shrugged, taking a sip of her tea. “It should be fine. Maybe just a slap in the face to make it more humiliating?”

The quiet hum of the restaurant around us only amplified the absurdity of the conversation we were having. I narrowed my eyes, my voice low but firm.

"I have to ask, just to be sure… Was it the Emperor who put this in your head? Were you reading from a predetermined script? Is this all part of his manipulation?"

Xin Yune shrugged. "I wouldn’t really know if His Majesty was manipulating me," she admitted, "but I stand by what I said. If you can’t kill him, then hitting him should be fine."

I activated my Divine Sense, scanning for any trace of deception. Nothing. She was telling the truth. But still, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

"You’re serious?" I asked, incredulous. "Wouldn’t you be in trouble for suggesting something so… crass?"

She didn’t even look up. She simply picked up her chopsticks and continued eating, as if we were discussing the weather.

"If you kill His Majesty, the Empire would be in deep trouble," she said casually. "As the Empire’s benefactor, you shouldn’t do that."

She had a point. A frustratingly valid point.

Xin Yune picked her chopsticks up and returned to eating. "I can bring people back to life, sure. But I’m not so sure I could bring back an Empire. If the Emperor, who promised to live forever, were to die—even once—there would be chaos. Civil war would break out. And the Empire you saved from the imminent demon invasion via Hell’s Gate would be prey to other nations."

Yeah. That had been one of my concerns too. The Seven Imperial Houses had a history drenched in blood. If the Emperor fell, they would definitely tear the Empire apart.

Xin Yune suddenly tilted her head, as if remembering something. "Oh, if you’re thinking of hitting him, maybe do it in a private place."

I let out a long, exhausted sigh. "That’s not really the issue here."

"I think if you ask him to let you hit him as compensation for all the trouble he caused you, he’d agree."

I scoffed. "I’m starting to think hitting him just once is too light."

Xin Yune didn’t even flinch. "Then do it twice."

I gave her a look. "What exactly is your job again?"

"A freelancer."

"A freelancer physician," I corrected.

She smiled. "A freelancer Divine Physician, actually. So yeah, I think I could patch His Majesty up just fine, even if you beat him within an inch of his life."

I stared at her, stunned into silence.

Xin Yune blinked, then quickly corrected herself. "I didn’t tell you to beat him within an inch of his life."

I shook my head. This woman was impossible.

“Hear me out, I didn’t mean to boast, but I could bring people back to life too,” I said, leaning back against the chair.

Xin Yune raised an eyebrow. “Or so I’ve heard,” she replied, setting down her chopsticks.

I gestured across my neck with a slicing motion. “Maybe I could just… you know… in closed doors.” I paused for effect. “And then revive him? Do you think he’d agree?”

This time, it was her turn to stare at me like I was the ridiculous one. Her lips pressed into a thin line, but instead of immediately shooting me down, she actually looked thoughtful. A rare sight.

Then she sighed, letting her shoulders slump as she finally put down her chopsticks for good. “I need a drink,” she muttered.

I nodded in agreement. “I think I’d want some too.”

Xin Yune raised a hand and waved over a waiter, her tone casual but firm. “Bring us your most expensive liquor.”

The waiter hesitated for only a moment before bowing deeply and hurrying off.

I watched him leave before glancing at Xin Yune. “Didn’t take you for a heavy drinker.”

“I’m not,” she admitted, resting her chin on one hand. “But you’re making me reconsider that stance.”

I smirked. “So you’re saying I drive people to drink?”

“Among other things.” She exhaled through her nose. “Honestly, do you really think that’s a good idea? Killing the Emperor just to revive him?”

I shrugged. “Depends. I mean, if he agreed, then technically it wouldn’t be murder.”

Xin Yune pinched the bridge of her nose. “That’s the worst justification I’ve ever heard.”

“Well, you were the one who told me to hit him. I’m just escalating.”

She gave me a deadpan look. “There’s a difference between slapping a man and outright executing him, Da Wei.”

I chuckled, but even as I did, I felt the weight of my own words settling in. The truth was, I didn’t really know what I wanted. Did I want revenge? Did I want closure? Did I just want to punch something—someone—until this gnawing frustration inside me went away?

The waiter returned with a beautifully crafted bottle, pouring two glasses of what smelled like potent alcohol.

Xin Yune picked up her glass and held it up. “To bad ideas.”

I grabbed mine and clinked it against hers. “To bad ideas.”

And then we drank.

Could we even get drunk? Maybe there was a trick to it? Nah... we'd find a way... Maybe...
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Fifteen minutes later, I was still completely sober. Xin Yune, on the other hand, was hammered.

Her cheeks were flushed a deep crimson, her eyes hazy with drunken amusement. She swayed slightly in her seat, grinning at me like I was some grand joke the heavens had played on her. Every time she laughed—somewhere between a chuckle and an undignified snort—it was followed by her slapping the table hard enough to shake the plates.

“You…” She pointed at me, her finger wobbling in the air. “You cheat!”

I raised an eyebrow. “I cheat?”

Xin Yune nodded vigorously, her hair slightly disheveled from her movements. “Yes, yes! Thou art… most unfair! Most wicked!” she declared in an archaic tone, the kind of formal speech used in old scriptures.

I leaned forward. “You’re speaking in archaic.”

She blinked at me, squinting as if she were only now realizing it herself. Then she waved a hand dismissively. “’Tis but the truth! I am drunken, yet thou remaineth clear of mind! ’Tis most vexing!”

I exhaled. “You’re a Divine Physician. You have the cultivation to resist alcohol. So how exactly did you end up like this?”

Xin Yune grinned triumphantly, as if waiting for me to ask. “Aha! ’Tis mine own craft! A method devised by none other than myself!” She thumped her chest proudly, then winced.

I frowned. “You created a technique… to get yourself drunk?”

“Verily!” she announced, then proceeded to explain. Apparently, she had devised a method that involved striking a dozen key meridians in sequence, temporarily weakening her body’s natural resistance to alcohol. In short, she deliberately sabotaged her own cultivation for the sake of getting drunk faster.

I stared at her. “That’s either genius or the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

Xin Yune only smirked. “It worketh.”

That much was obvious.

I leaned back, considering. “Can you do it to me?”

She tilted her head, lips curling into a smirk. “Dost thou trust me so?”

I hesitated for only a moment before nodding. She had gained my trust, whether I admitted it openly or not.

Xin Yune clapped her hands together. “Splendid! Then, brace thyself!”

Without further warning, she struck at my meridians. Or rather, she tried.

The moment her fingers made contact, a sharp crack rang out.

Xin Yune let out a small yelp, retracting her hand as she cradled her fingers. Her mouth formed a perfect "O" as she stared at her injury. Then, rather than expressing pain, she just… started laughing.

“Aha—haha—!” She doubled over, shaking with mirth, still holding her broken fingers.

I sighed. “You broke your hand.”

Xin Yune, still giggling, wiggled her injured fingers as golden light wrapped around them. Within moments, the bones set back into place. She flexed her hand and then, as if nothing had happened, turned back to me with that same drunken grin.

“Very well,” she said, clearing her throat, “since my methods hath failed, thou must do it thyself.”

And just like that, my lesson in self-sabotaging meridian began.

Impressively, it was easy to learn. It didn’t even take me five minutes to get it down.

In fact, I managed to improve it. Instead of having to strike my meridians each time, I modified the technique so I could lower my alcohol tolerance with a mere thought. A convenient trick, if utterly useless for combat. But hey! At least now, I could get drunk.

Of course, this was only possible because of my absurdly high stats and my Will Reinforcement cultivation.

At the Martial Tempering stage, a cultivator would reach the peak of mortal physical ability at the bare minimum, raising all physical stats significantly. Then, at Mind Enlightenment, a cultivator would achieve breakthroughs in their mental faculties, allowing synergy with Martial Tempering and further raising all stats across the board. The exact distribution varied depending on one’s cultivation method, but the principle remained the same.

In my case, at Will Reinforcement, a cultivator could use their sheer willpower to influence their body, thus allowing me this feat…

I ran a quick internal check. My meridians were adjusted. My alcohol resistance was suppressed. I should get drunk now, right?

I looked at Xin Yune, who was still grinning lazily at me, her face flushed, her eyes unfocused but gleaming with mischief.

“It should work, right?” I asked.

She nodded, speaking in that archaic tone again. “Verily, 'tis bound to work. No doubt, thou shalt be swaying anon.”

I exhaled, grabbing my cup. She grabbed hers.

We clinked them together.

And then, we drank.

Thirty minutes later, two drunks were fooling around outside the next brothel.

That was me and Xin Yune.

Superpowered drunks? That sounded like trouble, potential disaster, even. And yet, for some reason, we were having just enough of a good time without being destructive. A miracle in itself.

Xin Yune, by suppressing her cultivation, allowed herself to truly enjoy the moment without worrying about self-restraint. I, on the other hand, was too paranoid to suppress my stats completely. Instead, I relied on my willpower, making my subconscious prioritize not being harmful.

It worked.

The Will Reinforcement realm was truly miraculous. Most cultivators controlled their power consciously, but at this stage, I could manifest my willpower as an instinctive directive. It meant I could finally let loose—really let loose—without the constant fear of crushing something or someone by accident. And that, I had to admit, was a godsend.

So there we were, shoulder to shoulder, swaying slightly, singing a lewd shanty at the top of our lungs while we drank from our tankards.

The brothel was alive with celebration. Courtesans and paramours laughed, danced, and drank alongside us. It wasn’t the kind of lewd revelry one might expect. It felt more like a wild tavern party, filled with laughter and camaraderie rather than debauchery.

Somewhere between the third and fourth round, Xin Yune had the brilliant idea of buying out the entire brothel for the night.

Somehow, I still couldn’t remember how I got pulled into that plan.

"Pour the wine, don’t spill a drop,Oops—too late, now close up shop!
A slap, a chase, a broken chair,
Guess I won’t be welcome there!"

"Raise your cups, don’t lose your head,Who’s that sleeping in my bed?!
A wink, a grin, a big mistake,
Run before we both wake!"

The shanty echoed through the night, a rowdy, off-tune mess of slurred voices and wild laughter. We stumbled through the brothel, making a mess of just about everything—knocking over chairs, spilling drinks, and nearly toppling a decorative vase that some poor soul managed to catch at the last second.

Last time I had this much fun? Probably when I graduated from college.

And just like back then, the night didn’t stop there.

From the brothel, we wandered into the next inn, then the next tavern, drinking and singing all the way. At some point, we joined a tavern brawl, not by fighting, but by healing everyone involved so the fight could go on longer. The brawl only ended when everyone was too exhausted to throw another punch.

The last thing I remembered clearly was laughing, singing, and stumbling through the streets with Xin Yune.

Then, somewhere in the chaos of the brawl, the drinks, and the questionable life choices… my hand landed somewhere it definitely shouldn’t have.

Xin Yune’s rear.

And she kicked me. Hard.

To be absolutely clear, it was an accident. I swear on my life, cross my heart, hope to die. But try telling that to a drunk Divine Physician with very quick reflexes.

One moment, I was standing. The next, I was somehow airborne.

After that, everything was a blur.

I woke up feeling… relatively sober. My head didn’t hurt, but my body was heavy with exhaustion.

I yawned. Memories of the night flickered through my mind like broken puzzle pieces: singing, fighting, drinking, and laughter.

Then I turned to my left.

There, sharing the soft bed with me, was Xin Yune. Naked.

I looked down.

I was naked too.

I exhaled slowly.

“…Ah,” I muttered.

I got honeypotted in the end.

Funny thing, I saw it coming and didn’t put up any resistance.

Xin Yune’s kick, I mean.

The moment my drunken hand landed where it shouldn’t, I knew exactly what was about to happen. But instead of dodging, blocking, or even defending myself, I just accepted my fate. Maybe it was the drinks. Maybe it was the fact that it had been far too long since I’d been this intimate with someone, accidental or not.

Either way, I took the hit. And now, here I was.

The room was a complete disaster.

Cups, bottles, and plates were scattered across the floor. The table had somehow lost a leg, and a curtain had been half-torn down. Our clothes had ended up in completely opposite corners of the room—how that happened, I had no idea. It looked less like two people had shared a night together and more like a small battle had taken place.

I sat up, rubbing my temple just as Xin Yune stirred beside me.

She yawned, stretching her arms above her head before blinking lazily at me. I stared at her. She stared back.

Then, she smiled.

“Don’t make anything big out of it,” she said casually. “Just saying that in advance.”

“Sure,” I replied.

She sat up, brushing her messy hair back before glancing around the room. “Thanks for having fun with me last night.”

My lips twitched. Something about that phrasing made me pause.

Slowly, I stood up, beckoning my Lofty Jade Proposition robe from the floor with Willpower, wrapping it around myself with practiced ease. It used quite a bit of mana, but convenient. My Wandering Adjudicator armor followed from the Item Box, securing itself under the cosmetic item. As I adjusted my sleeves, a thought struck me, one that made my expression darken.

“…Was this the Emperor’s plan?” I muttered.

Xin Yune tilted her head, still blinking sleepily. “Hm?”

I turned to her fully. “Using my affair with you as justification to string me along? That I…” I exhaled. “That I slept with his lover?”

For a moment, Xin Yune just stared at me.

Then, she burst out laughing.

Not a small chuckle, not a polite giggle—full-on wheezing laughter.

“Oh… oh my heavens…” She wiped at her eyes. “You’re so paranoid it’s almost funny.”

I frowned, watching her struggle to breathe through her own amusement.

She gasped between laughs, shaking her head. “What’s next? In your moment of vulnerability, you were taken advantage of by a woman’s touch?” She grinned at me, eyes gleaming with mischief. “And I am that woman? I am so flattered!”

I stared at her.

It wasn’t cruel. It wasn’t mocking.

It was just… genuine teasing.

Either she was really heartless, or she really didn’t think this was a big deal.

Xin Yune finally caught her breath, wiping away a nonexistent tear. “Oh, please,” she sighed. “I’m not the Emperor’s lover.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Wife?”

“Not that either.”

I studied her carefully. If she had been lying, I would have scoffed.

But my Divine Sense told me otherwise.

"I'm his mother," Xin Yune said.

I choked on my own saliva.

Coughing, I sat back down, staring at her in absolute disbelief. "What?"

Mother of whom? The Emperor's?

She laughed again, clearly enjoying my reaction. "What, is it so hard to believe?"

I narrowed my eyes. "I don’t see any resemblance."

That just made her laugh harder.

"You really do wear your heart on your sleeve," she said, wiping at her eyes. "It’s endearing."

I frowned, still trying to wrap my head around her claim. "We have a high enough cultivation to suppress any extraneous reaction," she continued, "but you? You don’t even try." She smiled at me, a little softer this time. "That’s what I like about you, Da Wei. You reciprocate sincerity with sincerity."

I pressed my lips together.

She wasn’t wrong.

For all my paranoia, for all the tricks and deception I had dealt here in the Imperial Capital, I had yet to find any cracks in her sincerity. And that, more than anything, was what unsettled me.

Still, I argued, "I can do a poker face."

"Yes, you do," she admitted with a smirk. "And yet, you still remind me of my late husband."

I paused, staring at her. "...The late Emperor?"

She shook her head.

I blinked. "How many husbands did you have?"

"Only one," she said simply. "A commoner."

That meant the late Emperor’s bloodline flowed through her, the mother. Not the father. It was an interesting development I didn’t expect to see in an Empire, further giving more color to the Emperor’s rise to power.

“My father isn’t exactly keen on my… let’s say rebellion, it sounds fitting, doesn’t it?” added Xin Yune. “It was fun, while it lasted. Hopefully, you aren’t disgusted with this widow…”

“You are a fine woman,” I answered. “For example, you have a big personality.”

“Funny,” Xin Yune stood up, stretching her arms above her head, completely unbothered by her own nudity. Her skin was pristine, untouched by any marks of age or imperfection. With a wave of her hand, her robes flew into place, wrapping around her as if dressing was merely a thought, not an action. “Always with the jokes…”

She turned to me, her eyes gleaming with mischief.

"Want some more?" she asked, her tone flirtatious.

I placed a hand on my hip, giving her a flat stare.

She smirked. "Your loss." Then, with a softer expression, she added, "But thanks nonetheless. You might just be my first and last one-night stand."

I frowned slightly.

There was something in her voice, something just beneath the carefree exterior. It wasn’t mere fickleness or reckless indulgence. There was a weight to it, a hint of finality.

I studied her for a moment before asking, just to be sure, "Are you dying?"

She met my gaze without hesitation.

"Yes."

I exhaled. "...How?"

Xin Yune smiled, as if it were the simplest thing in the world. "I’m at the end of my lifespan." She turned away, summoning a mirror from her storage ring and fixing her hair with practiced ease. "Today’s my last day."

I watched as she adjusted her robes, making herself look presentable with a deliberate elegance.

"So…" I said slowly, "your suggestion of me hitting the Emperor is enforceable, then?"

Xin Yune chuckled.

"Can you just hit him for me?" she asked, tilting her head at me through the mirror’s reflection. "I don’t know, use a slipper?"

I huffed, shaking my head. "That’s ridiculous. I’d rather you hit him yourself…"

She laughed, the sound light and genuine. "Such a jester you are." Then, after a pause, she sighed. "My son is… complicated."

"Complicated" was an understatement.

This was next-level.

A honeypot? Nope. This was something more. Something worse.

For the first time, I realized just how weak I was when faced with sincerity, especially the kind that came from good intentions.

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. "You know," I muttered, "I am being manipulated. And so are you."

Xin Yune glanced at me from the mirror, carefully pinning her hair up with a delicate jade ornament. She dusted a light layer of powder over her face, blending it effortlessly before inspecting herself with a critical eye.

To her, this really was complicated.

She didn’t respond to my complaint, maybe because she didn’t disagree.

I sighed again, heavier this time. "Damn it."

Xin Yune finished her little beautification routine, tilting her head slightly before nodding in satisfaction. She flicked her hand, and the mirror vanished back into her Storage Ring.

Then, she turned to me.

"Well?" she asked with a small smirk. "How do I look?"

I stared at her for a moment before deadpanning, "Pretty alive."

Xin Yune laughed at my remark before replying in archaic noblespeak, her voice smooth and playful.

"To further expound, I am living every second of it."

I raised an eyebrow. "Really leaning into the dramatics, huh?"

She simply smiled, adjusting the jade hairpin in her hair. There was something both lighthearted and heavy in her words, like she was savoring every breath, every moment, knowing exactly how fleeting it was.

I watched her for a second longer before exhaling through my nose.

"...Yeah. I can see that."
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"Walk with me," Xin Yune said.

I obliged.

Like a gentleman, I offered her my hand. She took it without hesitation, linking her arm with mine as we stepped out onto the quiet streets.

It was dawn. The sky was painted in soft hues of orange and lavender, the air still crisp with the lingering chill of night. The streets were mostly empty, save for a few early risers preparing for the day—vendors setting up stalls, street sweepers brushing away the remnants of the night before.

As we walked, she talked.

She told me about her childhood, about a time before the Grand Ascension Empire bore its current name. Back then, it was simply the Grand Empire.

“There were nine daughters,” she said, her voice light but nostalgic. “And never a son.”

I glanced at her. "Nine princesses, huh? That must’ve been… eventful."

Xin Yune chuckled. "Oh, you have no idea."

She went on, speaking about the old days, the power struggles, the traditions, and the expectations placed upon them. But as she spoke, there was one thing she seemed particularly passionate about.

She scoffed. "You know, my ancestors weren’t really that good with names."

I raised an eyebrow. "That’s what bothers you?"

"Of course it does!" she said dramatically. "Grand Empire? How unimaginative. And then later, Nongmin just slapped Ascension onto it, like that suddenly made it grander. And don't even get me started on the city names. Imperial Capital? Really? That wasn’t even a name!"

I chuckled. "I take it you would’ve named things differently?"

She gave me a look. "Oh, absolutely. I had an entire list when I was younger."

I smirked. "Do I even want to know?"

"You do," she assured me. "But I’m saving that for another time. If I get another time."

That last part made my smirk falter, just a little.

But she just kept walking, smiling up at the morning sky like she hadn’t just reminded me that this was her final day.

"I could bring you back to life, you know?" I offered, watching her carefully.

Xin Yune shook her head. "No need," she said simply. "I've already made peace with it. And besides, you’d probably fail."

I frowned. "You sound awfully sure about that."

She smiled, but there was something knowing behind it. "Lifespan is different from life force," she remarked.

I raised an eyebrow. "And that means…?"

She sighed, clearly expecting me to not get it. "I am going to die, and that's it."

I opened my mouth to respond, still trying to make sense of it, but before I could, she reached over and pinched my side.

"Ow…" I stopped. "I just want to ask a question. No need to resort to violence."

Actually, I didn’t feel a thing.

More importantly, she didn’t get hurt either.

My Reflect ability should’ve rebounded the force back at her, but I had instinctively forced my willpower to suppress it. Huh. Maybe I was getting better at controlling it.

"Don’t interrupt," she scolded, pulling her hand back with a smirk.

I rolled my eyes but stayed quiet.

She continued, "Even your healing spells wouldn’t be able to bring me back."

"How are you so sure?" I challenged.

"Because my son already foresaw it."

That made me pause.

Before I could press further, she suddenly pointed ahead. "Oh, look! That food stall’s open too early."

I followed her gaze. The scent of something deep-fried filled the air. The vendor had just finished setting up, stirring a wok filled with oil. A sign on the side read something about… fried crickets.

Xin Yune’s eyes lit up. "I love fried crickets."

I stared at her. "...You what?"

I paid for her fried crickets, watching as Xin Yune took them with an almost childlike glee. She popped one into her mouth, crunching down with a satisfied hum, then sighed wistfully.

"You know, I miss the simpler days," she murmured between bites.

She leaned against the food stall, gazing at the warming sky. "Back then, my son wasn’t even called Nongmin," she said absentmindedly.

I paused. "Wait… what?"

She let out a rueful chuckle. "I can’t even remember his true name anymore."

That caught me off guard. I frowned. "What do you mean you don’t remember?"

Xin Yune exhaled, idly shaking the paper bag of crickets as if searching for the best one. "The day my son ascended as Emperor, he cast away his true name into the void," she said. "A form of defense."

I narrowed my eyes. "Defense against what?"

She shrugged. "Divine Scrying, fate manipulation, soul bindings—things that could be used against him. Without a name, such things lose their hold."

I absorbed that for a moment. "...And the name Nongmin?"

"It means farmer or peasant, I think. He never really explained himself when he picked the name." She smiled, popping another cricket into her mouth. "Quite the irony, isn’t it?"

I wasn’t sure whether to scoff or nod in admiration. That was the kind of poetic nonsense an Emperor might pull.

Xin Yune continued, speaking as though recalling a story that had only happened yesterday. "In my youth, I got involved with a commoner," she said, her voice dipping into something softer, almost nostalgic.

"It was a time of strife," she went on. "The Empire was deteriorating, and no one knew what the future held. But despite that, I fell in love."

Her gaze flickered toward me with a knowing look, as if daring me to say something. I didn’t.

She huffed. "The Empire was so stupidly patriarchal back then. None of my sisters was even considered eligible for the throne. But of course, our children? That was a different story."

She rolled her eyes. "Ridiculous, really."

Then, as if flipping a switch, she suddenly lit up. "Oh, but my son… oh, you should’ve seen him! Even as a child, he was brilliant."

And just like that, she was a proud mother bragging about her child’s achievements.

"He could read by the time he was two," she said, gesturing grandly with a fried cricket in hand. "He wrote his first political treatise at five! The ministers thought he was some reincarnated sage! Ha!"

I listened, arms crossed, as Xin Yune launched into a full recounting of her son’s greatest exploits, all while happily munching on fried crickets like they were the greatest delicacy in the world.

Eventually, Xin Yune finished her fried crickets, brushing off the crumbs with a satisfied sigh.

"Alright," she said, looking up at me expectantly. "Tanghulu."

I stared at her. "What?"

She gestured vaguely toward a street vendor a few stalls down. "I want tanghulu."

I sighed but walked over to buy some. Naturally, she made me pay. Again. I grabbed one for myself too. By then, the sun had risen higher, and the streets were beginning to bustle. The heat was already creeping in, so I led us toward a shaded alleyway where the air was cooler.

She took a bite of her candied hawthorn and hummed. "Mmm… I haven’t had this in ages."

As she chewed, she continued reminiscing.

"When I first pushed my cultivation," she said, twirling the stick between her fingers, "I never really intended to be the Divine Physician."

I listened quietly, watching as she reveled in her memories.

"I was just desperate at first. I had a child. I had to survive." She licked the sugar glaze off her lips. "But then… the more I studied, the more I understood. And before I knew it, people started calling me the Divine Physician. Of course, after healing just enough… people."

She chuckled, shaking her head. "Ridiculous title. I just didn’t like seeing people die if I could help it."

As she spoke, I noticed something.

She was aging.

It wasn’t sudden, nor was it drastic. But it was there. Moment to moment, her features were subtly shifting. The smoothness of her skin gave way to faint lines. The vitality in her eyes dimmed just a little. If not for her makeup, it would have been more obvious.

When we first stepped onto the streets, she could have passed for someone in her twenties, maybe early thirties. Now? Now she looked… older. Middle-aged.

Even knowing what she told me earlier, actually seeing it happen made my stomach feel oddly heavy.

Xin Yune either didn’t notice or simply didn’t care. She kept eating her tanghulu, eyes soft with nostalgia.

By the time noon arrived, we found ourselves in a small eatery, seated at a modest wooden table by an open window. The scent of sizzling oil and fragrant broths filled the air, mingling with the lively chatter of other patrons.

Xin Yune leaned back, stretching slightly before resting her chin on one hand. "You had a question earlier," she said. "Something about lifespans and life force?"

I nodded. "Yeah. What exactly is the difference?"

She exhaled, tapping a finger on the table. "Lifespan is the distance between life and death. It’s the length of time a person is supposed to exist before the world naturally reclaims them. Life force, on the other hand, is the power that fuels a living being, the energy that lets them move, think, breathe."

I frowned. "So if someone runs out of life force, do they die?"

"Not necessarily." She shook her head. "If you run out of life force, you’ll weaken, maybe fall into a coma, but you can recover. Lifespan, though… once that’s gone, that’s it. You don’t recover lifespan."

I clenched my jaw. "That makes things difficult."

Xin Yune glanced at me. "You’re thinking about someone specific, aren’t you?"

I sighed. "I’ve lost people. Precious ones."

She said nothing, waiting for me to continue.

"I tried to bring them back," I admitted. "But it didn’t work. I don’t know why."

Xin Yune studied me carefully before leaning back with a soft hum. "If it were natural death, I could tell you why. But… you said they didn’t die naturally, right?"

I shook my head. "They were killed. By Shenyuan."

At that, her expression darkened. "Ah… him."

There was a weight in her voice, something more than just knowledge.

I narrowed my eyes. "You know something."

Xin Yune drummed her fingers against the table. "There’s a reason why Shenyuan was called the One True Death," she said. "People feared him, not just because he could kill, but because when he killed someone, they stayed dead."

A chill ran down my spine.

She continued, her voice quieter. "It’s not just power or skill. There’s something else at work. I’ve heard rumors… theories. Some say he developed a secret technique that allowed him to access an afterlife—or some form of it."

I frowned. "An afterlife?"

She nodded. "Or something close to one. If true, then it’s possible he could cut off the remaining distance of a person’s natural lifespan, even if they hadn’t reached it yet."

I felt my fingers tighten into fists.

"So what you’re saying is," I muttered, "he didn’t just kill them, he erased their remaining lifespan?"

Xin Yune sighed. "That’s the theory, anyway. But if it’s true… well, it would explain why you couldn’t bring them back."

A heavy silence settled between us.

Just then, the waitress finally arrived at our table. She gave us a polite smile. "What will you two be having?"

Xin Yune didn’t miss a beat. "Noodles. Something spicy."

I exhaled slowly, loosening my fists. "Same for me."

As the waitress left, I turned back to Xin Yune.

I pressed Xin Yune with a few more questions until I was satisfied. It seemed there was a different form of afterlife in this world, something beyond reincarnation, being stuck as a ghost, or any of the folklore I’d heard. That complicated things.

I sighed, rubbing my temples. "So what you’re saying is, there’s an entire other realm where the dead might go, and Shenyuan somehow had access to it?"

Xin Yune nodded, sipping on her tea. "If anyone knows more, it’d be Nongmin."

Of course, it’d be him.

She continued, a little too cheerfully, "So you should talk to him soon. And don’t kill him."

I scoffed. "Yeah, yeah, copy that," I smirked. "I’ll still touch him, though."

Xin Yune’s lips curled into an amused smile. "Oh, absolutely. That boy needs disciplining."

A thought crossed my mind, and I couldn't resist. "Should I make him call me daddy?"

Xin Yune nearly choked on her tea. Then she threw her head back and laughed. "Oh, I would pay to see that!"

We kept laughing as our food arrived, spicy noodles in large steaming bowls.

Lunch was filled with ridiculous banter and dirty jokes, some so foul that even the old men at the next table gave us side-eyes. Xin Yune, despite her graceful bearing, was an absolute menace when it came to raunchy humor. I wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or concerned.

By the time we finished eating, the sun had climbed higher, and the heat made the streets shimmer. With nothing better to do, we resumed our walk, wandering through the bustling city like we had all the time in the world.

Xin Yune waved her hand, and an ornate umbrella appeared from her Storage Ring. She opened it with a practiced flick, casting a cool shadow over both of us. Before I could say anything, she wordlessly passed it to me.

I took the umbrella, holding it over us as we walked.

After a few moments of silence, I asked, "Why are you spending your last day with me and not your son?"

She smiled wistfully. "Because my son said I’d have more fun with you."

I scoffed. "See? He’s clearly just using you to get to me." I gave her a side-eye. "While you’re still alive, why don’t you kick his ass and teach him a lesson yourself?"

Xin Yune suddenly turned to me, her expression unusually serious. "Never in my life have I ever laid a hand on him. And I won’t do so now."

I blinked. I hadn’t expected such a firm response. "…That was a poorly worded joke. Sorry."

She waved it off. "It’s fine." Then, after a moment, she spoke again. "Can I confess something to you?"

I raised a brow. "If you’re about to confess your love, I should warn you, you’re this close to walking past my strike zone." I held up two fingers, barely an inch apart.

Xin Yune burst into laughter, shaking her head. "That was an awful joke."

"I know," I admitted. "But go ahead. Whatever it is, I won’t tell anyone."

She exhaled, glancing up at the sky. "My son will probably see this conversation anyway, sooner or later," she mused. "His Heavenly Eye makes sure of that."

I frowned. "That thing lets him spy on people?"

"Not exactly," she replied. "But he sees more than most. Still, it should be fine."

I tilted my head. "Then what’s this confession about?"

Xin Yune looked down at her feet for a moment, then at me. Her voice was softer this time.

"I’m scared for my son," she admitted. “It’s just so scary…”

Xin Yune’s voice softened as she continued, her steps slow and measured.

"Do you know what it feels like to know a person… and then, suddenly, not recognize them anymore?" she asked.

I shook my head.

She exhaled. "The Heavenly Eye granted Nongmin wisdom and intelligence beyond his years. When he was young, he was just like any other child, he’d laugh at stupid jokes, play games meant for his age. But as the years passed, and the Heavenly Eye grew stronger, his personality started changing."

I frowned.

To some extent, I could sympathize. My absurdly high charisma stat made me act more mischievous and cranky than I normally would have been back on Earth. It wasn’t mind control, exactly, but stats did influence behavior. I was confident that the current me was vastly different from who I used to be.

But the Emperor’s case… it was more extreme.

Xin Yune sighed. "I’m scared for him," she confessed. "Not of him, but for him. I fear he might lose himself entirely."

I glanced at her. She was changing again. Aging. The once youthful woman from this morning now looked old enough to pass for my mother.

She suddenly stopped walking and turned to face me. Her expression was serious, more than it had been all morning.

"Can I make a request?"

"Sure," I said.

She took a breath. "Can you save my son from himself?"

I hummed, rubbing my chin. "Okidoki. I’ll adopt him, have him call me daddy, we’ll play catch…"

"I am not joking," she interrupted, her voice sharp.

I let out a small chuckle and firmly grabbed her palm. "For a one-night stand, you sure are making things tough for me."
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By the time dusk arrived, we found ourselves on a lake, drifting in a canoe. An old man, hunched yet steady, paddled with a bamboo stick, pushing us gently across the shimmering water. The sun, half-submerged on the horizon, painted the sky in streaks of orange and violet, its reflection stretching across the rippling surface like molten gold.

Xin Yune sat across from me, wrapped in a thick shawl, her once-pristine skin now wrinkled and paper-thin. Her frame, once full of life and energy, had withered, her form frail, almost delicate. She had grown thinner throughout the day, the vibrance in her eyes dimming ever so slightly. It was happening fast. Too fast.

I wanted to complain about how unfair the Emperor was—to have all this knowledge, all this power, and yet let this happen—but I held my tongue. I wasn’t going to ruin these last moments for her.

Instead, I sighed, leaning back slightly. "How are you feeling?" I asked.

Xin Yune, still gazing at the sunset, smiled faintly. "Still pretty."

I let out a small laugh. "Yeah," I said, shaking my head. "But not pretty much alive."

She turned her head just enough to glare at me, though her expression was more amused than angry. "Hey," she snapped, "don’t kill me off too soon just yet."

I smirked. "No promises."

"If I die, I die," Xin Yune said as she rested her eyes, her voice light like the breeze gliding over the lake. "That’s life."

She opened them again after a moment, staring at the pink and gold sky like she was trying to commit it to memory. Her smile was soft, unfazed by the weight of her words.

"You’d at least let me try to resurrect you if you do end up kicking the bucket, right?" I asked, only half-joking. Honestly, I’d still try even if she rejected my offer.

It was selfish, but…

"Sure," she answered easily, as though giving me permission to try something I was doomed to fail at. “Don’t blame Nongmin if you failed, though. That would be childish.”

I leaned forward, elbows on knees. "You must be pretty confident with your son’s precognition, huh?"

She chuckled dryly. "We should stop referencing His Majesty as my son," she said, her tone shifting. "It’s improper."

"Yeah… your son," I murmured, trying not to smirk.

"A slip of the tongue," she waved her hand lazily, as though brushing away something irrelevant. But her eyes lingered a second too long on the setting sun. "I do miss the little boy in him."

I tilted my head, watching her for a moment. "Hey," I said. "Are we in love?"

Xin Yune turned her head to me slowly, blinking once, twice, before staring at me like I’d grown a second head.

"You’re an idiot," she said flatly, then gave a faint huff of a laugh. "Don’t get carried away."

I rubbed my chin. "Just checking."

She sighed. "It’s not love. Not that grand or poetic nonsense. It’s just…" She looked up again, watching the clouds take on deeper hues. "I started to care. You started to care. Sympathize. Feel. That’s it. Don’t dramatize it. Don’t make something big out of it. We care, just because."

I looked at her sideways. "So, it’s not falling in love. It’s falling into caring?"

She nodded. "Caring for a fellow human being. And that’s enough."

I leaned back again and closed my eyes for a moment, the creaking of the canoe beneath us like a lullaby to the conversation.

"Yeah," I murmured. "That’s enough."

We stepped off the canoe as the old man gave us a solemn nod and pushed off again, disappearing into the growing dusk. I offered my arm to Xin Yune, and she took it without a word. Hers was thinner now, frail almost, and the wrinkles around her eyes told me the end wasn’t far.

I led the way, and we walked slowly, our footsteps quiet against the stone path bordering the lake. We didn’t say anything for a few moments, just listening to the crickets and the ripple of the water.

Then she asked, “Since I shared part of my story, don’t you think it’s your turn?”

I hesitated. I could’ve cheated. I had access to the memories of David_69, but that guy wasn’t me, not really. That identity felt borrowed, artificial, stitched into me like a costume. What felt real, what truly was me, was David from Earth. Earth David. So, I decided to be honest.

“I used to be a teacher,” I said.

She tilted her head slightly, curious. “Ah? You taught disciples?”

“No, not quite… I was an elementary school teacher.”

That gave her pause. “Elementary? A junior Sect, then?”

“Er… not a Sect. Just… young children. I taught music, arts, physical education, and health.”

Her expression brightened in understanding, or at least what she thought was understanding. “A multidisciplinary Sect Master! “Sound arts, image crafts, body cultivation, and medicinal studies. A fourfold mastery. You truly must’ve been a Sect Master. No wonder your aura is strange! The harmonization of disparate schools of thought... fascinating!”

I choked a little on my own spit, trying not to laugh. “That’s… not what I meant.”

She was already too deep in the misunderstanding. “What’s the name of your Sect?” she asked excitedly. “What are your founding principles?”

“Oh dear god,” I muttered.

“God?” She raised a brow, probably assuming I meant some obscure deity. “So it’s a theocratic order! I must say, I’ve never heard of such a composition. You must’ve kept a low profile to avoid clashing with the orthodox branches.”

I sighed in surrender, raising one hand to the heavens in a helpless gesture. “The name of my Sect… is the Department of Education.”

She placed a hand over her mouth, stunned. “So daring. To name your Sect after the concept of education itself! That’s truly ambitious. What are your cultivation principles? Enlightenment through instruction? Strength through childhood discipline?”

I rubbed my temples. “You have no idea how ironic all of that sounds.”

She squeezed my arm affectionately, still chuckling to herself. “You’re a strange one.”

“Says the woman who might die tonight and still made time to bicker about Sect names.”

“True,” she admitted. “But it’s been fun. And in this final chapter, maybe that’s all I wanted.”

We spent fifteen minutes like that—me trying to clarify, and her over-interpreting everything. Every time I said something simple, she layered a dozen assumptions over it like frosting on a disaster cake. Eventually, I just gave up.

In the end, the only thing she really absorbed was that my “Sect” helped mortal children earn the qualifications they needed for a better future. She even praised the structure.

“We have something similar in the Empire,” she said, chewing on a candied hawthorn skewer she must’ve been saving from her Storage Ring as we walked. “A merit-based path, still rare, but growing. Sikao Biaoji was a product of it.”

“That… actually makes me feel better,” I said. “I still don’t like the guy, seems like a weird dude. Okay, this is out of the blue, but hear me out. Just out of curiosity… How much lifespan does a cultivator gain each time they break through? As the Divine Physician, I reckon you know the answer. Books are really stingy when it comes to answers. Hopefully, this wasn’t too confidential of an information you’d rather not share.”

She turned to me then, eyes narrowed with faint suspicion. Specifically, it was a look of half suspicion, half worry, and a pinch of professional curiosity.

I gave her a knowing smirk. “Just curious. Promise.”

The answer to my question was probably around Class Four or Class Three knowledge, but it didn’t seem to be that big of a deal.

“Mmhm,” she said, unconvinced. Still, she continued, “It varies, of course. Cultivation method, talent, even fate plays a part. But in general, the higher you climb, the longer you live.”

There was something strange in her tone; it was soft and cautious, as if she were measuring her words. I didn’t press. Not yet.

“Do you want to live longer?” she asked. “It’s out of my… personal curiosity. Promise. Just to get this out of the way. I am not judging, since everyone wants to live longer after all, and there was no exception.”

It was a simple question, and she didn’t really need to explain herself. But it knocked something loose in me, especially with how she worded it. I thought about my disciples. No, more like students. About Ren Xun’s lazy jokes. Gu Jie’s brooding face. Lu Gao’s cynical comments. Hei Mao’s ever-stubborn eyes.

“I want time,” I said. “To make things right.”

Xin Yune took a moment to think. Her face, now lined and softened with age, turned contemplative under the shade of the umbrella I still held for us. It was strange, holding an umbrella like this… almost domestic. Almost sweet.

Then she finally spoke. “Every cultivation realm adds years to your lifespan. It's one of the core blessings of the path, though many forget that's all it really is—borrowed time.”

I nodded. “So what's the math like?”

She gave me a tired but patient smile. “For Martial Tempering, the First Realm… you get anywhere between six to ten years more. It's minor, barely noticeable.”

“Okay…” I tried to do the math in my head, but she continued without waiting.

“Mind Enlightenment, the Second Realm, gives anywhere from ten to a hundred years. The gap’s bigger because some people truly awaken late, and others barely scrape by.”

“Huh. Then I suppose the Third?”

“Will Reinforcement and Spirit Mystery, the Third and Fourth Realms, are more consistent. You gain at least a hundred years, but most cultivators enjoy a lifespan not less than a thousand when they reach this level. It's when the soul and will begin to manifest tangibly.”

That tracked. I was in Will Reinforcement and, well, the idea of living a thousand years used to feel terrifying. Now it felt… tight. Like it wasn’t nearly enough. Of course, it wasn't like Mana Road Cultivation would give me extra lifespan, but learning this talk about lifespan did give me a new perspective.

She kept going. “Soul Recognition, Essence Gathering, and Bloodline Refinement—Fifth to Seventh—these are where things get mythical. One to three thousand years of life is common.”

“Three thousand… Each Realm?” I muttered, imagining the sheer time. Entire civilizations rise and fall in less.

“Yes. Each. But,” she said, looking up at me from under her wrinkled brow, “you can still die. Time runs long, not forever.”

“What about the next tiers?”

“Heart Path, World Path, and Endless Path, the Eighth to Tenth… that’s when you begin touching the divine. A hundred to ten thousand years, depending on comprehension. It’s less about power and more about resonance with the world.”

My lips pressed together. “So time itself starts being subjective.”

“Exactly.”

I exhaled slowly. “And the Eleventh Realm?”

Xin Yune smiled faintly. “Perfect Immortal. The moment one steps into that realm… time no longer holds sway. Lifespan becomes an outdated concept. You are no longer walking the river... you’ve become the river.”

That one made me pause. I imagined it. Endless time. A still mind. A perfect state of being.

But I’d already seen people in power. And none of them ever seemed peaceful.

She was quiet after that. Her feet shuffled lightly against the dirt path. Her face had truly begun to age now. She looked like someone’s grandmother. Someone’s teacher. But also still herself, Xin Yune.

“Thank you,” I said softly.

“For what?” she asked.

“Thank you for spending your time with me,” I said quietly. “Really. I’m glad I spent my time, when I was most vulnerable, with you. If I had to slum it with the Emperor or bottle it all up, I’d probably do something… regrettable.”

Xin Yune shook her head, her voice soft and dry like worn silk. “No,” she said. “It’s me who’s thankful.”

“Hush now,” I whispered, lifting a single finger and pressing it gently to her lips. "Let me win this argument, pwetty pwease?"

She raised an eyebrow at that. Amused. Uncertain. But she didn’t pull away.

We were back in the abandoned warehouse, the one with all of Nongmin’s precious, secured hoard. It took her a second to realize. We’d been too deep in conversation—about life and death, love and care, about Sect names that weren’t really Sects and my failures to translate the word ‘elementary’—to notice the journey back.

Then, from the shadows, a familiar figure emerged.

The Emperor.

Nongmin.

I blinked, tilted my head. “Huh,” I said casually, “he really appeared.”

Xin Yune turned to me, eyes narrowing, then back at Nongmin with growing wariness. “What… is happening?” she asked, guarded now, the healer’s warmth in her voice cooling.

I scratched the back of my head. “Well, I had this idea,” I began, “about storming this place with you. Imagine it: what would happen if I came here, with you in tow, intent on raiding the place, grabbing whatever loot I could, screaming at the top of my lungs that I deserved compensation?”

Xin Yune arched a brow, still watching her son. “And… he saw it. Through his Heavenly Eye.”

“Probably,” I shrugged. “In some alternate reality, I convinced you to raid this place with me. We were loud. Chaotic. I was yelling threats into the void—‘If Nongmin doesn’t want me to steal his stuff, he better show up by X time,’ and to make things more interesting, I might’ve said I’d make his mom dance on a pole if he didn’t.”

Xin Yune broke into a sharp cackle. The kind that aged her and made her eyes sparkle all the same. Her laughter echoed around the dusty beams of the warehouse.

“That part was a lie, by the way,” I added quickly.

Nongmin said nothing. He just stood there, arms behind his back, posture rigid, face unreadable.

“Yep,” I concluded, pointing at him. “To surmise, I basically summoned the Emperor here.”

Silence reigned for a heartbeat too long.

Then Xin Yune said, “You’re insane.”

“Only marginally.” And relatively. I’m pretty sane, I think.

She gave a faint chuckle, eyes still locked on her son. “Well, my boy… looks like you’ve been summoned.”

Nongmin’s gaze finally shifted from me to her. And I saw it. That flicker. That twitch. That tiny, fleeting crack in his imperial mask.

He didn’t say anything.

But then again, maybe he didn’t have to.

I had a feeling we were about to talk.

Or fight.

Maybe both.

Nongmin just stood there. Quiet. Stoic. Probably recalculating all his life decisions.

“So yeah,” I said. “To sum it up… I basically summoned the Emperor. Cool trick, right?”

And now? I threw the ball into his court.

I gently squeezed Xin Yune’s hand and raised it, linking our fingers deliberately. I imagined it—intent laced with absurd conviction—that I’d confess my undying love to his mother, ask her hand in marriage, and proclaim myself the next Emperor if Nongmin wouldn’t at least open up to her about how he really felt. I imagined myself making demands in an alternate future.

“If you won’t tell her how you feel,” I thought sharply, aiming the spike of the idea directly into his soul if that was even possible, “then I’ll become your new father. Emperor Da Wei has a nice ring to it, no?”

I internally counted in my head up to ten, and then I would act on what I just imagined.

Nongmin’s left cheek twitched.

Score.

“Thank you, Mother,” he said slowly, his voice tight. “For caring for this worthless son of yours. I’m… sorry. I’m sorry this son of yours cannot find a way to extend your life.”

I probed with my Divine Sense and detected no lies. He meant it.

“There is nothing to be sorry for,” Xin Yune said softly. “You’ve given me more than enough.”

I wasn’t done messing with him. I imagined it again, intent sharp and playful. If he still stayed cold, I’d force him to do a chicken dance right here and right now!

He stared straight at me, deadpan.

“I’ll never do a chicken dance,” he said.

Xin Yune blinked. “What’s… a chicken dance?”

Nongmin stiffened. “Just a poor joke from this barbarian.”

“Correction,” I said, placing a hand on my chest, “a Paladin… barbarian? Meh… Never mind that. We’re not here for that.”

Nongmin's expression shifted just slightly to fatigue, maybe. Maybe something else.

Xin Yune didn’t press. Instead, she stood a little straighter beside me, leaning ever so slightly into my arm.

We were at the edge of something. An ending, maybe, or the last act of a play whose script we’d all long abandoned. But as long as I had the stage, I figured I might as well improvise.

“So what is it gonna be? You know what? I have an idea.”

Nongmin stood still, silent as ever, watching me with his usual impassive gaze. His robes barely shifted despite the open air of the warehouse, his stance as regal and unreadable as ever. But I knew better. Beneath that cold exterior, I had already struck a nerve.

I smirked and raised a hand, crooking a finger toward him. "Come here."

I wasn’t polite about it. If anything, my tone was closer to summoning a dog than addressing an Emperor. A lesser man would have drawn his sword on me, thrown me in a dungeon, or worse. And yet, he walked forward, measured, and graceful. Obedient, even.

Surprising.

He could have dismissed me as an insolent fool, as he had done countless times before. But he loved his mother more than he loved his pride. And that, I could respect.

As soon as he stepped within reach, I pulled out a small glass vial from my robes. Chibi Perfume. A ridiculous name for an even more ridiculous effect. Truly a gimmick item. Without hesitation, I uncorked it and sprayed it directly into his face.

Nongmin flinched, blinking rapidly as the mist settled over him.

Xin Yune, standing just beside me, frowned. “Did you just poison my son?”

I turned to her, feigning offense. “What do you take me for? A brute? I wouldn’t poison him in front of his aged mother.”

Her lips pressed together, unimpressed. “So you would poison him behind my back?”

I shrugged. “I make no promises.”

Nongmin’s lips twitched, but he remained silent. That was the thing with him. He rarely spoke unless necessary, but I could see it. That exasperation, that faint annoyance simmering beneath his blank stare as he watched his mother and me exchange barbed words like old friends.

With a small sigh, I turned to Xin Yune. This was the real reason I had summoned the Emperor here.

I stepped closer and raised my hand. The air around us shifted, charged with an unseen energy. I called upon Divine Word: Life.

Golden-green light shimmered at my fingertips before flowing into her, tendrils of light slithering beneath her skin like rivers of vitality. I wasn’t some grand immortal who could cheat true death as defined by this world, but I could fortify life, strengthen what remained, make it brighter, and make it last as much as possible.

Xin Yune inhaled sharply. Wrinkles smoothed, her frail body filled out. The years peeled away, and before me stood the woman I first met, the same one who had scolded me with that sharp tongue of hers, who had challenged me at every turn.

She lifted her hands, staring at them in awe. “You…” She looked up at me, eyes wide. “What did you do?”

I smirked. “Fixed you up.”

From the corner of my eye, I noticed a much smaller problem.

I turned, and there stood Nongmin, except he was no longer the towering, regal Emperor. He was tiny, barely up to my waist, his Imperial robes shrinking to fit his chibi form. A perfect miniature version of himself, complete with furrowed brows and a scowl that looked far less intimidating on a child’s face.

I let out a low whistle. “Well. That worked better than expected.”

Xin Yune, finally registering the sight, blinked. And then… she burst out laughing.

Nongmin, our little Nongmin, glared up at me. “What,” he said, voice still as even and composed as ever despite the absurdity of his appearance, “did you do to me?”

I crouched down to his level, grinning. “You’ve been chibified, Your Majesty. Temporary effect. Probably. No guarantees.” I was lying. He’d revert to his original shape.

His eye twitched.

I clapped a hand on his tiny shoulder. “But enough about you. Your mother’s looking great, huh? If I choose to keep her by my side, we could probably do a round and a few more.”

Nongmin coughed, looking terrified.

Xin Yune chuckled, brushing her newly restored hands over her arms, as if still getting used to her rejuvenated form. But her gaze softened as she looked at her son: now small, now vulnerable.

I stood up, brushing the dust off my sleeves. “Listen, kid,” I said, deliberately using the word kid just to rile him up. “I can’t stop the inevitable. I can’t rewrite fate. But I’ll be damned if I let you sit on that throne, drowning in politics, while your mother’s still here.”

Nongmin stiffened.

I grabbed his tiny hand, small enough now that my fingers wrapped entirely around his wrist, and pulled it forward. Then, just as firmly, I grabbed Xin Yune’s hand and pressed them together.

“Go and have fun,” I ordered. “She’s your mother. She doesn’t have much time left. And as her only son, it’s your job to make her happy in her final days.” It was not my job to make her happy.

Nongmin looked up at me with the same unreadable face. But I knew him well enough by now. He understood.

I patted his head, grinning. “Have a heart, little Emperor.”

For the first time in a long, long while, he didn’t argue.
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If there was one thing the Heavenly Eye lacked, it was imagination.

Had it possessed even a shred of it, Nongmin would have foreseen this moment, this humiliation, lightyears in advance. But no. There were rules, limitations, and principles of divine sight that even he could not override.

First, the Heavenly Eye was limited by actionable facts and plausibility difference. It could not show him what defied logic, only what could possibly happen within the realm of reason.

Second, the granted omniscience was not so omniscient after all. It only worked within his territory, bounded by the sacred lines of spiritual jurisdiction.

Third, and most damningly, even if he could see all things... he could not see them all at once in a single breath. He needed to digest the information, and even with his Tenth Realm cultivation, he could only interpret and digest so much.

And so, the most feared man in the world, the Grand Emperor Nongmin, stood in awkward silence, boxed in by a dilemma his Heavenly Eye could not solve.

"Little Nongmin," said Xin Yune with a bright smile that melted ten thousand years of frozen karma. She pulled a sparkling tanghulu from her Storage Ring, the skewered red hawthorns glistening with a candy shell that shimmered in the light like spiritual pearls. "Want a candy?"

Her voice was casual, but not unintentional. There was a mother’s challenge buried in it, a gentle prod to stir memory, emotion, and vulnerability.

Nongmin’s eyes, golden with faint trails of spiritual current, flickered open. The Heavenly Eye spun within his soul, accessing not the present, but possibility.

In one future, he politely declined.

"More for me!" Xin Yune would laugh, twirling the tanghulu like a sword and biting into it with exaggerated glee. Her smile would be real, and her joy untainted.

In another, he reached out and accepted the candy.

"Aiyo, my son’s still just a baby inside," she’d say with a teasing grin, pulling him into a side-hug and ruffling his hair, even if she had to hover to do so. Again, the joy would be real.

So what was the right answer?

Both were right. Both made her smile. Both ended in her happiness.

His jaw tightened.

“This is illogical,” he thought. “The question should have one optimal answer. Why do both branches lead to fulfillment? Is this... quantum benevolence?”

And then… another ripple of future vision opened. An unlikely possibility. An implausible, almost irrational one.

Da Wei reached in and stole the tanghulu.

He moved like a bandit: shoulders relaxed, face utterly shameless, and the kind of smile only someone with no moral stakes could wear.

Nongmin’s body responded before his mind caught up.

Flash!

The air cracked as he moved in an instant, his fingers like iron as they snatched the tanghulu from Da Wei’s hand mid-swipe. The candy skewer floated an inch above his palm, untouched by even gravity itself.

Da Wei blinked.

Then he grinned. Slow. Wicked. Like he’d planned it all.

“Huh,” Da Wei said, eyes twinkling. “Didn’t think you’d go for the candy and the dramatic reveal. You really are your mom’s son.”

Nongmin said nothing. His face remained calm, but his internal qi frothed like an ocean storm. He'd seen a thousand futures, but this? This was not supposed to happen. This was... chaos. Ridiculous. Nonsensical. And yet…

"Aiyo! My baby is so cute!" Xin Yune giggled, suddenly appearing behind him and wrapping her arms around his shoulders. Her chin rested lightly against the curve of his neck. “You protected Mama’s candy! My little Emperor, so fierce, so clever~”

"...I did not intend to—"

“Shhh,” she cooed, planting a kiss on his cheek. “Don’t ruin the moment.”

The Heavenly Eye spun inside him, useless now. He could no longer predict her. And maybe that was the point.

Nongmin, Lord of the Realm, Grand Emperor of Eight Territories, slayer of gods and planner of epochs, stood still with a candied skewer in hand and his mother wrapped around him like a warm scarf of affection.

Across from him, Da Wei casually leaned against a column, watching with interest, lips curled upward like a fox who’d stolen a chicken and returned it just to see what would happen next.

Imagination, Nongmin realized, was not just irrational.

It was dangerous.

Still, this result was… acceptable.

Nongmin bit into the candied hawthorn on the skewer. The sweet and sour juice mixed with the delicate crack of the sugar glaze. The flavor grounded him. It was a strange contrast to the mental whiplash he'd just endured. His mother still held him gently by the wrist, guiding him forward through the path as if he were no older than five.

And right beside him, like an unwanted shadow that refused to disperse even under direct sunlight… was Da Wei.

Nongmin’s gaze slid sideways, not with annoyance but with cold curiosity. His Heavenly Eye spun, not outward, but inward, reaching into the nearby timelines that splintered like hairline cracks in the porcelain of fate. A single question formed in his spiritual voice, spoken through Qi Speech, a language only wieldable by cultivators whose soul had surpassed the threshold of mortality.

“What are you doing, Da Wei?”

The man walking beside him didn't respond aloud, but in the alternate futures, Nongmin saw it.

“Watching you,” Da Wei said in one strand of time. “Making sure you’re not lying. Or doing anything weird. You know… Emperor stuff.”

Nongmin returned to real-time and scoffed, a short, dry exhale that carried with it the precise measure of disdain he deemed appropriate.

His mother turned her head slightly, her eyes peeking at him through a curtain of dark hair. “What’s so funny?”

Nongmin hesitated. His mind turned. For a moment, he debated telling her. Then, with the faintest smirk forming on his lips, he gestured at the man beside them with his skewer.

“Mother,” he said in his proper, regal tone. “Is it just me, or is this commoner a bit of a bother?”

Xin Yune blinked. Her pace didn’t change. “Oh, I think it’s fine for him to hang around.”

Nongmin stopped walking. His body remained calm, but his heart shuddered ever so slightly with an unfamiliar sensation.

Betrayal.

His mother—his ally, his constant—had just sided with Da Wei. The man who once threatened to dance her on a pole to summon him. The man who just tried to steal his tanghulu. The man who, by all logic and structure, should not be here.

Well, it was kind of his fault he was here…

Nongmin narrowed his eyes.

“Why didn’t I check that response beforehand?” he thought bitterly. “If I knew Xin Yune would side with him…”

Then realization hit.

“I wanted to manipulate her. Just now… I thought of using the Heavenly Eye to predict her answer. To nudge her toward the response I wanted.”

Nongmin’s throat tightened. The taste of hawthorn lingered in his mouth, but it now felt oddly bitter. A low tide of guilt swept through his chest, cooling his qi and coiling it around his heart like a silent reproach.

He remembered the promise he made.

Long ago when he first opened the Heavenly Eye, when the world felt like a scroll to be rewritten, he had drawn a single line in the sand. “I will not use this power to manipulate Mother. Not even once. Not even for her safety. Especially not for my comfort.”

He bowed his head slightly. Not to anyone. Just to himself.

“Fool,” he told his inner voice. “You nearly crossed the line without realizing it.”

Beside him, Da Wei remained quiet. His hands were behind his head, walking as if this were all a stroll and not a moment of emotional upheaval.

Nongmin bit into the next hawthorn.

The sugar cracked again.

This one was a little sweeter.

The past few days had unraveled more than he liked to admit.

He had stood at the height of cultivation. Held the Heavenly Eye. Read infinite threads of reality. He was supposed to know better. But now—walking beside his mother and Da Wei trailing like a persistent shadow—Nongmin couldn’t keep lying to himself.

He had manipulated her.

Not just in minor ways. Not just with harmless white lies or calculated omissions. No, he'd wielded the Eye like a scalpel, cutting and suturing moments so subtly even she hadn’t noticed. A soft suggestion here. A spontaneous encounter there. A few nudges to ensure that she stayed in the capital a little longer, saw a certain flower bloom, heard a melody drift from the right street at the right time.

And all for what?

To buy her a smile. A few moments of joy. A sense of peace that wasn’t born naturally but designed.

Because her time was running out.

For centuries, Nongmin had exhausted every method to lengthen her life. He'd searched forbidden ruins, bartered with timeless existences, and even attempted to rewrite destiny itself, only to be met with the same cruel truth: there was no clear path forward. No pill. No art. No deal worth making. Even he, with all his gifts, couldn’t cheat fate for her.

And so, slowly, despair gave way to something else.

Resignation.

He stopped looking for answers and began searching for something harder to define. He started asking: What does happiness look like?

That was when he realized something horrifying.

He didn’t know.

He lacked imagination. As much as the Heavenly Eye could see, it couldn’t create. It worked with probability, causality, and memory. But it didn’t dream. And without that, he was lost.

So, step by step, he tried.

He looked into tens of thousands of futures, breaking himself apart across a million potential lives. He viewed them all with cold scrutiny and a growing ache in his heart.

There were futures where she died in his arms, smiling. Others where she never smiled again, growing bitter at the burden of an immortal son. Some days ended quietly with tea and silence. Others ended with unspoken regrets and words left unsaid. All of them were… wrong.

Until he stopped looking at himself.

He cast his gaze outward.

Zhu Shin had a conversation with her on a riverside bridge: nothing dramatic, just heartfelt. His mother laughed, truly laughed, and Nongmin had replayed that moment dozens of times.

Sikao Biaoji, of all people, had a loud and heated argument with her about something absurd: peach wine, perhaps. It ended with both of them hurling insults and giggling like fools.

There were futures where she never saw her son in her final moments. And yet… she died happy.

Why?

Because she lived. Truly lived, with people who saw her neither as the Emperor’s mother nor the Divine Physician, but just as Xin Yune.

And then… somewhere in the thousands of threads… he saw it.

Da Wei.

A stranger. An anomaly. A man who walked like a mortal but defied every expectation. Nongmin had never liked him. Still didn’t. But… the threads were clear.

In reality after reality, Da Wei was there.

He made her laugh. He annoyed her. He challenged her. Sometimes they fought. Sometimes they just sat under the stars, saying nothing. But each time, each thread, ended the same way:

She smiled.

And in some of those futures… rare, golden ones… she died smiling. It was the kind of smile he used to see when he was just a boy everytime he made small mistakes or just made a poor joke.

In a quiet field. In a bustling street. In a tiny cabin far from civilization. The location changed. The people changed. But Da Wei was there. Always.

And in those same futures, when Nongmin finally looked at himself, he realized something terrifying.

He was… at peace.

And so, back in the present, biting into his candied skewer, Nongmin said nothing as Da Wei walked beside him.

He didn’t need to ask again what Da Wei was doing.

Because now… finally… it all clicked.

Da Wei wasn’t his enemy. Nor his pawn.

He was the piece Nongmin never knew he needed. The piece he couldn't move, couldn’t predict… but the one that made the whole board make sense.

And as the final hawthorn disappeared from the stick, Nongmin whispered under his breath, barely audible:

“…So that’s the answer.”

His mother looked at him. “Hm?”

He blinked, offered her a smile, not one he rehearsed or calculated, but something soft and unguarded.

“Nothing,” he said.

Just… everything.

The scent of roasted chestnuts and spiced meat skewers drifted lazily through the streets of the Imperial Capital, as the sun dipped into a gold-tinged horizon. The clamor of children, merchants, and cultivators wrapped the trio in a living, breathing nostalgia.

Nongmin walked slowly, hands tucked behind his back, as his mother practically skipped ahead, dragging him by the wrist. A full-grown man with the Heavenly Eye and enough political power to shift continents… and yet, here he was, being towed along like a stubborn boy too proud to admit he enjoyed the attention.

She stopped every few stalls to buy something—sweet lotus root, grilled tofu, sugar-dusted rice cakes—and he ate all of it without resistance. Not because he particularly wanted to. But because she offered.

Da Wei trailed just behind them, arms crossed, eyebrows slightly raised. His presence was casual, but Nongmin knew that the man was observing everything, him especially, with the suspicious patience of someone waiting for a snake to show its fangs.

“Hey,” Da Wei said, “you should talk more.”

Nongmin didn’t even look back. “About what?”

“Anything. You’ve got a squeaky little voice, but we’ve heard worse. You might as well use it.”

Nongmin frowned. Squeaky? He turned halfway and glared. “My voice is dignified. Elegant. Measured.”

“It’s nasally,” Da Wei corrected. “You sound like a baby duck pretending to be a tax collector.”

His mother stifled a laugh. Nongmin gave her a betrayed look.

“You know,” Da Wei continued with a smirk, “as a former teacher, I feel morally obligated to make awkward kids speak up in class. Consider this homework. Talk. Tell us a joke or something.”

Before Nongmin could respond with the full might of his dignity, his mother clapped her hands with delight. “Oh, oh! I have one!”

Nongmin froze. “No.”

“Yes!” she beamed. “Do you remember the time you got your little robes stuck in the well pulley and you spun around until you passed out?”

Da Wei raised an eyebrow. “Please. Elaborate.”

“No need…" Nongmin started, but she’d already begun.

“So he was six, right? Went out to practice some ancient technique involving balance or whatever. But he tripped, got tangled in the rope, and the pulley launched him like a roast duck on a spit! Round and round he went… arms out, eyes spinning… until he flopped down and fainted! The servants were terrified. Thought he was possessed.”

Da Wei burst out laughing, holding his sides. “You passed out?! That’s gold.”

“I was calibrating my meridians,” Nongmin said stiffly.

“Oh, is that what the chicken noises were for?” Da Wei asked, trying to catch his breath.

“I didn’t make…"

“And then,” his mother chimed in again, “there was the time he tried to impress the girl from the carp clan by flying on a sword. Only, he forgot to bind the soul core to it and crashed into the lotus pond. He came up looking like a soggy turnip.”

“Mother,” Nongmin said, voice brittle.

“Even the koi pitied you,” she said fondly, patting his head.

Da Wei leaned closer and whispered just loud enough for Nongmin to hear, “I’m gonna collect these stories like spirit stones.”

Nongmin stared straight ahead. He tried not to let the flush rise to his cheeks. He reminded himself, he chanted it like a mantra, that he was the Grand Emperor. A wielder of cosmic secrets. Master of nations.

…And yet, right now, he was just a boy again. A boy walking through familiar streets. A boy whose mother had a hand on his wrist, and whose dignity was steadily unraveling.

But in the warmth of her laughter, and the echo of Da Wei’s chuckles, he found, much to his own horror, a faint smile creeping onto his lips.

He didn't suppress it.

Not this time.

The moon hung low and full over the Imperial Capital, its silvery light bathing the city in quiet reverence. The night breeze carried a lazy coolness, rustling leaves and lanterns as the city began to fall asleep.

Within the palace’s inner courtyard, tucked behind walls that had heard a thousand secrets, Nongmin sat cross-legged on a cushioned mat, a plate of candied hawthorn beside him, and his mother humming as she combed her long black hair.

The room was humble by imperial standards: no jade tiles, no gold-rimmed curtains, only soft silks and woven mats, the way she preferred it. It was the room she had once slept in before he ascended to the throne, untouched even after all these years.

“Are you going to keep staring at the floor, or are you going to talk to your mother?” she said without looking up.

Nongmin blinked. “I am talking to you.”

“No, you’re mumbling.”

“I am dignified.”

She gave him a flat look through the mirror. “You’re sulking.”

He crossed his arms. “I am not sulking. I am… contemplating.”

“Sulking,” she confirmed.

He looked away.

This wasn’t going well.

Nongmin had spent the entire evening trying to “usher in” his childish side. After all, he had combed through hundreds, no, thousands, of alternate realities in search of the best ending for her. And more often than not, the ones that made her happiest were the ones where he stopped trying to act like a god and just was her son.

So he tried. He really did. He had let her feed him candied fruits again. He let her ruffle his hair. He even sat on the floor cross-legged instead of his usual upright lotus stance like some transcendent elder about to deliver a sermon.

It was hard. Incredibly hard. Every time he relaxed, he caught himself monitoring the Qi flows of the palace, or checking his precognitive threads. Every time he tried to smile, it felt like a negotiation with his own muscles.

Still, he persisted.

“I brought something,” he muttered finally.

His mother turned, interested. “Oh?”

He reached into his sleeve and awkwardly produced… a hand-drawn picture. It was old—centuries old, from the first years after he inherited the Heavenly Eye. A child’s drawing, depicting a crude version of her holding his hand, standing in a garden with stick flowers and a crooked sun.

She blinked.

“I thought you threw that away,” she said softly.

“I archived it in a pocket realm,” Nongmin said, averting his eyes. “For preservation.”

She laughed. Not the amused kind. The moved kind. The kind that made his chest tighten. She took the drawing with delicate fingers, and for a long time, didn’t say anything. Just smiled at it.

“You really were a strange boy,” she said fondly.

“I still am,” he admitted.

“Mm. Except now, you hide it under layers of cosmic awareness and imperial posture.”

Nongmin hesitated. “Is that… bad?”

“No,” she said. “But it’s okay to peel those layers back. Just a little. Sometimes.”

There was a pause. A long, comfortable one.

“…Do you want to braid my hair?” she asked suddenly.

He froze. “No.”

“Too complicated?” she teased.

“It’s illogical,” he grumbled. “My dexterity is meant for qi threads, not vanity rituals.”

She handed him the comb.

He stared at it like it was a sword made of scorpions. Still, after a moment, he sat behind her, carefully parting her hair like he’d seen her do countless times. His hands were clumsy, his movements stiff, but he tried.

Each pass of the comb brought with it memories of being small, of sitting exactly like this, of her humming old lullabies as the world outside faded away.

And for a few rare minutes, Nongmin didn’t feel like the Emperor. He didn’t feel like the wielder of the Heavenly Eye. He just felt like a son again.

She didn’t comment on the crooked braid. Crooked only because of his emotions. Xin Yune only leaned back slightly, resting her weight against him.

“I missed this,” she murmured. 

He didn’t answer. He didn’t trust his voice. 

But in his heart, cold, calculating, and often unbearable even to himself, he etched the moment down as sacred.

He would remember this night, not through a vision, not through a reality thread, but for what it was: something he’d lived, awkwardly, honestly, and with all the childlike love he could summon. 

It was love.

Plain and simple.

But just as complex as it was incredible.
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The night had long fallen over the Imperial Capital, draping the palace in moonlight and velvet stillness. The kind of quiet that only came when all the servants were dismissed and the world itself agreed to pause.

Xin Yune gently closed the lacquered door to the inner chamber, the soft click echoing like a whisper. Da Wei had excused himself with a grin and a respectful nod, saying something about “not wanting to interrupt the bedtime ritual of royalty.”

She knew what he meant. Knew that it was his way of giving her space. She appreciated it.

Now, it was just her and her son.

Nongmin had already curled under the thick quilt of embroidered clouds and mountain motifs. His head rested against the pillow, silver strands of his long hair splayed over the silk, his breathing steady. Still too regal, too still. But for once… just for once, he had let her lead him into bed. Like he used to.

She sat at the edge of the bed and reached for the old, worn book she had pulled from her personal shelf. The leather cover was cracked, the title faint from decades of use: The Heroic Farmer and the Snake.

“This one again?” she asked softly, brushing a strand of hair from his cheek.

He didn’t open his eyes. “It’s the most mathematically inconsistent.”

And it was the story she’d read most to him.

She chuckled. “Is that so?”

Opening the book, her voice took on the same gentle rhythm she had used centuries ago, back when his hair was shorter and his legs dangled off the bed.

“Once, there was a farmer, brave and plain. He lived with his daughter near the edge of the Whispering Forest. One day, a venomous snake bit the daughter while she picked herbs. The farmer had no medicine, no power, and no hope.”

Nongmin opened one eye. “Why would they live by the forest if it was known for snakes?”

It was strange, hearing him ask such a question for the first time… when normally, he always have an answer.

“Shh. He’s a farmer, not a strategist,” she said with a teasing smile.

He closed his eye again.

She continued reading, her voice threading through the room like warm wind:

“But the farmer did not despair. He went into the forest, found the snake, and captured it alive. Instead of killing it, he struck a deal—he offered food and warmth if the snake spared his child. The snake, surprised by mercy, wept. It produced from its fangs a single drop of crystal venom—the antidote. The girl was saved.”

She glanced down. Nongmin’s breathing hadn’t changed, but his lips were faintly parted, and his hands, so often poised in mudras or commanding gestures, were now just hands, resting still beneath the covers.

Nongmin no longer had use for sleep, given his cultivation… but there was no stopping him from falling into one anyway…

This was the closest she’d ever get him back. Not the Emperor. Not the Divine Sovereign. Not the wielder of the Heavenly Eye. But her child. Her little boy.

A soft smile tugged at her lips, unbidden and gentle.

“The farmer and the snake became friends,” she finished, “and from then on, no beast in the forest ever harmed another soul. Not because of fear, but because of gratitude.”

She closed the book quietly and set it aside.

“You always hated that ending,” she murmured.

“…It’s not realistic,” came Nongmin’s half-mumbled voice, barely audible. “Snakes don’t… cry.”

“I know,” she whispered, brushing his forehead with her hand. “But maybe some do.”

There was no answer after that. Only silence.

She stayed there a while longer, watching him. Not because she thought he’d disappear. But because she wanted to remember this, truly remember this.

If this were a reenactment of the past, then so be it. It wasn’t perfect. But it was enough.

Enough for a mother who had spent lifetimes waiting for this one simple moment:

To tuck in her son.

To tell him a bedtime story.

And to know, even just briefly, that he listened.

Nongmin lay there with his eyes closed, his breath deep and regular, but Xin Yune knew better. He had likely forced himself into sleep using cultivation, an unnatural quiet meant to simulate something peaceful. But even that choice was telling. He wanted her to believe he could still sleep beside her. Like before.

She didn't disturb him.

Quietly, she rose from the bedside and walked toward the door. Every step felt heavier than the last.

Her fingers wrapped around the cold brass handle.

She didn’t need to test her pulse or sense her own life force. She knew. She had always known. Her time was close. She could already feel herself beginning to drift, like embers that refused to catch flame no matter how much breath was blown into them.

She was ready. Or at least, she thought she was.

And then…

A gentle tug.

The sensation was faint at first, barely noticeable. But it stopped her dead in her tracks.

Her eyes shifted to her sleeve. A hand. His hand.

She turned slowly.

Nongmin was no longer asleep. His eyes, open and uncertain, stared at her with something rawer than calculation. Vulnerable. Trembling.

"…I don’t want to see you go," he said, voice barely more than a whisper.

Her heart twisted. There was no grandeur in those words. No imperial edge or philosophical acceptance. Just a simple, childlike truth.

"But I have to go," Xin Yune answered gently. She turned her full body toward him, her face soft, even if her soul weighed heavy.

His grip didn’t tighten, but it didn’t let go either. He searched her face as if some different answer might be written there, hidden in the wrinkles that had come from time, not technique.

"You’re not coming back," he said.

"No," she replied, the word firm but quiet. “I’m not.”

The silence between them grew like vines, reaching, curling, unsure whether to strangle or protect.

Nongmin looked away for a heartbeat. She could see him wrestling with something.

Then he looked back, and with a tremor in his voice, he said, “I want to be there… even if you go… forever… I want to be there.”

Xin Yune felt something splinter inside her.

There it was again. That small spark of her son she thought she had lost forever. Not the one who commanded armies or read the timelines of endless possibilities, but the boy who once cried when she was gone too long buying food in the market or just roaming around. The boy who stayed awake until she came home from healing others, just to know she was still alive.

That boy was still here.

Her hand reached out and touched his cheek, her fingers trembling slightly. She smiled, small and pained, but deeply grateful.

“You’ll be there,” she said. “And knowing that… it heals me more than any technique ever could.”

She didn’t need the Heavenly Eye to know this was the truth.

Her son wouldn’t try to stop her. He wouldn't beg, or bargain, or twist fate to trap her here.

He would just be there.

And that, in the end, was all she had ever needed.

Xin Yune stood in the quiet stillness of the room, her son’s hand still gently wrapped around her sleeve, his eyes reflecting flickers of things she could never quite read. Her heart was heavy, but not with dread anymore, just with time. Time that had run its course.

Then, an idea sparked within her like a sudden gust of spring wind through old leaves.

She snapped her fingers. “I have an idea,” she declared, with that same mischievous glint she used to have when Nongmin was still small enough to carry on her back.

Nongmin’s head jerked up instantly. "Da Wei…" she began.

But her son was already moving. Before she could say another word, he darted forward and clasped her wrist with urgency, almost desperation.

His gaze sharpened, not with anger, but understanding. As if he had already seen it.

“He already knows what I’m thinking,” Xin Yune realized, heart warm with bittersweet amusement.

Without a word, they flew.

They took to the skies like streaks of wind-touched silk, moving above the roofs of the Imperial Capital. The city was hushed at this hour, the lanterns dimmed to gentle glows, and the stars bloomed bright above.

They found him not long after.

Da Wei sat alone on a rooftop, legs crossed, back straight, eyes tilted up toward the heavens. He was staring at the stars, one hand resting atop his knee while the other nursed a skewer of half-eaten roasted mushrooms.

He didn't startle when they arrived. Instead, he tilted his head lazily toward them.

“What’s the occasion for the imperial mother and son to grace me with their presence?” he asked with a smirk.

Xin Yune stepped forward, her voice soft but certain. “I have a request.”

Da Wei gave a mock bow, still seated. “Then I shall oblige. What is it?”

Xin Yune turned to look at her son, who now stood at her side again, cloak fluttering gently in the night wind.

“Can you paint us?” she asked.

There was a pause.

Then Nongmin added with an unusual lightness to his tone, “Let’s go to the courtyard. I’ll fetch the canvas, easel, brushes, and paint.”

Da Wei blinked. “Seriously?”

“Seriously,” Nongmin replied.

The three of them descended to the courtyard shortly after. Nongmin vanished for a moment and returned just as swiftly, arms loaded with a lacquered wooden easel, a folded canvas, a case of thick-haired brushes, and ceramic jars filled with rich pigment.

As the easel was set up under the open sky, and the canvas stretched across its frame, Xin Yune took a deep breath.

This was a moment carved out of reality.

A painting not of power, not of immortality.

Just of a mother. And her son.

The canvas was enormous.. It was taller than any man and wider than a banquet hall door, its pristine surface fluttering slightly in the courtyard’s early spring breeze.

Da Wei stood before it in silence. He stared at the sheer size of what he’d agreed to paint, lips parting slightly as though to question his own life choices.

“…This thing is taller than a carriage,” he muttered. “I can’t believe a small-looking easel could hold this much weight.”

But then he gave a small shrug, rolled his shoulders, cracked his knuckles, and got to work.

Xin Yune couldn’t help but laugh. It wasn’t the size of the canvas that amused her… it was him.

Da Wei darted back and forth in front of the painting like a man possessed, each step exaggerated, each retreat a long stride as though the ten paces back gave him mystical insight. He leaned in to dab a bit of color on one edge, then practically dashed back across the yard to squint, tilt his head, and nod like a scholar contemplating divine scripture.

“You know,” she said, smiling, “with your cultivation, I’m fairly certain you don’t need to move like that just to paint.”

Da Wei, brush in mouth, shot her a mock glare. “Art… requires drama.”

“You’re such a child,” she teased.

“Flattery,” he mumbled through the brush as he peeked back and forth from behind the canvas.

As for Nongmin, he stood at her side under the broad leaves of the bodhi tree, silent but attentive. His hand rested gently in hers, small fingers curling around hers with a grip that tried to hide its nervousness.

He wasn’t trying to act like the Grand Emperor. Not tonight.

He was simply her son.

She told him a few jokes to fill the time. Some of them were old and corny, ones she’d told him when he was no older than five. Others were more biting, teasing the way he always sat too straight or how he once tried to fight a goose and lost.

To her surprise, he laughed.

Not a lot. Not loudly.

But it was real.

And as Da Wei painted, brushing in the shadows of leaves above them, dabbing amber light into the corner where the lanterns hung, lining the gentle slope of their shoulders together, Xin Yune felt something long buried in her heart rise to the surface.

Not regret.

Not sadness.

But peace.

She leaned gently into her son. Nongmin shifted just slightly to lean back.

They didn’t speak.

They didn’t need to.

Under the bodhi tree, with Da Wei’s hurried brushwork dancing like fireflies across the canvas, a quiet moment was etched, not just into paint, but into memory.

The brush whispered across the canvas, a soft, wet rhythm beneath the rustling of the courtyard’s leaves. Lantern light glowed amber and gold, casting soft halos around Da Wei’s flitting silhouette. He was painting furiously now, strokes quick but deliberate, his brow furrowed as if chasing a fleeting dream he could only capture with each sweep of color.

Xin Yune stood beneath the bodhi tree, her hand still clasped in Nongmin’s. His palm was warm, but the quiet pressure of his grip betrayed an inner tremble. She glanced sideways at her son, whose expression betrayed little. The mask of the Emperor still lingered, even now.

And then, a voice entered her mind. Clear, solemn, and spoken in the ethereal tones of Qi Speech… that rare, intimate language of soul to soul.

"Theoretically," Da Wei said as he painted, "I can ensure you live just a bit longer, you know? The spell I used, Divine Word: Life, it could maintain your existence, as long as I cast it… every day."

Xin Yune didn’t look away from the tree’s leaves above. She watched the way the branches swayed and let the silence stretch before responding in kind.

"No need, Da Wei." Her tone was gentle but firm, like a mother refusing a child’s last-minute plea. "I’m tired. I just want to have fun… and go happy. Don’t give me false hope."

From his place before the canvas, Da Wei’s brush halted mid-stroke. He didn’t face her, but his reply came sharp and quietly frustrated.

"That’s a bit selfish, no? And how do you know the hope’s false… when you haven’t even tried?"

Xin Yune closed her eyes briefly and exhaled.

"Thing is…" she responded slowly, "I can be selfish. It’s called free will." She gave a faint chuckle, not bitter but worn. "And if your methods really worked, my son would’ve tried them already. Told me otherwise. Begged you to do it, regardless of what I think. There would be tears and then drama. Then surprise, I get to live after all. But. Truth is. That was never in the cards for me. I am done."

A pause. The wind caught the canvas and fluttered its edge like a turning page.

She continued, softly now. "Knowing Nongmin… If your idea had even a sliver of a chance, he would’ve seen it already. The same way you summoned him in that abandoned warehouse, you probably asked him to look into the future. Asked him if your spells would work. In fear of ruining the rather nice mood right now, you decided to conspire with my little Nongmin as you tried to make a desperate bid to see a way out. But guess what, it's a dead end."

She didn’t need confirmation.

Unlike her son, Xin Yune had always possessed imagination, an abundance of it. Her years as a healer, a mother, a woman who survived wars and betrayals, had not dulled that creative spark. Even without the Heavenly Eye, she could see the hidden shape of things.

And right now, the shape of truth stood quietly in the hand she held.

Suddenly, she felt a tug at her sleeve.

She turned and looked down.

Nongmin was crying.

His face hadn’t contorted into a sob. He didn’t wail or shake. But his eyes, those golden, calculating, ancient eyes, now shimmered wetly, tears sliding down his cheeks like raindrops over stone.

He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to.

“…What is it?” Xin Yune asked, softly, though she already knew.

When their eyes met, the mask of the Emperor fell away completely.

He was just a boy.

Her boy.

“I’m sorry,” he said so quietly it wasn’t clear if he spoke it aloud or with his heart. “I… don’t want to see you go.”

She pulled him close, wrapping her arms around him without hesitation, pressing his head gently against her shoulder.

“I know,” she whispered. “And I’m sorry too.”

Behind them, Da Wei said nothing. He only painted, his strokes slower now, more careful, as though he knew the image before him would never come again.

“Done,” Da Wei said, his voice quieter than usual.

He stepped away from the massive canvas, his hands stained in streaks of crimson and gold, flecks of azure and green dried at the edges of his sleeves. With careful strength, he grasped the easel and dragged it in a wide arc, rotating it in place until the painting faced them.

Xin Yune stared.

It took her a moment to breathe.

The painting was towering, easily twice Da Wei’s height, and vibrant, like something born of a dream. Beneath the old bodhi tree, lit by warm lantern glow, she stood beside Nongmin, hand in hand. The details were stunning. The way her head tilted slightly, the gentle laugh caught in the lines of her smile. The calm tension in her son’s shoulders, as if unsure how to act, yet willing to try for her sake.

There were stories woven in the background too. A basket of tanghulu skewers rested at her feet. A few stray petals drifted down from the tree’s crown, glowing with a faint, silvery shimmer. Even the bark of the bodhi tree was textured with dozens of carvings: names, hearts, and phrases long faded, etched faintly into the wood. Life, memory, and love—pressed into canvas.

Xin Yune smiled, bittersweet.

“Thank you, Wei,” she said, her voice steady despite the crack in her chest.

Da Wei opened his mouth, but no words came. Instead, he looked at her with something unreadable in his eyes. That of half admiration and half grief.

Xin Yune turned to him, her expression gentle. “In life,” she said, “there are just… people and things you can only let go.”

Da Wei grimaced. “Doesn’t mean it’s easy.”

“No,” she agreed, her voice softer than the wind. “But sometimes… letting go is the only way forward.”

And then she felt it… a sudden weight against her back, a thud of small arms clumsily wrapping around her waist. Her heart clenched.

“Mom…” Nongmin’s voice broke. “Mom…”

She turned, only to see her son crying again, this time no longer hiding it behind imperial stoicism. His grip around her tightened, desperate, trembling.

And then she saw it.

Her left arm, glimmering.

Tiny silver motes of light were unraveling from her skin, drifting up like fireflies to the sky.

It had begun.

“Oh…” she whispered.

Still, she smiled.

With her right arm, the one that remained, she cradled her son close, tucking his head against her shoulder just as she had when he was small.

“My little Emperor,” she said, voice warm and full of pride, “you’ve made your mother so proud. And so very happy.”

Her light was spreading now, up her shoulder, along her collarbone.

“But more than that…” she whispered into his hair, “I want you to be happy too. Let this be my dying will, my little Emperor…”

She kissed the top of his head.

“...find a happy ending for you as well.”

Her body shimmered, light blooming across her form in slow, rhythmic pulses. Her breath, steady and calm, faded with the last syllable.

And then, gently, softly, Xin Yune dispersed into the wind.

Silver lotus petals scattered where she once stood: weightless, delicate, and rising into the air like stars returning to the heavens.

Nongmin fell to his knees, arms wrapped around the emptiness she left behind, the scent of her warmth still clinging to the space.

Da Wei stood still beside them, the painting behind him a living echo of what once was.

And above, beneath the quiet sway of the bodhi tree, the petals of the final lotus danced with grace—her last goodbye.
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The air cracked.

A flash of blue lightning seared through the canopy, and a spear thrust forward like a god’s fury. Opposite it, a flicker of black shadow split the earth, and a sword arced upward in silence.

Boom. Crack.

The two figures clashed again and again in blurs of motion. The forest trembled from the aftershocks. Trees swayed, leaves spiraled down in flurries, and bark split from trunks as if the entire grove were recoiling in fear.

Tao Long’s spear twisted mid-air, breaking through the cascade of slashes coming from the dark figure before him. His robes, white with blue trimmings, rippled in the force of their movements, each motion accompanied by the roar of thunder.

Liang Na moved like a living shadow, her sword a whisper of death in the dim underbrush. Her every strike was measured, elegant, and deliberate. She was quick, quicker than most, but not quick enough.

"You’re not fighting an inferior," Tao Long’s voice came cool and calm as he weaved past her latest strike, his spear reversing with deceptive ease. "You should have known better."

She said nothing, gritting her teeth as she twisted her blade to parry. Their weapons met mid-air with a flash, lightning grinding against darkness.

Then, silence.

The next instant, Liang Na was on the ground, her blade clattering to the side as her knees buckled. Tao Long stood over her, unmoving, his spear lowered but still crackling faintly with residual force.

The forest had fallen still.

The rustle of the last falling leaf seemed louder than it should have been, brushing against the tension in the air.

Tao Long’s stance was statuesque and imperious. His eyes narrowed, silver-blue like an oncoming storm, watched as Liang Na pushed herself upright. Dirt clung to her palms and knees. Blood trickled down the side of her mouth, but she neither whimpered nor cried.

Their sparring had lasted only a few minutes.

A blur of shadow and light.

And now… lies her defeat.

Tao Long didn’t speak immediately. He let the silence stretch long enough for the weight of failure to settle into her chest. She felt it, just as he had intended.

Then, he spoke, low and cold.

"Take this lesson to heart."

His tone carried no anger, only the quiet disdain of one who had expected more. His gaze didn’t waver. "I am sparing your life out of deference to the Lord of Yellow Dragon City. Consider it a gift, as I have no interest in the blood of my fellow warriors, no matter their station."

Liang Na’s head dipped. Her breaths came sharp and shallow as she steadied herself on trembling legs. The loss burned, but so did the clarity it brought.

She lifted her eyes, calm despite the sting of pain and pride. “I offer my thanks, Senior Tao Long,” she said, her voice steady, humble. “I will learn from this.”

He gave a slight nod.

Then he turned, the storm dispersing with him, leaving behind a woman humbled and a forest bearing the scars of their clash.

With a thought, Tao Long crossed hundreds of miles.

“Hmmm… Did she follow me?”

No, she didn’t.

The forest was quiet again.

Leaves fluttered in the still air, and the scent of torn bark lingered after the clash. Tao Long stood amidst the broken clearing, his spear lowered, yet his mind far from calm.

His eyes fell to the weapon in his hand, Dra-kon Mar.

It pulsed faintly with a silver-blue glow, casting soft reflections against the dark soil. The shaft was unlike any material Tao Long had ever encountered: neither jade nor steel, but something far older… far stranger.

And the blade… It was razor-thin, curved like a fang, and hummed in resonance with his spirit, as if acknowledging him.

He turned the weapon slowly in his palm, fingers tracing the etched patterns near the base. The intricate carvings shimmered faintly, like ancient runes waiting to be spoken aloud.

A gift.

No… a loan.

The Outsider had given it to him. Da Wei, a man who was not a man. A cultivator who had not crawled through the heavens as the rest of them had, but had fallen from somewhere else entirely, a being of another world, another logic. Thus, the term Outsider.

"Dra-kon Mar," Tao Long’s lips curled faintly. “You’re not just a weapon, are you?” he muttered to Dra-kon Mar.

The spear vibrated subtly, as if answering.

There was power here. Unstable, unshaped, and dangerous. Tao Long could feel it settling into the marrow of his bones, nudging his instincts. It responded not just to technique, but to will. It was no ordinary tool. It was a mirror of the one who’d wielded it before.

Da Wei.

“Or maybe I am just overthinking it.”

However, Tao Long knew better.

“That man is a paradox,” Tao Long thought. Too reckless to live long. Too stubborn to die quickly.

He had no illusions about their difference in strength anymore.

When they first met, Tao Long had weighed the man, measured his worth, and prepared for execution. It had been his mission, after all.

The Outsiders had to die.

And yet… Da Wei still lived.

Tao Long exhaled, long and tired. His hand clenched around the spear. “Perhaps,” he said aloud, his voice carrying into the trees, “there is more to this Outsider than I thought.”

But the thought did not bring him peace.

His gaze lowered, shadowed by the weight behind it. He was not a free man. Not truly. He never had been.

The mission had come from Shouquan, his superior within the Ward. The orders were clear: eliminate the Outsiders and secure the Ward’s place as the Empire’s indispensable weapon. That was the ideal they sold to the Emperor: a shield to defend against chaos.

But it was never just about protection.

It was about power.

Tao Long had made his choice. When he couldn’t kill the Outsiders because of the difference in strength and the fact that the prophecy happened anyway, he instead accepted a bribe: a favor, a treasure, and a promise in exchange for letting fate do the work. That was essentially what Drakon Mar was: a bribe.

So, in a series of unprecedented chances and through deductive reasoning, Tao Long had chosen the path that would benefit him the most. That was why he…

Let Da Wei walk into Hell’s Gate.

Let him die fighting the demons.

Let the problem resolve itself.

That was the idea.

And if he succeeded? If Da Wei survived, the world might change for better or worse. If he died, Tao Long could claim the spear, report success, and keep his conscience untouched.

That had been the unspoken gamble. But the gamble had gone wrong.

“He was supposed to die…”

Tao Long’s jaw tightened.

“What am I supposed to say to Shouquan?”

Tao Long had failed to bring results. Instead, he had returned with rumors of an Outsider who had tamed the flames of Hell and bore a weapon not even the heavens understood.

What was worse, Tao Long had no more answers than before.

His superiors wanted strength. He had returned with questions. He looked again at Dra-kon Mar, letting its weight settle in his hand. The hum was there again. It was gentle, curious, and beckoning. A reminder that he had touched something beyond his reach.

“I can’t contact Shouquan like this…”

He sighed deeply, the breath tasting of regret.

It had never been about gold, or weapons, or favor. Tao Long had wanted certainty, a clean outcome, and a justified end. But the moment he hesitated, the moment he chose pragmatism over principle, the path before him twisted.

“I shouldn’t have accepted this spear and made everything so much more complicated.”

Tao Long moved through the forest without sound.

His robes were pristine, unmarred by the earlier battle, his gait smooth and steady, but his eyes were distant. The path twisted beneath the shadow of tall, old trees, their branches forming a canopy too dense for starlight. It was the kind of place only those with purpose or fearlessness would tread.

Eventually, he reached it: a hidden alcove, nestled behind a curtain of ivy and a jutting cliff face. It wasn’t visible to the naked eye, not unless one knew to look between the angles of natural misdirection. He stepped into it and raised his hand.

“Seal,” he commanded softly.

A pulse of energy rippled out from his palm, forming a formation circle along the borders of the alcove. One by one, sigils carved into the earth glowed faintly before vanishing from sight: concealment formations, distortion barriers, and a soft field of temporal delay. He wasn’t going to be disturbed. Not even the heavens could scry this place now.

But he wasn’t done.

With a quiet breath, he lifted his right hand to the sky.

“Rain.”

The word was not spoken with spiritual command, but with divine authority, cultivated through centuries of precise mastery.

Clouds gathered above the forest, thick and heavy. Within moments, the drizzle began, then thickened to a gentle, soaking rain. The sound of droplets on leaves cloaked the world, and the scent of fresh water over soil masked the spirit traces in the area.

Only then did Tao Long finally sit.

He leaned against a moss-covered stone, knees crossed, posture relaxed but ready. The rhythmic rainfall drummed around him like a lullaby, but his mind was anything but peaceful.

The Ward.

His lips twitched into something between a smile and a grimace. He wasn’t blind to their flaws, no, not anymore. There had been a time, long ago, when he thought the Ward was pure. A noble force for balance and justice. A necessary weapon against the Greater Universe: the looming unknown, filled with gods and monsters, Outsiders and Eternal threats.

They had to be ready. That was what Shouquan always said.

“Tao Long… if we don’t ready the sword, the blade will find our throat first.”

It had made sense, once.

He exhaled and reached into his sleeve, pulling free a wooden disk no larger than a teacup. Worn smooth by age, it bore no inscriptions. But when he flicked his finger across the surface, it shimmered with a pale golden light. Tao Long set it afloat before him, and it hovered in the misty alcove, spinning slowly.

From the rain and the fog, a mirage of a man emerged.

Stooped, thin, yet bearing a terrible gravity, Shouquan stood with his hands behind his back. His beard reached his belt. His brows were sharp as blades. His gaze, even through illusion, carried pressure.

He did not waste time.

“How’s your mission?” he asked.

Tao Long looked at him without standing. “Terrible.”

Shouquan blinked once. That was more than most got from him.

Tao Long didn’t bother dressing the truth. “I arrived too late. The Hell’s Gate had already opened. The target…” he paused, “the Outsider and his goldfish, had already instigated the opening of the Gate by the time I reached them. However, I am loath to say I don’t understand the full picture yet… So far, I am limited by the facts available to me.”

Shouquan’s brow twitched. “Is that really it?”

“I never got the chance to stop them,” Tao Long said, voice dry. “I was prepared to challenge them… but the Gate opened prematurely. I thought it would kill them.”

“It didn’t.”

“No,” Tao Long admitted. “Seeing where it was going, I saw it as pointless to engage him in combat. I planned to retreat and convene with the Emperor. But then, the Outsider by the name of Da Wei offered me a deal.”

There was silence for a moment, broken only by the hiss of rainfall.

Shouquan narrowed his eyes. “What deal?”

Tao Long showed the spear loaned to him. “This, in exchange for escorting the goldfish turned human, Ren Jingyi, to a man called Jiang Zhen.”

Shouquan’s eyes fluttered closed. He hummed, not unlike a grandfather considering a recipe. But Tao Long knew better than to be fooled by the sound. When Shouquan hummed, nations fell.

“A shame,” the old man said quietly. “Da Wei… I’ve heard his name being whispered in the Greater Universe more than once recently. Strange, he elicits so much interest….”

“This spear was called Dra-kon Mar,” Tao Long added, lifting Dra-kon Mar and letting the tip rest against the stone. “It doesn’t feel native to this world. It’s rare we get Outsider artifacts, so I made the executive decision to promptly accept this deal.”

“I see, so do you plan to refine the weapon?”

“It was given,” Tao Long corrected. “On loan.”

So he couldn’t exactly refine it, lest he risk earning Da Wei’s ire. There was no need to step on eggshells around him, but Tao Long just thought of a scheme that would benefit him and his organization.

Shouquan grunted.

“Would you have killed him?” he asked, voice calm, too calm.

“What do you mean?” Tao Long met the old man’s gaze, thought about his sudden question, and answered. “I thought I could. Once.”

“And now?”

A pause. Then a breath. “No.”

Rain rolled off the edges of Tao Long’s robes as he leaned back slightly. “If the rumors I am getting are to be believed, he managed to block a Hell’s Gate all by himself.”

There was no shame in the admission. Not anymore.

Shouquan said nothing for a long time. Then finally:

“Strength is rarely the problem. It’s the mind. The will. This… Da Wei. Is he loyal to the Empire?”

“No,” Tao Long answered. “He’s loyal to the people he loves. The rest of the world can burn for all he cares. But… he’s not cruel.”

“Mm.”

That hum again.

“I need more operatives,” said Tao Long. “Preferably someone with powerful defense and someone with speed.”

Shouquan’s eyebrow arched ever so slightly. “Why?”

“Because I’m not enough,” Tao Long said. “Da Wei. I don’t believe I can contend with him alone, regardless of what advantages our resources can offer me. Not anymore.”

“I’d like to maintain a good relationship with him,” Tao Long continued. “Feign friendliness. Maybe gain more information. More leverage. However, if it comes to it, I need to be able to deal with him if I find myself suddenly on the back foot.”

A pause.

“This can help Ward in more ways than one… For example, with this venture, we can access more Outsider-class treasures.”

That earned the faintest twitch in Shouquan’s lips. Disapproval? Amusement? It was hard to tell.

“He’s generous,” Tao Long added, as if that justified everything. “Unusually so. For someone from the Greater Universe, he parts with sacred tools like one might gift fruit. There’s power in that sort of confidence. Or foolishness.”

“And your plan is to smile at him until he drops another divine spear in your lap?” Shouquan asked dryly.

“If it works,” Tao Long said.

The mirage of the old man gave no reaction.

“As for a strategy when it came to confrontation,” Tao Long went on, “I suggest we consider sealing him. Or, if possible, ejecting him back to the Greater Universe. Keep the damage to this realm minimal.”

Shouquan shook his head.

“Our exorcism methods won’t work on him,” he said flatly.

Tao Long narrowed his eyes. “Why not?”

“He doesn’t fit,” Shouquan said, “into the categories we’ve prepared for. Not in essence. Not in signature. He’s like a coin from a forgotten empire: foreign to our wards, immune to our scripts. You should not think of him as a clay bodhisattva. Or let your greed for his treasure cloud your judgment.”

Tao Long’s brow creased slightly, but he remained silent.

Shouquan’s tone shifted. It became colder, more formal.

“There is a change in policy.”

Tao Long stiffened. His fingers curled just slightly around the haft of Dra-kon Mar.

“Regarding Da Wei?” he asked.

“Yes,” Shouquan replied. “Effective immediately, the Ward’s protocols for dealing with Outsiders are being amended. Special exemptions will now be considered.”

“Exemptions?” Tao Long repeated, incredulous.

Shouquan met his gaze without blinking. “Da Wei is no longer to be hunted. You will not interfere with his movements unless provoked. And you will not attempt to seal or eject him from this realm.”

A frown deepened on Tao Long’s face. Something was wrong.

“Our stance,” he said carefully, “has always been clear. Outsiders must be met with violence, cunning, and without prejudice. No exceptions. No mercy.”

“There are now exceptions,” Shouquan said calmly.

“Why?”

The old man tilted his head slightly. “Because new intelligence has reached us. Devil-class Outsiders have been detected in the Riverfall Continent. Multiple signatures. Their presence is active. Confirmed. Violent.”

Tao Long’s expression darkened.

“So we let the Outsider roam free… because we have worse problems to deal with?”

“Correct,” Shouquan said. “Your primary mission now is to aid the locals. Protect the region. Reduce public panic. If any of these devils establish a foothold, we may lose more than just territory to the Outsiders.”

Tao Long was silent for a long moment.

“And Da Wei?”

“Your second objective,” Shouquan said, voice unflinching, “is to befriend him.”

The word tasted foreign in Tao Long’s ears.

“…Befriend?”

“Yes,” Shouquan replied. “Not spy on. Not manipulate. Befriend. Earn his trust. It has to be genuine. Cultivate the relationship. The empire has... interest in him now. If he truly is the one who blocked a Hell’s Gate, then there may be greater value in alliance than conflict.”

Tao Long’s thoughts spun in quiet disbelief.

This wasn’t policy.

This wasn’t them.

And yet… here was the order.

He nodded slowly, not in acceptance, but acknowledgment. “Understood.”

“Good,” Shouquan said.

Then, as if he could sense the unease radiating from his follower, the old man added, “I do not expect you to like this. But I do expect you to obey.”

With that, the image shimmered and vanished. The wooden disk drifted down and gently landed in Tao Long’s hand, its glow extinguishing like a lantern snuffed in fog.

The rain was still falling.

Tao Long didn’t move for some time.

His thoughts were a quiet storm. The policy shift unsettled him, not because it suggested change, but because it suggested hesitation. And hesitation, in the Ward, was as dangerous as mercy.

He looked down at the spear across his lap. Dra-kon Mar. An artifact from another world. A token from a man who broke the sky.

“What are you really, Da Wei?”

And what did it mean… that the empire had an interest in him?
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The hill was cloaked in mist, as though the world itself wished to veil what occurred atop its lonely crown. A stone arch, half-cracked by time and weather, stood solemn at its peak, an ancient relic forgotten by all but a few. Beneath it, silent as the mountain wind, stood an old man.

Shouquan.

Robes of silver white, muted gold, and stormy blue fell in ripples about his aged frame. His white hair was tied in a knot, bound by a pin shaped like a crescent moon. Though time had carved lines into his face, his posture was upright, and his gaze held the weight of centuries.

With a languid wave of his hand, the air before him shimmered. In the blink of an eye, a low wooden table of black sandalwood appeared. A soft couch, cushioned with silver-threaded silk, unfurled behind him like a whisper of memory. He lowered himself gracefully into a lotus position atop the couch, his back straight, his breath steady.

Another wave, and a tea set appeared on the table. Porcelain so white it nearly glowed, painted with runes that flickered faintly with light. Steam curled from the spout of the teapot as though it had been waiting to pour all this time.

He did not speak. He only waited.

And then… it arrived.

A ripple passed through the fog. The hill darkened, shadows deepening like a living shroud. Out of the gloom stepped a silhouette, its form shifting like smoke but anchored by two unwavering eyes, if they could be called that. Twin orbs of violet flame, pulsing with unnatural intelligence, stared back at Shouquan.

“Well now,” the silhouette said, its voice like silk torn on thorns, smooth yet unnerving. “Expecting a guest, aren’t you?”

Shouquan lifted the teapot and calmly poured two cups, the liquid a deep amber.

“And that guest is you,” he said simply.

The silhouette paused, then laughed. A rich, low chuckle that echoed strangely in the mist.

“I’m flattered,” it replied, taking a step closer, though it cast no shadow. “Most men flee at my scent. But here you are… offering tea.”

“I’ve shared tea with demons and gods alike,” Shouquan said, raising his own cup. “You’re hardly the worst guest I’ve had.”

The silhouette’s flaming eyes flickered in amusement.

“Then you must be very old, old man.”

“I am Ward’s anchor. Age is not a burden. It is a record.”

A faint hush fell between them. The wind seemed to hold its breath.

“And what record do you write today?” the silhouette asked, finally taking a seat across from him. It didn’t truly sit, but instead hovered just above the cushion, as though unable or unwilling to touch the world fully.

Shouquan looked into the mist beyond the arch.

“A changing one,” he said. “The world shifts. Outsiders grow restless. The lines blur between invader and savior. I have decided not to chase ghosts… but to receive them, and listen.”

The silhouette tilted its head.

“And what if the ghost decides to haunt you?”

Shouquan smiled faintly. “Then I’ll offer it another cup.”

The mist swirled, the hilltop growing colder. Yet in that moment, there was a strange peace: two ancient beings, neither wholly of this world nor apart from it, sipping tea in the eye of the coming storm.

Silently, the flames in the silhouette’s eyes dimmed, thoughtful.

“Very well, Shouquan of Ward,” it murmured. “Let’s talk.”

And the tea, warm and fragrant, steamed gently between them.

Shouquan sipped his tea slowly, the warmth soaking into his fingers through the porcelain, the faint scent of jasmine curling upward with the mist that still clung to the lonely hilltop. Across the table, the silhouette with violet-flamed eyes hovered like a mirage, formless yet palpable, a presence that devoured light and echoed of old disasters.

The silence between them had stretched, taut as a drawn bow, but Shouquan’s demeanor remained composed, as if this entire meeting were just another entry in his eternal ledger.

Then, casually, almost as if commenting on the weather, he spoke.

“Shenyuan.”

He set the cup back on the saucer with a soft clink.

“Stop with the tricks. I know who you are.”

The fog did not stir, but the atmosphere turned razor-sharp. The silhouette froze. Its flaming eyes flared as the air around it twisted violently, stirred by an invisible storm. Aura surged from it in erratic bursts: wild, ancient, and suffocating. Trees at the edge of the hill creaked. The very air felt thinner.

But then, just as quickly, it stopped.

The storm vanished like a breath held too long, and Shenyuan, if that was truly what remained beneath the flame-eyed illusion, let out a slow exhale. He raised a single hand, as though in mock surrender, and let it drop lazily back to his side.

“Well, well…” he said, voice no longer playful but edged with something more, respect, perhaps, or a cautious curiosity. “I’m impressed. Not many can pierce my veil, especially not these days. Seems you haven’t wasted your years.”

Shouquan didn't respond immediately. He poured himself another cup of tea. Slowly. Deliberately. Only when the steam had fully risen did he lift his gaze.

“Your disguise is clever,” he said. “But you never truly left your scent behind. The way you anchor your aura. The subtle twists in your phrasing. I’ve seen enough monsters try to walk as men.”

Shenyuan’s flaming gaze flickered again, this time, not in amusement, but in contemplation.

“It has been a long time since I walked beyond the Empire’s shadow,” he admitted, his tone now devoid of theatrics. “I know little of this age. Names change. Powers rise and fall. And I… I have forgotten how to place the faces I meet.”

He inclined his head slightly, eyes burning with a new intensity.

“Tell me, then. Who are you? What do they call the man who sips tea while naming ghosts?”

Shouquan scoffed, the sound dry as cracking leaves.

“Even if I were to give you my epithet,” he said, “you wouldn’t recognize it. You’ve been gone far too long. The world moved on without you.”

Shenyuan paused, letting the words sink in. A silence passed between them again, longer, heavier.

“So be it,” Shenyuan said at last, folding phantom arms across his chest. “Then let us speak without masks. You know my name. And now I know I’ve been noticed by a man worth exchanging words with.”

Shouquan sipped his tea again, his face unreadable.

“Then speak carefully,” he murmured. “Because I don't forget the atrocity of monsters.”

There was an edge to his voice with a hint of challenge.

The mist thickened around the summit, as if the mountain itself wished to hide the confrontation unfolding atop its sacred peak. Shouquan remained seated beneath the ancient stone arch, steam rising gently from the untouched cup of tea in his hands. His expression, ever calm, betrayed nothing, not irritation, not concern. Only timeless watchfulness.

Across from him, the figure cloaked in shadows and violet flame flared with silent impatience.

“Let me through,” Shenyuan said.

The words rang with command, like the cracking of stone, echoing through the stillness.

Shouquan raised an eyebrow. He did not flinch. He did not look up.

“No.”

A beat passed. The fog swirled.

Then Shenyuan chuckled, low and cold. He spread his arms, as though presenting himself to the heavens.

“What’s your price, Gatekeeper?” he asked, voice dripping with condescension and curiosity both.

Shouquan finally looked at him. He did not blink. His eyes, dark and deep as ancient wells, simply watched. It was not a stare of challenge, but of knowing.

Shenyuan took it as an invitation.

“I was told there is a path here,” he continued, stepping slowly around the table, circling Shouquan like a wolf gauging an old lion. “A passage to the Greater Universe. A crack in the world’s shell that can be opened. The Arch. Or, as it’s rarely known, the Arch Gate.”

He stopped, directly beneath the arch, the violet light of his eyes gleaming beneath it.

“And you,” he said, pointing a finger at Shouquan, “are its warden. Its sentinel. The last Gatekeeper.”

He bowed his head slightly, though there was nothing respectful in the gesture.

“So tell me,” he asked once more, “what is your price?”

Shouquan let out a soft breath, as though Shenyuan’s words were an old song he’d grown tired of hearing.

“The Arch Gate has not opened,” he said, “in tens of thousands of millennia. It will not open now.”

Silence followed.

Then, with a snarl, Shenyuan struck.

He slapped the table violently, sending the porcelain tea set clattering into the mist. Tea splashed across the stones. Shouquan didn’t move.

Shenyuan leaned forward, face inches from the old man’s, eyes blazing.

“Don’t you know who you’re speaking to?” he roared. “I am the One True Death!”

Shouquan’s expression didn’t even twitch.

“No,” he said flatly, “you are not.”

The mist trembled.

“You are a fake, a contingency. A shade, conjured by the original Shenyuan, in case he perished in battle. A resurrection tool wearing a soul like borrowed robes.”

Shenyuan’s flames flared with rage. But Shouquan stood now, rising slowly with the grace of still water, unshaken and unhurried.

“I was there,” he said, his voice low but clear, cutting through the fog like a blade. “To be precise, I watched it all happen. I saw the ritual. I saw the blood offerings. I saw you form, like a wound that refused to close. Back then, I was unable to do anything, since my cultivation was at a very sensitive period, but not so much now.”

He stepped forward.

“To call you ‘Shenyuan’ would be far too generous. That name belonged to a man who feared death so much, he fractured himself.”

Shenyuan bared spectral teeth. “You…”

But Shouquan spoke over him, not loud, but impossible to ignore.

“Tell me, fake… what deal did you make with the Outsiders?”

The hill went silent. Even the wind seemed to vanish.

The flames in Shenyuan’s eyes dimmed for the first time.

Shouquan stared into them, unblinking.

“You reek of them. Their madness coils around your every breath. So answer me: What did they promise you? Power? Completion? A name of your own?”

The silence that followed was not peace, but dread.

And somewhere, far beyond the clouds, the Arch Gate pulsed. Once.

Then all was still again.

The mist swirled like serpents around the ruined arch as silence reigned atop the hill once more. The shattered teacups lay forgotten on the stone floor, fragments glinting faintly in the gray light. Shenyuan stood tall and blazing, though his flames flickered no longer with arrogance, but with something darker. Calculating. Hesitating.

Then he spoke, and his voice was almost gentle.

“They promised me a place.”

Shouquan’s gaze narrowed.

“In their pantheon,” Shenyuan continued, hands lifted slightly, as if offering peace. “A seat among them, as one of their own. The Great Ones do not forget loyalty, Gatekeeper. If you cooperate… they might show you the same grace.”

A long pause followed.

Then came Shouquan’s reply, not in words at first, but in sound.

A snarl.

Not bestial, but ancient. A sound carved from contempt too deep for civility. It rumbled low from his throat like distant thunder.

“If there’s one thing I hate more than the Outsiders…” Shouquan growled, his eyes gleaming with fury that rarely broke the surface of his ageless calm, “It is your kind.”

He raised his hand and formed a seal with his fingers, the motion as fluid as the turning of a page.

“Betrayers.”

Shenyuan flinched, then screamed.

His shadow, once slithering beneath him like a second skin, unraveled.

Tendrils of darkness tore apart like threads of silk, unraveling into violet wisps of flame that twisted and screamed, writhing as if alive. Shenyuan stumbled backward, clutching at his chest as the ground beneath his feet shuddered.

“No—NOOOO—!”

But Shouquan did not move. He simply watched, his gaze surgical, mind already dissecting the unraveling being before him.

“Shadow Inversion,” he murmured, as if reading from a long-forgotten text. “A technique born of sacrilege and stolen fate. That was your secret art, wasn’t it? It took a bit of effort, but I managed to dissect it.”

Shenyuan gasped, shuddering violently, his form flickering as his essence unraveled.

“In essence, it's a possession technique," continued Shouquan, "Swallow their existence. Twist fate, karma, and destiny, all to serve your own hollow self. As a side-effect of that power, unable to create powerful enough clones, but that's besides the point.”

He took a step forward. The Arch Gate behind him pulsed faintly, like a heartbeat buried beneath stone.

“Your Shadow Inversion does not work on me.”

Shenyuan’s face contorted.

“Just what are you? Are you... An immortal? That's impossible!”

“No,” Shouquan replied, voice cold. “I am not. I stopped being immortal long ago. If it's a question of who we are, then we are merely… old monsters, who have too much time on their hands.”

His eyes gleamed, reflecting the pale outline of the Arch behind him.

“Let me see a fraction of Shenyuan's power, pitiful clone.”

Shenyuan turned, tried to flee, but his form staggered. A rune flared beneath his feet, then another, and another. Glowing script, carved into the stone long before either of them spoke, now activated like a trap waiting for its prey.

The hill itself had become a cage.

Shouquan had sealed the hill!

“You’re not going anywhere.”

Shenyuan howled, a monstrous echo of fury and desperation, but his flames dimmed. The trap gnawed at his form, draining his essence, pulling his soul apart piece by piece.

“You will speak,” Shouquan said, eyes like blades. “You will tell me everything about the Outsiders. Their plans. The deals you struck.”

Shenyuan writhed, his limbs dissolving into ash and fire, but he could not escape.

“And when I have all I need…” Shouquan’s voice dropped to a whisper, chilling and cold as the grave, “I shall delight in your suffering.”

The battle began in silence, as many ancient wars did, without witnesses, without drums, and without time.

Shenyuan’s scream echoed into the fog, twisting into a storm that swallowed the sky. Violet fire lashed across the hilltop like a tide of annihilation, devouring clouds, burning runes into the very air. Shadows from other worlds bled into the soil, pulling monstrous shapes from the gaps between dimensions. Wraiths of fate—dead gods, forgotten names, warped echoes—rose and fell in his wake.

Shouquan met it all in silence.

He did not roar.

He did not chant.

He merely moved, his fingers drawing seals in the air, his breath steady, his steps like flowing water. With every attack from Shenyuan, Shouquan responded not with equal force but with perfectly tailored counters. As if he had fought this battle before. As if he had already seen every outcome.

Days passed like minutes.

Weeks bled into months.

The world outside the hill forgot the two titans entirely. The fog never parted. The sun did not rise. All light bent around the place as if unwilling to bear witness.

Shenyuan grew more desperate as time wore on. He burned through vessels, consumed lives bound in karmic chains, and shattered his own essence again and again to try and touch the Arch Gate. And Shouquan? He stood still in the storm, unmoved, unchanging, his robes unsoiled, his aura calm as an undisturbed sea.

“Why!” Shenyuan had roared in one of his many final moments, voice broken, form flickering like a dying flame. “Why won’t you fall?!”

Shouquan only answered once.

“Because I’ve already fallen to the lowest I’d ever go.”

And then, at last, Shenyuan crumbled. His form, twisted beyond recognition, collapsed before the Arch Gate. What remained of his soul, a flicker of violet, dim and tattered, drifted upward like the last breath of a dying star.

But just before he vanished, he moved.

A final twitch. A last curse.

A fragment of his inverted karma, coiled and silent until now, lashed out.

It struck the Arch.

And the Arch groaned.

Stone cracked, not physically, but in ways that could not be seen. The seal of the Greater Universe buckled, however faintly. Invisible fault lines spread through the gate’s essence, like a spiderweb of doom across eternity.

Shouquan stepped forward too late.

He placed a hand on the Arch. It pulsed faintly, but the wound was already there. A scar that would not fade.

And in that moment, he felt it.

His cultivation, once vast as the sky, dipped. A sliver of it, gone. Not destroyed, but redirected, bound now in the act of containing the Gate's wound. Like a man pressing his body into a breach to stop a flood.

He staggered, just slightly. A first in eons.

Shouquan clenched his jaw. He did not curse. He did not mourn.

But he looked up into the heavens, where the Greater Universe slumbered beyond the veil, and whispered:

“The Gate is cracked. The locks weakened. The storm will come sooner than expected.”

He turned, eyes dim but resolute.

“I won this battle… but I do not know if I can win the next.”

The hilltop, scorched and quiet, returned once more to silence. Only the wind remained, howling through the broken arch, whispering secrets into a world not yet ready to hear them.
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After the final stroke of my brush, I let the tip linger, trembling ever so slightly as if the painting itself didn’t want to end.

Nongmin and Xin Yune stood together beneath the bodhi tree, still and eternal on the silk scroll I’d stretched across the wooden frame. The mother’s smile, the son’s weary eyes, the way her hand curled around his sleeve like she was holding him back from fading… I’d captured it all, or so I hoped. Art never got you the full truth, just the shadow of it. But maybe that shadow was enough.

I bowed my head to the painting. Then, without a word, I rolled it up, sealed it in a jade tube, and left it leaning against the tree where Xin Yune had vanished into lotus motes.

“That’s some magical pigments, Your Majesty… They dry rather well…”

My poor attempt at casual conversation was met with silence.

Nongmin didn’t look at me when I left. He stood motionless in the garden, wrapped in moonlight and silence, his back to the world. I could’ve said something. I don’t know, maybe a condolence, maybe a prayer. But in the end, I figured he needed the night more than my company. Even someone like him should have the right to mourn in peace.

So I walked.

The palace stretched vast and quiet under the stars. I let my feet carry me, eventually climbing onto the tiled roof of the eastern pavilion. No guards stopped me, though I sensed them. Divine Sense bloomed in my mind like ink in water: four presences nearby, light-footed but alert. Watching. Waiting. Professionals.

I sat down cross-legged and gave them a lazy wave.

“Don’t worry,” I said into the breeze. “I’m not here to defect or explode. Just looking.”

None of them answered. One of them shifted slightly on the western tower, but that was it. Good. I didn’t feel like explaining myself.

So I tilted my head back and looked up.

The stars here were different. I’d noticed before, in passing, but tonight it really hit me. I couldn’t find a single constellation I knew. No Orion, no Big Dipper, no Cassiopeia. Just endless scatterings of silver light, cold and sharp and unfamiliar. They were beautiful, sure, but they weren’t mine.

Back on Earth, I used to teach kids how to find the North Star. Simple stuff, really. Draw a line through the two outer stars of the Big Dipper’s bowl, go five lengths, boom, Polaris. Anchor point of the northern hemisphere. Some of the kids thought it was magic. Some of them couldn’t care less. I used to joke that it didn’t matter where you were; so long as you could find the stars, you could always find your way home.

Turns out that was a lie.

Because now? I was staring at an alien sky, under the eaves of an imperial palace in a world full of sword cultivators and spirit beasts and rulers who moved nations like pieces on a Go board. The stars above me were silent. Not one of them told me where I was or how far I’d fallen.

I let out a breath. Cold, clear air filled my lungs.

“So this is it, huh?” I murmured to the sky. “Whole new world. No constellations. No compass. Just me and the absurdity of surviving it all.”

It didn’t answer. Just shimmered.

A breeze rolled across the rooftop. I leaned back on my hands and let it wash over me. There was a strange sense of finality to it. Like something had ended, and not just Xin Yune’s life. Maybe it was the way she faded. Maybe it was the look on Nongmin’s chibi face. Or maybe it was just the quiet.

I wasn’t naive. I still had beef with the Emperor. Big ones. The kind that didn’t go away with a pretty sunset and a tearful goodbye. But even so, even in the middle of my grudge, I couldn’t bring myself to interrupt his grief. Not tonight.

A mother had died. That counted for something, even in a world like this.

I scratched my head and sighed. “I’m too sentimental for a cultivator. No wonder they find me weird.” Somewhere below, a bell chimed softly. Midnight.

Above, the stars refused to rearrange themselves into anything I recognized. And yet… I kept watching.

Because even if I couldn’t find home in the sky anymore, maybe I could find it somewhere else. Maybe, not tonight, not yet, but eventually.

For now, the rooftop was quiet. And the stars, though foreign, were still beautiful.

I leaned back, letting the cool night air settle into my skin as the stars above continued to mock me with their unfamiliarity. Then I closed my eyes.

Inhale.

Exhale.

I could feel the weight of my cultivation stirring beneath the surface of my skin, like a vast ocean waiting for a command. So I gave it one.

With a flex of Willpower, sharp and clean, I shut down the nervous hum of my nerves, the tension in my shoulders, the restless thrum of my spirit. I didn’t just sleep. I commanded my body to obey.

It was like guiding a river with my bare hands, but I had fine control now. Mind Enlightenment might not be flashy, but it gave me clarity where others had chaos. Add to that the sheer brute force of my stats and training, and sleep came not as a thief in the night, but as a soldier under orders. Moreover, I was way past Mind Enlightenment. I now sat at Will Reinforcement, and that had to count for something.

“Divine Word: Rest.” The skill triggered, echoing faintly in the hollows of my consciousness.

It was overkill. Absolutely. But I didn’t care.

The world blurred.

Then… nothing.

When I opened my eyes, it wasn’t with my real ones. The dreamscape unfurled like a canvas dipped in memory and warped by longing. Fog drifted across unseen paths. The colors were inconsistent, saturated in some places, bleached in others. It was imperfect.

I could tell. The Cloud Mist Dream-Walking Technique had its uses, sure, but my understanding of it was still shallow. I’d cobbled it together from a few notes and firsthand improvisation. It worked, but like a house of cards in the rain. Shoddy.

If the Emperor ever gave me access to his library, his real library, not the polished garbage he let the Inner Court shuffle through… if Xin Yune’s witness accounts were to be believed, I was confident I could build a true dreamwalking method, something stable and refined. But that was a problem for another day.

Tonight, I was chasing something different.

I wasn’t here to be haunted. I’d had enough of those memories.

I was here for the good ones.

The fog thinned, and in the distance, I saw her. Gu Jie, blunt as a hammer, eyes like frost-covered steel. She stood with her arms crossed, just like when we first met.

“You’ve got a death wish,” she’d said at some point back then. “But at least you’ve got manners.”

She gave me a look even now, in memory, that said, 'Don’t get soft on me.'

“I can’t believe the dream version of her was more snappy than the real one though…”

The vision shifted, and suddenly I was in that wind-blown cliffside courtyard, standing across from Jiang Zhen. His sleeves fluttered in the breeze, hands folded behind his back, that signature smile on his face, half-amused, half-wary.

“I thought you were a beggar at first,” he’d said with a laugh. “Turns out, you’re worse.”

Another flicker, and then I was at a pond.

My fingers dipped into the water, and a tiny goldfish swam circles around my hand, glinting with rainbow hues. I remembered that moment too well. I’d wanted the fish because I felt like the world owed me one gentle thing.

Then Lu Gao’s tent reappeared, its old patched cloth flapping in the desert wind, that absurd self-styled stew bubbling over a fire. Why desert? Because my dream decided it to be one… He’d shared everything with me: stories, food, names of stars he couldn’t even pronounce properly.

“People think you gotta be strong to survive,” his dream-version said. “I say you just need someone to eat with.”

Ren Xun’s voice cut through next. Not harsh, just clear.

“Don’t let them twist you, Boss. You’re not like them.”

His hand was on my shoulder. His conviction flowed through me. The first person who looked at me and didn’t just see a fool or an opportunity. Ren Xun was strangely perceptive like that.

And then… Joan. Alice. My girls.

I hadn’t seen them in years. Back on Earth, Joan used to be my online girlfriend, and Alice was an NPC crush of sorts. It was… complicated… I kind of wish to see my fellow gamers in this dreamscape, though. For some reason, it was Alice and Joan who appeared. They had become quite a duo, huh?

Joan was chewing on something. “Weird monsters again? Ten bucks says they explode.”

Why was she talking like that? Of course, she was talking like that because that was how I remembered her.

Alice adjusted her gloves. “You still owe me from last time.”

It was absurd, seeing them here. But comforting.

The dream pulsed and shifted again. The air got heavier.

Now I stood in front of Hell’s Gate.

Darkness. Pressure. Screams muffled behind stone. The remnants of the Shadow Clan stood at my back, blades trembling in their hands. We were too few. Too tired. Too broken. But I remembered gripping my sword and fighting to my last breath.

I let the dream ripple, soaking in those fragments. It wasn’t all of it. Not even close. But it was enough.

A lot had happened.

Escalation after escalation. No real breaks. Just reaction after reaction, until I barely recognized the face in the mirror. I was stronger now, sure. Wiser, maybe. But also heavier. Like every victory came with a toll.

Still… those memories reminded me why I kept going.

It wasn’t for glory. Not revenge. Not even survival.

It was for them. The ones who stood beside me. The ones who smiled, who joked, who shared their fire or a bowl of soup when nothing made sense. The ones who looked at me and didn’t ask for anything but honesty.

My dream-self sat in the middle of all those moments like a traveler resting beneath the stars.

I didn’t know how long I’d stayed like that.

Maybe it was only a minute.

Maybe a lifetime.

But for once, I didn’t want to wake up.

And then there was her.

Xin Yune.

Even in this makeshift dreamscape, the memory of her wasn’t foggy. It was clear. Painfully clear. Like she’d just left the room, and the air was still warm with her presence.

I didn’t conjure her into this dream. I didn’t have to. Her memory walked its own path, just out of sight, just beyond reach.

She sure was… an experience.

Challenging, sharp-tongued, and unexpectedly kind. The kind of woman who could stitch your soul and gut you with the same hand, depending on her mood. I remembered the way she laughed when I told her I summoned her son by threatening to make her pole-dance. I should’ve known she’d take that in stride.

Sigh.

So why was I here, really?

Yes, alright, part of it was to relieve myself. Dreams were useful for that: clearing the gunk and softening the emotional static. But there was something deeper I was digging for, even if I couldn’t put it into words just yet.

The dream fog thickened, and as I stepped through it, I found myself standing before a mirror.

Except it wasn’t me.

It was him.

Dave.

Full plate armor. Silver gleaming with divine inscriptions, etched into the Wandering Adjudicator’s design like war poetry. The cross insignia pulsed faintly on his chest. He stood atop a mound of corpses: warriors, monsters, devils, and even a few familiar silhouettes of fallen enemies.

“Dave,” I said, folding my arms. “What the hell are you doing?”

He didn’t answer. Not verbally.

He raised Silver Steel, that bastard of a sword, and in a flash of motion, used Flash Step, as he appeared right in front of me. The air cracked like lightning, and he brought the blade down.

Instinct kicked in. I met the strike with a bare fist.

CLANG.

The flat of the blade met my knuckles. I channeled raw intent as a Critical Hit triggered, and the sword shattered like glass dipped in sunlight. Fragments disintegrated mid-air.

It wasn’t the real Silver Steel, thus its fragility.

“Really?” I stared at him. “That's how it’s gonna be?”

Dave’s face was expressionless beneath the helmet. Just glowing eyes and radiant intensity. He didn’t talk. He never did. But I’d known him long enough to understand his silence.

Then he lifted a hand and cast:

Compel Duel.

“Of course you did,” I muttered. "But do you really think that would work on me?"

Then:

Designate Holy Enemy.

Me.

Great.

A second sword formed in his grip, pure light this time, crackling with holy energy. He came at me again, this time channeling Divine Smite.

The air howled.

I sidestepped, invoked Flash Parry, and caught his blade with two fingers. The sword trembled with cracks spreading… and then, boom. It shattered again under the force of critical hits compounded by Hollow Point.

Dave stepped back, recalculating.

“…Alright,” I muttered, rolling my neck. “I think I get what’s happening.”

He was lashing out.

I should’ve seen it sooner. He’d been quiet for weeks. Too quiet. Dave, my trusty holy spirit, was unraveling. Not out of betrayal. Not out of hatred. But from a kind of… internal collapse.

“You’re deviating,” I said softly, watching him pace around the dream battlefield. “Qi Deviation.”

He paused.

"You idiot," I pointed at him. “You’re a Paladin. A Paladin, Dave. How the hell do you end up going demon? Or going psycho? Do you know how counterproductive that is?”

His shoulders rose, tense and confused. Like he didn’t even understand it.

Of course. It made sense now.

I’d made him study qi. Used Divine Possession on a piece of Puppet Armor to give him a vessel, something he could move independently in the real world while I was occupied. And it worked. Kinda.

But qi wasn’t his language. Dave was forged in the logic of faith and divine judgment, not internal energy cycling and meridian theory. The moment I shoved a new system into him, I was asking for a malfunction. He was a holy program forced to run a demonic operating system.

Okay, calling qi ‘demonic’ might be too much, but that was the point… It didn’t help that Dave just got stomped by Shenyuan.

“This is my fault,” I admitted. “I thought you could handle it. But I didn’t consider the risks.”

Dave didn’t answer. But his light dimmed slightly. He dropped the hilt of his conjured weapon, letting it vanish.

Then, slowly, he knelt on one knee. A silent plea.

Not for forgiveness.

For help.

“Alright,” I sighed. “I’ll fix you. But you better not swing that holy stick at me again unless it’s to save my life.”

He looked up, and even without a face, I could tell he was relieved.

“…Also,” I added, “you owe me for that cracked knuckle.”

The battlefield shimmered and began to dissolve. The corpses faded. The stars returned, distant and foreign.

And me?

I stood there, watching my spirit, my partner, kneeling in the void, a flickering spark of a Paladin who’d lost his way.

We’d get him back.

I’d make sure of it.

"I failed my Lord… my friends… my family..."

The words came as a whisper, soft as breath but heavy as stone.

Dave’s helm shimmered out of existence, vanishing like mist beneath sunlight. What lay beneath wasn’t a stranger, wasn’t some ghostly apparition of a long-dead knight.

It was me.

My face.

Staring back at me with bloodshot eyes, cheeks streaked with soot, and that same damn crease between the brows that I never liked in the mirror.

“Great,” I muttered. “One problem after another.”

Seriously. They just kept coming. Like the universe was running a buy-one-get-one-free trauma sale, and someone had accidentally clicked auto-renew on my subscription. I took a breath. Deep. Controlled. Focused. This wasn’t new. I’d seen worse.

Hell, this reminded me of that time I had to exorcise the Heavenly Demon’s fragment out of Gu Jie. Now that was a mess. We barely got out with our souls intact, and Gu Jie nearly bit the bullet from the backlash. Calling it ‘barely’ might be overselling it, but the worse could have happened if I failed at that time.

I sighed, stepped forward, and pressed two fingers to the mirrored me, Dave’s forehead.

“Hang in there,” I whispered.

And then, with a flick of intent, I cast Divine Possession.

The shift was immediate.

One moment, I was in the dreamscape void, the next I was blinking into a new world: a harsh, wet wind slapping my face as I stepped into chaos. The sky was blood-red for some reason. The air, thick with fog and the sharp sting of metal and qi. Screams echoed from all directions, some human, some very much not.

This wasn’t how I remembered our fight with Shenyuan..

I was standing on the fractured cliffs of an island. One I recognized.

Shadow Clan territory.

A battlefield stretched before me, undead clashing against Shadow Clan cultivators, both sides bleeding darkness and fury. Yin qi curled in thick tendrils, clinging to the stone like oil slicks.

“Of course,” I muttered, narrowing my eyes. “We’re back here again.”

My gaze swept the battlefield. I didn’t care about the fighting. Not really. I was looking for him.

Shenyuan.

That pompous, scheming, walking can of ancient evil.

I cracked my knuckles, heart pulsing with anticipation. “Maybe I’ll wreck him a second time. Could be fun.”

Then I saw it.

Dangling in the air like a broken puppet.

Shenyuan.

Or… a fragment of him.

He wasn’t standing proud or cloaked in darkness this time. No smug smile. No elegant robes.

Just… horror.

His foot was hoisted into the air, held fast by a slick, roiling tentacle made of pure shadow. His lips were stitched shut with black thread that pulsed like veins. His eyes?

Gone.

Just empty, gouged sockets.

His hands flailed weakly, as if he were trying to claw at the nothingness, trying to scream.

Wrapped around him was her.

Hair like writhing tentacles. Eyes shimmering with eldritch hunger. A smile too wide, too still.

The damn thing in my head.

The eldritch entity I’d tried to forget. The one responsible for my transmigration. The one that whispered in the back of my skull when I meditated too deeply. The one I kept sealed behind reinforced layers of willpower and denial.

And she was hugging him.

Like a lover.

Like a predator.

“…Fucking hell.”

She turned her head toward me then, ever so slowly, her gaze piercing through the dream, through the illusion, through me.

Her lips didn’t move. But her voice echoed in my mind like a hundred voices layered atop each other.

"Mine."

I took a step back.

Not in fear.

In caution.

Because whatever that was, whatever that thing had become, it wasn’t bound by the same rules as the rest of us. Not anymore.

And if it could devour a fragment of Shenyuan like that…

Then I wasn’t the only one with skeletons trying to claw their way out.

“Dave,” I muttered under my breath, even though I knew he could hear me from inside this shared dream. “Next time you decide to go haywire, warn me if you’re dragging me into some godforsaken horror dimension.”

I clenched my fists and took another step forward, eyes locked on the eldritch woman as the battlefield howled behind me.

“Let’s see what you want, you nightmare bitch.”
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I had to admit. Shenyuan was one sneaky bastard.

Always had a backup plan. Always one step ahead. Always wriggling out of death like some smug, undead cockroach.

I scanned him with my Divine Sense, piercing through the layers of eldritch corruption that tangled around his form like barbed wire made of thought. And just as I feared, there it was. A faint, frayed tether that connected him to Dave.

“Of course,” I muttered, brow furrowing. “Unfortunately for you, pal, something else called dibs on Dave…”

Shenyuan had left a fragment of himself in Dave during their fight. A piece of soul or memory, hiding deep in the seams like mold between tiles. It made sense. Dave was forged from will and divine principle, but he wasn’t invincible. And when I’d made Dave study qi, something far outside his original design, it probably tore a gap wide enough for Shenyuan to slither through.

In my youth, I’d been taught to expect the unexpected. And in some twisted, paranoid part of me, I had expected something like this to happen. Still didn’t make it any less annoying.

As I stood there, watching the horror unfold, Shenyuan suddenly jerked violently. The black stitches on his mouth writhed like worms before snapping, and he screamed.

“HELP!”

His voice was raw, panicked, and human. The first time I’d heard that from him. And possibly the last.

Because he didn’t last long.

The eldritch woman, the thing with tar-slick skin and tentacle-like hair, let out a delighted hum as she swallowed him whole. Not with her mouth, but with the folds of her body. Like a nightmare consuming a bad memory. He vanished, twitching hands and all, without even a trace.

Then she turned to me.

And changed.

Her inky flesh smoothed into pale skin. Her wild, writhing hair coalesced into a sleek, dark curtain that fell down her back. Her shifting robe became silver, embroidered with a white lotus pattern that gleamed like moonlight. Her smile, Gods, that smile. It was hers.

Xin Yune.

She even tilted her head the same way.

“Join me,” she said. Voice soft. Almost tender. “Let’s become one.”

It hit me harder than I wanted to admit. My chest tightened. My breath caught halfway up my throat.

But I wasn’t stupid.

“No thanks,” I said.

Unlike the time I had to claw my way through Gu Jie’s soul during the Heavenly Demon incident, I wasn’t operating under limited conditions anymore. This wasn’t the Heavenly Demon's dream. It was mine. And I had authority here.

I focused.

The air rippled with intent as I mentally conjured a longsword, six feet of shining steel, runes carved down its length in radiant lines of power. No weight. No drag. Just a purpose.

Then I called upon my Ultimate Skill: Heavenly Punishment, its evolved version at least.

The blade lit up, no, it ignited, infused with the will of judgment itself. Blue and golden fire crackled along the edge, screaming with righteous fury. The ground beneath my feet cracked, unable to withstand the pressure.

“Sorry,” I said. “But I already have a lot on my plate. So I’ll finish it quickly.”

I stepped forward with Zealot’s Stride, the dreamscape blurring into streaks of red and black as I closed the distance in a heartbeat.

The thing that wore Xin Yune’s face smiled until my blade met her.

I slashed.

The moment my sword carved through her torso, she didn’t bleed. She screamed, not with sound, but with memory. The kind of shriek that tore at the edges of sanity and clawed at childhood fears. Her form incinerated under the divine fire, burning from the inside out. Tentacles flailed, her face peeled away, and that smile twisted into something… real.

Fear.

I watched as she collapsed inward, reduced to a smear of shadow, then nothing at all.

Gone.

I stood there, breathing hard, the hilt of my dream-forged sword still warm in my hand.

“Yeah,” I muttered to myself. “Next time Dave acts weird, I’m checking him for parasites.”

The lingering echoes of the eldritch entity faded like smoke, but I knew better than to assume that was the end of it. Something had slipped away, escaped. The woman with Xin Yune’s face hadn’t died. Not really. She was just hiding again.

So I stretched out my Divine Sense, threading it through the dream, feeling for the slightest pulse of wrongness in the seams of reality. She couldn’t hide from that.

And there she was.

A spark. A sliver. An afterimage riding on dream logic. She darted away, slinking into the scenery like a shadow escaping the sun.

I didn’t wait.

With a single breath, I activated Zealot’s Stride and took off after her, moving faster than thought. It was my dream, so of course, I could move faster than thought. The world bent and blurred around me, landscapes shifting in a fever dream of places I’d walked in this foreign world.

First, the Imperial Capital, golden roofs glinting under moonlight, now twisted with ghostly outlines of people I’d never saved.

Then, Yellow Dragon City flickered between its past prosperity and the blood-stained aftermath of Brukhelm's attack. I passed the approximate of an academy, still smelling the ink and ash of my earlier days.

Ironmoor City came next, its forges glowing red with both metal and memory. Lu Gao’s laughter echoed faintly as I rushed by, a brief reprieve in a torrent of scenes.

But then… nothing.

I stopped dead in my tracks.

The trail vanished like it had never existed.

I looked around, frowning. She was gone. The scent, the imprint, and the echo were scrubbed clean. Something had blocked me, or maybe someone.

“Da Wei?”

I turned.

It was Gu Jie. She walked up, composed as always, eyes curious but calm. Beside her was Ren Jingyi, approaching with a hesitant smile.

“You alright?” Gu Jie asked.

“Yeah,” I muttered, eyes narrowing. “Just lost something important.”

Ren Jingyi tilted her head, concern knitted into her expression. “What did you lose?”

“A shadow,” I said absently.

And then I looked at her, really looked at her.

My Divine Sense flared. Not a single strand of ‘ominous’ out of place. Her form was perfect. Too perfect.

“Great, you are gaining intelligence… Ah, fuck me...”

It wasn’t right.

I stared at her, then asked, “Jingyi… Who’s your favorite person?”

Her smile widened just a little too much. “You, of course.”

A beat passed. A breath. Then…

Lie.

It echoed through my soul like a gong. My heart dropped, not because she didn’t mean it, but because something was pretending to. My sword was already in my hand before I could stop myself.

“Sorry,” I whispered. “But you’re not her. She’d at least answer, it’s Big Sister Gu Jie, of course!”

The blade ignited, Heavenly Punishment surged through it, turning it white-hot with righteous fury. I slashed in one fluid motion, divine light tearing across the dream.

“Stop perverting my memories, you darn little thing!”

I spent the rest of the night chasing that damn entity across the infinite stretches of my subconscious, swinging my glowing slab of divine steel like a madman chasing fireflies.

Every time I thought I had her, as I slashed, burned, and purged, she slipped through. Like ink between my fingers. Like memory after waking. No matter how fast I moved or how hard I struck, she was always just one breath too far. And every now and then, she’d laugh. Not loudly, but just enough to crawl under my skin.

I hated how familiar she sounded.

Even in a dream, the rules of power applied. Skill mattered. Intent mattered. And I was starting to realize I needed more than just my current set of tools. I had Willpower, yes. Martial Tempering? Mind Enlightenment? Will Reinforcement? Sure. Even my Ultimate Skills. But my dreamwalking was crude, scratched together from fragments of Cloud Mist scrolls, various knowledge, and wild guesses.

I needed something sharper. A proper technique. If the Emperor wasn’t too deep in mourning, I’d probably ask for access to his vaults right now. Not that I liked the idea of owing him.

Eventually, I gave up the chase. Not because I wanted to, but because the world around me began to crack like shattered glass.

Time to wake up.

My eyes opened slowly, and for a moment, I didn’t feel like myself. My thoughts felt like echoes. Not broken, just… distant.

I wasn’t okay.

But I wasn’t broken either. Relevant sanity maintained, as I liked to say. It was a small win.

The rooftop was still cold beneath me. I sat up slowly, stretching my arms out until my joints popped. The early morning sun peeked over the palace walls, casting long golden shadows across the tiled surface.

Honestly, the rooftop probably wasn’t the most logical place to fall asleep. Especially not in a place like this. But logic didn’t apply anymore. I had used Willpower, brute control of my own body, and a splash of sheer cultivation stat-mashing to make myself dream on purpose. Not because I needed sleep, I hadn’t required that in a while, but because it was pleasant.

To rest. To remember. To be human.

Even if only for a few hours.

My gaze drifted up to the fading stars above, remnants of a night that refused to be forgotten.

“…Sentimental,” I muttered to myself. "I am getting sentimental."

I chuckled lightly, rubbing my eyes. “God, I’m getting soft.”

It was her fault. Xin Yune. That mad, brilliant, too-honest woman.

She made me feel things I hadn’t let myself feel in years. Not just grief or guilt, but appreciation. For all the messy, painful, beautiful things tied up in mortality. She reminded me that being human wasn’t just about pain… it was about meaning.

I yawned, the morning warmth coaxing me back to reality.

Then I focused, casting Voice Chat with a thought. I linked to my Holy Spirit, my faithful, if occasionally unhinged, companion.

“Dave,” I said, “you there?”

A pause. Then his voice came through, echoing through our bond.

“Here, my Lord. Ready to serve.”

A beat.

“Though… if permitted, I request additional rest. The last engagement taxed me deeply.”

I snorted. “Rest granted, Knight of my Sleep-Deprived Heart.”

“...That title is not officially recognized,” remarked Dave with a snap.

“Neither is ‘sane’, but we’re rolling with it.”

He didn’t respond, but I felt his energy dim slightly, slipping back into recovery. Good. He needed it. I closed my eyes, expanding my Divine Sense and enjoying the moment.

I remained still on the rooftop, the sun climbing higher, the capital waking up below me.

“The Emperor wishes to see you,” said a deep voice.

I opened one eye and stared up at the hulking figure now standing at the edge of the rooftop.

He hadn’t climbed. He had leapt and landed, his feet cracking the tiles, which meant either immense lack of control or ungodly strength. Maybe both.

The man was a giant, tall and broad-shouldered, not the kind of muscle-bound oaf you see in martial tournaments, but the kind carved out of battlefield legend. His armor was thick, obsidian-colored with golden trims, though the upper arms were left bare, showcasing hard, corded muscle. His long, dark hair was tied behind him like a battle banner, and his sharp jawline could probably cut a gemstone.

“I am Zhu Shin,” he announced, voice thunderous but refined. “General of the Western Watch. Servant of the Imperial Throne.”

I gave him a once-over.

“Nice entrance,” I said as I stood up, dusting my robe. “Didn’t stab me in my sleep. That’s one in your favor.”

He didn’t react to the sarcasm. Maybe he wasn’t used to it. Maybe he just didn’t care.

Still, the fact that I’d been left unbothered throughout the night, even in the middle of the Imperial Palace, told me something. At the very least, the Emperor didn’t want me dead. Yet. Maybe with enough pranks, he'd start hating my guts... I mean, he was welcome to try...

Not that I’d mind if he tried. Between my skillset and Dave’s divine belligerence, we’d probably leave a crater or two. But I wasn’t suicidal, just skeptical... especially of emperors.

“Alright,” I said. “Lead the way, General.”

I took a step forward, intent on walking past him.

And then, clack, a hand clamped down on my shoulder like a vice.

I turned, blinking up at him. “...You know, it’s kinda rude to just grab someone like that. No consent. No warning. Zero points for etiquette.”

“You will show proper respect to His Majesty,” Zhu Shin said, his voice like grinding granite. “This is not Riverfall. This is not your sect or whatever loose institution you came from. This is the Imperial Capital.”

I narrowed my eyes. My Divine Sense enveloped him, subtle and unseen. Immediately, I got a read on him.

Ninth Realm. Same level as Xin Yune.

And now that I was using both Divine Sense and Qi Sense in tandem, I could see more clearly: his cultivation was stable, deep-rooted like an iron oak. There was a unique pressure on him: polished, disciplined, and forged in blood. Like all powerful cultivators, he exuded a unique spiritual signature, a sort of vibration or “color” that told you everything about what kind of force they were.

It was a thing among cultivators. A kind of unspoken canon. You don’t always need to fight someone to know if they can kill you. That was how they could measure cultivation realms, too.

Thus, I could tell… Zhu Shin was a dangerous person. To me? Some would argue the result wouldn't be obvious, unless General Zhu Shin tried first, but my money was on him dying… In conclusion, I'd win, no diff. 

I took a slow breath, jaw tight. My fingers twitched. I could’ve snapped his wrist. Could’ve shattered the rooftop beneath us. But I kept it in check. Barely.

“Get your hand off me,” I said, tone level.

For a second, I thought he’d test me. Then, with a grudging grunt, he let go. But the look in his eyes didn’t change. Still intense. Still watching me like I was a blade pointed at the throne.

Smart man.

“Follow me,” he said.

And I did. Not because he ordered me to.

But because I had unfinished business with an Emperor.

Nongmin still owed me a slap or two.

That thought sat real comfortable in my chest as I followed Zhu Shin down the winding steps of the Imperial Palace. The general walked like a glacier with purpose: slow, controlled, but every step sounded like it could flatten a small army. I walked a step behind, arms folded behind my back like some casual noble, though my Divine Sense was spread out like a net. Old habit. Never trust a walk into the lion’s den, no matter how friendly the lion pretends to be.

I mean, sure, we painted his dying mother under a bodhi tree. Shared a quiet night, let some grief breathe, offered closure even. That counted for something.

But.

It didn’t erase the fact that Nongmin had pulled strings behind the scenes like a master puppeteer. Had watched my friends die, or nearly die, just to move pieces across some divine board. Had manipulated me, even if for what he thought was a good cause.

So yeah.

He still owed me a slap or two. Minimum.

And I wasn’t about to let him forget that.
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The palace halls were a quiet kind of vast. Silent, but not peaceful. Like the place had seen too much to pretend otherwise.

General Zhu Shin walked beside me. He was a quiet storm of righteousness wrapped in steel and discipline. I liked him more than most of the Emperor’s people, at least Zhu Shin didn’t hide his contempt. That made him honest, in his own blunt way.

We reached the final gate, towering gold-inlaid doors carved with dragons and phoenixes locked in eternal combat. Zhu Shin stopped, shoulders squared, eyes forward. I stopped too, turning slightly to catch his expression.

“This is as far as I go,” he said, voice gruff. “No man treads further unless summoned, and even then, few walk out the same.”

“Appreciate the send-off,” I said.

He didn’t laugh. Of course, he didn’t.

“Da Wei.” He turned to me fully now, lips tight. “If I learn you’ve disrespected His Majesty… I’ll kill you myself.”

I snorted. “You’re not the first to say that.” If I could, I’d share with him my chat logs.

He narrowed his eyes. “I mean it.”

“So do I,” I said, then tilted my head. “Tell me something, Zhu Shin. Can you fight a Hell’s Gate by yourself?”

He blinked. The briefest moment of confusion flickered across his face. “What did you say?”

“Huh. So you have heard of it.”

“You… That was you?”

I didn’t answer. Didn’t need to. His silence stretched like a drawn bowstring. But I caught the little twitch in his jaw as the realization settled in.

“Interesting that you knew what a Hell’s Gate was, though,” I said, stepping past him. “Go on. You’ve seen enough. Please kindly fuck off.”

He didn’t move to stop me. That was good. I wasn’t in the mood to start a fight in the entryway of the palace. Once I was sure he was gone, I placed both palms on the massive golden doors and pushed.

They groaned open like the world itself was holding its breath.

The Imperial Throne Room was as theatrical as ever. Sunlight filtered through glass murals high above, painting the marbled floors with golden lotus patterns. Pillars lined the hall like silent judges, and at the end, seated on the throne wrapped in living starlight, was the Emperor.

Not the doll-sized and chibi version that existed last night. No, this was the real one. Full adult form. Regal. Stoic. Cold.

I walked with no bow, no kneel, no courtesy. Just a tired man striding across polished floors like he’d misplaced something in the room.

“Good morning,” I said.

His cheek twitched. Barely, but I caught it.

“What’s with the cold reception?” I asked, spreading my arms. “Come on, call me Daddy, little Nongmin.”

The silence after that was damn near holy. Like the throne room itself had stopped breathing.

The Emperor inhaled slowly and deeply, as if meditating, as if suppressing some divine urge to smite me into a pile of morally grey ashes.

His golden eyes met mine.

“Da Wei,” he said slowly, voice low and even, “You test me.”

“I’m a teacher,” I said. “It’s in my job description.”

Another breath. A longer pause.

He was trying so hard not to explode, I swear I could see a vein forming on his forehead.

“You’ve come,” he said.

“Surprised I made it?”

“No.” He stood now, descending the steps with all the grace of a god who was used to being obeyed. “But I had hoped you’d come back a little less… insufferable.”

“Aw,” I smiled. “But then I wouldn’t be me.”

He didn’t answer. Just stared. Silent judgment woven into the rise and fall of his breathing.

I could feel it, the weight of him. He wasn’t posturing anymore. This was him, bare and burning behind the mask.

I met that pressure with a smirk.

“You missed me,” I said.

This time, his other cheek twitched.

And that, I decided, was a win.

I probably should have stopped after the “call me Daddy” line. But that’s the thing about me, once I get going, it’s hard to stop.

“You know,” I continued, casually strolling closer to the throne, “I fucked your mommy. So does that technically make me your daddy?”

I swear the silence in that throne room shattered like glass.

Nongmin, His Radiant Majesty, Lord of Ten Thousand Lights, Blinding Glory of the Heavenly Eye, etcetera, etcetera… stiffened. Not a twitch this time. A full-body shudder. His composure cracked just enough for me to see something underneath: mortification, barely concealed rage, and maybe, maybe, a whisper of panic.

“Such crass language,” he snapped, “is not permitted in my court.”

“Oh please,” I said, waving him off, “your mom’s so hot it’d be disrespectful not to be a little crude. A crass compliment is more honest than a thousand poetically-induced metaphors. Xin Yune would probably agree.”

That did it. His hands clenched at his sides, knuckles white.

“Enough,” he said through gritted teeth. “Let’s get this over with.”

Oho~! Victory. Again.

I grinned. “That’s a win. You didn’t even deny it.”

He exhaled hard through his nose. “Three strikes. None on the face.”

I gasped. “Three slaps! Correction is important, little Nongmin.”

He glared at me, face blank but twitching at the corners like he wanted to stab me with his eyes.

I folded my arms, stepping in until we were just a breath apart. “And I won’t budge. It’s either three slaps to the face… or to the rear.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Oh, I dare. You must be disciplined. It was your mother’s dying wish. Her final command, sealed with lotus motes and tears of love… ‘Slap my son, Da Wei. Slap him hard.’”

“There was no such dying wish,” he snapped.

“Maybe not in those words,” I said, “but she did give me permission to hit you. Said you might need it. And don’t act like you weren’t listening in. You heard her. You know what she said.”

His jaw clenched. His teeth were grinding. I could almost hear the Imperial Molars turning into powder.

Half furious, half embarrassed. It was a beautiful look on him.

“You are a disgrace,” he muttered.

“Hey,” I said, tapping his chest lightly. “You’re the one who invited me back.”

“And I regret it every moment you open your mouth.”

“Too bad,” I smiled. “You still got three slaps coming.”

His hands trembled, fingers twitching like he was debating whether to unleash a world-ending technique or just scream into the void.

He didn’t deny it though. Not really.

Which meant... we both knew the slaps were happening.

“You know,” I said, pacing in front of the throne like it was a classroom and he was the troublemaker with gum under his desk, “just to make it fair, how about you slap me three times too?”

Nongmin, Emperor of the Grand Ascension Empire, wielder of celestial intent and unshakable dignity, narrowed his eyes at me.

“I’d break my hand.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Come on, I’ll turn off my reflect ability. Hell, I won’t use any abilities at all. No intent, no body reinforcement. Just me. You don’t get to use yours either, obviously.”

He stared at me. Hard. Like he was trying to peer into my soul and find the exact point where I broke the rules of the universe and replaced divine decorum with whatever this was.

Then, he muttered, “I don’t want to humiliate myself further.”

That gave me pause.

What had he seen? What vision, what prophecy, what divine script foretold that even slapping me might end in embarrassment?

I gave a casual shrug. “Well then,” I said, clapping my hands together, “shall I start?”

He exhaled like a man about to face his taxes and a tribulation at the same time.

“Fine,” he said, closing his eyes. “Three slaps. On the rear. No abilities. That’s my condition.”

I blinked. I genuinely wasn’t expecting him to fold.

“…Kinky,” I said slowly, lips twitching. “Never thought you’d want your daddy to slap you on the ass.”

His eyes snapped open. “I am the Emperor. I have a responsibility to my people. I cannot risk a swollen face in front of my subjects.”

“Ah yes,” I nodded solemnly. “But a swollen butt is fine?”

He ignored me. Of course.

With all the grace of a man preparing for execution, Nongmin descended the steps of his throne. His robes whispered with every movement, golden silk gliding over his frame until he stood before me like a condemned man walking the plank.

Without a word, he turned, held his hands out in front of him, and then pointed his rear at me.

“Let’s get this over with,” he said, stiff as a stone pillar.

I stood there, arms folded, staring at the most powerful man on the continent offering me the royal ass.

This world was insane.

But damn if I wasn’t going to enjoy every second of it.

Right, no abilities.

But I did say I wouldn’t use any active abilities.

So, like any stubborn old man with too many cheat codes etched into his bones, I quietly switched to TriDivine: Divine Might.

It was passive.

Didn’t count.

I raised my palm, stared at it for a second, and immediately realized how deeply awkward this was. I mean… just look at this situation.

We were alone in the throne room. Just the two of us.

The Emperor, in full formal robes, was standing stiff with his arms out, back turned, rear presented like I was about to perform some sacred rite.

And in a way, I was. A sacrament of discipline. A ceremony of karmic balance.

One palm. One ass.

“I should not have suggested slapping the rear,” I muttered to myself.

I took a breath. This was about perspective. Framing. Spiritual alignment.

I was technically—soulfully, mentally, and physically—an old man. A tired teacher. A man who had once spent his mornings keeping fourth graders from stabbing each other with pencils.

And Nongmin?

Nongmin was… not really an adult. He looked the part now, yes. But in cosmic time?

He was a baby. No, worse. A naughty child.

Slapping an infant on the bum normally only made sense if you were resuscitating them or checking for a rash.

This wasn’t that.

And yet… I raised my hand.

The Emperor didn’t flinch, but his shoulders tensed. A bead of sweat traced down the back of his neck.

“Discipline is love,” I muttered under my breath. “This is for your own good.”

And just like that, I swung my palm.

SMACK.

The sound echoed through the throne room like thunder trapped in a jar.

Nongmin grunted, the breath caught in his throat. His spine stiffened like a snapped tree. A faint shudder passed through him, dignity cracking, if only slightly.

I stared at my palm.

Opened it.

Closed it.

Opened it again.

The skin was warm.

There were a lot of things I expected to feel in that moment: triumph, amusement, childish glee.

But mostly I just felt weird.

Deeply, profoundly weird.

"...Two more to go," I whispered.

For some reason, after that first slap, I felt like I was the one being punished.

It wasn't the motion or the sound, and certainly not the contact. It was something deeper. Like somewhere in the vast tapestry of fate, a celestial judge was shaking his head at me in disappointment. I was a grown man, slapping another grown man's rear, inside the most sacred hall of the empire. What had my life become?

It was tough to visualize it otherwise.

I sighed, letting my hand fall to my side.

“Nongmin,” I said, my voice quieter now, “tell me something.”

“What is it?” he asked, still standing stiff as a pole, rear dutifully presented.

“What was your mother like? Or your father?”

There was a moment of silence. Just the soft hum of the Imperial throne room, that eternal, quiet pressure in the air. I half-expected him to ignore me or toss back a sharp retort.

But he didn’t.

He spoke, voice calm, measured, but… softer than usual.

“My father,” he began, “was a farmer. A mortal, through and through. No cultivation, no great aspirations. Just a man who tilled the earth and kept his hands calloused and his back bent.”

I blinked.

He continued, “He died of old age. Peacefully. No glory. No great funeral. Just a simple burial, beneath a plum tree he planted.”

I waited, unsure of what to say.

“And my mother,” Nongmin said, “was a runaway princess. From an inferior Empire whose standards would never match the bigger powers out there. She abandoned her titles, her responsibilities, everything, because she wanted to live a quiet life. She met my father in the fields. They fell in love in the most mundane, mortal way. With dirty hands and stolen glances.”

That painted a picture.

Nongmin stood there like a statue, but his voice carried memory. Pain.

“I used to be disappointed in him,” he admitted. “My father. I was… ashamed. As a child, you dream of heroes. Of fathers who command legions or split mountains. And instead, I had a man who grunted more than he spoke and couldn’t wield a single thread of qi.”

He paused. The weight of that silence hung heavy.

“But… when my father’s time came, when his breath grew short and his body frail, she never once left his side. Not for a second. She cooked, she cleaned, and she carried him. She sang to him when he couldn’t sleep and held him when he cried.”

There was no emotion in his voice, but I could feel the truth of it.

“And I realized,” Nongmin finished, “that there was nothing shameful about him at all. That love he shared with her, in its simplest form, could be stronger than any technique. All lives end, yes. But the truly important thing is what we make out of it.”

I stared at him.

Then I lifted my palm again.

SMACK.

He grunted, staggering slightly from the second hit.

“One more to go,” I said, my tone less playful now. “But finish the story.”

I wanted to hear the end.

"The rest," Nongmin said, still turned away, "was history."

He didn’t look at me. Just stood there, the air of royalty clinging to him even as his royal rear had just been smacked twice by a wandering outsider who used to teach gym class.

"You don’t need to hear the ending," he added. "You’ve already been part of it."

There was a pause, then he turned, facing me properly again, his imperial bearing intact.

“Thank you,” he said, and even now it felt surreal hearing it come from him. “For giving my mother a good time in her last days.”

I looked at him for a long moment, then broke the silence with a sigh. “She deserved it.”

I meant it.

But my tone shifted as I met his gaze again. “Now you tell me something.”

His eyes sharpened.

“What happened in Deepmoor Continent?” I asked. “What really happened with Shenyuan?”

He didn’t flinch.

“You engineered our meeting,” I said, taking a step closer. “You dragged me in. And people I cherished, people I cared about, they died because of it.”

The heat in my chest hadn’t gone away, no matter how much we joked or how many slaps I gave him. I could joke about being his daddy all day, but at the end of it, this weight had been sitting inside me like a blade. Cold. Heavy. Embedded.

He held my gaze for a moment, then said, “You’re right.”

That alone made me pause.

He continued, “Your anger is justified. I would not forgive someone who orchestrated such a thing, either. But I must clarify, Deepmoor was… unplanned.”

I raised a brow.

“I foresaw traces of Shenyuan,” he said, “but not the exact outcome. He found a blind spot, an actual blind spot in my Heavenly Eye. I had to react. Last-minute. Desperate. The convergence that led you to him was an improvisation… not manipulation.”

I wanted to believe that. I really did.

“And Xin Yune?” I asked. “Was that an improvisation too? Or did you send her to me just to play with my temper?”

He didn’t hesitate.

“I sent her to you because I wanted her to leave this world happy.”

That made me go still.

“She knew she didn’t have much time,” he said. “And when she asked about my plans… when she learned your name, she laughed. She found your name to be amusing. She asked if she could see you. I arranged it.”

Wow… so Da Wei had hidden rizz, was that it?

“And I thought,” he continued, “if she had someone who could bring her peace, even if only for a little while, it would be worth any risk.”

I stared at him. The anger didn’t vanish, but it dulled. Blunted.

He bowed his head, not in some dramatic display, but with enough gravity to make the air still.

“I am sorry,” Nongmin said. “For the ones you lost. For what you suffered.”

My hand, already lowered, lost its strength. I helped him back up. There was no anger in the gesture. No tension.

Just tiredness.

“I’ll help you,” he added. “Whatever resources you need to resurrect them: treasures, rituals, people, I’ll grant them.”

I looked at his face, and the strange thing was… I believed him.

I patted his shoulder. “Seems I didn’t have much of a choice to stay mad at you, huh? You really schemed your way right out of my wrath.”

The faintest twitch played at the corner of his mouth.

I let my hand drop. “In memory of your mother, I won’t interfere with your Empire. I won’t be your ally, but I won’t be your obstacle either.”

He nodded once, solemnly.

“But,” I added, “if those Seven Imperial Houses try anything stupid, even a toe out of line, I will rain down chaos on them like a divine toddler with a paintbrush and zero impulse control.”

His eyes flicked up to meet mine. “Understood.”

A moment passed, and then he asked, “What about the final strike?”

I smirked. “I’ll save it.”

He blinked.

“If you misbehave,” I warned, “I’ll slap you good in front of all your ministers and concubines. Real loud. Make sure they know who raised you.”

He exhaled, somewhere between a sigh and a quiet huff of disbelief. “That will not happen. My interest remains the betterment of the people.”

I nodded slowly. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

He looked at me sharply. “My Heavenly Eye sees…”

“Doesn’t matter,” I interrupted. “You still won’t know everything. Not about people. Not about yourself. Heavenly Eye or not.”

He didn’t respond to that.

But he didn’t argue either.

So I took a step back, looked around the throne room once more.

Two strikes down. Last one to go.

And maybe, I'd come one step closer to forgiving him.
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We were walking down a hallway that refused to end.

Not just long… it was unnatural. The air thrummed with quiet tension, like the corridor itself was alive and watching. I couldn’t help but glance around, eyes tracing the seamless stone, the faintly glowing inlays etched into the walls like veins pulsing with mysterious energy. Wards. Spell formations. Something else too, something ancient, that didn’t belong to either. It all whispered of power layered over power, buried under the weight of secrecy and age.

“The Empire’s technology is truly a sight to behold.”

It reminded me of the path Xin Yune once led me through when she brought me to that underground facility. Left, then right, then a descending spiral staircase. And then doors that didn’t open until you bled.

Yeah. It felt like that again.

"These halls are older than the Empire," Emperor Nongmin said, hands clasped behind his back as if he were just strolling through a garden. "Some say they were carved by the founding dragons. Others think they were stolen from another realm altogether."

"Right," I muttered. "Definitely gives the vibe of someone stealing from someone way more dangerous than them."

He didn’t rise to the bait.

"There is something you must learn," he said after a moment, his voice even, though his eyes flicked to me like they were measuring my weight on some unseen scale. "Knowledge that may influence your path… significantly."

I didn’t stop walking, but I raised an eyebrow. "And this is the part where you pretend you’re not manipulating me?"

"No." He looked at me, actually looked, and said, "I won’t pretend. But I will tell you the truth, because it is not mine to twist."

Well, that was ominous.

Still, I kept pace. I wasn’t stupid. Wary? Absolutely. But curious, too. He had already given me more than most would, information, access, a chance to slap his imperial rear end twice without consequences. He didn’t have to walk me down here himself, but he did.

Maybe because this knowledge, whatever it was, carried weight he couldn’t entrust to anyone else.

Eventually, we reached a door: smooth, pale metal with no handle, no hinges, and no visible way to open it.

Nongmin placed his hand against it. "Before we step through… indulge me."

I crossed my arms. "That’s never a comforting phrase from someone with a title."

He smirked faintly, but his tone was serious. "What do you think… of working with the Empire? Side by side."

I blinked.

That wasn’t how he phrased it before.

"You mean the 'sponsorship' offer?" I asked. "Because that sounded more like you funding me while I do my own thing. Not… whatever this is."

"It’s not an order," he said. "But things are shifting. I can feel it. Soon, choices will matter more than power. Alignment more than strength. And I find myself wondering where you truly wish to stand."

There it was again. That heavy, prophetic Emperor tone.

I sighed, looked him dead in the eye, and gave it to him straight.

"I have no intention of working for the Empire," I said. "Let’s make that clear. I'm not one of your soldiers. I didn’t grow up here, I don't owe you anything, and I don't trust your Houses as far as I can throw them."

He didn’t flinch.

"But…" I continued, "…I’m not blind. We’ve helped each other in ways that mattered. You’ve given me information. And then, sometime soon, resources. The fact that your mother was the one thing that ties us is something to consider too."

I hesitated. That part still stuck with me, more than I let on.

"So if our goals line up," I said slowly, "then yeah. We can mutually help each other. Not as allies, not as enemies. Something in between. A partnership, maybe. But on my terms. I don’t trust you, Nongmin. I just can’t, so we have to settle for this."

A long silence stretched between us.

Then, unexpectedly, Nongmin chuckled. It was soft, almost tired. "You are unlike anyone I've ever ruled beside, Da Wei."

"I'm not beside you," I said flatly. "I’m just not trying to burn your palace down today."

The metal door groaned, splitting open with a sound like stone grinding against bone.

"Then step through," he said. "And see the kind of truth even an Emperor fears."

I took a breath and walked into the light.

“Hmmm… So, what is this place? Huh? Is this… a library?”

I stepped into a place that didn’t make sense.

The moment I crossed the threshold, the world turned sideways, or maybe upside down. Bookshelves lined the walls, the ceiling, even the floor beneath my boots was covered with open tomes, not a single one shifting as I walked. Titles in languages I didn’t recognize whispered their names as I passed. Some books blinked. One hissed. I wasn’t sure if I imagined that last one.

“Welcome,” Nongmin said beside me, spreading his arms like a proud curator. “To the Grand Ascension Library.”

Grand was one word for it. Disorienting as hell was another.

I followed him as best I could through the uneven terrain of stacked knowledge and floating pages. That’s when I noticed his gait. A little stiff, a little awkward. Like someone who recently got swatted somewhere private and was trying very hard to walk it off.

A grin pulled at my lips.

“You sure you’re okay there?” I asked. “Because you’re walking like someone who lost a duel with a particularly vengeful paddle.”

He didn’t answer immediately. Just gave me a flat look over his shoulder. “Your hand,” he said dryly, “should be registered as a diplomatic weapon.”

“Well, you were the one who bent over,” I shrugged, brushing a drifting scroll out of my face. “Anyway, let’s cut through the riddles. Just tell me straight… Shenyuan. Is he still alive?”

That made him stop.

Nongmin turned slowly, his expression serious now. The weight of it hit like a sudden cold draft in the room.

“I am certain,” he said, “that his main body perished.”

I felt something hollow in my chest. Not relief. Not satisfaction. Just… disappointment.

“I mean… I wanted him dead,” I admitted, rubbing the back of my neck. “But after everything, after what happened to my disciples, I hoped he’d lived. So I could find him. Make him talk. Rip every damn secret out of him with my own hands.”

Shenyuan did say he could resurrect my disciples.

Nongmin gave a slow nod. “You’re not the only one who wanted answers.”

I exhaled. “Main body,” I repeated. “That implies there were others. Clones, right?”

“Clones. Shadows. Echoes.” He glanced upward as a spectral ladder formed beside a shelf that hadn’t been there a second ago. “Like most old monsters, he prepared contingencies. Shenyuan wasn’t someone who accepted mortality easily.”

“How many?”

“No idea,” Nongmin said. “But there are still a few running around. I can feel their echoes from time to time. Not strong enough to challenge empires, but strong enough to escape detection if they wished.”

“And what are the chances,” I asked slowly, “that those copies know how to bring back my disciples?”

He gave me a long look. “Slim. Very slim. And even if they did… they wouldn’t talk.”

Of course not. That would be too easy.

“I encountered him once before,” Nongmin said, his tone shifting. “Back when I was just beginning my conquest. Before the Empire. When everything was still blood and dust.”

That surprised me. “You fought him?”

“No,” he said. “I survived him. Some of my people didn’t.”

His gaze dropped, fingers brushing a floating scroll before dismissing it.

“We had the Divine Physician, even then… Xin Yune. Her skills were beyond compare, but there were no traces left behind. Not even enough essence to work with. Whatever technique Shenyuan used… it erased the soul’s path completely.”

I frowned. “So he killed them in a way that not even a resurrection attempt could work?”

“Yes,” he said. “And I swore I would understand how.”

He motioned, and the room shifted. The bookshelves rotated inward, revealing a hidden pathway beneath the floor. We walked along its path, turning onto several pathways here and there.

“I managed to capture one of his shadows,” he said. “Not a clone. A living fragment. Some piece of him split from the whole.”

“What did you do with it?”

He met my gaze, and in his eyes, I saw a flicker of something close to shame.

“I subjected it to ten thousand realities. Simulated worlds, recursive tortures. I tried breaking it with pain, with kindness, with truth. I even gave it a chance to redeem itself. Nothing worked. It always chose silence. Always chose death.”

I swallowed hard.

“Not even guilt?”

“It didn’t feel guilt,” he said. “It didn’t feel anything. While some masters would argue his clones were inferior and faulty, it was superior in other ways, like its stubbornness.”

“So if any of his fragments know what he did to my people…” I said.

“They will not give it up willingly,” Nongmin finished. “If they know at all.”

I didn’t say anything for a while.

Then: “Good.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Good?”

“Because if they won’t tell me,” I said, my voice low, “then I’ll carve the knowledge out of their bones.”

One thing about having Divine Sense was that it wasn’t just for feeling spiritual energy or sniffing out danger like a sixth sense on steroids. No. With enough focus, it could peel through the edges of someone’s words and find what lingered beneath. Lies were like smudges on a glass pane, and even if I couldn’t see the full picture behind them, I could tell something was there.

That was the trick. As long as they talked, I could work with it. As long as they talked.

But first, I had to catch one of those Shenyuan remnants.

Nongmin brought me to a stop in front of a narrow, weathered door. Compared to the towering grandeur of the rest of the Grand Ascension Library, this thing looked like a joke. The wood was cracked, the frame leaned slightly to the left, and the bronze handle squeaked when he turned it.

“This way,” he said.

Inside was… surprisingly human.

A small study. A few bookshelves here and there, none particularly tall. A window, false maybe, cast golden light onto a modest desk cluttered with scrolls, inkstones, and a half-drunk cup of tea that might’ve been centuries old. There was even a worn armchair tucked into the corner with an open book left face-down on the seat.

I closed the door behind us.

Nongmin stepped forward and motioned at the room with a soft wave. “This place houses Class One knowledge. The kind that stirs even Immortals to madness.”

I didn’t sit.

He didn’t either.

Instead, he turned slightly, facing a wall lined with diagrams etched in fine golden ink. Maps of star systems? Realms? Spirals within spirals. And then he asked, “Tell me, what do you think the shape of the world is?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Is this a riddle?”

“A relevant one,” he said. “You may not realize it now, but this question will matter to you. Especially if… one day, you wish to leave.”

Leave?

I frowned but said nothing. He went on.

“I know little of you,” Nongmin admitted. “Every time I’ve tried to peer into your nature, your origin, you deflect. I see it in the Heavenly Eye. You speak in riddles, or you change the subject. Or you joke.”

I crossed my arms. “Maybe I don’t like being examined like a lab rat.”

“And I don’t enjoy gambling my Empire’s future on a man I don’t understand.” His voice was calm, but there was weight behind it. “What I know about you, I learned from the day you appeared in Yellow Dragon City. From that point on, you’ve burned through schemes, toppled powers, and rewritten expectations.”

He paused.

“And in the same breath,” he added, “as much as you can’t fully trust me, I can’t fully trust you.”

I stared at him for a while. “So why are we here?”

“Because,” Nongmin said, eyes turning distant, “the one thing I do know, the thing I see again and again, is that you will save this Empire. Once. Twice. Thrice. Again. And again.”

I blinked. “That’s… weirdly poetic. Did you rehearse that?”

“I don’t need to manipulate you into helping the people,” he said, ignoring me. “You’re going to do it anyway.”

I stared.

“…What is wrong with you?” I asked flatly.

He finally cracked a faint smile. “Everything. And yet, here I am, trying to be honest.”

He walked toward the desk, picked up a scroll, then set it down again. “I don’t know why you were cast into this world. I don’t know who you were before. But I have a feeling you might never be able to go home.”

My throat tightened. I kept my face still.

No witty retort came.

Nongmin turned toward me fully. “That’s why this knowledge matters. Because one day, you may want to go beyond this world. And you may find that this,” he gestured to the maps on the wall, to the spirals, the folds, the impossible geometry, “is the only truth that matters.”

I looked at the wall. I looked at him.

And for a moment, I couldn’t tell if I was in a study or standing at the edge of something vast and yawning.

“…What is the shape of the world, then?” I asked.

He didn’t answer.

He just stepped aside and let the maps speak for themselves.
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“In my younger years,” Nongmin began, his voice echoing slightly against the stone walls and shelves of the small study, “I had a simple question. One that troubled me more than most cultivators would bother to ask.”

I raised a brow. “What? Like whether you were the protagonist or the villain?”

He ignored the jab and continued on whatever this was. “I wanted to know whether the world was flat… or a sphere.”

We were sitting across from each other, a modest tea set between us, though neither of us had touched it. The room wasn’t much, just a few sturdy shelves, some ancient scrolls, a jade cabinet humming with sealed energies. It was more study than grand archive, but the ambient pressure in the room suggested the knowledge stored here wasn’t ordinary.

“Huh,” I muttered, scratching my jaw. “I’d normally say a sphere. But considering this is… well, this world, it could be anything. Giant turtle. Endless plane. Floating lotus. But most often than not, it all boils down to whether the world is flat or round.”

Nongmin chuckled lightly. “That was my assumption too, once. But the answer is neither.”

That got my attention.

He raised his hand, fingers brushing through the air like a calligrapher painting on invisible silk. Slowly, golden geometric patterns began to appear, hovering inscriptions glowing softly with ancient script. Lines of light curled, merged, and reformed in the center of the study. The floating glyphs bent into a glowing model of what looked exactly like… a sphere.

I frowned. “That looks pretty sphere-ish to me.”

He shook his head, stepping toward the projection. “Not quite. What you’re seeing isn’t a solid world. This…” He moved his hand, causing the image to shift and rotate, “…is a hollowed sphere.”

A hollowed sphere? My brain stuttered for a second. “So… underneath us is another world? Different ecology? Inverted terrain?” The words tumbled out faster than I meant. “Are we talking ‘Hollow Earth’ here?”

That was a theory back on Earth, some tinfoil-hat nonsense about how there was an entire lost world beneath the crust of our own. Dinosaurs. Sky inside the Earth. Atlantean civilizations. That kind of thing.

Nongmin immediately shattered the comparison. “No,” he said with a firm shake of his head, “nothing like what you’re imagining. It’s not a second world beneath the first. It’s not even a sphere, not really. We just use the word. Rathered than a hollowed sphere, it’s more of a hollowed space, really.”

He pressed his palm to the edge of the illusory projection. The model opened like a fruit sliced in half, revealing its core. Inside, where I expected layers of rock or molten metal, there was instead a glowing orb… like a small sun, pulsing steadily with soft flame.

“That,” he said, pointing at the center, “is our sun.”

I blinked. “Wait. You’re telling me the sun is inside the world?”

Nongmin nodded, dragging his hand along the inner surface of the projection. “Our world is inverted. We do not live on the outside of the ball, like what a world must be. We live inside it.”

I leaned back slowly, staring at the model.

“Imagine a sphere,” he continued, “and the space in which we live clinging to the interior of its shell. The center of the sphere, where the core would be in most worlds, is the sun. A true fire. An object of immense cultivation and cosmic design, older than empires.”

“…What?” I mumbled dumbly. “That makes no sense. Gravity, light, stars… what about space?”

He gave me a sympathetic smile. “None of that exists here in the way it did in most worlds. There is no outer space. No stars. What we call stars are luminous formations suspended in the sky dome, reflections of the world’s inner workings. Our understanding of up and down, the heavens and earth, has always been shaped by what we think we see. But truth doesn’t need belief to exist.”

I stared at the model, my thoughts grinding.

“If the sun is inside,” I murmured, “then the light, the heat… all of it radiates outward.”

“Exactly.”

“And the sky?”

“An illusion, or a membrane. A barrier of cultivated essence. Something formed by ancients before even the immortals left their mark.”

I didn’t say anything for a moment. I just… sat there, arms crossed, trying to wrap my head around it. The world I’d fought in, bled in, lost people in: it was inside a goddamn ball.

“You’re telling me we’re all walking upside down?” I muttered.

“In a sense,” he replied.

I pointed at the projection. “So what happens if someone digs deep enough?”

“You would reach the membrane,” he said. “No one ever returns. No one ever survives.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Has anyone ever left this world?”

He looked at me, serious now. “Not that I know of. But this knowledge will be relevant to you in the long run. Especially if you ever try.” 

There was something unspoken in his tone. A warning, maybe. Or a quiet hope.

“There are records,” he added, “of immortals ascending to other realms. But those records are fractured. Lost to dust and war.”

I didn’t respond. I wasn’t sure what to say. My mind felt like it was doing somersaults.

If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve called Nongmin crazy.

But this was Nongmin we were talking about.

Not some mad hermit screaming into the wind about sky conspiracies or buried suns. This was the man who ruled an empire, peered through time, and had access to knowledge forbidden even to most immortals. So when he told me the world wasn’t what we thought it was… I had to at least hear him out.

He stood beside the glowing projection of the hollow sphere, our world, according to him, and pressed his fingers against the edges of it like a craftsman admiring the fault lines in his work.

“It’s not something I can prove easily,” he said, “not to the world at large, and not through traditional means. But this model, this shape, explains more than anything else ever could.”

I raised a brow. “So, the sun’s inside, we’re living on the inner walls… and that’s somehow more sensible than a normal world?”

He nodded. “You wouldn’t know it, being an Outsider. But ask any scholar from the Ten Thousand Provinces, any astronomer from the High Lotus Pavilion. They’ll all tell you the same thing: the world is a sphere, and above the heavens is the Great Void.”

I frowned. “So… a normal world model. Like stars, planets, space?”

This world might be more advanced in its astronomy than I gave them credit for… Or maybe it was just me misunderstanding things.

“Yes,” Nongmin said, “except it’s all wrong. They accept it without question, and when pressed, they don’t even know where the knowledge came from. No foundational scripture, no ancient origin. It’s simply… the accepted truth.”

He looked tired as he said it, like someone who’d shouted at deaf ears for too long.

“So why does it matter to you?” I asked. “Why spend decades chasing the shape of the world? Why does it matter if it’s flat, round, or inside-out?”

He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he walked back to the table and finally poured the untouched tea, steam curling into the air between us.

“There are records,” he said quietly. “Very old ones. Fragments of tablets. Notes etched into the bones of long-dead sages. They don’t describe the world. They describe a prison.”

The words hit me like a weight. “A prison.”

He nodded. “A cage fashioned by ancient hands. Not metaphor. Not illusion. This world… is meant to contain something. Or perhaps, someone.”

I froze. That word again.

Shenyuan had said the same thing.

Back in the caverns when his true body revealed itself, when he was unraveling his final schemes, he’d laughed, told me I was too naive to realize that we were all prisoners in a world that wasn’t meant to be free.

“Shenyuan said the same thing,” I muttered.

“I know,” Nongmin replied. “That’s part of why I brought you here.”

He lifted his hand again, and the projection shimmered. A smaller illusion appeared above the hollow sphere, an image of a man, likely himself, rising upward through layers of energy, only to vanish in a burst of light… and then reappear, violently, on the opposite side of the sphere.

“I used the Heavenly Eye,” Nongmin said, “to peer into a possible future. In that vision, I tried to break through the heavens. To pierce the veil above the world and ascend beyond.”

He looked at me.

“I succeeded.”

“And then?”

“I reappeared… on the other side. Not a higher world. Just another region inside the sphere. As though the heavens folded inward and spat me back out.”

I stared at him. “So you’re saying… the sky loops?”

“Something like that,” he replied. “A self-contained illusion. A mirrored shell that prevents anything from escaping. I don’t know how it was made. I don’t know who forged it. But I know others must have seen it.”

“Then why haven’t they said anything?” I asked.

He gave me a grim smile. “Because either they are part of it… or they fear what lies beyond the veil. Either way, silence is easier.”

I leaned back, thoughts racing. A prison world. A false sky. A looping heavenscape that turns even ascension into illusion.

“Alright, but then… what about celestial movement?”

I stared at the illusion of the world rotating in the air between us, the dull orange light of the inner sun casting flickering shadows against the high stone walls. After a long pause, I pointed toward the glowing sphere at the center.

“What about the moon then?”

Nongmin raised his hand. The sun dimmed, faded, and in its place rose a familiar pale orb: silver, cold, and cratered. The moon.

“It’s the same,” he said. “One entity. It shifts between forms, alternating between sun and moon based on alignment and intent.”

I blinked. “Wait… entity?”

“That’s what I said,” he replied. “It is not a star, nor a rock. It has will. Or… something close to it.”

The way he said it sent a chill up my spine.

“I once tried to fly to it,” he went on, his tone casual but his eyes far away. “Gathered all my strength, all my techniques. Flew for days. Weeks. Months. No matter how fast I moved, no matter what realm I entered… I never got closer.”

He gestured lazily toward the projection again. “The distance isn’t real. Not in the way we understand. It stretches as you chase it. Warps. Bends. Even with the Heavenly Eye… I couldn’t pierce through. Couldn’t lock onto it. It’s like trying to grasp a reflection in water.”

I frowned. “So it’s a trick?”

“It’s more than a trick. It’s design. A system of layers that keep us turning in circles.”

I folded my arms. “And you think that’s why I can’t go home.”

He looked at me. “I think it’s one of many reasons. You’re not just in another world, Da Wei. You’re inside a sealed construct. A realm with curved laws, scripted heavens, and a sun that plays pretend.”

“Then why tell me all this?” I asked. “If there’s no escape, what’s the point of dangling hope in front of me?”

He smiled faintly. “Because I want you to find a way.”

I stared at him. I wasn’t sure what stunned me more: his answer, or the quiet certainty with which he said it.

“I thought you believed it was impossible,” I said.

“I do,” he replied. “But sometimes… I dream of ascension too.”

He turned away from the projection, his voice softer now.

“And if the day ever comes where I must evacuate this world, my people, my empire, I want to have options. Real options. Not blind guesses. Not half-baked schemes. I want a door I can trust.”

His fingers tightened slightly at his side.

“Because if this place truly is a prison… then I would rather be a fugitive in the Greater Universe than a warden doomed to rot in his own cage.”

I didn't say anything for a while.

The illusion of the moon still hung between us, glowing faintly.

There was a strange ache in my chest I couldn’t name. Not grief, not anger, just a heavy, hollow understanding. He wasn’t giving me this knowledge to control me. He was giving it to me because even he needed something to believe in.

Somehow, that made it worse.

“Guess I better start looking for keys, then,” I muttered. “The important thing is I got the gist of it, but really? A prison? But for who?”

He gave a tired laugh, the kind that sat somewhere between amusement and resignation.

“Yes, a prison… For who? I couldn’t tell…”

This was a good start as any.

“Okay,” I said. “Can you give me a sec… I need a walk…”

Leaving the study behind, I walked the stone halls of the Grand Ascension Library in silence, the air still buzzing faintly with the aftertaste of celestial truth. Maybe it was the talk of moons and prisons, maybe just the quiet, but for the first time in a while, I let myself think about going home.

Home.

That cramped apartment. My off-brand kettle. Those wailing, snot-nosed kids in the third grade to the fifth grade who thought the recorder was a battle trumpet.

I thought about wanting to go back, but I never really entertained it beyond that. Never chased it. Never obsessed. Because deep down, I knew, I didn’t even know how. It was just a thought. A direction, not a destination.

And now?

Now I had a god-emperor telling me the world was inside-out, the sky was a lie, and the sun was a shapeshifting entity that doubled as the moon depending on its mood.

So yeah. Exploring “outer space” or the so-called Greater Universe? That sounded like an insurmountable task. Impossible, really. But so what?

It was a goal, at least.

I sighed as I found myself near a balcony, overlooking the golden skyline of the Imperial Capital. The space was strange inside the Grand Ascension Library that they would change seemingly randomly. But in fact, they react to my thoughts. I stared at the scenery before me. Beyond those mountains, somewhere, were people who needed saving. My friends, their bodies were still with me, their souls, maybe, still lingering, waiting. That was my real task. My real goal.

The whole Greater Universe thing could wait.

I was getting attached to this world, whether I admitted it or not. The wind here smelled like dry pine and incense. People still bowed when they passed me, still whispered like I was someone worth fearing. It was strange, but it was familiar now.

I turned back, re-entering the study. Nongmin hadn’t moved. He stood with one hand on a spinning illusion of the Hollowed World, watching it slowly rotate like some cracked egg with a sun yolk at its center.

“Hey,” I said. “One last thing.”

He glanced at me, eyes tired but expectant.

“This place,” I gestured to the bookshelves, the floating projections, the knowledge humming behind every wall. “Can I access it again?”

He blinked slowly, then nodded. “You may return at any time. I’ll have a token prepared.”

“I’m going to need more than bedtime stories and apocalyptic star maps,” I said. “If I’m going to figure out the resurrection of my disciples, I’ll need access to the real stuff.”

He nodded again. “Then I’ll authorize you access to Class Five through Class One knowledge.”

My eyebrows lifted. “Unlimited?”

“As much as you can digest,” he replied. “That should be enough.”

I gave a low whistle. “You’re being generous today.”

“I had a good teacher,” he said, almost to himself.

I pretended I didn’t hear that. I didn’t want to start thinking about Xin Yune again.

Instead, I bowed slightly, not out of protocol, but something like respect, and turned once more to leave.

This time, there were no grand revelations waiting outside the door. Just the long hallways, lit with jade flame, and a direction. I had a goal. I had knowledge. I had a list of names I wasn’t going to let the world forget.

The universe could wait.

First, I was going to bring my people home.
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The courtyard was quiet, save for the rustle of wind through dying leaves and the faint creak of old wood. A garden once full of life now held the stink of death. And at its center, sprawled in a pose that could only be described as violently artistic, lay what remained of Hei Yuan.

He wasn’t just dead. He was mangled, torn apart, burned in places, and dried out in others. Unrecognizable to anyone who hadn’t seen him fighting back-to-back with you in the gates of Hell itself.

I stepped toward the corpse, careful not to step in the blood that had congealed into dark, crusted lines beneath him.

“Old man,” I muttered, raising my hand. “You always did like making an entrance.”

With a breath, I called upon Divine Word: Raise.

The air around us shifted. Light, not warm or cold but commanding, shimmered from my fingers and sank into his ruined body. Flesh knit. Bones mended. Blood vessels crawled back into place like roots drinking rain. He gasped as his lungs filled again. His eyes shot open with a snap like they were spring-loaded.

And then… he blinked at me.

Confused. Muddled. Very naked.

His robes had not survived the revival process. They hung in pathetic shreds, slipping off his frame to reveal what nature and cultivation had crafted. The man was built like a statue carved by a drunk god with decent taste.

“...Master Wei?” Hei Yuan’s voice cracked like a dry twig. “Is this… the afterlife?”

“Nope,” I said, popping the ‘p.’

He looked down at himself, first at his bare chest. Then lower. His eyes widened, and his hand gently cupped his groin with an almost reverent sort of grace.

“Ah… This must be the afterlife indeed,” he whispered, nodding solemnly. “I have returned to my most natural state… as the heavens intended. Naked… like the day I was born.”

“Sure, let’s call it that,” I said, crossing my arms. “Though I’m starting to regret bringing you back.”

He looked up at me, eyes suddenly glassy with emotion. “Master Wei… even in the afterlife, you are clothed… regal… majestic beyond compare. A true immortal…”

Oh no.

Here it comes.

“I should’ve just let you reincarnate,” I muttered, taking one step forward.

I was tempted to slap the back of his head. Tempted enough to picture it. But knowing my luck and my strength, I’d probably accidentally tear it clean off his neck.

So I flicked his forehead instead. Hard.

Yep, it could be considered bullying the elderly and teaching the young a lesson at the same time. It was a strange world. A suppressed burst of willpower-tinged intent surged through my finger. Hei Yuan’s eyes crossed. He flipped. A perfect somersault of 360 degrees in the air. Then he landed facedown with a thud that made the cracked stones under him groan.

His bare ass now pointed at the sky like it was trying to catch divine blessings.

"Please tell me you are awake for real now," I exhaled through my nose and rubbed my temples. “Anyways... Welcome back, Old Yuan.”

He groaned into the stone, voice muffled. “I see… the afterlife is pain…”

“You’re alive, not dead.”

“Same thing, isn’t it?”

I kicked a piece of the tattered robe toward him. “Cover yourself, man.”

He took it and wrapped it around his waist like it was royal garb, lifting his chin in pride.

“As you command… Great King of the Afterlife.”

I stared at him. “If you ever call me that again, I’m sending you back.”

He paused. Then grinned, teeth yellow but full of mischief. “You missed me.”

I didn’t say anything.

I didn’t need to.

He knew.

“If you could joke, then you should be fine,” I said, squatting beside the pathetic excuse for a man who had just performed a perfect naked flip and landed face-first into a rock. "I thought you'd be more traumatized... just about by everything."

Hei Yuan groaned, peeling his cheek off the courtyard stones. His voice came out scratchy. “It was painful, but... Was that… necessary?”

I tilted my head and looked him over. He was alive, sure, but his ribs were poking out like a scarecrow, his skin still patchy from wherever the technique hadn't fully healed him, and his hair looked like he'd lost a fight with a lightning spirit. It seemed my spell was unable to heal him completely.

Yeah. That was on me.

Hindsight and all.

“Stay put,” I said, dusting off my sleeves as I stood and silently cast Great Cure on him, allowing his rib to mend properly. “Don’t try to be majestic again. Your spine’s not ready.”

“I’ll have you know I once rode a dragon bareback across five provinces,” he muttered. "Hmmm... It's a wyvern, actually, but..."

“And now you’re riding shame, bare-assed, across a courtyard.”

I rolled my eyes and closed them briefly, expanding my Divine Sense outward like a bubble. I swept through gardens, walkways, chambers, and people moving about the Imperial Palace like well-trained ants.

Among them, one soul stood out. She was humming. Not meditating, not patrolling, not attending to nobility, just humming a jaunty little tune and walking through the hallway while munching on a rice cake. Casual. Carefree. Not exactly what I expected from an imperial handmaiden.

I vanished from the courtyard and reappeared a few feet in front of her.

She shrieked like I’d turned into a blood demon. The rice cake flew up and slapped her in the forehead before falling to the floor in slow, tragic agony.

“Calm down,” I said, raising both hands.

She pointed at me with wild eyes. “W-What’s a brute like you doing in the Imperial Palace!?”

I looked down at myself. Tunic crisp, jade robes, boots polished, and I reckoned a handsome enough face to be mistaken as a dignified prince charming who was in fact just a mischievous demon role-playing as a Paladin. I gestured at myself. “Miss… does this look like a brute to you?”

She paused. Her eyes narrowed. That look, that sharp, judgmental, contemptuous glint, cut deeper than a Heaven-Severing Saber or whatever that was... Before she could unleash whatever insult she had brewing, I reached into my sleeve and pulled out the Emperor’s Token. Nongmin gave it to me reluctantly, like a parent handing the keys to a child with questionable driving skills. I’d kept it handy for moments just like this.

Her face froze. Eyes flicked from the token to me. Then she dropped to her knees and planted her forehead on the floor.

“I pay my humble respects to His Majesty!” she blurted.

Huh. Useful thing. Maybe I should wear it as a necklace.

“I need you to go to the courtyard on the western wing,” I said, pointing. “Find me there. Bring… let’s say thirteen robes.”

She looked up. “Thirteen?”

“Yes. At least. I’ve got some old folks who’ll need them soon. Don’t ask questions.”

“I-I will do as ordered!” she stammered, trembling as if I’d asked her to deliver demon hearts.

I was already turning to leave when I stopped. “What’s your name?”

“Zhu Lian, my lord!”

Zhu?

Huh.

Either she was related to General Zhu Shin… or the Zhu surname really was that common. I squinted at her. There was a faint resemblance around the eyes. Then again, everyone in this palace was either too noble, too poor, or too suspiciously bred to guess at.

I sighed. “Never mind. I need those clothes more than I need to show favoritism.”

She nodded rapidly as if understanding my little monologue.

I gave a short bow. “Apologies for disturbing your rest and your rice cake. I’m sure it was delicious.”

She blinked. “I… I will do as you command!”

Then she took off, moving at the speed only a Will Reinforcement Realm could muster.

Quick on her feet, but the cultivation was sloppy. Raw. Unstable. The kind of power that didn’t come from talent, but it came from grit. Probably beat her head against the walls of qi until the wall gave up.

A hard worker. I respected that.

I returned to the courtyard, where Hei Yuan had managed to drag a half-burnt bush over himself for modesty.

“I found someone,” I said. “Clothes are on the way.”

He lifted a twig in the air like a victory flag. “My savior.”

“Just shut up and stay decent. The palace has standards.”

He snorted. “And here I thought I was reborn free of mortal shame.”

“Yeah,” I muttered, “and I thought I was getting a day off.”

For the next fifteen minutes or so, Hei Yuan and I worked in silence… Well, as much silence as one could expect from two men stacking corpses and making casual conversation about violent deaths.

One by one, I retrieved the bodies from my Item Box. The spatial compression let them lie preserved, untouched by time or rot. It still didn’t make it any less weird pulling full-sized elders out of thin air and laying them in a neat line like some kind of grotesque scroll unrolling.

Hei Yuan, despite being recently resurrected and still mostly naked with only a bush-leaf skirt for modesty, took to the task with a reverence I hadn’t expected. Every time I placed a new corpse down, he would kneel beside it, place a hand on the body’s chest, and introduce me.

“This one here,” he said, gesturing to a guy with sunken cheeks and a crooked nose, “is Elder Ji Wen. He was the clan’s historian. Could recite three thousand years of blood feuds without blinking.”

“Oh, I remember this guy,” I said, snapping my fingers. “Nearly got swallowed by a flesh demon shaped like a worm the size of a palace. I had to cut through four layers of intestine to get him out before it fully digested him. I am curious. He has a different surname, what's up with that?”

"Adopted," Hei Yuan let out a dry chuckle. “Bet he'd hate being remembered as the one who got swallowed...”

I nodded. “Too late. That's the Ji Wen File in my head now: ‘Swallowed by Worm Demon.’”

Next corpse.

“This one’s Granduncle Min,” Hei Yuan said, patting the bloated chest of an elder who looked like he’d been inflated with bad karma. “He was always suspicious of women.”

I squinted. “He’s the one who got charmed by a mid-rank succubus, right?”

Hei Yuan winced. “Yeah…”

“I remember,” I said. “She almost made him stab me. Then, at the last moment, shouted something about no wench taking his soul, and then he cut off his own head."

“Suicidal lunatic.”

“He got better,” I said.

“He’s dead.”

“After getting better,” I clarified. “It’s all about the order of operations.”

Next.

“This is Old Kang.”

“Oh! Kang!” I grinned, remembering the way the man had shrieked. “He’s the one who got dirt kicked into his eyes when the earth demon decided to play whack-a-mole with his face, right?”

Hei Yuan snorted. “That demon was bored.”

“And Kang tried to negotiate. With a creature made of stone. Using poetry.”

“He always said poetry was the truest weapon.”

“Yeah, well, the demon used a boulder.”

Another body.

“Here lies Elder Ping.”

I sighed. “Possessed by a djinn. Tried to stab me in the eye with a soup spoon. Told me I had ‘too much balance in my soul’ and he needed to unbalance it with cutlery.” I couldn't believe I was saying this, but those really happened.

Hei Yuan tilted his head. “You still got that spoon?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Probably would make a great rice ladle now.”

“It’s a spiritual artifact, though,” murmured Hei Yuan begrudgingly. “I recall it can cleanse spiritual toxins.”

We kept at it like that. Laying bodies. Swapping memories. Laughing at the absurdity of it all.

One guy had died while trying to headbutt a flaming giant into submission.

Another one screamed, “I regret nothing!” as he rode a collapsing platform into lava like it was a festival ride.

Hell’s Gate wasn’t a place where sane people went. And these old fellows weren’t sane. They were suicidal cultivators who had nothing left, no homeland, no legacy, and no future. So they chose to die beside their Grand Elder, following Hei Yuan into a one-way death zone.

And I? I’d been the outsider who couldn’t stop saving them. Even when I said I wouldn’t.

“You know,” I said, squatting down next to Hei Yuan, “I thought I’d forget most of these guys. But now that I’m looking at them, I remember every single face.”

Eventually, footsteps approached the courtyard, hesitant and uneven. I turned, and there she was, Zhu Lian, robe bundles clutched in both arms like she expected them to explode.

She looked at me like I was a tiger who'd just asked for a pillow.

“You came,” I said.

“I did as ordered, Lord Immortal!” she squeaked, still trembling. Her eyes didn’t leave my face, like breaking eye contact might summon death.

“For some reason, she’s scared of me,” I muttered to Hei Yuan.

“She probably saw your portrait in some wanted scroll,” he replied. “Sorry, that’s too out of place for me. It won’t happen again, Master Wei. It seems I've grown enamored and was filled with nostalgia as we talked about their heroic ends.”

“Eh. Help’s a help.”

Zhu Lian set the robes down on the stone bench, giving the corpses a wide berth and nearly jumping when one of them shifted slightly. That was just gravity, but I didn’t bother explaining.

She turned to leave, but I gestured at Hei Yuan. “Help the old man out, would you?”

To her credit, she didn’t scream. Just nodded like a puppet and got to work dressing Hei Yuan in one of the simpler sets of robes. He went from wild elder of the woods to "retired eccentric cultivator" real fast.

As for the others, we left the cadavers unclothed. It would’ve been a waste. Their bodies were still a bloody mess, most of them looking like they'd been minced and stitched back together with thread. The robes would’ve just soaked in gore.

Hei Yuan stood before the line of bodies, now robed, and clasped his hands before him.

“Brothers,” he said, voice solemn, “you were born in a broken time, fought for a broken clan, and chose to die beside me when we had nothing left. May the heavens recognize your courage and my immense debt to you.”

He turned to me and bowed, deep and sincere. “Thank you, Master Wei. For retrieving them. I thought I’d never see their faces again.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What’re you talking about?”

He blinked.

“I’m bringing them back, obviously. You think I went through all that trouble just to give them a scenic nap spot?”

Emotion flickered across Hei Yuan’s face. He let out a bark of laughter, rubbing at his eyes. “Of course you are. How foolish of me.”

I smirked. “As comrades in arms, the least I could do is try, right?”

He looked at me, eyes glassy but spirit steady. “Then let’s bring the old bastards home.”

I told Zhu Lian to call for more help. Not just for dressing the old folks, though, judging by how they were all going to pop out like naked radishes again, that was probably a good idea, but also to bring me the highest-grade spiritual stones they could find.

She hesitated, trembling slightly as she adjusted her robe. “A-as you command, Lord Immortal,” she said with a deep bow, then ran off like she was racing a ghost.

“Poor girl,” I muttered. “Definitely going to get scolded for this later.”

Hei Yuan, now decently robed, was crouching beside one of the corpses, his face pale and his hand trembling slightly as he brushed hair away from the forehead of an old man whose chest had been crushed in. His voice was steady, though. “This is Elder Hong… used to terrify the junior disciples with his cane. Called it ‘discipline enforcement.’ The kids said it hurt more than soul poison.”

I crouched beside another cadaver. “Right… I remember this guy. Beheaded by an arachnid. Almost lost his head in the chaos. The next second, I found it being used as a decor to a spear of some gargoyle. Nasty stuff.”

Demons were truly illogical creatures...

Hei Yuan snorted.

“Okay,” I psyched myself up. “Let’s start!”

I placed my palm over the first elder and activated the Revival Liquid I had been stockpiling. Not cheap. Not easy to make. But I’d fought demons with these old fools, so Resurrection Stones weren’t enough. We needed items that could pierce the veil where the blood and soul had been mangled.

A soft glow emanated from my palm as the liquid magically seeped from my palm. The first elder’s chest rose, then fell. He coughed up a mouthful of black sludge and groaned. One down.

Second elder, Revival Liquid again. Worked.

Third? Didn’t. The Revival Liquid sizzled and evaporated before it could even touch her. I blinked and leaned in. There it was, a lingering acid curse on the body. Probably from one of those stomach-dwelling slime beasts that ate cosmic dust for breakfast.

I cast Cleanse. A ripple of white light swept over the woman’s body, hissing as it dispelled the last remnants of demonic venom. Once done, I applied the Revival Liquid again. This time, it worked. She gasped like someone drowning coming up for air.

Fourth elder?

Charred beyond recognition.

I whistled. “Tsk. Must’ve taken a meteor to the face.”

I opened my item pouch and pulled out a Phoenix Feather. Honestly, kind of overkill, but I still had a few. Shoved it into the corpse’s chest. A moment later, his body sparked, cracked, and reformed. A second later, he opened his eyes, looking vaguely insulted by existence.

“Alright,” I said, standing. “Last one.”

The fifth elder looked mostly intact, just cold. Tried the Revival Liquid, no go. He had a spiritual tether that was thin and fraying. This one needed something better.

I pulled out a vial with swirling golden liquid, the Elixir of Resurrection. Expensive as hell, rare too. Poured it straight into his mouth. The elder twitched once, then shivered, and began to breathe.

They were all alive.

And naked.

The newly revived old men and the single old woman were just standing there, gawking at everything like baby chickens. One of them was spinning slowly in place. Another was trying to bow toward the sky. The woman was muttering something about the wheel of reincarnation and whether or not she had been judged fairly.

Then they noticed me.

They all immediately fell to their knees.

“O Immortal Savior!”

“Great Emperor of the Afterlife!”

“Please accept our worship!”

I stared at them. “Okay, no… stop that.”

They didn’t stop. I didn't know it would have this big of a reaction.

I looked at Hei Yuan, who was already massaging his temples.

“Forgive them, Master Wei,” he said with a sigh. “Their souls have only just returned from the brink. Their minds yet wander between the Nine Hells and the mortal plane.”

“I noticed.”

Hei Yuan spun around and barked at the handmaidens who had just arrived. “Don’t stand there like you’ve seen ghosts! Scold them! Treat them like unruly brats! They’ve died once already, what dignity is left to lose?!”

One of the handmaidens hesitated, then snapped, “You! Don’t just kneel there, get clothed! And don’t flash your bum at the Lord Immortal!”

Another added, “We’re maids, not undertakers!”

It was chaos. Glorious, hilarious chaos.

And through it all, Hei Yuan stood tall, commanding his people like the clan wasn’t ashes and the world hadn’t tried to swallow them whole. He had spirit… no, he was spirit, forged in fire and tempered in the depths of the Hell’s Gate.

“You’re smiling,” came a voice beside me.

I didn’t need to look to know who it was.

“Am I?” I asked.

“Yes. Smiling.” Zhu Shin gave me a side glance, her expression unreadable, but I caught the tiniest twitch at the edge of her lips.

I nodded, eyes still on the scene. “Yeah… I guess I am.”
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“Alright, you and your gal friends can go now,” I said, waving Zhu Lian and the handmaidens away.

Zhu Lian blinked. “Gal friends?”

“Ignore me,” I muttered. “Just go.”

She narrowed her eyes in confusion, but gave a low bow and gestured to the others. “Come, sisters. Let us leave the honored guests to their discussion.” As they filed out, I heard faint whispers among them. I didn’t need Divine Sense to guess what they were saying. My choice of words had always been strange to this world, and honestly? I didn’t think I’d ever shake that off. Some habits from Earth were apparently immortal.

Once the ladies were gone, I turned to the elders of the Shadow Clan, motioning for them to come closer. “Alright. Gather around. Let’s talk.”

They formed a loose semicircle around me, robes still wrinkled from resurrection, post-death daze only now starting to fade from their eyes. I could still feel the weight of the atmosphere, the lingering scent of blood, ash, and crushed pride. But now that they were here, alive, they needed direction.

“So,” I began, “what now?”

Hei Yuan stepped forward with a grim expression, acting as their spokesperson. “Forgive us, Master Wei. It would not be wise for us to speak of our future so lightly. We... must speak amongst ourselves first. Much has changed.”

Silence followed. For the first time since they woke, the elders all fell still, each processing their second chance at life. No bickering, no curt remarks, just grim acceptance. The realization had sunk in. They were alive. The price had been heavy, but they had returned.

Hei Hong broke the quiet with a hollow voice. “The clan is gone. There is nothing to return to. No island. No sacred grounds. No heirlooms. Just ashes.”

Another elder, Hei Ximei, stepped forward. “If you are willing, Master Wei… we would serve. Take us in. We offer what remains of our lives to you.”

Hei Yuan stiffened. “Ximei!” he barked. “You speak out of turn!”

But she met his gaze head-on, chin lifted in defiance. “Then punish me later, Grand Elder. But tell me, what choice do we have?”

He gritted his teeth. “We are the architects of our own ruin. We… I… failed to see the storm brewing in our midst. It was not some outsider’s curse, nor fate’s cruelty, but it was our blindness.” His voice grew harsher with each word. “That girl, Gu Jie… she gave us prophecy. We mocked her. In our circles. I know! Thus, this tragedy had befallen our Clan! Moreover, an Imperial Prince’s son died on our lands. There will be consequences, consequences that we will suffer. It didn’t help that we treated guests like they were invaders. And now…”

He turned to me and bowed deeply.

“It is you, Master Wei, who saved what little we had left. And for that alone, we owe you more than we can ever repay. But to ask more of you now… would be to tread the path of shame. It is dishonorable. Disgraceful. I won’t allow it.”

His voice cracked at the edges, and I saw something rare in a man like Hei Yuan: guilt. Real, unfiltered guilt. The others looked away, suddenly very interested in the stone tiles beneath their feet.

They knew he was right. And still, they didn’t know what to do next.

Neither did I.

Not really.

But one thing was certain, I hadn’t resurrected them just to watch them fade into obscurity.

And I wasn’t done speaking.

“I’ve got no problem taking you guys in,” I said, arms crossed as I looked over the battered but breathing elders of the Shadow Clan. “Honestly, I’ll probably need to build my own faction sometime soon anyway.”

Several of them blinked.

Hei Ximei tilted her head. “Faction?”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Like a sect, but with more personality and fewer dress codes. Think of it as a community with slightly less backstabbing. Hopefully.”

They didn’t look entirely convinced, but at least they weren’t outright refusing.

“I can’t make any promises about salary,” I continued, “but I can guarantee weekends.”

More blinking.

“That means… you get a day or two off every seven days,” I clarified, then paused. “Actually… how many days are in a week here?”

That thought hit me harder than expected. I’d been here for months, and I still had no clue what the standard calendar looked like. That’s how strict the Empire was with knowledge. You wanted to know what year it was? Good luck. Want to know the week structure? Better have a library pass or a noble sponsor. It was ridiculous. I made a mental note to ask someone, or better yet, steal a book.

And yes, I could just ask Nongmin, but sometimes I just wanted to be a jerk. I hoped some noble would pick a fight with me, so that I could have them fetch me a book.

Anyway.

I waved a hand lazily. “I’ll leave you all for now. Go gather the other survivors, if there are any, and talk among yourselves about what you want to do. But don’t take forever, yeah? I’ll be heading out soon on an expedition outside the Empire’s borders. Got a disciple to collect and a pair of folks to bring back.”

That caught their attention.

Hei Min coughed into his fist, not-so-subtly trying to get my attention. I looked at him and nodded.

“Yes?”

“Where are we?” he asked, eyes scanning the courtyard. “And… those women from earlier… who were they?”

“I think it’s a sect,” one elder muttered.

“No, no. Too clean for a sect. Another clan’s grounds, maybe?” another whispered.

Oh, right. I should’ve clarified that. My bad.

“Ah,” I said, snapping my fingers. “Welcome to the Imperial Capital.”

The silence was immediate. You could’ve dropped a needle and it would’ve exploded from the tension.

Hei Ping, bless his naive heart, gasped and nodded in admiration. “To think Master Wei was so rich and magnanimous… opening the gates of his prestigious estate to us humble survivors…”

“Hold on, hold on,” I cut in, holding up both hands. “Let’s not get carried away.”

They all looked at me, confused.

“This isn’t my place or anything,” I explained with a sheepish grin. “I’m new here, okay? There’s no way I can afford real estate in the Capital. I had my… uh… bestie lend me the courtyard so I could host you guys.”

Hei Yuan blinked a few times and squinted around the courtyard. “This place… it looks familiar,” he murmured, voice trembling slightly.

I let out a fake cough and avoided eye contact.

“Yeah, about that…”

Hei Ximei, the same elder who’d offered to serve earlier, raised a brow. “Where are we, Master Wei?”

I scratched the back of my head. “Well… you’re standing in the Imperial Palace.”

This time, they didn’t just go silent. They stopped breathing altogether.

Hei Hong’s face went pale. Hei Min’s eyes twitched. Hei Ping looked like he was about to faint from sheer anxiety.

I shrugged.

“Yeah, I know. Not ideal. But hey, if I’m gonna get in trouble for harboring old naked people, might as well do it in style, right?”

There were thirteen of them.

Thirteen ragged elders, stiff from resurrection, still blinking at the sky like they expected it to be fire and brimstone. They weren’t exactly peak fighting material anymore, assuming they ever were, but I wanted to bring about half of them with me.

Call it sentiment. Call it practicality. Call it misplaced loyalty. Whatever it was, they’d earned a sliver of my trust. We were war buddies, after all… Kind of.

They’d died beside me. That counted for something.

Hei Yuan stepped forward, his back a little straighter than before, though his beard still looked like it had lost a wrestling match with a thunder hawk.

“Master Wei,” he said carefully, “may I ask… what became of the Shadow Lake Island? And… the Emperor’s intentions for our clan?”

Ah. Shadow Lake Island. Took me a second to remember that was what they called their home.

I had to chuckle. Cultivators really loved their dramatic naming conventions. Everything had to be ‘Lake,’ ‘Heaven,’ ‘Blood,’ or ‘Moon.’ Couldn’t just say ‘the island,’ huh?

I sobered a bit, then answered plainly, “It’s quarantined. Don’t expect to rebuild your home there.”

Hei Yuan’s brows furrowed. The others stiffened.

I raised a hand. “I got a glimpse using my Egress spell. It’s bad. Real bad.”

I remembered what I’d seen, just a few hours ago, the moment I left the throne room and blinked into existence there. A crumbling island shrouded in red mist. The scent of sulfur choked the air, mingling with the stench of rotting demon flesh and half-reformed undead. Shadow Lake Island was a battlefield turned biohazard zone. The terrain had buckled. Entire buildings had caved in or melted into grotesque, tarry masses. Pools of blood that shimmered like oil lay still and silent, refusing to dry.

Imperial troops had surrounded the perimeter. A few cultivators in quarantine robes were still exorcising what remained. Every now and then, something twitching tried to stand again, a demon, half-eaten or half-dead, trying to resurrect as an undead. The soldiers didn’t hesitate. One strike to the head. Move on.

A wasteland. A warzone. Whatever it had once been, Shadow Lake Island was no longer a home.

“As for the Emperor’s plans with the Shadow Clan?” I shrugged. “None, as far as I know. You’re not his problem anymore.”

Their faces fell slightly.

I added, “You’re mine now.”

That got their attention.

I held up a finger before they could misinterpret it. “Not like that. I don’t mean you’re some burden I’m stuck with. What I mean is… I want you to be my responsibility.”

Hei Yuan’s lips parted like he wanted to argue, but nothing came out.

I stepped closer, letting my voice firm up. “You’ve lost your land, your people are scattered, your legacy nearly gone. That’s not something I can fix overnight. But if you’re willing to stand, I’ll help you walk again. Starting with your clan members. You’ll probably find the rest scattered across the Deepmoor Continent. Around the military outposts near your old territory. If you want to bring them back, I can help.”

Hei Ximei sucked in a breath. Hei Hong dropped his shoulders for the first time since waking up. All thirteen of them exhaled, like they hadn’t realized they’d been holding their breath until I said the words.

“Of course…” I added with a smirk, “the journey’s gonna suck.”

A few chuckled weakly.

“But I might be able to lend you a few boat artifacts to speed things up. Could even toss in some maps if you ask nicely.”

Hei Yuan looked down, his voice hoarse. “Master Wei… you are… a living treasure.”

I rolled my eyes and turned before he could start composing poetry on the spot. I’d had enough of his overblown gratitude speeches for one day.

I gave the Shadow Clan elders a nod and took a step back.

“I’ll leave you to your own devices,” I said. “Figure out what you want to do. I’ve got other business to handle.”

They bowed. Thirteen elders, all gaunt and ghost-eyed from death and resurrection, bowed low to a random Outsider. It made me feel weird. Still not used to this whole people-looking-at-me-like-I’m-a-big-deal thing.

I activated the Egress spell, letting the glow build along my arms. The formation beneath my feet flared as I channeled my will. Normally, the spell would just snap me back to where I had marked earlier, but with enough willpower and a bit of directional finesse, I could aim my landing with the spell formations set up in advance.

And sure enough, with a pop of pressure and a blink of light, I was inside the underground chamber beneath Ren Jin’s estate.

It wasn’t much of a chamber. More like a dark basement that got overfunded. Polished jade walls, softly humming arrays inlaid with silver thread, and one of those ambient glowing orbs hanging overhead like a low-budget moon.

The spell formations here were the Empire’s real trump card, not just cultivation or powerful warriors, but the infrastructure that turned cultivation into civilization. Everything was laced with purpose: teleportation grids, sealing arrays, privacy wards. This place was wired like a living thing.

Their warping technique wasn’t to the level they could go interstellar, though. Still, it was impressive.

I started walking, letting the layout guide me toward the exit tunnel, boots echoing faintly on the stone. My fingers brushed along the etched walls absentmindedly.

Time to check in.

I flicked my mental will and connected to Voice Chat, a special power more bizarre than any special ability in my arsenal, but effectively the same thing. Pick a bound target. Call. Pray they weren’t in the middle of stabbing something.

“Hey there, Alice. How’re you doing?”

There was a pause, then her voice crackled into my mind like a grumpy radio ghost.

“Terrible.”

Her tone was flat, dry as desert sand.

She continued, “We found a small village. We're taking our time here. Like you told us. Lying low. Not moving unless absolutely necessary.”

Good. That meant they were listening.

“I imagine things on your side aren’t easy,” I said aloud, pacing past another flickering spell lantern. “The sovereign power over there runs a tight ship, and judging from what I’ve read and seen, slipping past their border control would be... well, not fun.”

I sighed, adjusting my cuffs.

“I’ll come pick you up instead. You just make sure you stay low and cause as little noise as possible. Emphasis on no trouble. We’re trying to stay under the radar, not kick it in the face.”

“Roger that,” she said with a sigh. “Lu Gao’s been resting. He’s stable, no complications.”

“Good. Keep him safe. He’s… important to me.”

“Aw, you do care,” she teased, voice lightening just a bit.

I ignored the bait.

“How’s the language barrier? Locals giving you grief?”

“It’s manageable. Joan and I are picking up the language. Our skull friend’s been tutoring us.”

“Skull friend?” I blinked. “...Is that literal? Ah, that guy.”

“Yup. A skull. Talks a lot. Has opinions on soup. Also likes fashion and stuff.”

I blinked again. “You know what? I don’t need to know.”

Still, I filed that away. Skulls were rarely a normal occurrence. But we could dig into that later. Back in the Black Forest, I didn’t have time to play catch-up, so of course, I have no idea what the deal was with that skull.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s review. No starting fights. No spontaneous uprisings. No sword-drawing unless it’s absolutely necessary. And definitely no slaughtering people just because they’re jerks.”

“Aww.”

“Alice.”

“Okay, okay. But I’m telling you now. If Joan sees injustice, she’s not just going to stand there.”

Of course not. That woman was less Holy Spirit and more self-righteous sword incarnate... Well, she was a priestess, so of course she was. Moreover, she was too 'in-character' and didn't possess the sensibilities of your average gamer.

I rubbed my temples. “Just… just watch her. Keep both of you safe. That’s the mission.”

There was a moment of quiet.

Then Alice said softly, “I’m flattered, you know.”

“Hm?”

“That you can put your trust in a dirty vampire like me.”

I smirked. “Takes one to know one.”

“Careful, David. Flirting like that, and I might just fall for you all over again.”

I sighed and kept walking. “Alice, if you try any harder, I might have to install a rejection formation.”

She laughed.

“Alright, alright, I’ll stop. For now.”

With that, she disconnected, leaving only the faint hum of formation lines in the air around me.

I emerged from the underground chamber a few moments later, stepping into one of the side courtyards of Ren Jin’s estate. The evening light had begun to settle over the city, casting long shadows through the rest of the Yellow Dragon City.

Time to start making plans. If I wanted to pick up my wayward disciples, I’d need clearance, a plan, and a boat that could fly over an entire continent.

Easy stuff, right?

Right.
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The moon hung low, round and solemn, casting silver light across the dunes. The desert was quiet tonight, eerily so. Even the wind whispered as if trying not to disturb the lonely figure atop the sandy ridge.

Lu Gao exhaled slowly. The night was calm, but his heart was not.

It had been months, three, maybe four, depending on how one counted days without proper sunrises. He had been separated from his Master and the others during that chaotic battle. He remembered the final clash, the screaming, the blood... and then waking up alone, half-buried in sand with the upper half of his robe missing.

Since then, he had wandered with a certain duo.

His Master? No, he wasn’t worried about that man. Da Wei was the type who’d survive anything. The world might collapse, but that man would probably joke about it on the way down.

But the others…

Gu Jie, Ren Jingyi, even Hei Mao. And especially, Ren Xun.

Ren Xun, who was only supposed to be their guide. Ren Xun, who always fumbled during drills. Ren Xun, who had the delicate build of a scribe and the reflexes of a startled rabbit.

“We shouldn’t have let him come,” Lu Gao muttered. “The Emperor won’t want us dead, right? Master would probably be fine, but…”

He tilted his head toward the moon, the weight of guilt growing heavier in his chest.

And yet… Lu Gao smiled faintly.

Ren Xun had the stubbornness of the Ren bloodline. Even if he was useless in a fist fight, the man was formidable enough when it came to spell formations, a talent unique to his bloodline, probably inherited from the Emperor himself.

If at Martial Tempering, a cultivator would reach levels of physical prowess beyond mortal ability. If at Mind Enlightenment, a cultivator would hone their mind to achieve super perception and greater thought. If at Will Reinforcement, a cultivator would be able to express their will to the world. Then at Spirit Mystery, a cultivator would begin to manifest powers unique to their own path of cultivation: abilities shaped by their soul, their intent, and their journey.

For Lu Gao, that power had taken the shape of conjuration.

With a quiet grunt, Lu Gao brought his hands together. Purple flames flickered to life between his fingers, twisting and writhing before taking form… an elegant saber forged from ethereal fire.

“Hollow Point: Incursion,” he whispered. “Take form into the shape I desire, oh… I beseech you, my nascent power!”

His Spirit Mystery Realm manifestation answered.

The blade gleamed in the moonlight, and without further hesitation, Lu Gao moved.

Each step was precise. The sand shifted, but he flowed through it with the grace of a practiced dancer. His purple flame saber carved arcs of light into the night, each movement a verse in the silent poem he composed with his body.

From the outside, it looked beautiful… an art piece in motion.

From within, it was war.

This was how he trained now. No more sparring partners. No more handmaidens delivering tea. No supervising instructor throwing fruit at him when he made a mistake.

Just the wind, the sand, and the whispers of the dead.

Aili Si’s voice cut through the silence. “Stop.”

Lu Gao halted mid-motion, the saber humming faintly in his hand.

He turned his head slightly.

Aili Si.

That probably wasn’t her real name, of course. It was just the closest approximation he’d managed to pull from her strange, lilting speech when talking to the blonde woman. Whatever the case, his Master had told him they could be trusted.

So he did.

The woman with the rosy pink hair and amused eyes looked like a demonic cultivator if he’d ever seen one. Her energy felt wrong, not twisted, not evil, but… wild. Unshackled.

Still, Da Wei trusted her. That was enough.

Lu Gao lowered the saber slightly.

From the woman’s waist, the floating skull tethered to her belt let out a lecherous chuckle.
“I’d appreciate your flawless movement and topless appearance if you were a woman,” it crooned, voice full of ancient sleaze. “Alas, you are just another bastard!”

Lu Gao ignored the skull.

He raised his hand to disperse the conjured saber.

“Don’t,” Aili Si said, stepping forward.

He froze.

Before he could react, she reached out and plucked the saber from his hand as if it were a real, physical object. His eyes widened. No one should have been able to do that. The blade was an expression of his Spirit Mystery, a manifestation of his soul.

“W-Wait—!” he began.

Too late. She twirled it once in her grip, examining the flames as if inspecting a strange flower. The saber did not flicker or fade… it obeyed her touch, gleaming quietly like a house pet submitting to a new master.

Panic prickled beneath Lu Gao’s skin. He resisted the urge to step back.

His cultivation at Spirit Mystery hadn’t granted him extended life, but it had given him power,  abilities more refined and dangerous than most cultivators of his level. Under the right conditions, he could even cross realms and fight those stronger than him.

But Aili Si didn’t seem impressed. She didn’t even seem interested. She was just toying with the conjured weapon like it was nothing.

“Interesting,” she remarked offhandedly. “A little immature in shape-binding, but the soul echo is stable. You’re young.”

Lu Gao blinked.

She turned to him, handing the saber back without ceremony. “Try again. This time, focus less on performance and more on intent.”

He took it silently.

“Yes,” he said, almost on instinct.

There were many things he didn’t understand. Who Aili Si really was. Why the skull never shuts up. Why the desert still felt wrong beneath his feet.

But his Master trusted them. And right now, Lu Gao wanted to be stronger.

So when she told him to try again… he obeyed.

The moon had drifted higher, casting longer shadows over the dunes by the time Lu Gao finished his third weapon conjuration… a spear of lightning-chased jade, flickering and humming with ghostlight.

He stood before Aili Si, breath steady but shirt still missing, the desert wind now a familiar companion against his skin. The pink-haired woman circled him once, her arms folded and her brow furrowed in thought. She hadn’t said much during his demonstration, only nodding or occasionally clicking her tongue when he formed something sloppy. Her expression remained as unreadable as ever.

Then finally, she spoke.

“Enough.” She waved a hand like she was shooing off a particularly persistent cloud. “I’ve seen your shapes. Blade, bow, spear, those tiny flying swordlings… decent control. But clumsy. You are not soul-deep in them yet. I will make a regime for training.”

“Regimen,” Lu Gao corrected quietly, brushing some sand off his pants.

“Regime, regimen, same same,” Aili Si replied breezily, clearly unconcerned with the nuance. She turned her gaze to the distant dunes, as if seeing through them. “You are Paladin, yes? You can take more… sacred power. There are some techniques, holy ones, that might shape you better.”

Lu Gao blinked. “You… know what a Paladin is?”

“Of course. They are my nemeses, priests come a close second.”

The aforementioned skull gave a lewd chuckle from her belt. “And I told her you were a meathead with a conjuration kink.”

Lu Gao grunted and looked away.

The skull was a master of making trouble by taking advantage of the language barrier.

Aili Si continued, seemingly unbothered. “There is a woman, blonde. She is a White Caster. Ask her what to steal. I mean… learn.” She pursed her lips, frowning. “Steal-learn. Stearn.”

Ah… What was her name again? Sho An? Jo Ahn? Cho An. Yeah, Cho An, that should do.

It would take some time for Lu Gao to learn their language, but he was working hard.

“Learn from,” Lu Gao corrected gently.

“Yes, that.” She nodded as if she’d just solved a great puzzle.

It had only been a few months since she started learning Common, but already she could hold conversations… sometimes. Occasionally, though, her word choices left Lu Gao more flustered than he cared to admit.

“Before, when I say your thrusting was very strong,” she began, tilting her head at him, “I did not mean it sounded like rutting.”

Lu Gao almost choked on his own breath. “You could’ve just said my piercing technique was good.”

“Thrusting sounds better. Strong. Potent.” She looked him dead in the eye. “It had rhythm.”

He stared at her, face flushing. “You really need to be careful with how you say that.”

“But why? It is true.” She crossed her arms. “You do it with your whole body.”

Lu Gao covered his face with one hand. “You… you can’t say things like that in public. People will misunderstand.”

“I want them to understand,” she said, clearly confused. “You have strong thrusting. Your form is perfect. Everyone should know this.”

Lu Gao groaned.

“Okay,” he said, taking a deep breath. “Just say… ‘he has good spear technique.’ Simple. No misunderstanding.”

Aili Si nodded, though she didn’t look fully convinced.

She tried again. “His spear is long and penetrating?”

“No.”

“Piercing.”

“Still no.”

“…Stabby?”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “We’ll work on metaphors later.”

She shrugged. “Strange language. So many words. Why is ‘staff’ not the same as ‘staff’? I told a man in the town I needed a long staff inside me, and they chased me out with bread.”

Lu Gao winced. “I don’t even want to unpack that one.”

“Bread is also wrong word,” she muttered, as if to herself. “They didn’t throw bread. It was stale. Like rock. Very rude.”

The skull let out a high-pitched wheeze of amusement. “Oh, she’s learning fast. At this rate, she’ll be banned from every city on the continent by spring.”

Lu Gao sighed and looked up at the moon.

His Master had said to trust these two. No, not the skull. Definitely not the skull. His Master was surely referring to the two women. And, well… so far, they hadn’t tried to kill him.

That was worth something.

"Let’s dive!" Aili Si declared with a triumphant grin.

Lu Gao tilted his head. "You mean… ‘let’s go’?"

She blinked, then frowned. “Same?”

“Not quite. You dive into the water. You go somewhere. Unless we’re diving into our sixth inn,” he muttered under his breath.

The skull hanging from her belt let out a lecherous laugh. “I don’t mind diving if she’s leading the way.”

“Shut it,” Lu Gao said, though his tone lacked real bite.

They broke into a run, their movements light across the dunes. The conjured flame-blade had long since dissipated, and now the only light was the moon's glow and the occasional shimmer of Aili Si’s floating veil ribbons, fluttering behind her like ghostly streamers.

It didn’t take long to return to the village.

Sandthorn was small, barely a hundred structures, if one was being generous. The buildings were squat and round, shaped from hardened clay and packed sand. No walls, no gates, no guards. Just silence. Most of the inhabitants were already asleep, their windows shuttered and lanterns dark. Only the occasional creak of wood or snort of a dozing animal broke the stillness.

There were no oasis pools nearby, no babbling streams. The only water came from deep beneath the sand, drawn by creaky old contraptions and sold in clay jugs. That was how they earned coin here, by selling conjured or purified water. Simple, clean, and effective. Lu Gao’s flame conjuration techniques had little to do with water, but Aili Si had her own tricks, and Cho An… well, Cho An had smarts.

This was their sixth inn. The first two towns had guards too nosy for their liking. Aili Si had nearly incinerated one for trying to touch her hair. In the third village, they’d unknowingly walked into a bandit den. Lu Gao still remembered the look of horror on the local “mayor” when Aili Si melted a crossbow into slag. The fourth and fifth inns? Rude innkeepers, high prices, and too many questions.

Sandthorn was… tolerable.

They reached their small rented house, barely more than a two-room hut, and slipped inside, careful not to make noise. But someone was already awake.

Cho An sat hunched over a tiny wooden desk. Scrolls, maps, and makeshift parchment covered every surface, including half the wall. The glow of a single spirit-stone lantern illuminated her face, cast in soft blue hues. Her golden hair was tied in a loose braid, and her eyebrows were furrowed in deep concentration.

“You didn’t sleep again?” Lu Gao asked, brushing sand from his pants.

Cho An looked up. “No.”

Aili Si stepped forward. “She is mapping?”

“Yes,” Cho An replied curtly, tapping one of the hanging scrolls. “Wind. Here. Move dune.”

“You mean… the wind moves the dunes here?” Lu Gao offered.

“Yes.” Cho An nodded. “Change every day. Hard path. Safe here.” She pointed at a narrow line in red.

Aili Si crouched beside her. “As you can see, Lu Gao… She is a very serious person.”

“Seems that way,” Lu Gao said with a tired smile. “I’d dare say, she’s the most intense person I’ve ever met.”

Cho An heard that and muttered, “Serious. Not intense.”

“You’re both,” Lu Gao said gently. Then he glanced at the map again. “Are we still good to stay here for another day or two?”

Cho An gave a small shrug. “Maybe. No fight. No question. We stay.”

It wasn’t exactly a ‘yes,’ but for her, it was close enough.

“Alright,” Lu Gao said, finally sitting down and leaning back against the wall. “Tomorrow, we train. Aili Si wants to make me less embarrassing.”

Aili Si beamed. “Yes. I will make him very strong. Very... hard.”

Lu Gao’s soul left his body for a second.

“You mean resilient. You’ll make me resilient.”

Aili Si tilted her head. “Same, no?”

“No,” Cho An said simply from the desk, not even looking up.

The skull cackled again. “She’s my favorite. Both of them.”

“Can I bury that thing in the sand?” Lu Gao asked.

“No,” Aili Si and Cho An replied in unison.

            
